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OBITUARIES TO MURRAY N. ROTHBARD
MARCH 2, 1926 - JANUARY 7, 1995

in Memoriam

by Leonard P. Liggio®

Murray Newton Rothbard died in New York City on January 7, 1995. He
had been SJ. Hall Distinguished Service Professor of Economics at the University
of Nevada, Las Vegas for a decade. At the time of his death, his magisterial two
volume history of economic thought was published by Edward Elgar Publishing
Ltd. in England. Elgar is publishing in the Spring a two volume collection of
Rothbard’s economic articles in the “Pioneers in Economics” series edited by
Professor Mark Blaug.

Rothbard had received in November, 1994 the Ingersoll Foundation’s
Richard M. Weaver Prize for Scholarly Letters. It was an especially appropriate prize
as University of Chicago Professor Richard Weaver! was the author of the very
influential work, Ideas Have Consequences.

Murray’s father was born near Warsaw and his mother in Minsk. His father
became chief chemist in a petroleum company, and did not share the Marxist views
of his numerous relatives and in-laws. Murray too grew up skeptical of Marxism
while surrounded by political debates.

Murray attended a private secondary school, and then enrolled in Columbia
University, then the best in America. He majored in mathematics and was a masterly
chess player. He continued his engagement in political debates as Columbia
University had been the source of many of F.D. Roosevelt’s New Deal “Brain Trust”.

Columbia Economics Professor Arthur Burns was a neighbor of the
Rothbards, and took an interest in Murray’s education. On entering graduate
school at Columbia University Murray shifted from mathematics to economics. In
his course at Columbia, George Stigler mentioned that he and another young
economist, Milton Friedman, had co-authored Roofs or Ceilings on how rent
ceijlings constrained building new housing, but that in the collectivist climate of
American publishers the only publisher for the book was the new Foundation for
Economic Education (Irvington-on-Hudson, New-York).

© Distinguished Senior Scholar, Institute for Humane Studies, George Mason University, Fairfax, VA., U.S.A.
1 weaver-1948.
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Through Stigler, Murray discovered FEE and visited Leonard Read and
F.A. Harper who are at the center of the revival of the freedom philosophy after
publication of F.A. Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom. As Stigler had indicated to
Murray, FEE provided a focus for students of the free market. (It was to FEE that
Antony Fisher was sent by Hayek to share ideas about a strategy for liberty leading
Fisher later to create the Institute of Economic Affairs in London.)

Through FEE, Murray discovered Ludwig von Mises’ seminar at the
Graduate Business School of New York University. Murray frequented Mises’
seminar for many years, and continued as a friend until Mises’ death in 1973. Mises’
seminar was attended by free market academics and students in the New York
area, and was followed, as had been the custom after the Mises’ seminar in Vienna,
by discussions in a cafe (Cafe Lafayette on University Place).

After Ludwig von Mises had arrived in New York in 1940 he wrote
Bureaucracy?® and Ommnipotent Government? and revised Human Action,* and the
American edition of Socialism.5 Murray was influenced by Mises’ analysis which
challenged the emerging dominance of Keynesianism.

In the mid-1950s Mises’ attention was devoted to the methodology of the
social sciences. His seminar was centered on the subject matter of his future book,
Theory and History, Mises expanded on his emphasis on economic history and
statistics in Humamn Action. Murray wrote the introduction to the 1983 reprint of
Mises’ Theory and History. At Mises’ seminar Murray met free market history
students, Ralph Raico, Robert Hessen, Joseph Peden, and Leonard P. Liggio, who
strengthened his appreciation of historical research. Influential as well was the
publication of F.A Hayek’s Capitalism and the Historians.

Murray had written his Ph.D. dissertation on the causes, consequences,
and responses to the credit expansion of the newly re-chartered Second Bank of
the United States which led to the U.S. Panic of 1819.6 This book was published by
Columbia University Press as a major contribution to the radical laissez-faire
economic and monetary analysis of the Jacksonian period in American history.

Murray received research fellowships from the William Volker Fund to write
several books. America’s Great Depression’ concemned the 1920s credit expansion
by the U.S. Federal Reserve Board in the causation of the depression. His analysis
was presented in the chapters six and seven of Paul Johnson’s Modern Time.8

Murray wrote two other works which were widely read in universities, and
have had a major impact on younger scholars: Man, Economy and State® and
Power and Market10 These three volumes represent his comprehensive treatise in
economics. His What Has Government Done To Our Money (1964) was published
in five American editions, and in several foreign languages. It presented the

2 Mises-1944a.

3 Mises-1944b.

4 Mises-1949.

5 Mises-1951.

6 Rothbard-1962a.

7 Rothbard-1963.

8 Johnson-1983.

9 Rothbard-1962b (two volumes).
10 Rothbard-1970.
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previous American experience with inflation. Its widespread readership reflected
the Johnson Administration’s use of inflation to pay for his unpopular war in
Vietnam — the public would not accept tax increases to pay for Johnson’s war,
and he used inflation as his hidden tax.

Inflation (after the stability of the Eisenhower era) became the dominant
problem during the past thirty years, and called forth Murray’s continuing notice that
the Emperor has no clothes, whether the Emperor was Democratic or Republican.
Equally critical of the monetary policies of Johnson or Nixon, Murray did not gain
friends among those who wished to claim for one party or the other some special
exemption from politicians’ attacks on the public good and citizens’ incomes.

Murray’s frequent attacks against the inflationary monetary policies of
successive American administrations gave him a reputation as too outspoken, too
public in his criticisms, not a team player. But, Murray accepted the observation of
the American critic, H.L. Mencken, that no citizen’s money was safe as long as a
legislature was in session. Some people considered Murray to be a contemporary
H.L. Mencken as an untamed critic of government policies and their apologists.

Murray’s historical studies of inflation and government intervention
criticized the policies of the range of Twentieth Century American presidents, such
as Woodrow Wilson, F.D. Roosevelt, Harry S. Truman and Lyndon Johnson. His
criticisms of Johnson were presented in “The Great Society: A Libertarian Critique.”11
Other essays included: “War Collectivism and World War 17, and “Herbert Hoover
and the Myth of Laissez faire”;12 and “The New Deal and the International Monetary
System.”13

Murray was a strong critic of the intrusion of positivism into economics. In
this period Mises and Hayek were returning to questions of knowledge. Mises was
writing Theory and History and the Epistemological Problems of Economics, while
arranging for the translation of his own Ultimate Foundations of Economics
Science, and Heinrich Richett’s Science and History (as well as of his Liberalism).
Most of these works were published in the William Volker Fund Series in the
Humane Studies, Van Nostrand Publishers, Princeton, N.J. Murray contributed: “In
Defense of Extreme Apriorism”;1% “The Mantle of Science”;15 “Value Implications
of Economic Theory”;16 and “Praxeology as the Method of Economics”.17

Rationalist philosophy, Murray concluded, was an important intellectual
foundation. Indeed, he was pleased to discover that Carl Menger had been
influenced by Aristotelian thinking, and that the Austrian Revolution in Economics
of 1870 by Menger was rooted in Aristotelian philosophy (7he Historical Setting of
the Austrians School18).

11 Rothbard-1967.

12 Rothbard-1972.

13 Rothbard-1976a.

14 Rothbard-1957.

15 Rothbard-1960.

16 Rothbard-1973a.

17 Rothbard-1973b.

18 Mises-1969, of. Rothbard-1976b.
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Columbia University and its rival for preeminence among American
universities, the University of Chicago (including the Committee on Social Thought),
during the inter-war period were the centers of Neo-Aristotelianism. Murray had
studied in Columbia’s Contemporary Civilization program, its highly praised
Western Civilization sequence of courses. After 1930 the University of Chicago was
the focal point for Neo-Thomist Neo-Aristotelianism.

Many American Classical Liberals during the 1950s and 1960s were educated
in Jesuit universities, and recognized the Neo-Thomist foundations for Classical
Liberal philosophy. Jesuit universities were selected by Non-Christian Classical
Liberals for their philosophy Ph. D. courses in order to draw on the Neo-Thomist
faculties. American Classical Liberals after the Second World War were well-versed
in Aristotelian philosophy, whether they were philosophers, economists or
historians. Today the widest selling philosophy work among American Classical
Liberals is Frederick Copleston, S.J. A History of Philosophy (three volumes).

Murray by the mid-1950s was deeply interested in Neo-Thomist philosophy,
especially epistemology and moral philosophy. An important development for
Murray was his association-with the preeminent American Thomist, Professor
Henry B. Veatch, chairman of the Philosophy Department, Georgetown University.
Henry Veatch participated in a number of the programs of the Institute for Humane
Studies. Henry Veatch’s best known works are: Rational Manl? and For an
Ontology of Morals: A Critique of Contemporary Ethical Theory.?0 Murray
Rothbard for forty years was a major force in the revival and study of Aristotelian
philosophy among American Classical Liberals.

Among his contributions in moral philosophy was his book, The Ethics of
Liberty.21 Tt was a work that was valued among Classical Liberals. Related to this
was his interest in the ethics of punishment, as represented in his “Punishment and
Proportionality”.22

In 1963 Murray began work on a four volume history of colonial America. It
described the economic, political and intellectual history of the American colonies
and the background to the American Revolution and the Constitution. The four
volumes were published under the general title, Conceived in Liberty.?3

Murray was a highly capable historian. He was very well-read in European
and American economic, political and intellectual history. He wrote not only on
American colonial history, and on the financial crises of 1819 and 1929, but on
American Twentieth Century history generally — the Progressive Era, First World
War, New Deal, etc. He had a strong interest in American foreign policy and
international relations in general.

Murray was able to draw on the work and friendship of the Flemish
economic historian, Raymond de Roover (who was an associate of Joseph
Schumpeter). Professor de Roover was a regular speaker at Mises’ monthly dinner
club. Among his many contributions were his studies of scholastic economic

19 veatch-1962.

20 Veatch-1971.

21 Rothbard-1982.

22 Rothbard-1977.

23 Rothbard-1975-1979.
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thought, especially his relating the concept of usury to the actual practices of
interest taking by medieval merchants. Hayek’s former student, Professor Marjorie
Grice-Hutchins of the University of Malaga, made enormous contributions by her
study of the economic writings of the Iberian Scholastics, whom we designate the
School of Salamanca. The leading expert on medieval coinage and economic
history, Professor Howard Adelson, was a long-time friend of Murray’s. These were
important resources for his historical researches.

His interest in French economic thought continued to the end. He not only
was interested in Turgot, Say, and Bastiat, but revived interest in the nineteenth
century French economists, Destutt de Tracy, Charles Comte, Charles Dunoyer,
Gustave de Molinari, Frederic Passy etc. and the Journal des Economistes.

It was the gift of Charles Dunoyer’s De la liberté du travail ou simple
exposé des conditions dans lesquelles les forces bumaines s'exercent avec le plus de
puissance (Liege, Librairie Scientifique et Industrielle, 1846) by Murray and JoAnn
Rothbard, which initiated my research into Charles Dunoyer and the school of Jean
Baptiste Say.

Preceding his 1985 appointment to the chair in economics at the University
of Nevada, Las Vegas, Murray for almost two decades was professor of economics
at New York Polytechnic Institute. He participated in the meetings of the Mont
Pelerin Society beginning at Montreux (1972), Brussels (1974), St. Andrews (1976),
and Hong Kong (1978). He delivered a paper at the 1993 regional meeting of the
Mont Pelerin Society in Rio de Janeiro.

His final legacy is the two volume history of economic thought. It is a
masterpiece from which we shall learn a great deal. It is a true summation of his
deep learning, and wide understanding. He is an original, who will rank with
Mises, Hayek, Schumpeter, Friedman, Stigler and Douglas North.
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in Memoriam

by Hans-Hermann Hoppe®

Murray Rothbard was born and raised in New York City as the only child of
immigrant parents. His father, a chemist, came from Poland and his mother from
Russia. Upon winning a scholarship, he attended private schools and then went on
to study economics at Columbia University, where, in 1956, he received his Ph.D.
with a dissertation written under the economic historian Joseph Dorfman. For
more than a decade beginning in 1949, Rothbard also participated in Ludwig von
Mises’ private seminar at New York University. After working several years for
various foundations, most notably the William Volker Fund, he taught at the
Brooklyn Polytechnic Institute from 1966 until 1986. From 1986 until his death
Rothbard was the S.J. Hall Distinguished Professor of Economics at the University
of Nevada, Las Vegas. He was Vice President of Academic Affairs of the Ludwig
von Mises Institute and editor of its Review of Austrian Ecornomics; co-founder and
member of the board of the Center for Libertarian Studies and editor of its Journal
of Libertarian Studies and the Rotbhbard-Rockwell Report; and co-founder and
president of the John Randolph Society. While at his permanent residence in
Manhattan, he died, suddenly and unexpectedly, of cardiac arrest. He is survived
by JoAnn, his wife of almost 42 years.

Rothbard’s achievements as a scholar are monumental. He is the author of
25 books and literally thousands of articles in scholarly and popular journals. His
work ranges over the entire field of humane studies: from pure economic theory to
philosophy, history, sociology, and politics, all integrated into one mighty
intellectual structure.

Following Ludwig von Mises, Rothbard held that economics sets out from the
axiom that humans act, i.e, that they pursue their most highly valued goals with
scarce means. Combined with a few empirical and empirically testable assumptions
(such that labor implies disutility), all of economic theory can be deduced from this
incontestable starting point, thus elevating its propositions to the status of apodictic,
a priori true laws and establishing economics as a logic of action (praxeology).
Modeled on Mises’ Human Action, Man, Economy, and State, Rothbard’s first

° Professor of Economics at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, U.S.A.
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magnum opus, published in 1962, develops the entire’body of economic theory —
from the law of marginal utility to the business cycle theory — along these lines,
subjecting all variants of mathematical economics to a blistering critique and
logical refutation, and repairing in its course the few remaining inconsistencies in
the Misesian system (such as his theory of monopoly prices and of governmental
security production). In this work, for the first time Rothbard presents a complete
case for a pure market economy (anarcho-capitalism) as always and necessarily
optimizing social utility. In the meantime the book has become a modern classic
and ranks with Mises’ Human Action as one of the towering achievements of the
Austrian School of economics. In Power and Market, a sequel, Rothbard developed
a typology and analyzed the economic effects of any conceivable form of
government interference in markets. Several of his books deal with the theory and
history of money and banking: The Mystery of Banking, What Has Government
Done to Our Money, The Case For A 100 Percent Gold Dollar, and posthumously,
The Case Against the FED. In America’s Great Depression, Rothbard combined
economic theory, more precisely the so-called Mises-Hayek business cycle theory,
with financial and political history to demonstrate that the 1929 crash and the
following Depression were not the result of the operation of free market capitalism
but of the massive creation, out of thin air, of paper money credit by the Federal
Reserve System, established in 1913. In particular, Rothbard demonstrated that in
the aftermath of the crash, Herbert Hoover did not pursue laissez-faire principles
but a proto-Roosevelt-New-Deal policy — a thesis that at the time (1963) was
considered outlandish, but in the meantime is generally recognized by historians,
most notably by Paul Johnson in Modern Times.

Philosophy, and more specifically political philosophy and ethics, is the
second pillar of the Rothbardian system. Contrary to the utilitarian Mises, who
denied the possibility of rational ethics, Rothbard recognized the need for an ethical
system to complement a value-free economics so as to make the case for the free
market truly water-tight. Drawing on the theory of natural rights, in particular on the
work of John Locke and on the genuine American tradition of anarchistic thought of
Lysander Spooner and Benjamin Tucker, Rothbard developed a system of ethics
based on the principles of self-ownership and the original appropriation of
unowned resources through homesteading. Any other proposal, he demonstrated,
either does not qualify as an ethical system applicable to everyone qua human
being, or it is not viable, for following it would literally imply death while it requires
a surviving proponent, and thus leads to performative contradictions. The former is
the case with all proposals which imply granting A ownership over B and/or
resources homesteaded by B, but not giving B the same right with respect to A. The
latter is the case with all proposals advocating universal (communal) co-ownership
of everyone and everything by all, for then no one would be allowed to do anything
with anything before he had everyone elses’s consent to do whatever he wanted to
do. In The Ethics of Liberty, his second magnum opus, Rothbard deduced the entire
corpus of libertarian law — from the law of contracts to the theory of punishment
— from these first axiomatic principles. In For A New Liberty, next to What Has
Government Done to Our Money probably his bestselling book, he applied this
ethical system and presented a diagnosis and economic analysis of the social and
political reforms necessary to achieve a free and prosperous commonwealth. In
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addition, in his book Individualism and the Philosophy of the Social Sciences and
in many articles, in particular Toward a Reconstruction of Utility and Welfare
Economics, he dealt with fundamental issues in the philosophy of science: the logical
character of economics versus history and sociology, the theory of measurement,
utility, and the foundations of probability theory.

In the field of history, sociology, and politics, Rothbard contributed a four
volume history of colonial America from 1620 to 1780, Conceived in Liberty, and in
other books and numerous essays he provided an integrated economic-
sociological-historical analysis of almost every critical episode in American history:
from the panic of 1819, the Jacksonian period, the Progressive era, World War I,
Hoover, FDR, to Reaganomics and Clintonianism. With a detective’s eye for the
minutest detail of history’s by-ways, time and again he challenged common
wisdom and historical orthodoxy and provided his readers with a vision of the
process of history as a permanent struggle between truth and falsehood, economic
wisdom and blundering, of the forces of liberty, and of power elites exploiting and
enriching themselves at the expense of others while covering their tracks through
lies and deceptions.

Last month, the sum of his scholarly work of the last 10 years appeared: two
mighty volumes of a planned three-volume history of economic thought, which is
without a doubt the biggest event in the field since Joseph Schumpeter’s
posthumous History of Economic Analysis (1954), and in the fall 2 large volumes of
his collected economic essays will appear in the series “Pioneers in Economics”
(Edward Elgar).

Despite these almost mind-boggling achievements, Rothbard, like his
revered teacher and mentor Ludwig von Mises, remained an outsider in academia
throughout his life. Mises died before he could receive the Nobel Prize. In the year
after Mises’ death his student Hayek received the prize for his elaboration of the
business cycle theory developed by Mises. If there were any justice in this world,
Rothbard, like Mises, would have won the prize long before. But Rothbard, too,
has died before receiving his due. And yet it is not difficult to understand why he
was mistreated by academia. A brilliant stylist, equipped with razor sharp logic and
unrivaled polemical talent, throughout his life Rothbard fought against the tide of
the “Zeitgeist”, the spirit of the times: the 20th century was for Rothbard a century
of evil that had to be repudiated.

With seemingly inexhaustible energy Rothbard fought not only against
socialism, the collapse of which he had predicted long before it actually occurred,
but also against the welfare state as counterproductive and immoral. The Social
Security System, the intergenerational contract, he considered fraud which like a
chainletter would inevitably end in bankruptcy. Taxation was essentially nothing but
theft, and central banks were exposed as huge counterfeiting gangs, responsible for
a seemingly unstoppable process of currency depreciation. Rothbard opposed all
foreign intervention. He opposed the Korean War, the Cold War, the Vietnam War,
the Gulf War, and the foreign intervention in Somalia, Haiti, and Bosnia. Above all,
he despised and intellectually demolished all forms of ethical and epistemological
relativism and nihilism — the view that there is no clear-cut right and wrong, and
that all of our knowledge is at best only hypothetically and temporarily true. Instead,
Rothbard championed the cause of ethical and epistemological rationalism. He
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fought for a strict isolationist (non-interventionist) foreign policy. He advocated the
abolition of the Central Bank and the re-introduction of a 100 percent gold
standard. And he relentlessly argued in favor of pure laissez-faire capitalism based
on individual liberty, the inviolability of private property, freedom of contract and
association, and strict personal responsibility and liability.

Years before I met Rothbard the man, I had been a Rothbardian. None of my
professors had ever mentioned Rothbard’s name to me, but while reading through
a trail of footnotes, I discovered Mises and then Rothbard — and I knew and
immediately understood why not even one of my big-shot university teachers had
ever mentioned him. To them, Rothbard was dangerous because he was so clearly
and obviously right.

In the ten years that I have known Murray Rothbard, I have seen that above
all he was a happy warrior. He loved and enjoyed life, and, convinced of the
existence of human rationality, he was an eternal optimist. His infectious cackling
laughter is unforgettable to whoever has heard it. Rothbard liked good food and a
vodka martini or two. He was a night person, not rising before noon and working
until 4 or 5 in the morning, and decidedly low-tech. He refused to use a computer.
He used an electric typewriter, Xerox and Fax — and the telephone. He was a city
person, born and bred in Manhattan. Unlike his mentor Mises, Rothbard did not like
to walk, let alone hike. Nature for him was largely an untamed and dangerous foe.
He was a man of culture. “Where there is nature there should be civilization” was
his motto. Rothbard possessed an enormous mental quickness and an almost
encyclopedic breadth of knowledge. Few were the topics on which he did not have
some genuine interest. He was bubbly, witty, and had great comic talent. Twentieth
century culture he considered largely degenerate. He liked German baroque
churches and, while Jewish and an agnostic, the Catholic Church, and classical
music — up to Mozart. But there were exceptions to his dislike of modern culture.
Rothbard was an ardent movie goer, and in his spare time he wrote many movie
reviews. He thought of the films of Cary Grant and Carole Lombard as models. He
hailed The Importance of Being Earnest, and the Maltese Falcon. He praised the
early Woody Allen movies and liked Mel Brooks’ Blazing Saddles and The
Producers. He praised many John Wayne movies (in particular Wild Bunch, by Sam
Peckinpah, and Rio Bravo) and Clint Eastwood (Dirty Harry and The Enforcer), in
which good fights evil. Also The Godfather was definitely Rothbard’s kind of movie.
And Rothbard was a fan of the — as he called it — “life-affirming” music culture of
the 1930s, jazz, show tunes by Gershwin, Rodgers and Hart, and Cole Porter
(Rothbard could sing many of their tunes, and he liked to sing). He also praised the
music of Louis Armstrong and Benny Goodman. As for most contemporary music,
except for a few Beatles songs, Rothbard only expressed distaste.

With Rothbard’s unexpected death a seemingly inexhaustible and
irreplaceable source of inspiration has suddenly been silenced. The world has lost
one of its intellectual giants whose work, like that of Aristotle, Locke, Kant, or
Mises, will be remembered forever, and will be revered so long as man’s quest for
liberty is alive.
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in Memoriam

by Jesus Huerta de Soto®

I first heard of Murray N. Rothbard in autumn 1973, in the seminar on
Austrian Economics which Luis Reig held at his Madrid home every Thursday
evening. At that time, Rothbard’s ideas raised heated controversies which took up a
good part of our meetings. Specifically, there were detailed discussions on both the
Rothbard’s contributions and those of his master Ludwig von Mises and the rest of
the Austrian School theorists, comparing them with “orthodox” economic theory.
The theory of thg monopoly which, thanks to Rothbard, had been purged of the
imperfections and inconsistencies which it still displayed in Mises' Human Action,
also attracted a great deal of attention. Finally, in the field of political philosophy,
there was also a divergence between Rothbard and his master, as the former
defended a Natural Law position which was in acute contrast with the clear
utilitarianism of Mises. These reasons, among others, led me to undertake a
detailed stud two key works which Murray Rothbard had written some years
earlier: his treatis@Man, Economy and State! and his book Power and Market,2
which served as a complement to the former. The fact that Rothbard was able to
culminate the almost one thousand pages of his Economic Principles at the age of
thirty-six is admirable. The clearness, depth and acuteness of the analysis, critical
spirit and originality are characteristics which exude from every page of Man,
Economy and State. It is not surprising, therefore, that this book had a profound
influence on my university years of education in economics, which has also been
felt by a whole generation of Austrian economists all over the world.

Eight years were to elapse, however, before my first personal encounter
with Murray N. Rothbard, whom I met at his home in Palo Alto in 1980. I had this

° Professor of Political Economy, University Complutense of Madrid

1 Rothbard-1962. Subsequently, three new editions appeared, one published by Nash Publishing, Los
Angeles, 1970; another by New York University Press in New York in 1979; and the third by the Ludwig
von Mises Institute and Auburn University in 1994. Various sections of this book have been translated
into Spanish and published in Volumes I and I of my Lecturas de Economia Politica, Union Editorial
Madrid, 1986-1987.

2 Rothbard-1970; second edition by New York University Press, New York, 1977.

Volume 6, numéro 1, Mars 1995, pp 15-20.
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opportunity due to the happy coincidence that Rothbard was working under the
auspices of the Institute for Human Studies, very close to Stanford University,
where I had just arrived with a scholarship from the Bank of Spain to complete my
studies in Political Economy. Although I already knew Rothbard’s main works and
theoretical contributions, my personal contact with him was a memorable
experience. His extraordinary personal charm, tireless enthusiasm and surprising
erudition made it an indescribable intellectual pleasure to debate and discuss with
him not only the most topical, polemic and interesting issues of Economic Science,
but also a multitude of other directly or indirectly related topics, concerning
political science, philosophy, ethics and even theology.3

It was an extraordinary experience to converse with Murray N. Rothbard,
sometimes until the early hours of the morning,# in an informal atmosphere where
open expression of all conceivable positions was admitted, although Rothbard was
an acute critic and made a theoretical dissection of each of the opinions formulated.
However, it was even more extraordinary, if this is possible, to observe and enjoy
the vast culture and almost unsurpassable erudition which Rothbard showed in all
these discussion groups. He had an amazing knowledge of Spanish history3 and of
the role played by the fueros and the whole associated movement in the formation
of our law and in our political history. He was also familiar with the Spanish
libertarian tradition, which he always judged with great sympathy from the
viewpoint of the consistent anarcho-capitalist position he upheld throughout his
life. Moreover, Rothbard had a deep knowledge of the contributions of the theorists
of the School of Salamanca of the Spanish Golden Age, which he summarized in
his article “New Light on the Prehistory of the Austrian School”.6 According to
Rothbard, the foundations of modern Austrian economics date from the Spanish
scholastics of the 16th and 17th centuries, who not only developed the subjective
theory of value, but also applied it to money and to the study of social institutions.
Within this framework, moreover, it may be seen that the development of
economics by the classical Anglo-Saxon school based on the objective labour
theory of value and the analysis of static equilibrium, may be interpreted as
deviationism, of a Protestant origin, from the continental Thomist tradition based

3 Rothbard’s defence of the Thomist ius naturalism was so vigorous that it was rumoured that he had
been converted to Catholicism. Although Rothbard denied this rumour, he nevertheless continued to be
an “agnostic Thomist”, as he has recently been described by Father Robert Sirico, Sirico-1995.

One of these marathon sessions was the root of Robert Nozick’s interest in liberal theory, as Nozick
himself acknowledges: “It was a long conversation about six years ago with Murray Rothbard that
stimulated my interest in individualist anarchist theory”. Nozick-1974, p. xv.
5joseph Sobkran, in his recollections of Rothbard, tells us how “Murray’s earliest memory of a political
conversation was of a family gathering in the 30s at which his relatives, most of them communists, were
denouncing Franco. The prepubescent Murray Rothbard shocked them by asking ‘what's so bad about
Franco anyway? In that setting the question was heretical. Murray started young” (Liberty, Vol. 8, No. 4,
March 1995, p. 26). Although the young Rothbard’s question may have seemed heretical to his
comumunist relatives, he had right on his side, above all if one considers the great similarity between the
dictatorial and coercive nature of Franco’s regime and the regime which its communist opponents were
also trying to impose by force.

6 Rothbard-1976, pp. 52-74.
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on the creative human being and not obsessed by the dogmas of predestination
and redemption on the basis of work.?

Upon my return to Spain in 1982, T continued to maintain close correspondence
with Murray N. Rothbard and T met him again on several occasions. The highlights
of this period are not only the appearance of his seminal work on ethics, The Ethics
of Liberty,8 the manuscript of which he was kind enough to send to me and allow
me to read and comment on prior to its publication, but also the foundation of the
Ludwig von Mises Institute in 1985 and the appearance of The Review of Austrian
Economics as a scientific journal devoted exclusively to the analysis and discussion
of the main research fields of the Austrian School.

One of the most typical characteristics of the correspondence with Murray
N. Rothbard was that he would reply to a brief comment or mention of any
interesting issue with long letters of several pages typed in small, single-spaced
writing, which were often really seminal articles given the breadth of knowledge
and erudition and the suggestive and attractive ideas and theoretical solutions
which they contained.

The last time I met Murray N. Rothbard was at the Regional Meeting of the
Mont-Pélerin Society which took place in Rio de Janeiro in September 1993. At this
congress, Rothbard presented a work on the privatization of nations which has
now recently been published, with minor changes, in The Journal of Libertarian
Studies.? This meeting of the Mont-Pélerin Society was notable because it brought
together the most significant theorists of the current Austrian School of Economics,
led by Murray N. Rothbard and Israel M. Kirzner. It was a curious and interesting
experience to observe the personal relationship between these two giants of the
Austrian School whose personalities and characters were so different. Murray
Rothbard, with his great warmth and congeniality; Israel M. Kirzner, serious,
circumspect and always very correct. At all events, personal relations were always
much more fluid and direct with Rothbard than with Kirzner, although Kirzner is
more courteous in his critical comments and, unlike Rothbard, never offends
personal susceptibilities.

Finally, I should add that, in Rio de Janeiro, Rothbard told me of his great
desire to visit the University of Salamanca which, he considered, was the origin of
the foundations of the modern Austrian School of Economics. Moreover,
Rothbard’s interest in the Spanish scholastics increased when he found out that, as
a result of my research on monetary theory, I had reached the conclusion that the

7 See the two volumes of Rothbard-1995. In these volumes, he expands upon and profoundly analyzes
in extenso the importance of the continental Catholic tradition as opposed to the Anglo-Saxon tradition
of Protestant origin. On this subject, see my article Huerta de Soto-1994.

8 Rothbard-1982. There is a French translation published under the title L'Ethique de la Liberté, Les
Belles Lettres, Paris, 1991. The Spanish edition, entitled La Etica de la Libertad will be published shortly
under the auspices of the author of this article in the collection of libertarian books he is editing for
Union Edjtorial (Madrid).

9 Rothbard-1994, pp. 1-10.
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opposing positions of the Banking and Currency Schools had emerged, not in 19th
century England, but rather almost three centuries earlier, thanks to the Spanish
scholastics. Rothbard encouraged me to write a summary of the main conclusions of
my work to be published in The Review of Austrian Economics10 Together, we
organized a lecture tour of Spain and Portugal, which would take place in the
second half of 1995, culminating at the University of Salamanca. Sadly, in January
this year, I received the proofs of my work, personally corrected by hand by
Rothbard himself, together with a note from the editor informing me-that the great
master of Austrian economists had died of a heart attack on January 7, 1995.
Unhappily, Rothbard will now never be able to visit Spain or his beloved University
of Salamanca. Nevertheless, his twenty-five books and thousands of articles remain
with us, and will continue to be an inexhaustible source of intellectual enrichment
and suggestions for the future research of all his disciples.

10 Huerta de Soto-1995, pp. 25-38.
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L’ECLAT DE TURGOT*

Murray N. Rothbard®

1. Introduction

1l est d’'usage, lors des tournois d’échecs, d’attribuer un prix particulier aux
actions d’éclat, aux victoires particulierement brillantes. Les “coups d’éclat” aux
échecs sont brefs, lucides et fulgurants. Le maitre y déploie son imagination pour
trouver de nouvelles maniéres de parvenir 4 de nouveaux résultats, de nouvelles
combinaisons dans la discipline. $’il nous fallait donner un prix pour un coup d’éclat
en Histoire de la pensée économique, il irait certainement 4 Anne Robert Jacques
Turgot, Baron de I'Aulne (1727-1781). Sa carriére d’économiste fut bréve mais
éclatante et remarquable 2 tous les points de vue. Mort assez jeune, il avait consacré
relativement peu de temps et d’énergie 4 I'économie politique. C'était un homme
d’affaires occupé, né a Paris d’'une famille normande distinguée, qui avait compté de
nombreux Grands Commis du Roi. Il y avait des “Maitres des Requétes”, des
magistrats, des intendants (gouverneurs de Province). Le pére de Turgot, Michel
Etienne, était Conseiller d’Etat, Président du Grand Conseil (Tribunal d’appel aupres
du Parlement de Paris), Maitre des Requétes et grand administrateur de la Ville de
Paris. Sa mére était aristocrate et intellectuelle Magdelaine-Francoise Martineau.

Turgot avait eu un cursus universitaire étincelant, recevant les félicitations
au Séminaire de Saint Sulpice, puis 2 la Faculté de Théologie de la Sorbonne. Cadet
d'une famille élevée mais sans fortune, Turgot aurait di entrer dans les Ordres,
carriere privilégiée pour un homme de son état dans la société frangaise du
XVIlleme siécle. Cependant, bien que devenu abbé, Turgot décida de suivre la
tradition familiale et d’entrer dans 'Administration royale. Il y devint magistrat,
Maitre des Requétes, intendant et finalement un ministre des Finances (ou
Controleur Général) bref et controversé, au cours d'une tentative héroique mais
malheureuse pour supprimer les entraves 4 'économie de marché dans une sorte
de révolution par en-haut.

* Ce texte est la traduction d'un article de Murray N. Rothbard effectuée par Frangois Guillaumat.

° 8.J. Hall Distinguished Professor of Economics at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas ainsi que Vice-
président pour les Questions Scientifiques de I'Institut Ludwig von Mises, et Rédacteur en chef de la
Review of Austrian Economics.

Volume 6, numéro 1, Mars 1995, pp 21-42.
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Turgot n’était pas seulement un administrateur affairé : il était curieux de tout
et passait la plupart de son temps libre 4 écrire et a lire, non en économie, mais en
Histoire, en Littérature, en Philologie et dans les Sciences de la Nature. Pour ce qui
est de ses écrits économiques, ils sont brefs, dispersés, écrits 4 la hate, et représentent
une douzaine de textes, en tout seulement 188 pages. Son ouvrage le plus fameux
et le plus long, Réflexions sur la formation et la distribution des richesses (1766),
ne comprenait que 53 pages. Cette briéveté n’en fait que mieux ressortir les vastes
contributions de cet homme remarquable a la théorie économique.

Les historiens ont la manie de mettre Turgot dans le méme sac que les
Physiocrates. Ils le traitent seulement comme un adepte de la physiocratie au sein
de I’Administration, méme si, dans un désir d’esthéte de ne pas passer pour trop
schématique, il arrive qu'on le présente comme un simple sympathisant. Rien de
tout cela ne rend justice 4 Turgot. “Sympathisant”, il ne I'était que dans la mesure ot
il partageait le parti pris des Physiocrates pour le libre échange et le laissez-faire.
Mais il n’était d’'aucune école : c’était un génie unique, ce qu’il est quand méme
difficile de dire des Physiocrates. Sa compréhension de la théorie économique était
incommensurablement supérieure i la leur, et la manieére dont il traita le capital et
l'intérét est quasiment inégalée encore aujourd’hui.

Dans T'histoire de la pensée, le style, c’est souvent 'homme. La clarté et la
lucidité du style de Turgot reflétent les vertus de sa pensée, et forment un contraste
rafraichissant avec la prose verbeuse et ampoulée de I’Ecole physiocratique.

2. Le laissez-faire et le libre échange

Le mentor de Turgot en théorie économique et en science administrative
fut son grand ami Jacques Claude Marie Vincent, Marquis de Gournay (1712-1759).
Gournay, négociant prospére, était devenu inspecteur royal des manufactures et
ministre du commerce. Quoiqu’il elt peu écrit, Gournay était un grand maitre de
la théorie économique dans le meilleur des sens, grice 4 d’innombrables
conversations non seulement avec Turgot, mais avec les Physiocrates et autres. Ce
fut Gournay qui fit connaitre en France les conclusions de Cantillon. En outre,
Gournay traduisit en francais des économistes anglais tels que Sir Josiah Child, et
les manuscrits de ses commentaires fouillés sur de telles traductions circulérent
largement dans les cercles intellectuels frangais. C'est de Gournay que Turgot
tenait sa ferveur pour le laissez-faire ; on lui a méme souvent — 2 tort — attribué la
paternité de 'expression “laissez-faire, laissez-passer”.

11 est naturel, par conséquent, que ce soit dans I'un de ses premiers ouvrages
Eloge de Vincent de Gournay (1759) que Turgot donne la présentation la plus
compléte de ses conceptions laissez-fairistes. L’Eloge était un tribut offert au
Marquis aprés qu’il fut mort d’'une longue maladiel.

1 L’Eloge avait été rédigé par Turgot en quelques jours 4 partir de quelques textes pour le panégyriste
officiel de Gournay, I'écrivain Jean-Frangois Marmontel. Marmontel se borna 2 tirer des extraits du texte
de Turgot et les publia camme éloge officiel.
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Turgot y montrait que, pour Gournay, le réseau serré de réglementation
mercantiliste de I'industrie n’était pas seulement une erreur intellectuelle, mais un
véritable systéme de cartellisation forcée et de priviléges particuliers conférés par
I’Etat. Turgot décrivait ces “statuts sans nombre dictés par I'esprit de monopole,
dont tout 'objet /sic/ est de décourager I'industrie, de concentrer le commerce dans
le plus petit nombre de mains possibles par la multiplication des formalités et des
frais, par I'assujettissement a des apprentissages et des compagnonnages de dix
ans, pour des métiers qu’on peut savoir en dix jours, par I'exclusion de ceux qui ne
sont pas fils de maitres, de ceux qui sont nés hors de certaines limites, par la
défense d’employer les femmes 4 la fabrication des étoffes, etc.”

Pour Turgot, la liberté des échanges, a lintérieur comme a I'extérieur, se
déduisait également des énormes avantages mutuels de '’échange libre. Toutes ces
entraves oublient “qu’aucune nation ne [peut] faire 4 elle seule le commerce de
toute la terre”, et qu'il est absurde d’essayer de vendre tout ce qu’il est possible aux
étrangers sans jamais rien leur acheter en retour. Turgot entreprend ensuite, dans
son Eloge, de présenter un argument essentiel, pré-hayékien, sur l'utilisation de
leur information personnelle et irremplacable par les entrepreneurs et acteurs
individuels sur le marché libre. Ces participants sur place, réellement engagés dans
le processus de marché, en savent bien davantage sur leur situation personnelle
que des intellectuels au-dessus de la mélée. “Il est inutile de prouver que chaque
particulier est le seul juge de cet emploi le plus avantageux de la terre et de ses
bras. Il a seul les connaissances locales sans lesquelles 'homme le plus éclairé ne
raisonne qu'a l'aveugle. [...] Il s’instruit par des essais réitérés, par ses succes, par
ses pertes, et acquiert un tact dont la finesse, aiguisée par le sentiment du besoin,
passe de bien loin toute la théorie du spéculateur indifférent.”

En procédant 4 une analyse plus détaillée de ces processus, Turgot souligne
que lintérét personnel en est le premier moteur, et que, comme Gournay l'avait
déja noté, que l'intérét individuel sur le marché doit toujours coincider avec
Iintérét général. L'acheteur choisira le vendeur qui lui propose le meilleur prix
pour le produit le mieux approprié, et le vendeur vendra sa marchandise la
meilleure au prix concurrentiel le plus bas. A l'inverse, les entraves et privileéges
particuliers imposés par les hommes de I'Etat forcent les consommateurs a acheter
de plus mauvais produits 4 un prix élevé.

Turgot conclut que “la liberté générale d’acheter et de vendre est donc le
seul moyen d’assurer, d’'un cbté, au vendeur, un prix capable d’assurer la
production ; de lautre, au consommateur, la meilleure marchandise au plus bas
prix.” Turgot en déduisait que les hommes de I'Etat devaient se limiter strictement
a protéger les individus contre un “tort considérable” et la nation contre I'invasion.
“Il suffit évidemment que le gouvernement protége toujours la liberté naturelle que
Pacheteur a d’acheter et le vendeur de vendre.”

1l est possible, concédait Turgot, que sur le marché libre il y ait parfois “un
marchand fripon et un consommateur dupe”. Mais alors, le marché apportera ses
propres remédes : “le consommateur trompé s’instruira, et cessera de s’adresser au
marchand fripon ; celui-ci sera discrédité et puni par la de sa fraude.”
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Turgot, en fait, tournait en dérision les tentatives des hommes de I’Etat
pour “protéger les consommateurs” contre la fraude et les accidents. Dans une
réfutation prophétique des Ralph Naders de tous les temps, Turgot démasque dans
un remarquable passage les nombreux sophismes de la prétendue “protection”
étatique :

“Vouloir que le gouvernement soit obligé d’empécher qu'une telle
fraude n’arrive jamais, c’est vouloir 'obliger 4 fournir des bourrelets a tous
les enfants qui pourraient tomber. Prétendre réussir 4 prévenir par des
réglements toutes les malversations possibles en ce genre, c’est sacrifier a
une perfection chimérique tous les progres de l'industrie ; c’est resserrer
I'imagination des artistes dans les limites étroites de ce qui se fait ; c’est
leur interdire toutes les tentatives nouvelles...”

“C’est oublier que I'exécution de ces réglements est toujours
confiée 4 des hommes, qui peuvent avoir d’autant plus intérét a frauder,
ou a conniver 4 la fraude, que celle qu’ils commettraient serait couverte,
en quelque sorte, par le sceau de I'autorité publique et par la confiance
qu’elle inspire aux consommateurs.”

Turgot ajoutait que toutes les réglementations et inspections de ce genre
“entrainent toujours des frais ; que ces frais sont toujours prélevés sur la
marchandise et, par conséquent, surchargent le consommateur national, éloignent
le consommateur étranger”.

Et Turgot de conclure avec panache :

“Par une injustice palpable, on fait porter au commerce en général
et, par conséquent, a la nation, un impdt onéreux pour dispenser un petit
nombre d’oisifs de ginstruire ou de consulter pour n’étre pas trompés. [...]
en supposant tous les consommateurs dupes et tous les marchands et
fabricants fripons, les autoriser a I'étre, et avilir toute la partie laborieuse de
la nation.”

Turgot reprend le théme “hayékien” de la connaissance supérieure possédée
par les acteurs particuliers sur le marché. L'ensemble de la doctrine laissez-fairiste
de Gournay, rappelle-t-il, est fondée sur 'examen continu d’'une multitude de
transactions qui, du fait de leur seule immensité, ne sauraient étre entierement
connues, et qui, en outre, sont perpétuellement dépendantes d’'une multitude de
circonstances toujours changeantes qui ne peuvent étre traitées ni méme prévues.

Turgot conclut ’éloge de son ami et mentor en rappelant la conviction de
Gournay que la plus grande partie des hommes était “naturellement portée aux
principes doux de la liberté du commerce”, mais que le préjugé, ou la recherche
de privileges particuliers se mettent souvent en travers. Chacun, soulignait Turgot,
souhaite faire une exception au principe de la liberté personnelle et “cette exception
est généralement fondée sur un intérét personnel.”
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Un des aspects intéressants de /’Eloge est ce que Turgot révele de linfluence
hollandaise sur les idées laissez-fairistes de Gournay. Gournay avait acquis en
Hollande une vaste expérience du commerce, et le modele hollandais d’un
commerce et d'échanges relativement libres au cours des XVIIéme et XVIIleme
siecles, particulierement sous la République, servaient de modéle a 'ensemble de
I'Europe. En outre, Turgot rappelle que l'un des livres qui avait le plus influencé
Gournay était les Maximes Politiques de Johan de Witt (1623-1672), martyr et
grand dirigeant du parti Républicain libéral de Hollande. Turgot avait méme, dans
un article intitulé “Foire”, écrit deux ans plus tot pour la grande Encyclopédie, cité
I'éloge que Gournay avait fait de la liberté des marchés internes en Hollande. Alors
que les autres nations confinaient le commerce a certaines périodes et certains
emplacements, “En Hollande, il n’y a point de foires ; mais toute I'étendue de I'Etat
et toute 'année ne forment pour ainsi dire qu'une foire continuelle, parce que le
commerce y est toujours et partout également florissant.”

Turgot écrivit ses derniers textes d’économie au cours de ses quelques
années comme fntendant a Limoges, juste avant de devenir Controleur-Général en
1774. 1Is reflétent son implication dans une lutte interne 4 ’Administration royale
pour la liberté du commerce. Dans son dernier ouvrage, la

“Lettre au Contrdleur-Général sur la marque des fers” (1773), Turgot s’en
prend de facon cinglante au systéme de tarifs protecteurs comme d une guerre de
tous contre tous, ou chacun se sert comme arme du privilege de monopole
étatique, aux dépens des acheteurs :

“Je congois, en effet, que des maitres de forges, qui ne connaissent
que leurs fers, imaginent qu’ils gagneraient davantage s’ils avaient moins
de concurrents. II n’est point de marchand qui ne voulit étre le seul
vendeur de sa denrée ; il n'est point de commerce dans lequel ceux qui
I'exercent ne cherchent 4 écarter la concurrence, et ne trouvent quelque
sophisme pour faire accroire que I'Etat est intéressé a écarter du moins la
concurrence des étrangers, qu’ils réussissent plus aisément a représenter
comme les ennemis du commerce national. Si on les écoute, et on ne les a
que trop écoutés, toutes les branches de commerce seront infectées de ce
genre de monopole. Ces imbéciles ne voient pas que ce méme monopole
qu’ils exercent, non pas comme ils le font accroire au Gouvernement
contre les étrangers, mais contre leurs concitoyens, consommateurs de la
denrée, leur est rendu par ces mémes concitoyens, vendeurs a leur tour
dans toutes les autres branches de commerce, ou les premiers deviennent
a leur tour acheteurs.”

Turgot, préfigurant Bastiat trois quarts de siecle plus tard, appelle méme ce
systéme “guerre d’oppression réciproque, ol le Gouvernement préte sa force 2
tous contre tous”, bref un “équilibre de vexation et d’injustice entre tous les genres
d’industrie” ou tout le monde est perdant. Il conclut que “Quelques sophismes que
puisse accumuler Pintérét particulier de quelques commergants, la vérité est que
toutes les branches du commerce doivent étre libres, également libres, entiérement
libres.”
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Turgot ne se rapprochait pas seulement des Physiocrates pour sa défense de
la liberté des échanges. 1l appelait aussi 4 un impdt unique sur le “produit net” de la
terre. Avec Turgot, plus encore que dans le cas des Physiocrates, on a I'impression
que sa véritable passion était de se débarrasser des impdts étouffants dans tous les
autres domaines de l'existence, et non de les imposer 4 1a terre agricole. Cest dans
son “Plan pour un mémoire sur limposition en général’ (1763) que ses idées sur
I'impot sont le plus développées, méme brievement : il s’agissait de Pesquisse d'une
étude inachevée écrite comme intendant 3 Limoges au profit du Contréleur Général.
Turgot affirmait que les impdbts sur les villes étaient reportés sur I'agriculture ; il
montrait 4 quel point 'imposition paralysait le commerce, et comment les “droits”
sur les villes faussaient les implantations et conduisaient 2 la fraude généralisée. En
outre, les priviléges de monopole pesaient gravement 2 la hausse sur les prix et
incitaient 4 ]a contrebande. Les impdts sur le capital détruisaient I’épargne
accumulée et entravaient l'industrie. L'éloquence de Turgot se déployait bien plus 4
dénoncer les mauvais impdts qu'a faire I'éloge des prétendues vertus de I'impdt
foncier. Contre le systéme fiscal, Turgot frappait dur et fort : “on dirait que le Trésor
public, comme un monstre avide, est tapi 4 I'afftit de toute la richesse du peuple.”

Il est un point sur lequel Turgot différait apparemment des Physiocrates :
sa stratégie ostensible était la méme que la leur : essayer de convaincre le Roi des
vertus du laissez-faire. Or, I'un des épigrammes les plus incisifs de Turgot, adressé
a un ami, comprenait la phrase: “Je ne suis pas encyclopédiste parce que je crois
en Dieu — Je ne suis pas économiste parce que je voudrais qu’il n'y et point de
roi”. Malgré tout, ce n’était pas 14 son opinion affichée, et elle n’inspirait pas non
plus ses actes publics.

3. La valeur, I’échange et le prix

Une des contributions les plus remarquables de Turgot se trouve dans un
texte inédit et inachevé, Valeurs et monnaies, écrit vers 17692. Dans ce texte,
suivant une méthode d’approximations et d’abstractions successives, il développe
une théorie de type autrichien : d’abord 'économie de Robinson Crusoé, plus un
échange isolé 4 deux personnes, qu’il étend ensuite 4 quatre puis 4 un marché
complet. En commencant par ’étude du personnage isolé de Robinson, Turgot
réussit a dégager des lois économiques qui dépassent le cadre de ’échange, étant
applicables a toutes les actions individuelles. En somme, la théorie praxéologique
transcende I’échange marchand. Elle est plus profonde et générale que lui, étant
applicable 3 toute action humaine.

2 Méme si larticle inachevé est resté inédit pendant des décennies, il avait été écrit pour un Dictionnaire
du Commerce qui aurait dit étre constitué par ’Abbé André Morellet (1727-1819), ami de toujours de
Turgot et son condisciple auprés de Gournay. Morellet avait publié la méme année un prospectus pour
le nouveau dictionnaire, prospectus qui répétait trés fidélement le modéle d’échange isolé développé
par Turgot et dont on sait en outre qu’Adam Smith en possédait un.
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Turgot commence donc par examiner un homme isolé, ce qui lui permet
d’élaborer une analyse raffinée de son échelle de valeur ou d’utilité. En établissant
ses jugements de valeur et ses échelles de préférence concernant divers objets,
Robinson donne leur valeur aux différents biens économiques, les compare et les
choisit sur la base de leur importance relative pour lui. C’est ainsi que ces biens
acquierent des valeurs différentes. Robinson ne choisit pas seulement entre
différentes utilisations actuelles des biens, mais aussi entre une consommation
immédiate et une accumulation pour des “besoins 4 venir”. Il comprend aussi
clairement que plus d’abondance pour un bien conduit 4 une moindre valeur, et
vice-versa. Ainsi, comme ses précurseurs francais (et continentaux), Turgot a bien
vu que l'utilité percue d’'un bien diminue 4 mesure que s’accroit sa disponibilité
pour une personne ; et comme pour eux, il ne lui manque que le concept de I'unité
a la marge pour que la théorie soit compleéte. Cependant, il va beaucoup plus loin
que ses prédécesseurs dans la clarté et la précision de son analyse. Il voit aussi que
la valeur subjective des biens (leur “valeur estimative” pour les consommateurs)
doit changer rapidement sur le marché, et on trouve dans son exposé au moins
une allusion au fait que cette valeur percue est strictement ordinale et ne se préte 4
aucune mesure (ni par conséquent 2 la plupart des opérations mathématiques).

Turgot commence son analyse par le commencement méme : un seul
homme isolé, un seul objet de son évaluation :

“Nous considérerons cet homme n’exercant ses facultés que sur un
seul objet ; il le recherchera, I'évitera ou le laissera avec indifférence. Dans
le premier cas, il a sans doute un motif de rechercher cet objet : il le juge
propre 4 sa jouissance ; il le trouvera bon, et cette bonté relative pourrait
absolument étre appelée valeur. Mais cette valeur, n’étant point comparée
a d’autres valeurs, ne serait point susceptible de mesure, et la chose qui
vaut ne serait point évaluée...”

Ensuite, Turgot introduit les autres produits :

“Si ce méme homme a le choix entre plusieurs objets propres 4 ses
usages, il pourra préférer 'un a l'autre, trouver une orange plus agréable
que des chitaignes, une fourrure meilleure pour le défendre du froid qu'une
toile de coton : il jugera qu’une de ces choses vaut mieux qu'une autre, il
comparera dans son esprit, il appréciera leur valeur. 11 se déterminera, en
conséquence, a se charger des choses qu'il préfére et a laisser les autres.”

Cette “comparaison de valeurs”, cette évaluation des différents objets,
change continuellement comme les besoins de la personne. Turgot débouche non
seulement sur ['utilité décroissante, mais sur une forte anticipation de l'utilité
marginale décroissante, car il se concentre sur chaque unité de biens particuliers :
“Lorsque le sauvage a faim, il fera plus de cas d'un morceau de gibier que de la
meilleure peau d’ours ; mais, que sa faim soit satisfaite et qu'il ait froid, ce sera la
peau d’ours qui lui deviendra précieuse.”
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Apres avoir introduit dans son étude la prévision des besoins 4 venir,
Turgot traite de l'utilité décroissante comme fonction de 'abondance. Armé de cet
outil d’analyse, il apporte sa pierre 4 la solution du paradoxe de la valeur :

“... leau, malgré sa nécessité et la multitude d’agréments qu’elle
procure a '’homme, n’est point regardée comme une chose précieuse dans
les pays bien arrosés ; ’homme ne cherche point 4 s’en assurer la
possession, parce que I'abondance de cette substance la lui fait trouver
sous la main.”

Turgot poursuit alors par un exposé véritablement remarquable, qui
préfigure l'accent mis aujourd’hui par la théorie économique sur l'affectation des
ressources rares 4 un nombre bien moins limité, a2 un grand nombre de fins
concurrentes :

“[’homme] n’a, pour se procurer la satisfaction de ses besoins
qu’une mesure plus bornée encore de forces ou de facultés. Chaque objet
particulier de ses jouissances lui cofite des soins, des fatigues, des travaux
et au moins du temps. C’est cet emploi de ses facultés appliquées a la
recherche de chaque objet qui fait la compensation de sa jouissance et
pour ainsi dire le prix de 'objet.” '

Quoiqu’il y ait dans le traitement du codt par Turgot un regrettable arriere-
goit de “colit matériel”, lorsqu’il appelle le colGt d’un produit sa “valeur
fondamentale”3, mais revient généralement 4 une version rudimentaire de la
conception “autrichienne” plus avancée suivant laquelle tous les cotts sont en fait
des “colts d’opportunité”, c’est-d-dire le sacrifice d'une certaine quantité de
ressources qui auraient été produites ailleurs. Ainsi, I'individu agissant de Turgot
(dans ce cas un acteur isolé) évalue et juge les objets sur la base de leur
signification pour lui-méme. Turgot commence par dire que cette signification, ou
utilité, est 'importance de son “travail [...] et de son temps” tels qu’il les a dépensés,
mais traite ensuite son concept comme équivalent aux occasions de produire que
son choix aura laissées de cbté : comme “la portion de ses facultés qu’il peut
employer a la recherche de I'objet évalué sans v sacrifier celle d’autres objets
également ou plus importants.”

Ayant analysé les actions d'un Robinson isolé, Turgot introduit Vendredi. 1
suppose donc qu’il y a deux personnes, puis examine comment l'échange va se
développer. C'est 1a que, dans une analyse fine, il développe la théorie “autrichienne”
d’'un échange isolé 4 deux personnes, presque identique 4 ce que Carl Menger
allait en faire un siécle plus tard. Tout d’abord, il met deux sauvages sur une ile

3 Rothbard cite cette expression, mais on n’y trouve aucune allusion dans le texte disponible en
frangais. Bien au contraire, dans le Mémoire sur les préts d'argent, Turgot précise bien que : “cette chose
n’a point, d proprement parler, de valeur réelle et intrinséque, 3 moins qu’on n’entende par 1a le prix
qu’elle a colté au vendeur ; ce qui ne serait pas exact, car le prix de la fagon ou du premier achat n’est
point la valeur dans le commerce, ou sa valeur vénale uniquement fixée par le rapport de l'offre 4 la
demande.” (italiques ajoutés). [N.d.T.].
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déserte, chacun ayant des biens de valeur en sa possession, mais les biens en
question sont appropriés a des usages différents. L'un a un surplus de poissons et
l'autre de peaux de bétes, et le résultat sera que chacun échange une partie de son
surplus contre celui de 'autre, de sorte que les deux parties d I’échange en
profitent. Le commerce, ou échange, a fait son apparition. Turgot modifie ensuite
les conditions de son exemple, supposant que les deux biens sont désormais le blé
et le bois, de sorte que chacun d’entre eux peut étre stocké pour des utilisations
futures. Ainsi, ni I'un ni lautre ne sont automatiquement pressés d’é€changer leur
surplus. Chaque homme soupésera alors I"“estimation” relative pour lui des deux
produits, et pondérera en conséquence 'échange éventuel. Chacun ajustera ses
offres et ses demandes jusqu’a ce que les deux parties parviennent 4 un prix
auquel chacune donnera 4 ce qu'elle obtient en échange plus de valeur qu’a ce
qu’il y abandonne. De sorte que les deux parties profitent de I'échange.

Turgot présente cette conclusion avec sa lucidité habituelle :

“Cette supériorité de la valeur estimative, attribuée par 'acquéreur
4 la chose acquise sur la chose cédée, est essentielle 4 'échange, car elle
en est 'unique motif. Chacun resterait comme il est s’il ne trouvait un
intérét, un profit personnel, 4 échanger ; si, relativement a lui-méme, il
n’estimait ce qu’il recoit plus que ce qu'’il donne.”

Turgot dévie ensuite malheureusement du droit chemin de la valeur
percue en ajoutant, inutilement, que les termes de I’échange découverts au cours
de ce processus de marchandage auront-“valeur appréciative égale”, car sinon la
personne la moins disposée a I'échange “forcerait 'autre 4 se rapprocher de son
prix par une offre plus forte”. Il est difficile de voir ce que Turgot voulait dire avec
son “chacun donne valeur égale pour recevoir valeur égale” ; il y a peut-étre 1a une
compréhension embryonnaire du fait que le prix résultant de la négociation se
trouvera 4 mi-chemin entre les échelles de valeur de I'un et de 'autre.

Turgot n'en a pas moins parfaitement raison quand il souligne que l'acte
d’échanger accroit la richesse des deux parties 4 'échange. Il introduit ensuite un
vendeur concurrent pour chacun des deux produits et montre comment la
concurrence affecte les échelles de valeur des deux participants.

Comme Turgot 'avait souligné quelques années auparavant dans son
ouvrage le plus important, Les Réflexions sur la formation et la distribution des
richesses*, le processus de négociation, oii chaque partie essaie d’obtenir autant

4 Ces Réflexions (1766) sont d’autant plus remarquables qu'elles avaient été “griffonnées” 2 la hite pour
expliquer 4 deux étudiants chinois de Paris les questions que Turgot s’apprétait 4 leur poser sur
I’&€conomie de la Chine. 1l est rare qu'une oeuvre d’une telle importance soit née d'un motif aussi
quelconque ! Et, plus loin, méme si un homme “quand il réussirait 4 tanner un cuir tout seul, il ne lui faut
qu’une paire de souliers : que ferait-il du reste ? Tuera-t-il un boeuf pour avoir cette paire de souliers ?
Coupera-t-il un arbre pour se faire une paire de sabots ? On peut dire la méme chose de tous les autres
besoins de chaque homme qui, 8l était réduit 4 son champ et 4 son travail, consumerait beaucoup de
temps et de peine pour étre fort mal équipé 4 tous égards, et cultiverait trés mal son terrain.”
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quelle le peut en donnant le moins possible en échange, a pour effet la tendance
pour chaque produit vers un prix uniforme en termes de I'autre. Le prix de tout bien
changera conformément 4 'urgence du besoin parmi les participants. Il n’existe pas
de “vrai prix” auquel le marché tendrait, ou devrait tendre 4 se conformer.

Finalement, dans son analyse répétée d’'une action humaine inspirée par
des anticipations, plutdt qu’en termes d’équilibre ou d’'une prétendue “information
parfaite”, Turgot préfigure l'accent mis par les Autrichiens sur le fait que les
anticipations en question sont la clé des actions sur le marché. L’insistance méme
de Turgot sur lesdites anticipations implique, bien s, que celles-ci peuvent étre
décues — et qu’elles le sont effectivement.

4. Théorie de la production et de la distribution

En un sens, la théorie de la production de Turgot suivait celle des
Physiocrates : cette idée malencontreuse d'une agriculture seule productrice de
richesses, de sorte qu'il devrait y avoir un seul impdt sur le foncier agricole. Mais
I'argument principal de sa théorie de la production était tout 2 fait différent de celui
de la physiocratie. Ainsi, avant le fameux exemple des épingles et I'accent mis sur la
division du travail qu’on trouve chez Adam Smith, Turgot avait, dans ses Réflexions,
présenté une analyse percante de cette division :

“Si le méme homme qui fait produire 4 sa terre ces différentes
choses, et qui les emploie d ses besoins, était obligé de leur faire subir
toutes ces préparations intermédiaires, il est certain qu’il réussirait fort mal.
La plus grande partie de ces préparations exige des soins, une attention,
une longue expérience, qui ne s'acquiert qu'en travaillant de suite et sur
une grande quantité de matiéres.”

Méme en supposant que seule la terre devait étre productive, Turgot
admettait volontiers que les “ressources naturelles” doivent étre transformées par le
travail humain, et que ce travail doit étre fait 4 toutes les étapes du processus de
production. Turgot y avait donc élaboré les rudiments de cette théorie autrichienne
essentielle suivant laquelle la production prend du temps et passe par diverses
étapes, dont chacune aussi prend du temps, et qu’il en résulte que les grandes
classes de facteurs de production sont la terre, le travail et le temps.

L'une des contributions les plus remarquables de Turgot 4 la science
économique, dont le sens demeura méconnu jusqu’au début du XXéme siécle,
était sa présentation brillante et presque improvisée de la loi des rendements
décroissants, ou, comme on pourrait aussi 'appeler, la loi des proportions
variables. Ce petit bijou était né d’'un concours dont avait inspiré 'organisation 4 la
Société royale d’Agriculture de Limoges, pour primer des essais sur 'imposition
indirecte. Son insatisfaction devant le texte lauréat, écrit par Guérineau de Saint-
Péravy dans la veine physiocratique, 'avait conduit 4 développer ses propres idées
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dans ses observations “Sur le mémoire de Saint-Péravy’ (1767). Turgot s’y attaque
au coeur de I'hérésie physiocratique, laquelle consistait 4 supposer que les
différentes classes de gens dépensaient leur argent dans des proportions fixes5.
Mais, objecte Turgot, ce proportions sont bien plutdt variables, de méme que celles
des différents facteurs de production. Il n’existe pas de proportions constantes des
facteurs en agriculture, par exemple, puisque les proportions varient suivant les
connaissances des agriculteurs, la valeur du sol, ainsi que la nature du sol et des
conditions climatiques.

Elaborant sur ce théme, Turgot déclare que “les productions ne peuvent
étre proportionnelles aux avances ; elles ne le sont méme pas, placées dans le
méme terrain, et I'on ne peut jamais supposer que des avances doubles donnent
un produit double”. Non seulement les proportions de facteurs sont variables, mais
en outre apres un certain point, “il est évident que toute dépense ultérieure serait
nuisible. Dans ce cas, les avances seraient augmentées sans que le produit le fat. 11
y a donc un maximum de production qu’il est impossible de passer...” Bien plus,
une fois passé ce point maximum, il est “plus que probable qu’en augmentant par
degrés les avances, [...] jusqu’a ce point ou elles ne rapportent rien, chaque
augmentation serait de moins en moins fructueuse”. En revanche, si I'exploitant
réduit les facteurs en-de¢d du point de production maximum, on trouvera les
mémes changements dans les proportions.

De sorte que Turgot avait présenté, sous une forme entiérement développée,
une analyse de la loi des rendements décroissants qui n’allait pas étre dépassée,
voire égalée, avant le XXéme siécle (4 en croire Schumpeter, pas avant un article
de revue par Edgeworth en 1911 1.

Un accroissement de la quantité des facteurs, par conséquent, accroit le
produit marginal (la quantité produite par chaque accroissement de chaque
facteur), jusqu’a ce qu'un point maximum soit atteint. Aprés quoi, la productivité
marginale descend, finit par atteindre zéro, et ensuite devient négative.

5. La théorie du capital, la fonction d’entreprise, I'épargne
et I'intérét

Dans la liste des contributions exceptionnelles d’A.RJ. Turgot 4 la théorie
économique, la plus remarquable est sa théorie du capital et de l'intérét. Celle-ci,
contrairement 4 d’autres telles que la valeur et l'utilité, apparut presque compléte
et sans lien aucun avec des contributions antérieures. Et ce n’est pas tout : Turgot
avait presque complétement développé la théorie autrichienne du capital et de
I'intérét un siécle avant qu’elle ne soit mise sous sa forme définitive par Eugen von
Bohm-Bawerk.

5 Brreur commune aux “planificateurs” contemporains a la Leontief (N.d.T.).
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La théorie du capital proprement dite de Turgot fut plus ou moins reprise
par les économistes classiques britanniques de méme que par les Autrichiens.
Ainsi, dans ses grandes Réflexions, Turgot remarquait qu'on accumule la richesse a
partir d'un produit annuel non consommé puis épargné. L’épargne est accumulée
sous forme de monnaie, puis investie dans diverses formes de biens. Bien plus,
Turgot fait remarquer que '“entrepreneur capitaliste” doit d’abord accumuler du
capital épargné pour “faire I'avance” de leur paie aux travailleurs, tandis qu’on est
4 Poeuvre sur le produit. Dans l'agriculture, 'entrepreneur-capitaliste doit épargner
des fonds pour payer les ouvriers, acheter du bétail, payer les batiments et les
outils, etc., jusqu’d ce que la récolte ait été moissonnée et vendue, et qu'il puisse
récupérer ses avances. Et il en est ainsi dans tous les domaines de la production.

Adam Smith et les classiques britanniques qui lui succédeérent avaient
récupéré une partie de ces développements. Cependant, deux points essentiels
leur avaient échappé. Le premier était que le capitaliste de Turgot était aussi un
entrepreneur. 1l ne se bornait pas 4 faire 'avance de son épargne aux travailleurs et
autres facteurs de production — il subissait aussi, comme Cantillon I'avait déja
souligné, les risques dus 4 l'incertitude sur les marchés. La théorie de Cantillon
d’un entrepreneur assumant tous les risques dus a I'incertitude, contribuant ainsi a
I'’équilibre du marché, n’avait manqué que d’un seul élément-clé : une analyse du
capital et une compréhension du fait que la force motrice essentielle de I'économie
de marché n’est pas seulement un entrepreneur, mais un capiialiste-entrepreneusy.
Il combine les deux fonctions®.

Et pourtant, la réussite mémorable de Turgot en développant la théorie de
I'entrepreneur-capitaliste aura été, comme le Professeur Hoselitz I'a fait remarquer,
“complétement passée sous silence” jusqu’au XXeme siecle”.

Si les Classiques britanniques avaient totalement négligé 'entrepreneur, ils
avaient été tout aussi incapables d’assimiler l'insistance proto-autrichienne de Turgot
sur le role essentiel du temps dans la production, et le fait que les secteurs d’activité
peuvent nécessiter de nombreuses étapes de production et d’échange. Turgot avait
bien compris que cest le propriétaire du capital “qui attendra que la vente des cuirs
lui rende non seulement toutes ses avances, mais encore un profit suffisant pour le
dédommager de ce que lui aurait valu son argent, s'il 'avait employé en acquisition
de fonds, et, de plus, du salaire d@ a ses travaux, 4 ses soins, 4 ses risques, 4 son
habileté méme.” Dans ce passage, Turgot annonce le concept autrichien de cofit
d’opportunité, et rappelle que le capitaliste aura tendance 4 gagner I'équivalent de

6 Dans un texte pénétrant récemment paru sur Phistoire des théories de Pentrepreneur, les Professeurs
Hebert et Link examinent la question de savoir si un entrepreneur ne peut étre que capitaliste ou si tout
le monde est entrepreneur, y compris les travailleurs. On considére que Turgot est en retrait par rapport
au concept plus large de la fonction d’entreprise chez Cantillon. Mais le point le plus important ici est
que le capitaliste-entrepreneur est la force motrice de I'économie de marché, et qu'en se concentrant
pour la premiére fois sur ce personnage d’une importance vitale, Turgot faisait un énorme pas en avant.
Et nous pouvons saluer cet exploit méme s'il est aussi vrai que Turgot avait négligé les autres domaines,
moins importants de 'esprit d’entreprise. Cf. Hebert/Link-1982, pp. 14-29 et passim.

7 Hoselitz-1960, p. 257.
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son salaire, plus les occasions qu'il avait sacrifiées en n’investissant pas son argent
ailleurs. Bref, les bénéfices comptables du capitaliste tendront vers un taux d’intérét
d’équilibre de long terme, plus le salaire implicite de son propre travail qualifié. En
agriculture, dans l'industrie, ou dans tout autre domaine de la production, il y a deux
classes de producteurs dans la société : (a) les entrepreneurs, propriétaires de
capitaux, “qu'’ils font valoir en faisant travailler par le moyen de leurs avances” et
(b) les travailleurs ou “simples artisans, qui n’ont d’autre bien que leurs bras, qui
n’avancent que leur travail journalier et n’ont de profit que leurs salaires.”

C'est la que Turgot incorpore un germe de vérité tiré du Tableau des
physiocrates — 4 savoir que le capital investi doit rapporter une rentabilité
constante grice a une circulation continue des dépenses, faute de quoi des
dislocations se produiront dans la production et les paiements. Intégrant son
analyse de la monnaie avec celle du capital, Turgot remarque qu’avant 'apparition
de monnaies telles que l'or et 'argent, 'extension possible de I'entreprise, de
I'industrie et du commerce était étroitement limitée. En effet, pour développer la
division du travail et les étapes de la production, il faut accumuler d’énormes
montants de capital financier, et constituer un réseau d’é€change trés dense. Tout
cela est impossible en I'absence de monnaie.

Ayant compris que les “avances” de I'épargne aux facteurs de production
sont une clé de linvestissement, et que ce processus ne se développe que dans
une économie monétaire, Turgot en vient alors a une conclusion “autrichienne”
cruciale : dans la mesure ou les avances en argent et en capital sont indispensables
a toutes les entreprises, alors les travailleurs sont disposés a verser aux capitalistes
un escompte pris sur la production en échange du service de les avoir payés a
lavance sur la recette future. Bref, le revenu d’intérét sur l'investissement (ce que
le Suédois de tradition “autrichienne” Knut Wicksell appellera un siécle plus tard le
“taux d’intérét naturel”) est le paiement versé par les travailleurs aux capitalistes
pour leur service spécifique, 4 savoir : leur avancer 'argent tout de suite afin qu'ils
n’attendent pas pendant des années la rémunération de leur travail. Comme Turgot
le dit dans ses Réflexions : “Puisque les capitaux sont la base indispensable de
toute entreprise, [...] ceux qui, avec l'industrie et Pardeur du travail, n’ont point de
capitaux ou n’en ont point assez pour les entreprises qu'ils veulent former, n’ont
pas de peine 4 se résoudre 4 céder aux possesseurs de capitaux ou d’argent qui
veulent leur en confier, une portion des profits qu’ils espérent recueillir outre la
rentrée de leurs avances.”

L’année suivante, dans son commentaire étincelant sur 'essai de Saint-
Péravy, Turgot développe son analyse de I’épargne et du capital pour présenter
une excellente anticipation de la Loi de Say.

Turgot balaie les frayeurs pré-Keynésiennes des Physiocrates, qui craignaient
que l'argent non dépensé dans la consommation, en “fuyant” du flux circulaire, ne
sabote "économie. En conséquence, les Physiocrates avaient tendance a s’opposer
a Iépargne en tant que telle. Turgot, en revanche, fait remarquer que les avances
en capital sont indispensables 4 toute entreprise. Or, d’ou les avances pourraient-
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elles provenir, sinon de I'épargne ? Il remarquait aussi que cela ne faisait aucune
différence que cette épargne soit fournie par des propriétaires terriens ou par des
entrepreneurs. Pour que I'épargne entrepreneuriale soit suffisamment importante
pour accumuler du capital et développer la production, il faut que les bénéfices
soient plus importants que le montant nécessaire pour reproduire la dépense
actuelle des entrepreneurs (c'est-d-dire pour remplacer le stock, les capitaux
matériels, etc., 4 mesure que ceux-ci sont consommeés ou amortis).

C’est sans raison, poursuit Turgot, que les Physiocrates supposent que
I'épargne “fuit” la circulation et fait baisser les prix. Bien au contraire, I'argent
retourne immédiatement 2 la circulation. Car I'épargne sera utilisée soit (a) pour
acheter de la terre, soit (b) pour étre investie sous forme d’avances aux travailleurs
et autres facteurs de production, ou alors (c) pour étre prétée a intérét. Toutes ces
utilisations de 'épargne raménent 'argent vers le flux de la circulation. Les avances
en capital, par exemple, retournent 4 la circulation en payant '’équipement, les
batiments, les matiéres premieres ou les salaires. L’achat de la terre transfére 'argent
au vendeur dicelle, lequel a son tour ira acheter quelque chose avec 'argent, payera
ses dettes ou reprétera le montant ; en tous cas, l'argent retourne promptement 4 la
circulation.

Turgot s'engage ensuite dans une analyse similaire des flux de dépenses
dans le cas ot 'épargne est prétée i intérét. Si ce sont des consommateurs qui
empruntent 'argent, ils le font pour dépenser, et l'argent dépensé retourne 2 la
circulation. S'ils empruntent pour rembourser d’autres dettes ou pour acheter de la
terre, la méme chose se produit. Et si ce sont des entrepreneurs qui empruntent
largent, il sera déboursé en avances et en investissement, et 'argent, une fois de
plus, retourne 2 la circulation.

L'argent épargné, par conséquent, n’est pas perdu ; il retourne au flux des
dépenses. En outre, la masse de I'épargne investie est bien plus grande que celle
de l'argent thésaurisé : c’est rapidement que l'argent retourne a la circulation. En
outre, rappelle Turgot, méme si I'épargne accrue retirait effectivement une faible
somme d’argent de la circulation pour une durée notable, 'entrepreneur verra la
baisse de ses prix plus que compensée par le développement des avances, qui
développe la production et réduit ses coits. Ici, Turgot tient en germe ['analyse
bien ultéricure de Mises-Hayek sur la maniére dont I"épargne rétrécit mais allonge
la structure de production8.

Le summum de la contribution de Turgot a la théorie économique était le
raffinement de sa théorie de l'intérét. Nous avons déja vu sa lucidité remarquable
lorsquil décrivait le revenu d’intérét sur 'investissement comme un prix payé par
les travailleurs aux capitalistes-entrepreneurs pour leurs avances d’épargne sous
forme de versements immeédiats. Turgot démontrait aussi — tellement en avance

8 Cest-a-dire que, pour une quantité de monnaie donnée, elle fait baisser les prix 4 la consommation
mais développe l'activité en financant davantage d’entreprises en amont, ce qui allonge la durée
moyenne des processus productifs [N.d. T ).
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sur son temps — le lien entre taux d'intérét naturel et le taux d’'intérét sur les préts
financiers. Il montrait, par exemple, que les deux doivent tendre 4 I'égalité sur les
marchés, dans la mesure ou les possesseurs de capitaux comparent sans arrét leurs
rentabilités attendues dans les différentes affectations possibles, qu’elles soient
faites de préts ou d’investissements directs dans la production. Le préteur vend
l'utilisation immeédiate de son argent, et 'emprunteur achéte cette disponibilité, et
le “prix” de ces préts, c’est-d-dire le taux d’intérét, sera déterminé, comme celui de
toute marchandise, par la négociation et le marchandage des offreurs et demandeurs
sur les marchés. Une demande supplémentaire de fonds prétables (“beaucoup
d’emprunteurs”) fera monter les taux d’intérét ; une offre de préts accrue (“beaucoup
de possesseurs d’argent qui offrent 4 en préter”) les fera baisser. Nous I'avons vu :
les gens ont bien des raisons pour emprunter. Pour essayer de faire un profit
d’entrepreneur, pour acheter de la terre, pour rembourser une autre dette, ou pour
consommer ; tandis que les préteurs ne se soucient que de deux choses : le revenu
d’intérét et la sGreté de leur capital.

Alors qu'’il existera une tendance sur le marché a égaliser les taux d’intérét
sur les préts et les taux de rentabilité des investissements, les préts ont aussi
tendance 3 étre forme moins risquée d’affectation pour 1'épargne. De sorte que
l'investissement dans les entreprises risquées ne sera accepté que dans la mesure
ol les entrepreneurs en attendent une rentabilité plus élevée que le taux d'intérét
des préts. Turgot remarque aussi que les obligations d’Etat auront tendance 3 &tre
Pinvestissement le moins risqué, de sorte que ce seront eux qui rapporteront le
plus faible revenu d’intérét. Et Turgot de déclarer ensuite que le “vrai mal” de la
dette publique est qu’elle offre des avantages au public détenteur mais oriente son
épargne vers des utilisations “stériles” et improductives, et maintient un taux
d’intérét élevé qui fait concurrence aux utilisations productives,

Poussant plus avant son analyse de la nature et de I'usage du prét 4 intérét,
Turgot s'engage dans une critique incisive et péremptoire des lois sur 'usure, que
les Physiocrates essayaient encore de défendre.

Le prét, insiste Turgot, “est un contrat réciproque, libre entre les deux
parties, et qu’elles ne font que parce qu'il leur est avantageux.” Mais alors, un
contrat de prét est ipso facto avantageux aussi bien pour le préteur que pour
I'emprunteur. Turgot en vient a l'argument-massue : “or, d’aprés quel principe
peut-on imaginer du crime dans un contrat avantageux aux deux parties, dont
toutes deux sont contentes, et qui certainement ne nuit 4 personne d’autre ?” Il n’y
a aucune exploitation a faire payer un intérét, pas plus que dans la vente de quelque
marchandise que ce soit. S’en prendre 4 un préteur parce qu’il “profiterait” du
besoin que I'emprunteur a de son argent en demandant un intérét, c’est parler
“avec autant d’absurdité que si I'on disait quun boulanger qui exige de l'argent
pour le pain qu’il vend, abuse du besoin qu’en a I'acheteur.”

Et si on peut considérer I'argent dépensé pour du pain comme étant son
€quivalent, alors de méme “I'argent que 'emprunteur recoit aujourd’hui est
€galement I'équivalent du capital et de lintérét qu’il promet de rendre dans un
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certain terme.” En somme, un contrat de prét établitla valeur actuelle du paiement
3 venir d’un capital et d’intéréts. Lemprunteur obtient l'usage de I'argent pour la
durée du prét, et le préteur en est privé ; le prix de cet avantage, ou désavantage,

139

est I“intérét”.

Il est vrai, dit Turgot 2 la faction anti-usure des Scolastiques, que l'argent
employé avec succés dans des entreprises rapporte un bénéfice. Quand on
l'investit dans la terre il rapporte un loyer. Le préteur renonce, pendant la durée du
prét, non seulement 2 la possession du métal, mais au bénéfice qu'il aurait pu
obtenir en investissant. Le “profit ou [le] revenu qu’il aurait pu se procurer, et
l'intérét qui le dédommage de cette privation ne saurait étre regardé comme
injuste.” Ainsi, Turgot intégre son analyse et sa justification de l'intérét dans une
conception plus générale du colt d’opportunité, du revenu auquel on renonce en
prétant de l'argent?. En outre, et avant tout, déclare Turgot, il y a le Droit de
propriété du préteur, élément essentiel qui ne saurait étre passé sous silence. Car
un préteur a :

“le droit d’exiger l'intérét par la seule raison que l'argent est a lui.
Puisqu’il est 4 lui, il est libre de le garder ; rien ne lui fait un devoir de le
préter ; si donc il le préte, il peut mettre 4 son prét telle condition qu'il
veut. Il ne fait en cela aucun tort 4 'emprunteur, puisque celui-ci se
soumet 2 la condition et n’a aucune espéce de droit 4 la somme prétée.”

Quant au passage de I'évangile de Luc qui avait été invoqué pendant des
siecles pour dénoncer le prét a intérét, Turgot affirme que cet avis n’était qu'un
précepte charitable, une “action louable que la générosité inspire”, non une
exigence de la justice. Les adversaires de I'usure, dit Turgot, ne poussent jamais
jusqu’a une position cohérente, qui consisterait 4 essayer de forcer tout le monde 4
préter sans intérét.

Dans une de ses derniéres contributions, le trés influent “Mémoire sur les
préts d’argenr’ (1770), A.RJ. Turgot développe sa critique des lois sur 'usure, tout
en développant sa déja remarquable théorie de l'intérét10.

9 Rappelons que les Scolastiques appelaient “usure” toute forme de prét a intérét. Probablement
impressionnés par 'apparence d’un rendement physigue des investissements directs, ils admettaient fort
bien que ceux-ci rapportent des bénéfices. En revanche, ne voyant pas quel fruit pouvait sortir d'une
somme d'argent prétée (pecunia pecuniam patere non potest), la majorité jugeait anti-naturel le prét a
intérét. Comme par ailleurs ils avaient une théorie de la valeur (y compris de la valeur de la monnaie)
fondée sur l'utilité percue et la rareté (ou sur l'offre et la demande), c’était bien plus une incohérence de
leur part qu'une déduction de prémisses fondamentalement fausses, comme ce sera le cas pour Marx.
Les scolastiques avaient d’ailléurs bien vu une partie des raisons avancées par Turgot : le colt
d’opportunité du capital investi (qu'ils appelaient Jucrum cessans) et méme la contrainte de liquidité
(carentia pecuniae). Mais il faudra attendre le XVIIeme siécle pour qu'un Scolastique en tire toutes les
conséquences. Cf. Rothbard-1995 [N.d.T.].

10 1¢ texte de Turgot faisait 'objet d'éloges dans la remarquable Defense of Usury de Bentham, et fut
rééditée avec le texte de Bentham dans ses traductions frangaise et espagnole 2 la fin des années 1820.
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Il fait remarquer que les lois sur 'usure ne sont pas imposées rigoureusement,
ce qui conduit a4 une prolifération de marchés noirs. Mais 'opprobre de l'usure
demeure, de méme que la fraude et le mépris général de la loi. En outre, de temps
en temps, on fait une application brutale de la loi, de maniére imprévisible, avec
des peines sévéres.

Plus important, Turgot, dans ce “Mémoire sur les préts d’argent’, s'interroge
sur le probléme essentiel de I'intérét : pourguoi les emprunteurs sont-ils d’accord
pour payer la prime d’intérét en échange du droit d'utiliser cet argent ? Les
adversaires de l'usure, remarque-t-il, tiennent que le préteur, en exigeant qu'on
leur rende davantage que le principal, recoit une valeur excessive par rapport au
montant du prét, et que cela est d'une certaine maniére profondément immoral.
C’est alors que Turgot en arrive 4 la question critique : “il est certain qu’en rendant
le sort principal, 'emprunteur rendra précisément le méme poids de métal que le
préteur lui avait donné.” Mais pourquoi, ajoute-t-il, est-ce le poids en métal de la
monnaie qui devrait étre essentiellement considéré, et non “la valeur et lutilité
dont il est pour celui qui préte et pour celui qui emprunte ?” Turgot en arrive donc
spécifiquement au concept essentiel de la préférence temporelle, développé par
les Autrichiens 4 la suite de Bohm-Bawerk. Cest 4 ce moment qu'il nous demande
de comparer “la différence d'utilité qui existe 4 'époque du prét entre une somme
possédée actuellement et une somme égale qu’on recevra 4 une époque €loignée”.
La clé est donc la préférence temporelle — 'escompte de I'avenir et la prime par
conséquent donnée au présent. Turgot rappelle le proverbe bien connu, “un tiens
vaut mieux que deux tu l'auras”. Comme une somme d’argent actuellement
possédée “est préférable a 'assurance de recevoir une pareille somme dans une ou
plusieurs années” la méme somme d’argent payée et remboursée ne peut guére
avoir la méme valeur, car le préteur “donne l'argent et ne recoit qu'une assurance”,
Or, cette perte de valeur ne serait-elle pas “compensée par I’assurance d’une
augmentation sur la somme proportionnée au retard ?” Turgot conclut que “cette
compensation est précisément l'intérét de l'argent.” Il ajoute que ce qu’il convient
de comparer au cours d'un contrat de prét, ce n'est pas la valeur de l'argent prété
avec la somme d’argent remboursée, mais la “valeur de la promesse d’une somme
drargent, qu’il faut comparer avec la valeur d’'une somme d’argent effective” car un
prét est justement le transfert d’une somme d’argent dans l'avenir. De sorte qu'un
taux d’intérét maximum imposé par la loi priverait virtuellement de crédit
Pensemble des entreprises risquées.

En plus de sa découverte du concept autrichien de préférence temporelle,
Turgot, dans ses Réflexions, avait été le premier a développer le concept corollaire
de capitalisation, 4 savoir que la valeur actuelle de la terre ou d’un autre bien de
capital sur le marché tend 4 étre équivalente a la somme des loyers ou rendements
annuels attendus a l'avenir, escomptés par le taux de préférence temporelle du
marché — le taux d’intéréf11,

11 comme le dit Turgot : “un capital est 'équivalent d’'une rente égale 4 une portion déterminée de ce
capital, et réciproquement une rente annuelle représente un capital égal au montant de cette rente
répété un certain nombre de fois suivant que l'intérét est 4 un denier plus ou moins haut.”
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Et comme s'il n'avait pas assez donné 2 la théorie économique, Turgot se
fait le pionnier d’'une analyse raffinée de la relation entre le taux d’intérét et la
“théorie quantitative” de la monnaie. Il y a peu de rapport, souligne-t-il, entre la
valeur du numéraire en terme des prix, et le taux d’intérét. L'offre de monnaie peut
bien étre abondante, de sorte que sa valeur soit faible en terme de marchandises,
alors que l'intérét serait trés élevé dans le méme temps. Suivant peut-étre en cela le
modele similaire de Hume, Turgot demande ce qui se passerait si la quantité de
monnaie-argent dans un pays doublait subitement, et si cet accroissement était
magiquement distribué en proportions égales 4 chaque personne. Plus
précisément, Turgot demande de supposer qu’il y ait un million d’onces de
monnaie-argent dans un pays, et “qu’il survienne, de quelque maniére que ce soit,
dans I'Etat, un second million d’'onces d’argent, et que cette augmentation soit
distribuée dans toutes les bourses suivant la méme proportion que le premier
million, en sorte que celui qui avait précédemment deux onces d’argent en ait
maintenant quatre.” Turgot souligne alors que les prix vont monter, peut-étre
doubler, de sorte que la valeur de l'argent en termes de marchandises baissera.
Cependant, ajoute-t-il, cela n’implique en rien que le taux d’intérét baisse, si la
répartition des dépenses demeure la méme chez les gens, “si tout cet argent est
porté au marché et employé aux dépenses courantes de ceux qui le possédent,” le
nouvel argent ne sera pas entiérement prété, car seul l'argent épargné fait 'objet
des préts et des investissements12.

En fait, Turgot remarque méme que, suivant la maniére dont la part de
I'épargne dans la dépense sera affectée, un accroissement de la quantité de
monnaie pourrait tout aussi bien accroitre les taux d’intérét. Supposons, dit-il, que
tous les gens riches décident de consacrer a la consommation leurs revenus et
bénéfices annuels, et dépensent leur capital dans des folies. La consommation
accrue augmentera le prix des biens de consommation, et comme il y aura bien
moins d’argent 4 préter pour faire des investissements, les taux d’intérét
augmenteront en méme temps que les prix. Bref, la dépense va s’accroitre et les
prix augmenter, alors qu'en méme temps, le taux de préférence temporelle
s’accroitra, les gens consommeront davantage et épargneront moins, et les taux
d’'intérét augmenteront. Ainsi Turgot a-t-il plus d’un siécle d’avance sur son temps,
ayant dégagé la relation complexe, développée par les Autrichiens, entre ce que
von Mises aurait appelé la “relation monétaire” — relation entre 'offre et la
demande de monnaie, qui détermine les prix ou le “niveau” des prix — et les taux
de préférence temporelle. On y trouve aussi le début des rudiments de la théorie
autrichienne de la conjoncture, de la relation entre I’expansion de la masse
monétaire et le taux d’intérét.

Pour ce qui est des mouvements du taux de préférence temporelle ou taux
d’intérét, un progrés de I'esprit d’épargne abaissera le taux d'intérét en accroissant
le montant épargné et, partant, 'accumulation du capital. Un progrés de esprit de

12 Méme si le modele de Hume-Turgot est fort utile pour isoler et clarifier les distinctions entre le niveau
des prix et le taux d'intérét, et pour éclairer I'impact d’'un changement dans la quantité de monnaie, il
s'agit quand méme d’une régression par rapport a I'analyse avancée des processus faite par Cantillon.
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jouissance fera l'inverse. L'esprit d’épargne, note Turgot, augmente réguliérement
en Europe depuis plusieurs siécles, de sorte que les taux d’'intérét ont eu tendance a
baisser. Les divers taux d’intérét et taux de rentabilité sur les préts, investissements,
sur la terre, etc. s'ajustent réciproquement sur 'ensemble des marchés et tendent
vers un taux de rentabilité unique. Le capital, remarque Turgot, quittera les activités
oti le bénéfice est faible au profit de celles ot il est plus élevé,

6. Théorie monétaire

Alors que Turgot n'avait pas prété beaucoup d’attention 4 la théorie de la
monnaie en tant que telle, il avait 1a aussi des contributions importantes 4 apporter.
En plus d’avoir repris le modéle de Hume et de l'intégrer avec son analyse de
lintérét, Turgot avait un démenti formel 4 opposer a I'idée aujourd’hui dominante
suivant laquelle la monnaie serait un jeton purement conventionnel. Dans sa critique
a un texte primé de J.-J. Graslin (1767), Turgot déclare que Graslin a entiérement tort
en “ne regardant 'argent que comme un gage conventionnel des richesses.” Bien au
contraire, déclare Turgot, “Ce n’est point du tout en vertu d’une convention, que
l'argent s’échange contre toutes les autres valeurs : c’est parce qu'il est lui-méme
un objet de commerce, une richesse, parce qu’il a une valeur, et que toute valeur
s'échange dans le commerce contre une valeur égale.”

Dans son article de dictionnaire inachevé sur “Valeur et monnaies”, Turgot
développe sa théorie monétaire. S'appuyant sur ses connaissances linguistiques, il
déclare que la monnaie est une sorte de langage, amenant la forme de divers objets
conventionnels sous un “terme commun”. Le terme commun de toutes les
monnaies est la valeur actuelle, ou prix, des objets qu'ils essaient de mesurer. Ces
“mesures”, cependant, sont loin d’étre parfaites, reconnait Turgot, dans la mesure
ou la valeur de l'or et de I'argent varie sans cesse relativement aux autres
marchandises, de méme que l'une avec 'autre. Toutes les monnaies sont faites des
mémes matieres, essentiellement l'or et I'argent, et ne different que par les unités
de mesure. Et toutes ces unités sont réductibles 'une 4 I'autre, comme le sont
drautres mesures de longueur ou de volume, par 'expression du poids de chacune
des unités dans chaque étalon monétaire. Il y a deux types de monnaie, signale
Turgot : la vraie monnaie, pieces de métal marquées d'inscriptions ; et la monnaie
Sfictive, servant d’unité de compte ou numéraire!3. Quand de vraies unités
monétaires sont définies en termes d'unités de compte, les différentes unités sont
liées 'une a lautre et 4 des poids définis d’or et d’argent.

Des problémes apparaissent, montre Turgot, parce qu’il n'y a pas une
seule vraie monnaie dans le monde mais deux: 'or et 'argent. La valeur relative de
Vor et de l'argent sur le marché changera donc suivant abondance et la rareté
relative de I'or et de 'argent dans les divers pays.

13 re livre de compte ou numéraire, composée de vingt sous, eux-mémes divisés en douze deniers,
était la monnaie fictive. L’écu et le Louis, valant respectivement 3 et 24 livres, étaient des pieces de
monnaie réelle. [N.d.T.].
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7. L'influence

Un des exemples les plus choquants d’injustice en histoire de la pensée
économique est le traitement réservé 4 la brillante analyse du capital et de I'intérét
de Turgot par le grand fondateur de la théorie autrichienne du capital et de l'intérét,
Fugen von Bohm-Bawerk. Au début des années 1880, Bohm-Bawerk commence,
dans le premier tome de son Kapital und Kapitalzins, par ouvrir la voie de sa
propre théorie en étudiant et démolissant les théories antérieures et concurrentes.
Hélas, au lieu de reconnaitre Turgot comme son prédécesseur dans la nouvelle
théorie autrichienne, Bohm-Bawerk balaie brutalement le Frangais comme un
simple Physiocrate, adepte de la théorie naive de la productivité (ou “fructification”)
du capital. Cette injustice envers Turgot est aggravée d’autant par la découverte
récente d'un texte de séminaijre encore inédit de 1876 ot Bohm-Bawerk, dans les
premiers jugements qu'il portait sur la théorie de l'intérét de Turgot, révélait
I'influence énorme de ses conceptions sur les développements ultérieurs de sa
pensée. Peut-étre nous faut-il conclure que, dans ce cas, comme dans d’autres, le
besoin qu'avait Bshm-Bawerk de prétendre 4 l'originalité et de démolir 'ensemble
de ses prédécesseurs l'avait emporté sur les exigences de la vérité et de la justicel4.

A voir les mauvais traitements de Bohm-Bawerk, cela fait chaud au coeur
de voir avec quels éloges Schumpeter résume les grandes contributions de Turgot
i la théorie économique. Sappuyant presque exclusivement sur les Réflexions de
Turgot, Schumpeter déclare que sa théorie de la formation des prix est “presque
irréprochable et, a I'exception d'une formulation explicite du principe marginaliste,
se trouve a une distance palpable de celle de Bohm-Bawerk.” La théorie de
I'épargne, de l'investissement et du capital est “la premiére analyse sérieuse de ces
questions” et “a tenu remarquablement longtemps. Il est douteux qu’Alfred Marshall
soit parvenu a la dépasser, et certain que J.S. Mill ne P'avait pas fait. Bohm-Bawerk
y a sans doute ajouté une nouvelle branche mais, pour 'essentiel, il avait repris les
propositions de Turgot.” La théorie de lintérét de Turgot est “non seulement le
plus grand exploit [...] du XVIIIéme siécle, mais elle préfigurait nettement une
bonne partie des meilleures réflexions des derniéres décennies du XIXeme. En
somme,

“il n’y a pratiquement aucune erreur discernable dans ce tout
premier traité de la valeur et de la distribution, traité dont la mode allait
tellement se développer dans les derniéres décennies du XIX® siecle. Ce
n'est pas exagérer que de dire que l'analyse économique a pris un siécle

14 ce texte, écrit pour le séminaire de Karl Knies 4 Heidelberg, fut offert 2 I'Autrichien F.A. Hayek par la
veuve de Bohm-Bawerk en 1922-23. Cf. Groenewegen-1977, pp. xxix-xxx. Pour l'injustice de B6hm-
Bawerk envers Turgot, cf. Bohm-Bawerk-1959, pp. 39-45. Pour Frank Fetter, Américain de I'Ecole
autrichienne, cf. Fetter-1977, pp. 264-266. Pour en savoir plus sur le traitement par les économistes de la
théorie de I'intérét chez Turgot, cf. Groenewegen-1971, pp. 327-328, p. 333, et pp. 339-340. Pour
Schumpeter sur I'injustice de Bohm envers Turgot, cf. Schumpeter-1954, pp. 332-n. Sur la controverse
de Marshall-Wicksell-Cassel sur le traitement par B6Shm-Bawerk de la théorie de intérét chez Turgot, cf.
Groenewegen-1983, pp. 611-615.
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pour se retrouver ou elle aurait pu en étre vingt ans aprés la publication du
Traité de Turgot si son contenu avait &té correctement compris et assimilé
par une profession plus éveillée5.”

Linfluence de Turgot sur la pensée économique ultérieure fut sérieusement
restreinte, probablement surtout parce que ses écrits furent injustement discrédités
aupres des générations suivantes par son association avec les Physiocrates, et par
le mythe suivant lequel Adam Smith serait le fondateur de 'économie politique. Et
les économistes du XIXeme siécle qui se trouverent lire Turgot ne comprirent pas
limportance de ses théories du capital, de I'intérét et de la production. Alors
qu’Adam Smith connaissait Turgot personnellement, et qu'il avait lu les Réflexions,
leur influence fut apparemment minime. Mis 4 part une approche vaguement
laissez-fairiste, ses conclusions étaient singulierement différentes. Ricardo, comme
a son habitude, était indifférent et incompréhensif, se bornant 4 admirer Turgot
pour son rdle ingrat comme réformateur libéral. James Mill, bien entendu, eut la
méme réaction. Malthus admirait les conceptions de Turgot sur la valeur, mais la
seule influence sensible de Turgot en Angleterre se trouve chez Samuel Bailey,
grand champion de la théorie subjective de la valeur. Quoique 'influence de
Turgot sur Bailey soit patente, il avait malheureusement négligé de le citer dans ses
écrits, de sorte que la tradition de 1'Utilité en Grande-Bretagne ne put redécouvrir
son champion.

C’est sur le Francgais J.B. Say, officiellement adepte de Smith, que Turgot a
finalement eu le plus d’influence, particulierement en théorie de la valeur-utilité
percue, et dans une certaine mesure en théorie du capital et de lintérét. C'est Say
qui fut I'héritier authentique de la tradition francaise, proto-autrichienne, du
laissez-faire développée au XVIIléme siécle. Malheureusement, ces citations de
Turgot minimisaient son influence, et ses références envers Smith étaient
lourdement exagérées. L'une et l'autre attitude reflétaient probablement chez J.B.
Say une réticence, caractéristique aprés la Révolution francaise, 4 se trouver
étroitement associé A ces physiocrates partisans de la monarchie absolue et de
l'agriculture, avec lesquels Turgot se confondait malencontreusement aux yeux des
Francais les plus éclairés. D’otl les prosternations rituelles devant Adam Smith.

15 Schumpeter-1954, pp. 249-325.
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The Present State of Austrian
Economics

Murray N. Rothbard®

1. Introduction

In the past two decades, there has been a seeming growth of methodological
sophistication in the world of economics. Until the early 1970s, a blind Walrasian
formalism held total sway in microeconomics, while a triumphant Keynesianism
dominated macro, all held together by an unthinking and arrogant empiricist
epistemology of logical positivism. The micro and macro synthesis of the neoclassical
paradigm were both embodied and symbolised in the work of Paul Samuelson,
while the positivist methodology was enshrined in the famed 1953 article of Milton
Friedman and the later work of Mark Blaug.1

Since that point, however, the dominant positivist paradigm has been
effectively overthrown, to be replaced by a bracing and nearchaotic Kuhnian “crisis
situation” in the methodology of economics. For the last two decades, a dozen, if not
a hundred, schools of economic thought have been allowed to bloom. Unfortunately,
however, the orthodox paradigms in macro and especially microeconomics are still
dominant, although less aggressively held than before; the crisis situation in
methodology has not yet been allowed to trickle down fully to the substantive bread-
and-butter areas where economists, after all, earn their livelihood. If methodology is
in ferment, however, the rest of the substantive fortress may soon follow.

° 8.J. Hall Distinguished Professor of Economics at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas.

1 For my purposes, I am ignoring the allegedly wide gulf between the earlier positivists with their
“verifiability” criterion and the Popperites and their emphasis on “falsibility”. For those far outside the
logical empiricist camp, this dispute has more of the appearence of a family feud than of a fundamental
split in epistemology. The only point of interest here is that the Popperites are more nihilistic and
therefore even less satisfactory than the original positivists, who at least are allowed to “verify” rather
than merely “not falsify”.

For a brilliant and incisive discussion and demolition of the logical empiricist contention on many
levels, see Gordon-1993.

Volume 6, numéro 1, Mars 1995, pp 43-89.
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The deterioration of the dominant neoclassical paradigm starting in the
early 1970s has numerous causes. I would contend that the main cause was the
abject collapse of the Keynesian System upon the emergence of the first major
inflationary recession in 1973-74, an anomalous situation that has marked every
recession since. The inflationary recession of the early 1970s2 was a shock for two
reasons: (1) in the Keynesian model, recessions are supposed to be due to
underspending, and inflation to overspending, how then could both occur at the
same time? And what can fiscal (or even monetary) policy do about it? and (2)
intervention and statist planning of fiscal policy and “growth economics” in the
1960s were supposed to have eliminated business cycles forevermore, to bring us,
in the naive jargon of the economic Establishment of that day: full employment
without inflation. Business cycle courses were purged from graduate curricula; for
if business cycles had been rendered obsolete, such courses would only be
antiquarian studies of past economic history. The severe inflationary recession of
1973-74, followed by a similar and even more severe recession of 1979-82, ended
the myth of the disappearance of business cycles.3 And if planning for growth was
seen to be flawed and even counter-productive, then perhaps government
planning in general had severe problems; it was no coincidence, then, that the
1970s saw the resurgence of free-market economies and of free-market thinking
among economists.

I contend, too, that the renaissance of Austrian economists beginning at
about the same time was part and parcel of this general disillusion with both
Keynesian and with government intervention, and part of a resurgence of free-
market thinking. The Nobel prize in economics granted to F.A. Hayek in 1974 has
generally been credited with setting the spark for the Austrian revival, and there is
much to be said for this thesis, especially considering the superstitious awe and
veneration with which the Nobel prize is regarded by the economic profession. But
unless we really believe that the Swedish economists who award the Nobel annually
are guided solely by divine inspiration, we must recognize that these’ gentlemen,
too, reflect ideas current in the economics profession in Sweden and in Europe as a
whole. After World War II, the Swedish profession, even more than their colleagues
of other countries, was notoriously the home of Keynesianism and of econometrics;
and the first Nobels, from 1969 through 1973, reflect that bias. It is no accident,
then, that Hayek’s Nobel in 1974, shared ironically with the leftist maverick Gunnar
Myrdal, was the first one to be granted to a free-market economist.4 It is also

2 Actually, inflationary recession had first emerged during the 1933-37 inflationary boom, which took
place within a deep depression. But since the origins of that depression, in 1929-33, were seemingly not
inflationary, this episode was considered anomalous, and irrelevant to future cycles. In addition, prices
first began to creep upward, but only slightly, during the 1957-58 recession again without the usual
price fall, but this was disregarded because the 1966 episode was not quite deep enough to meet the
overly venerated National Bureau criteria for a recession. So 74 shock came like a bolt from
the blue to the profession.

3 We might even say of the business cycle as the MOH saj
managed to bury its undertakers. )

4 Previous Nobels had been granted to: Keynesian econometricians Ragnar Frisch and Jan Tinbergen,
Paul Samuelson, national income statistician Simon Kuznets, Kenneth Arrow and John R. Hicks, and
input-output planner Wassily W. Leontief. |

out natural law: that it has always
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significant that the first free-market Nobel went to Hayek, not for his later vaporings
in “spontaneous order,” “knowledge,” “evolution,” etc. for which he is unfortunately
revered by most current Austrians, but instead for his elaboration of the Misesian
business cycle theory which had been prominent in Britain in the 1930s only to be
swept away, in the late 1930s, by its great enemy, the Keynesian Revolution. To
grant the first free-market Nobel to the antipode of Keynesian macrotheory cannot
be considered a coincidence: it symbolized the end of the unquestioned
dominance of the Keynesian-statist paradigm in economics.3

The Austrian revival starting in 1974 has now lasted long enough and
taken hold firmly enough to enjoy the luxury of its first published historian, who
places central emphasis on the week-long South Royalton, Vermont, Austrian
conference in the summer of 1974. Professor Karen Vaughn was a youthful
participant, now turned participant-observer, at this conference, but unfortunately
her account of that conference and of the revival generally is both biased and
totally unsatisfactory. One of the minor purposes of this paper, in the course of a
critique of that revival and of the current state of Austrian economics, is to analyze
and correct the Vaughn record.®

2. Paradigms and the Whig Theory of the History of Science

One of the most welcome aspects of the methodological ferment of the
past twenty years has been the overthrow of the once-dominant “Whig” notion of
the history of a scientific discipline: that it proceeds, onward and upward in linear
fashion, testing hypotheses, accumulating knowledge, and discarding the dross, so
that scientific knowledge embodied in the latest textbooks and journal articles at
point t, is always and necessarily greater than at point t - 1. This means that since
the scientific discipline always knows more, say in 1983 than in 1971 or 1962, that
there is no point in reading any part of the discipline except the latest textbooks
and journal articles. Oh, there could be an antiquarian point, in 1992, to reading
1956 physics or chemistry, to find out about the history of the earlier period, or to
examine how a science grew, or how scientists influenced each other, but there is
nothing to learn substantively about the discipline from reading older chemistry or
physics.

But this sort of naively optimistic view has been rendered obsolete by the
brilliant “paradigm” analysis of Thomas Kuhn, who shows that this fanciful tale is

5 Some of us harbor the suspicion that it is no coincidence that Hayek received the prize precisely in
1974, the year after the death of his great mentor, the founder of Austrian business cycle theory, Ludwig
von Mises. The Swedish econamics profession might have become partially liberated by 1974, but
surely not liberated enough to grant the prize to as consistent and uncompromising an ideological and
methodological “extremist” as Ludwig von Mises.

The next free-market economist to receive the Nobel was Friedman in 1976, to be followed by fellow
Chicago school members Theodore Schultz in 1979 and George Stigler in 1982.

6 Vaughn-1990, pp. 395-405.
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far from the truth, even in the physical sciences. Even if we are less relativist than
Kuhn, and believe that later paradigms are usually superior to — closer to the truth
than — earlier ones, there still can be a severe loss of knowledge in discarding
earlier paradigms. At the very least, then, there can well be substantive knowledge
to be gained by exploring earlier paradigms. If this is true even in the physical
sciences, a fortiori it is even more true in the non-experimental disciplines such as
philosophy and economics, where because of gross error, accident, or ideological
or political bias, a later paradigm may well be inferior to earlier ones. There should
not even be a presumption, much less a guarantee, of the later the better in the
history of economic thought.

And yet, observers of the current Austrian school, as well as participants in
it, have unwittingly and unthinkingly returned to Whig habits of thought when
discussing or evaluating contributions of the Austrian school. They have
unthinkingly assumed that the later the better, that is, that simply because, e.g., the
work of Don Lavoie or Ludwig M. Lachmann came later in time than Ludwig von
Mises, that they must be better, or to put it differently, that these later contributions
must constitute “development” and “growth” in the field. And yet, if later is not
necessarily better, then the new may not at all constitute “growth”; newer may, in
fact, constitute error and degeneration from an originally correct paradigm. But if
the newer is not necessarily better, it follows that it might even be worse. And if a
newer contribution is worse, and there is degeneration then there must be some
criterion or standard of truth with which to compare these temporally different
contributions. On the other hand, if we take the fashionably nihilist view and claim
that there #s no truth, that anything, any methodology, goes, then it follows that
contribution A can never be better or worse than contribution B, and then there
«<an be no judgments of merit at all, regardless of the date of the contribution.
Indeed, the entire scholarly enterprise may as well be abandoned.

To show how this inconsistency works: Professor Vaughn is horrified
because a new work, in 1985, purportedly in Austrian economics, by O’Driscoll
and Rizzo was severely criticized by other Austrians. She writes: “By the time of its
completion, the book [by O’Driscoll and Rizzo] broke new ground in developing a
coherent Austrian paradigm,” and adds: “and consequently was criticized by many
Austrians who knew’ it wasn’t faithful to Austrian principles.” But does this mean
that Vaughn’s conception of the scholarly dialogue is that every new book, because
new, must be above criticism, and that any criticism is somehow illegitimate? Is that
the way she conceives of the search for truth? And what if the book is actually (2)
fallacious to the core, and (b) totally violates Austrian principles? Are critics supposed
to fall silent, because “Austrian principles” are to enjoy a definition so elastic that
anyone should be allowed to call himself an “Austrian” without being subject to
criticism or challenge??

7 Vaughn-1990, pp. 401-n. Also see ibid., pp. 397-n. Amusingly enough, Vaughn talks repeatedly of the
O’Driscoll-Rizzo volume “gamering so much criticism” from Austrians without citing the major, indeed
the only, place such criticism appeared: the devastating review by Professor Charles W. Baird, Baird-
1987, pp. 189-206.

The Economics of Time and Ignorance was a fortunately short-livened attempt to replace the Misesian
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It is the contention of this paper, indeed, that several different and clashing
paradigms have been allowed to develop and fester, all in the name of “Austrian
economics”; that a great deal of confusion and incoherence have resulted; and that
this coexistence of contradictory doctrine and proliferation of clutter should be
brought to an end. In short, that the rubble of Austrian economics be cleared at
last, that the turgid undergrowth be hacked away, that Austrian doctrine be re-
clarified and truth be enshrined, and that the proliferation of error and fallacy be
swept away.

3. The New Methodology and the Burgeoning of “Austrian”
Fallacies

Part of what has happened to Austrian economics since 1974 was inevitable.
Along with growth and flourishing, in numbers of economists, students, and
contributions, there is bound to be a proliferation of error and of false leads and
byways. That, in a sense, is a healthy development in the history of a science, but
only if there are corrective forces who will periodically clear the underbrush and
sweep away the rubble. That task has unfortunately not yet been done, although
part of this necessary process has already begun.8

The idea of correction and demolition of error does not sit well with the
now reigning pradigm in the epistemology of economics. The Old Methodology
dominant until the 1970s, was frankly prescriptive, setting up criteria for valid and
invalid theory. The problem with the Old Methodology was not that it presumed to
methodological truth and validity, nor that it passed judgement on various methods
and theories in economics, but that its criteria were systematically wrong: it was
trapped by what Professor Mirowski calls “physics envy” to ape the assumed
methodology of physics in the disciplines of human action. The problem with the
Old Methodology (dominant until the 1970s) was not that it was prescriptive, but
that its prescriptions were dead wrong. Unfortunately, in overturning the tyranny
of the Old Methodology, the successful rebels focused not on the invalidity of the
prescription but on the fact that any prescriptions were set forth at all. And so the
prescriptive baby was thrown out with the positivist bathwater — to be replaced
by the New Methodology of anything goes, of allowing all flowers, including
noxious weeds, to bloom. The New Methodologists habitually deny that for them

Following note 7:

paradigm of Bergsonian irrationalism; its rapid demise was assured by its demolition by Professor Baird.
In the course of writing that work, Professor Rizzo, the philosophical leader of the duo, was moving
visibly away from the Misesian paradigm. In a Mises centennial volume edited by Israel Kirzner, Rizzo
first flirted with the then-fashionable philosophy of science of Imre Lakatos as a replacement for
praxeology; in a postcript written a mere six months after the text, Rizzo announced another radical
change of mind even further away from Mises. The Final result in 1985 was the Bergsonian dead-end.
See Rizz0-1982, pp. 53-73.

8 See, for example, the demolitions of the fortunately short-lived “hermeneutical tendency” in Austrian
economics, by David Gordon, Gordon-1986; Hoppe-1989, pp. 179-214, and Rothbard-1989, pp. 45-59.
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“anything goes,” but that is precisely what their proclaimed mission: to understand
and clarify all theories, but never to judge or denounce them, amounts to. Clearly,
the New Methodology is all too congruent with our New Age.?

There are two grievous and unwitting contradictions involved in this
argument by our New anti-prescriptive Methodologists. In the first place, as we
have pointed out in the case of Professor Vaughn, there is a glaring though
unacknowledged bit of prescription: the Whig view that the newer is necessarily
the better, a view that sits peculiarly in a system that offers no criteria for validity
and no suggestion that there is any process or mechanism for learning about or
adopting such criteria if they did exist. But there is also a deeper contradiction. For
the New Methodologists are saying that it is wrong for economic methodology to
be prescriptive, that it is only right for methodology to describe or clarify within
each paradigm. But in that case, the New Methodologists are being very
prescriptive indeed: they are saying that it is wrong or bad to say that any
methodology is wrong or bad; but what argument, then, do they offer for their
prescriptiveness? Various Old methodological schools, be they positivists,
Austrians, or institutionalists, have offered various concrete arguments for their
particular prescriptions: for their view that their particular methodologies are right
or correct, and the others wrong. But the New Methodologists offer no argument
whatsoever for their own, sweeping, hidden prescriptiveness: that all prescriptions
(except their own) are necessarily bad or incorrect. In short, the new
Methodologists offer no argument for their anything goes prescription — all they
have to offer is the mood of the moment, of the contemporary culture: the absurd,
self-contradictory mood of our “therapeutic,” psycho-babbling, anti-"judgmentalist”
culture. To state this fact is to reveal the absurd, counter-intuitive, anti-rational,
fashionable mood of the New Methodologists — a mood that offers no, and is
subject to no, argument, and is therefore simply not to be taken seriously.

It is my contention in this paper that the correct Austrian paradigm is and
can only be the Misesian, i.e., the paradigm of Misesian praxeology — that the
competing Austrian paradigms, in particular the fundamentally irrational “evolved
rules,” “knowledge,” “plans,” and “spontaneous order” paradigm of Hayek; and the
more extreme “ultra-subjectivist” or nihilist paradigm of Lachmann, have both been
fallacious and pernicious: that, as we shall see below in discussing the history of
the modern Austrian revival as a movement, for various reasons the Misesian
paradigm was almost totally cast aside and forgotten; but that now it is resurgent
and rapidly becoming dominant and even triumphant within Austrian economics.
And in the nick of time. The strong implication of Vaughn and of other anti-
Misesian critics is that Misesians simply want Austrian economics to be static, to
repeat endlessly Mises's words and ideas by rote. Not so; that this is untrue may be
seen in numerous creative developments and advances in Misesian economics
over the past thirty years; in particular my own earlier work in monopoly theory,
theory of rent, welfare economics, government and the economy, and theory of

9 For an incisive discussion of the Old and the New Methodologies, by one of the leading purveyors of
the New, see Caldwell-1989, pp. 8-20.
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property rights10; and more recently by the work of Hans-Hermann Hoppe in the
praxeological method, comparative economic systems, taxation, and a praxeological
theory of rights; and by the work of Joseph T. Salerno in Mises vs. Hayek on reason,
free exchange, and socialist calculation; and of Salerno on the work of Hutt and
market coordination of prices as against the Hayekian “coordination of plans.” All
this, as well as the recent work in the philosophical background of Austrian
economics by Barry Smith and David Gordon, are notable and creative advances in
developing, elaborating, and making more consistent and hard-edged, the original
Misesian paradigm.1® In addition, there are the papers delivered at this conference,
as well as literally dozens of other contributions in the Review of Austrian Economics
and elsewhere on numerous aspects of theory, method, history, and policy.

The desideratum is not to keep Austrian economics static; that can never
be true of a growing and developing science. The desideratum is creative advance
within the correct Misesian paradigm, as well as guarding against degeneration of
the discipline into fallacy and error.

4. Misesian Praxeology vs. Competing Paradigms

It has unfortunately become habitual in summing up Austrian economics,
or the Austrian paradigm, to present it as an unconnected grab-bag of separate
principles, a laundry-list of various separate traits. In particular, “subjectivism”;
“market process” or disequilibrium processes as against equilibrium or end-states;
market coordination of plans; methodological individualism; stress on the
“unintended consequences” rather than the intended consequences of human
action; and writing in “literary” style or ordinary language rather than in formal
mathematics. As we shall see, this emphasis on the unconnected laundry list leads
almost inevitably into gross error, for it leads to a one-sided overvaluation and
therefore mis-emphasis on such particular traits as “subjectivism,” “market
process,” or unintended consequences, thereby unfortunately denigrating such
other crucial elements of Austrianism as objective reality and its laws, the end-state
or equilibrium goals implicit in all human action, and the exercise of reason and
therefore the intended consequences of such action.

If for no other reason, this disparate laundry-bag of Austrian traits should
be swept away with one mighty slash of Ockham’s Razor. For all of them can be
integrated into, encompassed by, and deduced from, one central core concept: the
Misesian concept of praxeology. The word praxeology means precisely what its
etymology says: the logic of (human) action. All of economic theory can be
deduced from the central axiom that human beings act — that they pursue means
in order to arrive at ends.12 One of Mises’s central achievements was to realize that

10 Rothbard-1970; Rothbard-1977, and Rothbard-1956/1977, chap. 10.

11 See, among others, Hoppe-1988a, Hoppe-1988b; Hoppe-1993, Salerno-1990a, pp. 51-71, Salerno-
1990Db, pp. 26-54; Salerno-1991, pp. 325-43. Smith-1986, pp. 1-36, and Gordon-1993.

12 The deduction is also aided by a few subsidiary axioms: such as the basic fact that human beings
require leisure.
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this was the methodology of the best economic theory before him, to be the first to
systemize that methodology, and then to be the first to construct the entire edifice
of economic theory in accordance with this praxeological prescription. Correct
theory is based on the true and unrefutable axiom that human beings act, and
proceeds by deducing the logical — and therefore — true implications from that
formal fact.13

Armed with the central core of praxeology, of the implied logic of the
existence of human action, let us examine each of the alleged Austrian traits as set
forth by non-Misesian Austrians (Hayekians and others).

4.1. Subjectivism

Subjectivism stems from the important point that individuals only value
subjectively; that goods and resources are evaluated by individual minds, e.g., by
consumers, and that prices of goods and services are determined only be relative
valuations of those goods by all individuals in the market. It is true, also, that Mises
helped to purge economics of continuing vestiges of faulty objective value
theories, from Ricardian cost and labor-pain theories preserved by Marshall, to the
current pretensions to employ and even measure such invalid concepts as
objective “social costs,” objective “costs and benefits,” and objective, measurable
“transaction costs.” All these concepts are illegitimate.

But, with the shunning and neglect of Mises and praxeology (shunned
rather than consciously argued with or refuted), recent Austrian paradigms have
allowed “subjectivism” to run riot: to extend from legitimate subjective value
theory to a virtual denial of the objective existence of the real world, of the
objective laws of cause and effect, and of the objective validity of deductive logic.
In value theory, the non-Misesians, especially the Lachmannians, neglect or deny
the objective fact that physical objects are being produced, exchanged, and
evaluated, albeit that they are subjectively evaluated by acting individuals.14
Lachmannians and other pseudo-Austrians must be confronted with the fact that
individual human beings exist, that their actions exist, and that the world of which
they are a part also exists.

4.2. Knowledge and Uncertainty

Intimately connected with the question of subjectivism is the problem of
knowledge and uncertainty. Neoclassical economics has locked itself into the

13 For a statement of praxeology and the construction of an edifice of economic theory according to the
praxeological method, see Ludwig von Mises’s monumental work Mises-1949. Also Rothbard-1970.

1 Aind it helpful to regard the market demand-and-supply curves as interactions of a vertical line, of
an existing stock of things, goods or resources; being evaluated by a falling demand curve comprised of
aggregates of individual ordinal value or preference scales, marked of course by diminishing utility of
each unit as the supply of a good increases. The intersection of the vertical supply (or stock) line with
the falling demand curve determines the day-to-day market equilibrium price.
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absurd view that everyone in the market — consumers, producers, and firms —
have perfect knowledge: that demands, supplies, costs, prices, products,
technologies, markets are known fully to everyone, or to all relevant individuals.
This absurd assumption can only begin to be defended on the positivist, or
Friedmanite, view that it is all right to incorporate gross error into one’s assumptions
so long as correct “predictions” can be made. In the praxeological view, however,
quantitative predictions can never be made; in fact, it becomes necessary to guard
against including error in the chain of axioms and propositions, which must be true
at every step of the way. In recent years, the rational expectations theorists have
compounded this absurdity even further: by claiming that “the market” — as some
reified all-knowing entity — has absolute knowledge not only of all present
conditions, but also of all future demands, costs, products, and technologies: so
that the market is omniscient about the future as well as the present.15

The Misesian praxeological view, in contrast, is that knowledge of the
present, much less of the future, is never perfect, and that the world in general, and
the market in particular, are eternally marked by uncertainty. On the other hand,
man obtains knowledge, which hopefully increases over time, of natural law, of
the laws of cause and effect, which enable him to discover more and better ways
of mastering nature and of bringing about his goals ever more effectively. As for
uncertainty, it is the task of the entrepreneur to meet that uncertainty by assuming
risks, in search of profit and of avoiding loss.16

Hence, to the praxeologist, Misesian Man faces the wortld emphatically
knowing some things about his world and not knowing others. He knows
absolutely that he and the world, including other people and resources exist, he
knows that natural laws and the laws of cause and effect exist, and that such
knowledge cumulates over time. His technological knowledge of what goods will
satisfy his wants and of how to acquire them continually increases. And yet he lives
in a world of uncertainty, of uncertain future demands, resources, products, prices
and costs, all problems which entrepreneurs tackle. Over time, entrepreneurs who
are successful in bearing risks and forecasting their particular future will earn
profits and expand their operations, while poor risk-bearers and forecasters will
suffer losses and necessarily shrink their field of activity. Hence, entrepreneurs will
tend to be kept on their toes and be successful in most of their forecasts.

15 More strictly, the rational expectation theorists claim that the market has absolute knowledge of the
“probability distributions” of all future events, any errors being purely random. But this only
compounds the problem: since the concept of “probability distribution” can only be used for events that
are homogeneous, random [path-independent], and infinitely replicable. But the events in the world of
human action are almost all heterogeneous, not random [path-dependent] and hardly replicable at all.
Furthermore, even in the highly unlikely event that these conditions did apply, class probabilities could
not at all be used to explain or predict events, which is what we face in human life. See Mises-1963,
pp. 106-15 and Mises-1957.

16 Mises incorporated into his praxeology the useful Knightian distinction between insurable risk (such
as lotteries, gambling on roulette), and uninsurable (because heterogeneous, not random, and not
replicable uncertainty), which the entrepreneur bears and for which he earns profit or suffers loss. See
Mises-1963, pp. 289-294. Also see Mises’s neglected essay, “Profit and Loss”, Mises-1952, pp. 108-30.
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The important point in relation to economic theory is that Misesian Man
knows the body of economic laws that Misesians have built up; these laws, while
absolute, are qualitative, and ceteris paribus in their nature, and cannot themselves
forecast the future. Such forecasting can only be an entrepreneurial art, quantitative
forecasts that can be helpfully guided though not determined by qualitative
praxeological laws. These forecasts must also be guided by insight, by Verstehen,
into present and future conditions and into the values, preferences, and changing
habits of other human actors.

Suppose, for example, that Misesian Man, as forecaster, is trying to estimate
how prices in general will behave in the next few years. He is armed with an
absolutely true (as Mises would say, apodictic) qualitative, law of praxeological
economic theory: that if the money supply increases, and the people’s demand for
money remains the same, prices will rise. But, to forecast, he must go beyond such
economic laws, and try to estimate: (a) how much, if at all, money will increase in
the near future; (b) what will happen to the demand for money; and (¢) what,
then, will happen to general prices — considering also what is likely to happen to
the supply of goods. Misesian Man knows a lot; but he does not know everything;
and he must try to estimate the future, given various quantitative and qualitative
estimates of change. To show the absurdity of the neoclassical (monetarist
subdivision) pretension of attempting to establish “scientific” quantitative laws,
between the money supply and prices, in estimating the course of the money
supply in the near future, a person must try to figure out the psychology, the ideas
held, and the political influence upon, the Federal Reserve Board.

But contrast to this “moderate” uncertainty of Misesian Man, the plight of
Lachmannian Man, subject to Lachmann’s radical uncertainty and nihilism: Professor
Lachmann’s favorite mantra, which he would repeat at every opportunity, and which
I hold to be the key to his thought, was the following: “the past is, in principle,
absolutely knowable; the future is absolutely unknowable.” Since the future, for
Lachmann, is absolutely unknowable, Lachmannian Man knows no economic law,
no law of cause and effect, qualitative or quantitative. In fact, he can have no
Verstehen into patterns that are likely to occur in the future. At every moment of
succeeding time, Lachmannian Man steps into a trackless void.17

Since there are no laws of cause and effect in human action, Lachmannian
Man would not be able to take the first step in figuring out what is happening, or
likely to happen, with prices. Money? Prices? They can have no relation into the
future, qualitative or quantitative, which means they are not causally related at all.

Once again, the Lachmannians have no real arguments in escalating from
moderate to absolute uncertainty; they apparently think that repetition suffices for
argument. It seems clear to me, on the contrary, that the entire Lachmannian paradigm

17 When pressed, Lachmann, fortunately for Lachmannian Man, conceded that this total ignorance does
not apply to the laws of the physical world; Lachmannian Man is fortunate that he can rely, inter alia,
on the law of gravity. It is only laws and patterns in the human sphere that cannot exist for him.
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is nonsense. Putting aside Lachmann’s overweighing of the absolute knowability of
the past (Do we really krnow with certainty why Caesar crossed the Rubicon?), I
know many things about the future with absolute certainty: I know with absolute
certainty, for example, that I will never be elected President of the United States. 1
know, with even greater certainty, if possible, that I will never be named King of
England. I submit that I am far more certain about these future events than I am of
the reason that Lenin, at Finland Station, was the only Bolshevik to see that
skipping several important stages could lead to a successful revolution in Russia.18

Since Lachmann denies the possibility of knowing the future at all, and
therefore of any economic law, qualitative as well as quantitative, Lachmann and
his followers inevitably become mere institutionalists, mere historians of the record
of man’s past economic activities. Mises would have called Lachmann and the
Lachmannians, as he called all other institutionalists, “anti-economists,” that phrase
meant not merely as an epithet, but also as a deadly accurate summation of what
they are about. Since the Lachmannians are opposed to even the possibility of
economic theory, they must be set down as no longer economists at all. Faute de
mieux, 1 suppose they could be called “historians” except (a) they do very little
actual historical work, and (b) as Mises has made clear in his fundamental though
much-neglected Theory and History,1? to be a good historian you have to be able
to use causal theories from various disciplines to help explain unique historical
events, and the tools of economic law are indispensable parts of any genuine
historian’s armamentarium.2® In a sense, Lachmannians and other institutionalists
function as professional anti-economists and “meta-historians,” expending their
energies denouncing economics and urging other economists to act as historians.?1

18 1achmann’s weasel-worded disclaimer, knowable “in principle”, is scarcely enough to salvage his
naively optimistic view of our knowledge of the past. In principle, how can we figure out why Lenin
saw something in the Russian concatenation of events that none of the other Bolsheviks, even with very
similar world-outlooks, could then see? At bottom, individual uniqueness, whether the uniqueness of
the entrepreneur, the inventor, the forecaster of events or the creator, cannot be “explained” in
determinist fashion.

19 see Mises-1985.

20 Ludwig M. Lachmann had been a student of Hayek at the London School of Economics in the 1930s
and his writings were generally Misesian until the mid-1970s when he became converted to the nihilism
of his old friend and fellow-Hayek student, the Englishman G.L.S. Shackle. Thus, see Lachmann’s
appreciative review of Mises’s Human Action, Lachmann-1951, pp. 412-27. Lachmann’s outstanding
achievement was his Misesian Capital and its Structure, Lachmann-1956, which, presumably for that
reason, is never cited by modern Lachmannians. The watershed date for announcing his conversion to
Shackleinism was Lachmann-1976, pp. 54-62,

21 An amusing but instructive event occured on the occasion of the conference of American Austrians at
Windsor Castle in the summer of 1976. Under the good offices of Professor Stephen C. Littlechild of the
University of Birmingham, a kind of summit conference was arranged so that some of the American
Misesians could meet the English Subjectivist School, as the Shackleians call themselves. The eminent
Subjectivists at the meeting included the doyen of that school, Shackle himself, as well as Professors
T.W. Hutchison, Jack Wiseman, and Brian Loasby. At one point, the Subjectivists were lamenting that
they could not offer a program of graduate economics courses as alternatives to the neoclassical
paradigm, since all they had produced were a few critical essays but no substantial body of economic
theory. I replied in some surprise that there was indeed a great deal of systematic Austrian literature
available, including works by Mises, the early Hayek, and my own work, in addition to volumes of
Bohm-Bawerk and Frank A. Fetter, among others. The blank looks of incomprehension on the faces of
the distinguished Subjectivists was a revelation of the enormous extent of the inherent gulf between
Shackleian Subjectivists and Misesians.
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4.3. Knowledge and the Role of the Entrepreneur

If Lachmannian Man knows nothing, his brother Hayekian Man (the third
major paradigm within modern Austrian economics), is better off, but not by very
much. Indeed, Hayek is obsessed by Man’s allegedly pervasive and systemic
ignorance. Indeed, Hayek’s virtually lone argument against government
intervention and against socialism is that government planners can know nothing.
Since reason can play little or no role in man’s affairs, government, or man through
government, does not even know enough to establish general legal or
constitutional rules for society. These general rules can only emerge from the blind,
unconscious forces of “evolution” — the evolved rules that the later, post-Misesian
Hayek, (in Hutchison’s felicitous term, Hayek II as compared to the Misesian Hayek
D wishes us to worship and follow blindly lest we perish.22 For Hayekian Man,
however, there is a way out: even though he knows virtually nothing, he can
painfully learn through the processes of the free market, just as in law or
constitutions, he can learn to accept the “evolved” rules. In contrast, Misesian Man
can not only know and learn, he can do so by exercising his unique human power
of reason, and reason — the body of praxeologically-deduced economic theory —
can and does tell him that the market economy works extremely well, while
government planning and socialism cannot work at all. Misesian Man knows the
virtues of the free market and the devastating flaws of socialism by using his reason.
In the case of general rules, Misesian Man would think it absurd to accept all rules
simply because they are there, without also correcting them by use of his reason.

The respective attitudes toward human knowledge and human capacity
help account for the enormous differences in the various paradigms on the crucial
role of the entrepreneur in the market. For Neoclassical Man, there is no need for
an entrepreneur, since all men know everything about the market, its past and its
future, perfectly, and all curves are tangent, and all things at rest, in the Never-
Never Land of long-run general equilibrium. Austrians, in contrast, place great
stress on the dynamic role of the entrepreneur, but their visions of that role are
very different.

Hayekjan Man, the Hayekian entrepreneur, starts by knowing nothing, but
he painfully learns about the world and the market through the “signals” of the
price system. Hayek, and Professor Israel Kirzner after him, habitually speak of the
market, of competition on the market, as a “discovery process.” In contrast to
Lachmann, who thinks there can be no knowledge of the world out there to leamn,
Hayek-Kirzner see a world of knowledge out there, with the unconscious forces of
the market supplying man with that knowledge, through market price, and profit-
and-loss signals. The Hayek-Kirzner entrepreneur, indeed, is strangely passive; he

22 Since there can be nothing in social life corresponding to the biological gene, the use of the term
“evolution” by Hayek and others to describe historical change simply serves to drape the mantle of
pseudo-science upon such change, and to smuggle in an unacknowledged and unsupported value-
judgement (supported only by the alleged benevolence and necessity of the “evolutionary” process) to
sanctify such rules.
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scarcely acts like an entrepreneur at all. He risks nothing, and he really knows
nothing, except what the signals of the price-system teach him, as he and the
market economy wend their way toward general equilibrium. In his elaboration of
the Hayekian theme, Kirzner sees the only function of the entrepreneur, and his
only necessary quality, to exercise “alertness”: to catch the market signals earlier
than the next guy. In Kirzner’s favorite metaphor, a $10 bill lies on the ground.
Many people do not see that bill; but the entrepreneur is more alert than his
fellows, and so he is the first to see, and to snatch that bill. Superior alertness,
alertness to the truth out there, accounts for entrepreneurial profits.

There are many problems with the Kirznerian schema. If superior alertness
accounts for entrepreneurial profits, what in the Kirznerian world can account for
entrepreneurial losses? The answer is nothing. And yet the crucial aspect of
entrepreneurship is that stressed by Mises: that the entrepreneur takes risks, that he
can make profits by risking resources and through superior forecasting of the
future, while suffering losses from inferior forecasting. Yet, there are neither risks
nor uncertainty of the future in the Kirznerian world. Kirznerian Man faces not the
future but the present; owns no capital resources and so he risks no losses; he
simply sees present truth before others and alertly possesses it.

In the Misesian world, in contrast, the entrepreneur is not passive but
extremely active.23 He takes risks, and attempts to forecast the future; he grapples
with uncertainty. The most important Misesian entrepreneurs, the driving force of
the economy, are the capitalist-entrepreneurs, those who own or partially own
capital resources and risk them in projects hoping for future returns. And, in the
area of knowledge, as Professor Salerno has perceptively pointed out, Misesian
Man knows a lot about his part of the market — not just prices, but all the
qualitative knowledge that must also go into production and into risky ventures:
the sort of customers he will have, the sort of products they will want, where to
buy raw materials and how to transform them, etc. — i.e., all the particular
knowledge that Hayek has talked about in other contexts. The free price-system is
vital to the entrepreneur but it is not, as in Hayek-Kirzner, his only source of
knowledge. 24

The Misesian entrepreneur, then, is not a passive, if alert, recipient of
“knowledge” provided by the price system. He is a knowledgeable, active, risking,
forecasting, man using the price system for its indispensable guide to enable him to
calculate his costs, and to estimate his future revenues and profits.

As for Lachmannian Man, the entrepreneur may exist, but he loses all
significance. In contrast to the Hayek-Kirznerian man, he cannot learn from market
signals because he cannot know anything anyway, even through price signals.

23 Fora critique of Kirznerian alertness, see Rothbard-1991, p. 67. Also see Rothbard-1985, pp. 281-85.
The Jatter article was a comment on a paper by Professor Robert Hébert, both written for a tricentennial
conference on Cantillon in August 1980. Hébert’s discussion on Kirzner’s view of entrepreneurship is in
Heébert-1985, pp. 272-275. For a further comment on Kirzner and on my paper, see Hébert/Link-1982,
pp. 95-99.

24 see below section on Knowledge and Socialist Calculation.
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Lachmannian Man is totally bereft, and his Man in the market economy is scarcely
better off than, or knows more than, the Lachmannian socialist planner.25

4.4. Market Process and Equilibrium

While the neoclassicist believes, or affects to believe, that the market
economy is always in a state of general long-run equilibrium, Austrian economics,
from Menger on, indeed from Cantillon on, has concentrated not on equilibrium
but on the process by which the market moves toward it. The real world, the day-
to-day world of markets, is one where the market is always moving toward
equilibrium but never attaining it, since the determinants of market activity: values,
resources, technologies, knowledge, products, etc. are always changing. The
Austrians, therefore, concentrate on market processes rather than on the final
equilibrium state.

But in contrast to Mises, the Lachmannians, in particular, have thrown out
final equilibrium altogether. They regard the entire concept as meaningless. Instead,
they virtually use the phrase “market process” as a shibboleth, thereby throwing out
not only equilibrium, but the baby of economic theory itself along with the
neoclassical bathwater. It is impossible to engage in economic theorizing without
employing what Mises called “imaginary constructions” or “thought experiments,”
(Gedankenexperimentey), which function as the praxeologist’s unique substitute for
the laboratory experiments of the physical sciences. In the laboratory, the scientist
holds all variables constant, while he examines the effect of changing one variable,
X, upon another, y. Since human beings cannot be “held constant,” the praxeologist
does so in “thought experiments,” by means of the famed ceteris paribus clause. It is
through such reasoning that the economic theorist concludes, for example, that an
increase in the supply of money, the demand for money being hold constant, will be
bound to lower the value (purchasing power) of the monetary unit. In short, the
economic theorist postulates an equilibrium, then mentally changes one variable,
say the supply of money, keeps all other relevant variables constant, and examines
the effect on prices in general. Refusing to employ equilibrium concepts is
necessarily destructive of all economic theory or economic law.

Ceteris paribus constructions can and do embody reality and economic
truth even if the specific constructions are not “realistic” in the sense that they are
not happening at that particular moment in time. These theories and laws are

25 Alexander Gray’s hilarious and perceptive strictures against Ricardo’s argument against government
intervention apply a fortiori to the free-market Lachmannians: “Such is the Ricardian scheme of
distribution; in place of the old harmony of interest, he has placed dissension and antagonism at the
heart of things ... Gone is the large-hearted optimism of Adam Smith, transmuted into a pessimism that
will not be comforted. Yet Ricardo remains immovably non-interventionist ... In a world of Ricardian
gloom one might ask why there should not be interference. An optimist carolling that God’s in His
Heaven and that all is right when enlightened self-interest has a right to nail the laissez-faire flag to the
mast, but a pessimist who merely looks forward to bad days and worse times ought not in principle to
be opposed to intervention, unless his pessimism is so thorough-going as to lead to the conviction that,
bad as all diseases are, all remedies for all diseases are even worse.” Gray-1980, pp. 171-172.
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realistic because they are deduced from the fundamental and absolutely true axiom
of human action, that people continually act by employing means to try to achieve
goals. The laws of monetary theory, e.g., that an increase in the supply of money,
given the demand for money, will lead to a fall in the value of the monetary unit, are
eternally and “apodictically” true, regardless of time and place, provided, of course,
that money is being used in the economy. Even if there were no money in the world
today, or, more specifically, no monetary inflation, the law or construction in
question would still be frue, only presently not applicable. It is the task of the
economic historian or forecaster to apply the theory of monetary inflation to any
economy where such inflation may exist.26

Mises put it this way:

“The specific method of economics is the method of imaginary
constructions.... An imaginary construction is a conceptual image of a
sequence of events logically evolved from the elements of action employed
in its formation. It is a product of deduction, ultimately derived from the
fundamental category of action, the act of preferring and setting aside....
Their function is to serve man in a scrutiny which cannot rely upon his
senses.... The main formula for designing of imaginary constructions is to
abstract from the operation of some conditions present in actual action.
Then we are in a position to grasp the hypothetical consequences of the
absence of these conditions and to conceive the effects of their existence.
Thus we conceive the category of action by constructing the image of a
state in which there is no action [final equilibrium], either because the
individual is fully contented and does not feel any uneasiness or because
he does not know any procedure from which improvement in his well-
being [state of satisfaction] could be expected.”%7

Furthermore, by tossing out equilibrium concepts altogether, and in
concentrating only on “market processes,” Lachmannians and other non-Misesian
Austrians fail to realize that they thereby give up any chance of understanding those
“processes” themselves. For these “processes” are really human actions which,
unlike the mere motions of stones or atoms, are necessarily purposive and goal-
oriented. Therefore, every action on the market must already imply the goal, or
end-state, of that action.28 The action, or “process,” already implies the equilibrium
state, even if that state is never fully reached.

26 1 his sympathetic discussion of praxeology, Patrick J. O’Sullivan asserts that Mises, as an a priorist,
believed that since the fundamental axiom of action is a priori to experience, that the deduced laws are
simply true, whereas Hayek and Robbins, believing that the axioms are empirically derived, believed
that the laws had to be consciously applied to empirical states of affairs where the conditions hold. But
the need for applicably is maintained by Mises as well as the others, and that need is not related to the
philosophic status of the fundamental axioms. Thus, while the basic laws of human action can only be
applied to those empirical worlds where buman beings exist, more narrowly deduced laws, such as the
laws of monetary theory, can only be applied to those empirical societies where money is in use. See
O’Sullivan-1989.

27 Mises-1963, pp. 236-37.

28 professor Hans-Hermann Hoppe illuminated this point in his lecture on monetary theory at the
Ludwig von Mises Institute conference on the Federal Reserve at Jekyll Island, in May 1992.
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Once again, a crucial difference is the abandonment, by non-Misesians, of
the Misesian concept of action — action that is necessarily goal or end-state
directed, and that is purposive, active, and risktaking. Instead of “equilibrium,”
these Lachmannians speak of “processes,” which connote impersonal motions and
mechanisms rather than the conscious choices of persons engaging in goal-
directed activity.29> 30 We have seen, in contrast, that equilibrium constructions are
indispensable for all ceteris paribus economic thinking, for analyzing actions, and
for demonstrating the direction in which the economy is necessarily tending. As
Mises indicated in the above quote, final equilibrium is also necessary for
analyzing the emergence of profit-and-loss in an uncertain world; for such positive
or negative returns would not exist in a world of certainty and changeless final
equilibrium. The final equilibrium construct also enable the economist to
distinguish short-run entrepreneurial profit-and-loss from returns brought about by
time-preference, embodied in the “natural” rate of interest, returns which would
still continue to exist in a world of certainty and equilibrium.

Meanwhile, in contrast to the Lachmannians, the Hayekians have preserved
the concept of equilibrium, and the view that entrepreneurs are always moving the
economy in an equilibrating direction. But the Hayekians, who include Kirzner, are
waging the battle on empiricist rather than praxeological grounds. In other words,
the Hayekians claim that the entrepreneurs, in the process of learning from market
signals, are in fact moving the economy toward equilibrium. The Lachmannians, of
course, claim that entrepreneurs can learn nothing, and that therefore the economy
is either moving away from equilibrium, or else in no particular direction. The
battle between the two, therefore, is over empirical estimates over rates of speed:
the Hayekians claiming that entrepreneurs are learning at a faster pace from the
price signals than data are changing, thereby moving the economy toward
equilibrium. The Lachmannians, on the other hand, claim that data are changing
faster than people can learn (assuming they can learn at all), and that therefore the
economy, in fact, is moving away from equilibrium. The dispute is a mere empirical
one over rates of speed of change: a dispute which, in the nature of things, can
never be resolved.

29 The use of “market process” as a2 mantra was demonstrated by Professor Don Lavoie, a former
Misesian who became a Lachmannian and even a “hermeneutician”, based on the fashionable
Continental philosophy of Heidegger and his student Gadamer. Lavoie established a Center for the
Study of Market Processes (CSMP) at George Mason University, and in 1983 the Center established a
periodical, Market Process. Ludwig Lachmann’s major work as a Lachmannian was his volume, The
Market as an Economic Process, Lachmann-1986. Later, Lavoie organized a Society for Interpretative
Economics, which managed to hold one meeting before it folded. It should come as no surprise that
Professor Lachmann gave the keynote address at that meeting.

Professor Vaughn concluded her 1990 article on the Austrian revival by hailing the Lavoiean market
process approach as the wave of the Austrian future, a view possibly reflecting her position as a board
member of the Center. Unfortunately for her prediction, the CSMP, minus Professor Vaughn, has now
transformed itself into a very different center dedicated to a certain kind of managerial scheme
unrelated to economics, let alone to Austrianism or its concerns. Vaughn-1990, pp. 403-4.

30 Kirzner, too, has sucumbed, naming his latest collection of Essays, The Meaning of Market Process,
Kirzner-1992.
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For the Misesian, on the other hand, the entire dispute is misconceived.
The logic of the situation demonstrates that man always acts by using reason to
improve his lot; so that his action is always “rational,” that is, his actions are always
beneficial, always necessarily equilibrating ex ante. And the market mechanism is
also such that forecasts tend, in general, to pan out as true, so that ex ante decisions
become validated ex post. But choice, and action, are always ex ante, and ex ante
action on the market is always equilibrating. And ex ante considerations are what
count in analyzing and explaining human action.31

4.5. Coordination of Plans or Prices?

Wrapped up in its faulty conception of equilibrium, is the Hayekian
shibboleth about the alleged market function of “coordination of plans.” The
concept is not to be discovered in Mises, and for good reason. In the first place, in
final equilibrium, in the evenly rotating economy toward which the economy tends
but never reaches because of continually changing data, there is no change in the
endless round and so no change is expected. All subject “plans” are therefore
brought into equilibrium, or coordinated, by definition, in final equilibrium. But
while Hayekians and Lachmannians quarrel about whether or not people learn
from experience and whether the market is equilibrating and coordinating, the
entire controversy is misconceived. For while in non-existing final equilibrium
plans are coordinated by definition, why should we expect that outside of
equilibrium plans, which are necessarily variable and subjective, will ever be
“coordinated,” or brought into equality? In fact, we can say that, given basic data —
values, resources, technology — there is far less reason to think that plans will be
coordinated than that the market tends toward equilibrium.

Suppose, for example, that we can say that the capital value of a certain
firm, in final equilibrium, will be $100 millions, based on future returns and the rate
of interest, and that therefore, given 1 million shares of outstanding stock of the
firm, the “equilibrium” stock price is $100. But even if the data are given or frozen,
and we can say that the stock price is tending toward $100, there is no reason to
assume that, short of the actual final equilibrium state, that all market participants’
plans will be “coordinated” to understand that the equilibrium price is going to be
$100. Until the end, there can and will be individuals with varying expectations,
bulls and bears, and share price volatility until the final state of rest is reached. In
short, while all action is equilibrating by its nature, and the market tends to
equilibrium if data are frozen, subjective plans will never be “coordinated” until
final equilibrium arrives. And since that final state of rest, given the nature of man
and of the world, can never come to pass, the entire concept of “coordination of
plans” should be tossed out as unhelpful, misleading, and false.

But does this mean that the market never “coordinates,” that we may never
speak of coordination on the market? On the contrary, as Professor Salerno has

31 For an exposition of action on the market as always equilibrating out of the very nature and logic of
action, and for a critique of the empiricists on this issue, see Selgin-1990.



60  Journal des Economistes et des Etudes Humaines

recently shown, coordination occurs effectively, and every day, through the entire
price system. Professor Salerno has performed the signal service of reviving
William H. Hutt’s theory of price coordination, and demonstrating that this Huttian
concept is essentially the Misesian view.32 Not in the Never-Never Land of final
equilibrium, but every day in markets, in day-today equilibrium, the price system
coordinates prices, including wage rates and the prices of other productive factors,
so that there is never any shortage or unsold surplus. From day-to-day, then, there
may, for various reasons, be misallocations of resources, but never shortages and
surpluses, so long as prices are free to move.

Suppose, for example, a typical misallocation of agricultural resources takes
place during a war. A country gets into war, supplies of agriculture from other areas
are cut off, and there is a great increase in demand for the country’s agriculture.
Food and farm prices rise and farm production expands. Then, when the war is over,
the agricultural expansion is seen to be excessive for peacetime, and food and farm
prices and wage rates fall. Even though there is now “too much” food and too many
resources in agriculture to be sustained in peacetime, if prices are free to fall, there is
no unsold surplus, either in produce or in labor employment. Even though wartime
demand has caused too many resources to move into agriculture, the free price
system continues to coordinaie — to make sure that there are, nonetheless, no
shortages or surpluses in the agricultural sector. In the longer run, of course, the
losses in agriculture and the especially low wage rates there, will induce resources
to move out of agriculture and into other areas, so that prices and wages will move
toward equilibrium in all areas. But at each stage of the process, the price system
coordinates successfully.33

4.6. Knowledge and Socialist Calculation

It is now universally acknowledged that Ludwig von Mises, allegedly the
loser in the famous socialist calculation debate that he launched in 1920, was really
right: clearly, socialism cannot calculate, it cannot run a complex modern
economic system. But it has only recently become clear, through the insights of
Professor Salerno, precisely why Mises was right, and also how the Misesian
message was systematically distorted, from the 1930s until recent years, by F.A.
Hayek and his followers. For Hayek and the Hayekians, obsessed with the alleged
“problem of knowledge,” have systematically misinterpreted Mises as maintaining
solely that the Socialist Planning Board, facing the uncertainty of a dynamic
economy, lacks the knowledge enabling them to plan the production and allocate
the resources of a socialist economy. In contrast, the market economy, through its
price signals, conveys that needed knowledge from and to the various participants
in the market economy.

52 Salerno-1991, pp. 325-45.

33 For a brilliant discussion of price and wage consideration, and the contrast with Keynesian
assumptions, see Hutt-1979, pp. 135-77, esp. 137-40, pp. 150-ff. Also see the earlier Hutt-1963, pp. 53-81,
esp. pp. 54-ff.
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Mises, while not disputing the importance of knowledge and its
dissemination through the price system, was, however, arguing a totally different
point. From 1920 on, he reasoned as follows: assume the best for the Social
Planning Board. Assume that, by some magical process, they have been able to
discover and know absolutely all the value-scales of consumers, all technological
methods, and compile an inventory of all resources. Suppose, then, Mises says, we
grant total knowledge of all this data to the Socialist Planning Board. They still will
not be able to calculate, still will not be able to figure out costs and prices,
particularly of the prices of land and capital goods, and therefore will not be able
to allocate resources rationally. The real problem of the Planning Board then, the
major thing denied that Board by absence of a market, is not knowledge but
economic calculation.3%

Thus, to Hayek, if the Planning Board could by some magic know, as
people come to know through the market, consumer values, technologies, and
resources, it could rationally plan and allocate resources fully as well as the market.
As usual for Hayek and the Hayekians, the argument for the free market and against
statism rests only on an argument from ignorance. But to Mises, the problem for the
Planning Board is not knowledge but calculability. As Salerno puts it, the knowledge
conveyed by present (or “immediate past”) prices rests on values, techniques, and
resources of the immediate past. But what acting man is interested in, especially the
entrepreneur in committing resources into production and future sale, is future
prices and future costs. The entrepreneur, who commits present resources, does so
because he appraises — anticipates and estimates future prices — and allocates,
resources accordingly. It is, then, the appraising entrepreneur, driven by his quest
for profits and for avoidance of losses, who can calculate and appraise because a
genuine price system exists in the means of production, in land and capital goods,
that is, a system of exchanges of privately-owned capital resources only such a
pricing system allows for calculation.

Salerno points out that for Mises, krowledge and appraisal on the market
are complementary, and have very different natures and functions. Knowledge is
an individual process, by which each individual entrepreneur learns as much as
he can about the largely qualitative nature of the market he faces, the values,
products, techniques, demands, configurations of the market, etc. This process
necessarily goes on only in the minds of each individual. On the other hand, the
prices provided by the market, especially the prices of means of production, are a
social process, available to all participants, by which the entrepreneur is able to
appraise and estimate future costs and prices. In the market economy, qualitative
knowledge can be transmuted, by the free price system, into rational economic
calculation of quantitative prices and costs, thus enabling entrepreneurial action
on the market. As Salerno notes: “competition therefore acquires the characteristic
of a quintessentially social process, not because its operation presupposes
knowledge discovery [as with Hayek-Kirzner] which is inescapably an individual

34 Fora survey and discussion of the arguments in the socialist calculation debate, see Rothhard-1991,
pp. 51-76.
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function, but because, in the absence of competitively determined money prices
for the factors of production, possession of literally all the knowledge in the world
would not enable an individual to allocate productive resources, economically
within the social division of labor.”35

In short, the entire Hayekian emphasis on ignorance and “knowledge” is
misplaced and misconceived. The purpose of human action is not to “know” but to
employ means to achieve goals. As Salerno perceptively summarizes Mises’s
position:

“The price system is not — and praxeologically cannot be — a
mechanism for economizing and communicating the knowledge relevant
to production plans [the Hayekian position]. The realized prices of history
are an accessory of appraisement, the mental operation in which the
faculty of understanding is used to assess the quantitative structure of price
relationships which corresponds to an anticipated constellation of
economic data. Nor are anticipated future prices tools of knowledge; they
are instruments of economic calculation. And economic calculation is not
the means of acquiring knowledge, but the very prerequisite of rational
action within the setting of the social division of labor. It provides
individuals, whatever their endowment of knowledge, the indispensable
tool for attaining a mental grasp and comparison of the means and ends of
social action.”36

Mises’s own avowal of the roots of his inquiry into the socialist problem
has, until recently, been overlooked in the story of the social calculation debate. It
has generally been assumed, understandably, that Mises’s 1920 article arose solely
out of curiosity about the arrival of socialism with the advent of the Bolshevik
Revolution.

Actually, the main impetus for the study, as Mises has revealed, was the
. work he did on his monumental Theory of Money and Credit (1912). In the process
of accomplishing the feat of integrating the theory of money into general marginal
utility theory (deducing macro from micro, as it would now be put), Mises realized
that, contrary to the earlier Austrians, the market does not impute values directly
from consumer preferences to productive factors. Value-scales or preferences,
Mises realized, were purely ordinal, a matter of choosing or setting aside; whereas
market money prices were quantitative and cardinal. Only money prices can be
imputed and not values directly. It was in ruminating on the ways and means that
the market turns the qualitative into the quantitative, that Mises arrived at his
insight into the reasons that calculation under socialism would be “impossible.”37

35 Salerno-1990a, pp. 60-61 . Also see ibid., pp. 51-71.
36 Salerno-1990b, p. 44. Also see ibid., pp. 26-54. These two profound and subtle articles by Salerno are
indispensable to the entire Mises vs. Hayek discussion.
37 Mises says in his memoirs: “They [the socialists] failed to see the very first challenge: How can
economic action that always consists of preferring and setting aside, that is, of making unequal
valuations, be transformed into equal valuations, by the use of equations? Thus the advocates of
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Until the recent rehabilitation and new explanation of Mises’s position on
socialist calculation by Professor Salerno, Mises’s viewpoint had been systematically
obscured by modern Austrians as well as by non-Austrians in the debate. Thus,
Professor Karen Vaughn, in a Hayekian summary of the calculation debate in the
early 1980s, does not even mention Mises’s profound contributions in Human
Action. In an earlier paper, Vaughn did even more: she actually sneered that
“Mises’s so-called final refutation in Human Action, is mostly polemic and glosses
over the real problems.”38

Professor Israel Kirzner, on the other hand, takes a diametrically opposite
view: that the greatness of the Mises position in Human Action is that it joins Hayek
in taking a “dynamic” view of the socialist problem, as against the “static” view in
Mises’s classic 1920 article. In reality, Mises’s position was equally “dynamic” or
“static” throughout; he simply elaborated his older position in Huwman Action.
Actually, as Salerno points out, the “later” Mises, in Human Action explicitly denies
that the key to the calculation problem under socialism is that “all human action
points to the future and the future is always uncertain.” This is the Hayek-Kirzner
way of conceiving the problem, since, outside of static equilibrium and in a
dynamic, changing world, knowledge of the future is always uncertain. But no,
says Mises, socialism suffers from

“quite a different problem.... We do not deal with the problem of
whether or not the [socialist] director will be able to anticipate future
conditions. What we have in mind is that the director cannot calculate
from the point of view of his own present value judgments and his own
present anticipation of future conditions, whatever they may be. If he
invests today in the canning industry, it may happen that a change in
consumers’ tastes ... will one day turn his investment into a malinvestment.
But how can he find out today how to build and equip a cannery most
economically?

Some railroad lines constructed at the turn of the century would
not have been built if the people had at that time anticipated the impending
advance of motoring and aviation. But those who at the time built railroads
knew which of the various possible alternatives for the realization of their

Following note 37:

socialism came up with the absurd recommendation of substituting equations of mathematical
catallactics, depicting an image from which human action is eliminated, for the monetary calculation in
the market economy.” Mises-1978, p. 112. Also see the discussion in Murray N. Rothbard, Rothbard-
1988a, pp. 35-38, and especially, Rothbard-1991, pp. 64-65; Also see Mises-1963, pp. 327-30, p. 696;
Salerno-1990b, pp. 39-40, and Salerno-1990a pp. 60-61.

Dr. David Gordon has pointed out to me that, just as Mises showed, by his regression theorem, that
money can only arise on the market out of a non-monetary good under barter, so money on the market
is needed to transform ordinally ranked subjective values into money prices which are indispensable for
imputations of productivity and for economic calculation by entrepreneurs.

38 Vaughn-1976, p. 107. Her Hayekian summary is in her introduction to the reprint of the Misesian
Trygve J. B. Hoff, Hoff-1981. See Vaughn, “Introduction,” ibid., pp. ix-xxxvii. By her 1990 article,
Vaughn had clearly veered “leftward” into the Lachmannian camp. Also see Rothbard-1991, p. 57.
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plans they had to choose from the point of view of their appraisements
and anticipations and of the market prices of their day in which the
valuations of the consumers were reflected. It is precisely this insight that
the [socialist] director will lack. He will be like a sailor on the high seas
unfamiliar with the methods of navigation.”3?

4.6. Reason, Exchange, Intention, and Design

At the core of the constellation of crucial differences between the Misesian
and Hayekian paradigms is their respective attitudes toward human reason. Man,
affirms Mises after Aristotle, is the uniquely rational animal; reason is man’s unique
and essential instrument to find out what his needs and preferences are, and to
discover and employ the means to achieve them Mises’s stress on action, on acting
man, therefore necessarily stresses the vital importance of human reason. Misesian
Man acts, and therefore consciously selects goals, and decides how to pursue them.

Hayek’s entire work on the contrary, is devoted to a denigration of human
reason. As David Gordon has pointed out, Hayek virtually assumes that human
beings act unconsciously — of course, a contradiction in terms — and therefore
that they neither know nor think nor choose. Therefore, their actions do not
require understanding; hence, Hayek’s emphasis that the best that can be done is
rely on a blind and unconscious adherence to evolved rules.40

Thus, Mises’s view of why men participate in the basic form of market
interaction — exchange, which also implies participating in the social division of
labor. Harking back to the insight of the Scholastics, beginning at least with the
great fourteenth-century French philosopher and scientist John Buridan, Mises saw
that a man participates in an exchange because he sees that he will benefit more
from the good or service received, than the good or service he has to give up. Here
is the root of the basic subjective-utility, or Austrian, insight: men engage in
exchange because and only because they subjectively prefer what they will receive
in exchange to what they give up. Hence, also, Mises’s conclusion on how to
preserve and maintain the great oecumene, the mighty network, or system, of
voluntary, mutually beneficial exchanges that constitute the free-market economy.
The mass of the public must learn, must be educated to understand, the vast
importance of maintaining and preserving that free market from aggression and
coercive interference. They must understand that on preserving and expanding
that market network, or cecumene, depends the flourishing and prosperity of the
human race whereas interference with that network can only lead to world-wide
misery and impoverishment.41 It is not, of course, that Mises believes that men will

39 Mises-1963, p. 700. Also see Rothbard-1991, pp. 67-68 and Kirzner-1988, pp. 1-18. Kirzner’s error
seems to be tied to his non-Misesian view of the entrepreneur not as an appraiser of prices and costs,
but as someone who is alert to uncertain knowledge of the future.
40 See in particular, Gordon-1989, pp. 245-51.

1 On Mises on the indispensable role of reason in exchange, and the contrast with Hayek, see the
illuminating article by Salerno-1990b, pp. 26-54.
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always listen to reason, or follow its dictates; it is simply that, insofar as men act at
all, they are capable of following reason, and that pursuing such a course is
literally the last best hope for mankind.

One of the remarkable features of Hayek’s character was his deviousness in
expressing any disagreement with his old friend and mentor. Thus, it was only five
years after Mises’s death, on the occasion of writing a Foreword to the new edition
of Mises’s Socialism, that Hayek was able to express his harsh disagreement with
Mises’s rationalist view of why men exchange. Mises had written that he “regards all
social cooperation [exchange] as an emanation of rationally recognized utility, in
which all power is based on public opinion.” But now, in his Foreword written after
Mises’s death, Hayek writes “I had always felt a little uneasy about that statement of
basic philosophy, but only now can I articulate why I was uncomfortable with it.”
Hayek then adds patronizingly “The extreme rationalism of this passage, which as
a child of his time he could not escape from, and which he perhaps never fully
abandoned, now seems to me factually mistaken. It certainly was not rational
insight into its general benefits that led to the spreading of the market economy.”42

But the point of Mises’s “extreme” passage is this for each particular
exchange, each individual only participates in it because he acts consciously, and
his reason tells him that he will be better off from making this exchange than from
not making it. He will benefit from what he receives compared to what he gives
up, and he will do better than from any other alternative exchange. All that this
reasoning implies is conscious action. As for the free market economy in general,
Mises’s theory of government reflects the keen insight of David Hume that no
government, however powerful or coercive, can, in the long run, rule by force
alone; that since force, in the long run, lies with the majority of the ruled rather
than with the minority of the ruling elite, to maintain their rule the ruling elite must
persuade the majority to give it their support. In other words, in the long run, ideas
held by the people rule, for good or for ill. Ideas trump brute force. Far from being
unrealistic “extreme rationalism,” the remarkable internal collapse of Community
rule in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe has borne dramatic testimony to the
truth of Mises’s position.43

42 Mises-19514, p. 418; Hayek, “Foreword”, ibid., p. xxiii. Also see Klein-1992, pp. 12-13; Hayek, tbid.,
p. 142 '

Hayek’s deviousness while Mises was alive may be seen in his 1937 article, “Economics and
Knowledge,” which marked his turn from a Misesian to a Popperian methodology (that of his old
Viennese friend Karl Popper); apparently, the article was meant as an oblique attack on Mises for his
allegedly Walrasian-neoclassical approach, and meant as a way to subtly shift Mises to an empiricist,
Popperian approach. So oblique was the article, however, that Mises himself misinterpreted it as a
Misesian attack on the neoclassicals, and current historians and scholars of the Austrian school are split
on what Hayek’s article really meant. 1t is interesting to note that what Hayek really meant about very
many things is virtually a cottage industry for doctoral students, whereas it is rare that people have to
puzzle over what Mises “really meant.” See Klein-1992, pp. 10-11.

43 There has been general agreement that Mises’s claim of the “impossibility” of socialism has been
vindicated, with panels at annual economics meeting devoted to the theme of “Mises was Right.” See
among other Boehm-1990, p. 231. There has been no recognition, however, of the Communist collapse
vindicating Mises’s position on the long-run dominance of the ideas of the pubic in government.
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In the passage in which he deprecates Mises’s position, however, Hayek
comes up with no counter-argument of his own. If “rational” ideas — in the sense
of consciously-held rather than necessarily correct ideas — do not account for the
adoption of a market economy, as well as the swing away from it in the twentieth
century, what in the world does? Hayek hints that man “chose” the market
economy “only in the sense that he has learned to prefer something that already
operated.” Again, Hayek stresses blind habit or custom. Clearly habit plays a role,
but if that were all, what accounts for the twentieth-century shift away from the
market economy, and, finally, for the internal collapse of the Communist politico-
economic system? Hayek’s emphasis on unconscious habit or rule-following thus
leaves out critical parts of the answer such as (a) how do these rules or institutions
get adopted in the first place; and (b) how do they ever change, often suddenly?
To fall back, as Hayek does, on “evolution” as the sole answer to the first question
not only misapplies the very concept of evolution, which requires the existence of
the genes and mutations; it also fails spectacularly to account for sudden changes
in those rules or in society’s acceptance of them. Most glaringly, Hayek’s implicit
assumption of human unconsciousness violates the basic fact which we all know
from our own experience as axiomatic: that human beings are indeed conscious,
and that they therefore act and choose rather than move or “are moved” in an
unconscious, robotic, or unmotivated manner.44

Hayek presents three crucial concepts as ways of highlighting his reliance
on human blindness and irrationality “spontaneous order”; the unintended
consequences of “human action”; and the product of “human action, but not human
design”

We need not tarry on the phrase “spontaneous order,” except to note that
the word “spontaneous,” once again, connotes lack of thought, activity that is not
consciously chosen, but rather purely reflexive and tropistic. It would have been
far more accurate to use a term such as “voluntary,” which would at least focus on
voluntarily chosen, rather than coerced, actions.

The latter two concepts, of course, are simply variants of each other All
actions have consequences, and Hayek is anxious to emphasize, at every turn, the
alleged importance of the unintended rather than intended consequences thus
showing the trivial importance of conscious human action. Humans may act in

44 How to reconcile Hayeks dominant “anti-rationalist” position with another strain in his thought: the
power of ideas in the long-run to effect social change, and his call for a “trickle-down” strategy of
converting top scholars and philosophers to classical liberal views, who will in turn eventually convert
lesser professors, who will in turn convert general intellectuals, journalists, and “dealers in second-hand
ideas?” See, in particular, Hayek’s “The Intellectuals and Socialism,” Hayek-1949, and reprinted in
Hayek-1967, pp. 178-94.

There are, it seems, three possible ways to explain this anomaly. First, that it is characteristic of Hayek’s
intellectual inconsistency and muddle. Second, that it still reflects the more rationalist Hayek I, since it
was written in the 1940s, and before the development of his “evolutionary position”. And third, that
Hayek sees the only role of ideas as a minority intellectual elite being able to rise above the general
torpor and unconsciousness — but that the very best the elite can do is to urge everyone, including
themselves, to follow evolved rules blindly.
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some sense, but their conscious actions are unimportant, since they do not bring
about desired, “designed,” or intended effects. Mises’s analysis, on the contrary,
rests squarely upon the Aristotelian insight into action, which they show to be
intentional, thinking and action always being guided toward an object. People act
all the time, in a large number of respects; we assume that, most, or almost all of
the time, people’s actions bring about their intended results. If they did not, the
people would not continue to repeat them. Hayek’s own emphasis on habit or
custom, indeed, proves the Aristotle-Mises rationalist point for the habitual
repetition means that these actions have repeatedly been successful in bringing
about a person’s goals. Thus, if someone lives in Long Island, and every morning
takes a train to Penn Station, and then a bus to his job, reversing the process in the
evening, his success in grasping cause-and-effect relations and in bringing about
his intended consequences, leads him to keep repeating these activities.

Furthermore, since all human actions are goal-directed, are intentional, if
we do not absolutely know whether or not a person intended the consequences of
his actions, we have to presume that he did, unless it can be demonstrated
otherwise. Obviously, if a business investor or speculator has suffered losses, these
losses were not intended, but apart from such cases the presumption must stay
with intention. 45

Perhaps the best case for stress on unintended consequences comes from
analyzing the motive of exchange on the free market, and was best expressed in the
famous quote from The Wealth of Nations: “It is not from the benevolence of the
butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we expect our dinner, but from their regard
to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to their humanity but to their self-
love, and never talk to them of our own necessities but of their advantages.”#6 To
translate this passage into our current concerns: the butcher and the baker’s actions
result in the intended consequences of yielding them a profit, but, more importantly
for society, they result in the unintended consequences of benefiting consumers,
indeed society as a2 whole, in the most efficient possible manner.

45 pue to the income tax code, the losses may well have been intended, in order to reduce one’s level
of taxable income. But in that case, detailed investigation into the facts world overturn the common-
sense presumption that losses would not be intended from the start.

46 Smith-1981, Vol. I, pp. 26-27. It should be noted that Smith was anti-rationalist as well, if for rather
different reasons. Smith was concerned to purge economic theory of all subjective utility considerations,
so he had to discard mutual benefit as the reason for exchange. Indeed, in contrast to Mises’s insight that
the division of labor (the base of exchange) stems from the diversity and inequality of talents and interest
among men, Smith maintained that all people and children are originally almost totally the same, and
that the existing division of labor and of occupation willy-nilly pushes them into specialization and
differences of interest. As Smith puts it: “the very different genius which appears to distinguish men of
different professions ... is not ... so much the cause, as the effect of the division of labor.”

If for Smith, the diversity and inequality of talent is not the root cause of the division of labor but the
effect, what in the world is the root cause? Smith, like many social scientists who do not know the cause
of a human phenomenon, falls back on some sort of built-in “instinct”: or, as he put it, “a certain
propensity in human nature” which has no regard for utility, but is instead, “a propensity to truck,
barter, and exchange one thing for another.” Ibid., pp. 25-28. Or, as Smith rather absurdly put it:
“without disposition to truck, barter, and exchange, every man must have procured to himself every
necessary and convenience of life which he wanted.” 1bid., p. 29.
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This is surely an important and valid point, so far as it goes. But, first we
might wonder why the rush to celebrate unintended consequences? Wouldn’t it have
been better if these pro-consumer or pro-general standard of living consequences
had been understood and intended by the actors as well? To put it another way the
butcher, baker, etc. desire and intend the consequences of their production yielding
them a satisfying profit. But suppose that they are informed, by economists and
others that their actions also have the effect of helping the rest of society and the
general standard of living? Wouldn't they then come to intend this general welfare
as well, even conceding that their own self-interest would still be their primary
goal? Wouldn’t they be likely, at the very least, to feel better and happier about
their own activities, knowing now that they benefit the body of consumers as well
as themselves? How could such knowledge burz?

It might be countered that while the butcher and baker might well feel
better, but apart from that, knowledge of the unintended consequences would
have no effect upon their concrete actions on the market. But, on the contrary,
knowledge that they are helping the general welfare might well affect their
operations rather strongly. Consider the following case: a brilliant entrepreneur is
engaged in productive activities. But he has absorbed the general cultural position
that by maximizing his profits he is in some way injuring his fellow-man. As a
result, to assuage his conscience, he deliberately takes actions that will lower his
profits — not eliminate them altogether, but lower them from what he considers to
be an “extreme” or even “unconscionable” height.

The entrepreneur then reads Mises or some other hard-core free-market
economist or journalist. He learns, to his amazement and relief, that the greater the
amount of his profits the more he is helping consumers, society as a whole, and his
fellow-man. Happily, he casts off the guilt that had been plaguing him, and he now
changes his actions to engage in a happy and welfare-enhancing maximization of
profits.

This is surely not an outlandish case, and it shows why it is better to shed
light, to replace ignorance by knowledge, and thereby to show the entrepreneur all
the foreseeable consequences of his actions are conscious and intentional. Not
only is there nothing wrong with this process, but the life of the entrepreneur and
of society will both be improved. Hayek to the contrary notwithstanding,
knowledge remains better than ignorance.47

And finally, there is another vitally important point, which ties back into
the argument about how an exchange economy, the free market economy, must
be established and sustained. For spreading knowledge of the happy though

47 There is another point: for any particular butcher or baker, the outside observer — the outside
economist or social scientist — does not really know if he has been enlightened by Misesian or other
free-market writers, or not. The observer may have his suspicions, but suspicions are not knowledge.
Ironically, for Hayek or Hayekians to assume without evidence that all butchers, bakers, etc. are
ignorant of free-market theory is to arrogantly claim knowledge that they do not, in fact ultimately
cannot, have. Perhaps it is the Hayekians, not the Misesians, who suffer from bhubris.
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currently unintended consequences of their actions may not only alter the actions
of unintended consequences; they might imbue the mass of the public, regardless
of their occupation, with an appreciation of the enormous benefits of the free-
market lattice-work throughout society, and of the horrendous consequences of
government interference in that web of the free-market economy. To educate in
order to make currently unintentional consequences intentional, may well be the
only possible route to the salvation of mankind. Truth, understanding, reason, is
surely the way to save the free market, not urging blind submission to rules that
might not even be appropriate to a market economy.

Another grave problem with the Hayekian doctrine is that the spontaneous
order/action not design concept not only exalts blind rules and unconscious action
in the market economy; it lets the State off the hook as well. For this emphasis
means that not only market actions with beneficent consequences but also State
actions with evil consequences are equally unconscious. This means that State acts,
instead of being the result of conscious lobbying and the seeking of subsidy and
special privilege, simply grew “spontaneously,” like Topsy. No one is to blame for
State actions no motives, no goals, no lobbying, no self-seeking exploitation of
taxpayers or competitors. Just as John R. Seeley, in his apologetics for the British
empire, claimed it did not expand consciously but only “in a fit of absence of
mind,” so the Hayekian mindset, applied to State action, removes guilt or even
understanding from analysis of the historical process.

Letting evil off the hook was indeed the origin of Hayek’s cherished
unintended consequences, or human action-not-human design concept. Hayek
points out that Adam Ferguson, sociologist and old friend and colleague of Adam
Smith in the eighteenth century Scottish Enlightenment, coined the concept “the
result of a human action, but not the execution of any human design.”#8 What
Hayek does not tell us, however, is that Ferguson did not originally employ the
concept to analyze the market, or language, or any similar social process. As a
young Presbyterian minister, Ferguson, along with his friend, the Reverend
Alexander Carlyle, were reeling from the shock of the near-triumph of the Catholic
Jacobite Rising of 1745, in which the Jacobites conquered Scotland, and were
finally defeated by the Hanoverian troops in northern England. Ferguson and the
others were confronted with this grave theological problem: how could God permit
the evil Catholics to come so near to triumph? They concluded that while the
Catholics, of course, were consciously evil, pursuing evil goals, they were
unconsciously being used by God for His own good purposes namely, to shake
the Presbyterian Church of Scotland — God’s Church — out of its lethargy, and to
renew its devotion to its true purposes. In short, all events in human history, even
if seemingly motivated by evil, are all unconsciously working toward good. Out of
apparent evil, good: that is God’s Providential plan. This truly dangerous doctrine
leads straight, of course, to the Whig Theory of History that whatever is, is right;
and that which was, was right. Everything in history moves toward the good, is
progressive; there can be no evil or wrong turn in history.49

48 Cf, “The Results of Human Action but not of Human Design” in Hayek-1967, p. 96.
49 See the illuminating work by Richard B. Sher, Sher-1985, pp. 40-44.
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In short: Hayek returns, with a burst, to the Whig theory of history and to a
conservatism that justifies all institutions as “evolved,” as part of some presumably
beneficent pattern, even though God has now dropped out of the picture. Not only
Hayek was influenced deeply by Ferguson; so too was a young graduate philosophy
student at the University of Tubingen, G.W.F. Hegel, and his colleagues. Hegel
systematized the Ferguson insight into his “dialectic,” by which history through its
“cunning of reason,” moves inexorably according to its divine plan always bringing
good, and a higher stage, out of apparent evil and conflict. Karl Marx, as a Left
Hegelian, was to atheize that dialectic. Hayek is in odd, and not particularly wise,
company.5% 51

In his incisive contrast of Mises’s “social rationalism” with Hayek’s
irrationalist emphasis on “spontaneous order,” Professor Salerno trenchantly points
out that in the Misesian view, man cannot rely on spontaneous “unintended”
consequences for successfull social change. On the contrary, if men fail to
understand rationally the destructive consequences of State intervention, i.e., they
fail to understand the beneficence of the free market economy, they are likely to
wreck the oecumene, destroy capitalism, and return the economy to poverty and
barbarism. The division of labor and human prosperity, then, necessarily rest on
adoption by the public of the ideology of laissez-faire. If they adopt interventionism,
on the other hand, the resulting “social maladjustment,” which is inspired by
fallacious ideology, carries in its wake the possibility of social disintegration and is
more likely to result the greater the degree to which the consequences of human
actions are unintended, or to use Mises’s term, ‘unwitting.”” Salerno continues,
following Mises, that “to the extent that social norms, policies, and institutions are
‘undesigned’, are not completely and correctly thought out in advance and
accounted for in a logically consistent ideology, to that extent does the continued
existence of society become problematic”. But then, “if social disintegration may
occur ‘spontaneously’, due to an ignorance of the remoter consequences of social
action, social progress can only be assured by the widespread adoption of an
ideology of social life which consciously and correctly accounts for these
consequences. This ideology is [laissez-faire] liberalism.”52 '

Ignorant and “spontaneous” action, then, is far more likely to be like a child’s
or a savage’s destruction of fine china than providing a beneficent and flourishing
market economy. Directly contrasting Mises and Hayek, Salerno concludes that “the
rationalist [Misesian] view of social evolution, therefore, is not one of placid and
automatic improvement insured by ‘unintended’ consequences, ‘undesigned’
institutions, ‘tacit’ knowledge and ‘natural selection’ of rules of conduct. Social
rationalism implies, instead, that history is the outcome of a conflict between

50 on Hegel and Marx, see Rogbard-1990, pp. 132-38.
51 Hayek’s praise of the common law as spontaneous and updesigned overlooks the fact that individual
judges were consciously dis¢overing, elaborating and applying fundamental legal principles. Reason
and design were therefore d fact that this reason and these laws were not
imposed by a sovereign State but elaborated out of long-held legal principles, is not relevant to Hayek’s
claim.

52 Salerno-1990b, pp. 50-51.
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ideologies, which are consciously formulated and adopted by reasoning human
beings. Whether an epoch is characterized by social progress, social retrogression,
or even social disintegration depends upon which particular ideologies have
become current and which individuals have attained ideological ‘might’ defined by
Mises as ‘the power to influence other people’s choices and conduct’.”53

It would seem that the most plausible case for Hayek’s spontaneous, anti-
rational, anti-design theory of social life is the advent and development of language.
Surely, language, at least, grew like Topsy, and was not rationally created? But, in
an instructive essay, David Gordon has shown that recent research has plausibly
resurrected the eighteenth-century Enlightenment view of Condillac, as well as of
Thomas Reid and Lord Monboddo, that language was consciously created, out of
gesture, and Gordon added, that gesture was reinforced by play. Gordon also
points out that the Enlightenment view was driven out of circulation by the
German Romantics, led by Johann Christian Herder, who were concerned to
establish their bizarre view that German is the “highest” language by maintaining
that it could only have emerged from the ineffable, unconscious, and noble
German soul.5% 55

Salerno also adds the important point taken from Mises that even language
contains an important ideological, and hence conscious, component. Salerno
quotes from Mises’s Theory and History that language is “the precipitate of a
people’s ideological controversies, of their ideas concerning issues of pure
knowledge and religion, legal institutions, political organizations, and economic
activities ... In learning their meaning the rising generation are initiated into the
mental environment in which they have to live and to work This meaning of the
various words is in continual flux in response to changes in ideas and conditions.”
Some entire Janguages, notably modern Gaelic and secular Hebrew, were even
deliberate creations and recreations out of ideological will and determination.56

It is instructive to contrast the twists and turns of error and fallacy in
Hayek’s concept of unintended consequences, including its paean to ignorant and
unconscious action, with Mises’s superficially similar but very different stress on
remote or unseen consequences of human action. For, rather than Hayek’s relying
on spontaneity, or glorifying unconscious action and its unintended consequences,
Mises was urgently concerned to have everyone grasp and understand the remote

53 mid, p. 52.

54 Gordon-1989, pp. 245-51. Gordon particularly discusses two recent works: Wells-1987, and
Hattiangadi-1987. Also see Aarsleff-1982, for a critical view of the German Romantics on language.

55 In addition, the Erlangen school of philosophy has emphasized the origin of mathematics and physics
in the conscious apprehension of e.g., length, or numbers, in real world objects. See Lorenzen-1987.
Similar to the language question is the odd view that folk poetry or music was not consciously created
by individuals, but grew unconsciously out of the wisdom of the folk. See Mencken-1949, pp. 471-72.
‘Writes Mencken: “German folksong, the loveliest in the world ... used to be credited to a mysterious
native talent in the German yokelry, but scientific investigation reveals that some of the songs regarded
as especially characteristic of the folk-soul were actually written by the director of music at the
University of Tubingen, Professor Dr. Friedrich Silcher.” 1bid, p. 472. Also see Mises-1985, pp. 188-89.

56 Ibid., pp. 227-32; Salerno-1990b, p. 53.
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and unseen consequences of their actions, a grasp which they can only attain by
means of reason, in this case by praxeological reasoning.

Thus, the Misesian economist Henry Hazlitt, in his best selling Economics
in One Lesson, makes the centerpiece of his book Frédéric Bastiat’s “broken
window fallacy”.57 A nasty kid hurls a rock and breaks a window. The immediate
common-sense reaction is for the onlookers to deplore the action of the kid, and
lament the fact that the storekeeper will now have to pay a considerable amount of
money to repair the window. But then comes the proto-Keynesian, the Broken
Window Fallacy-monger, the second-level sophisticate sneering at the common
herd. “No, no, you don’t understand,” he proclaims “that kid’s action is really good
for the economy, because the storekeeper will now spend money on the glazier to
repair the window, providing employment for the glazier’'s workers, and
stimulating the economy. The common-sense view, as usual, is wrong”. But then
the economist, the Mises-Hazlitt-Bastiat economist, comes on the scene and rebuts
the Broken-Window fallacy-monger. “No, this fool sees only the money that the
storekeeper spends on the glazier. But what he does not see is far more important:
the money the storekeeper would have spent, had he not suffered loss to his
property, either on consumer goods, or on expanding his business. 7hat unseen
stimulus is lost. So the storekeeper is worse off because of the kid’s action, and the
economy and society suffer.” Commonsense is vindicated by the third-level
farseeing economist. As in so many areas of political economy, we see an alliance
on behalf of truth of the common-sense member of the public with the genuine
economist, uniting against the sophistries of the second-level pseudo-intellectual
and pseudo-economist.

5. Non-Misesian Macroeconomics: Genuine Money or
Counterfeiting?

Professor Erich Streissler, in his discussion of the contributions of Menger
and his students, stressed correctly that these were largely in microeconomics. But
then he added that Menger “bequeathed to his school a peculiar horror of
macroconomic concepts “ Commenting on Streissler’s paper, Professor Robert
Hébert properly took Streissler to task, pointing in particular to Ludwig von Mises
as the creator of a peculiarly Austrian form of macroeconomics, building macro
concepts upon individualist micro foundations. In particular, Mises integrated
monetary theory, and the theory of the value of money, into micro marginal utility,
as well as supply and demand theory.38 Hébert might have added that Mises then
built upon that monetary theory in forging his masterful theory of the business
cycle. In his early years Hayek, (or Hayek 1) elaborated upon Mises’s cycle theory,
in work which later won him the Nobel Prize.39 Surely, there are no fields that would

57 Hazlit-1946.
58 Steissler-1990, p. 170; Hébert-1990, ibid., pp 190-200.
P 1n particular, Hayek-1966, a translation of a book published in Vienna in 1929; and Hayek-1935.
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now be considered more “macro” than monetary and business cycle theory.%® And
yet, Hayek II spent very little time in this area, and the Hayekians and Lachmannians
none at all. Kirzner spends all of his time on micro, and devotes none to the macro
area. The same is true of all of the Lachmann followers, who have not so much
bothered to refute the Misesian monetary or business cycle theory as they have
ceased to refer to or deal with it.

The only Austrians who have dealt with money or business cycle theory,
indeed, have been Misesians: among them, in the 1920s and 1930s, Hayek 1, Fritz
Machlup, Gottfried Haberler, and Lionel Robbins, and, in the years since World
War II Hazlitt, Salerno, Hoppe, Walter Block, and the present writer. The “horror”
of macroeconomic concepts, in fact, applies only to the various non-Misesians,
who have no macro theory of any kind.61

There is one unfortunate exception to this rule. In 1976, after Hayek
succumbed to hubris upon winning the Nobel Prize, he opened the Pandora’s Box
of money-crankism by offering a bizarre scheme for private competing
currencies.%2 The only common point with his master Mises’s view of the money
was narrowly political: both were opposed to Central Bank control of the money
supply. But, apart from that, Hayek violated the rule for valid monetary theory that
he himself had adumbrated as Hayek I: that it must, like Mises’s theory, be deduced
from, and therefore integrated with, a sound general micro theory.93 Instead,
Hayek’s doctrine was totally cut off from general economic theory, and from
Mises’s monetary theory as well.

Hayek’s scheme of private individuals or banks issuing their own
currencies — a scheme which he himself, in more sober moments, would have
dismissed as absurdly “constructivist” — was not so much adopted, as coming to
serve as inspiration or jumping-off point for other money-crank schemes, which
have proliferated ever since. They range from private currencies to schemes for
private banks freely inflating credit on top of gold currency reserves. As these
proposals have multiplied, however, gold has inevitably dropped out or been
pushed out of the picture. Later plans have banks inflating notes or deposits on top
of Federal Reserve Notes even after the Fed has been abolished; to gold being a
mere shadow helping to prop up the system; and finally to schemes where banks
clear each others’ notes indefinitely with no possibility of the poor public’s being
able to redeem their way out of bank money. Finally, standard or “high powered”

60 4 case could easily be made that Bohm-Bawerk superb capital-structure theory was “macro” as well
as “micro”,

61 In his unpublished comment on my article on “Austrian Definitions of the Supply of Money” at the
Windsor Castle Austrian conference in September 1976, indeed, Israel Kirzner took the nihilist line that
it was impossible to define the supply of money, since it was an aggregative concept. It is, on the
contrary a happy aggregate of homogeneous units: whether of dollars or gold ounces. Rothbard-1978,
pp. 143-56

62 Fayek-1990. .

3 Thus, Hayek I wrote: For “Trade cycle theory . . . as for any other theory, there are only two criteria
of correctness. Firstly, it must be deduced with unexceptionable logic from the fundamental notions of
the theoretical system; and secondly, it must explain by a purely deductive method those phenomena
with all their peculiarities which we observe in the actual cycles.” Hayek-1966, pp. 32-33.
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money disappears altogether, and inflationary banks merely redeem their notes
and deposits in the equally phony notes and deposits of other inflating banks.64> 65

Money-crankism is a common phenomenon of the last two centuries and,
as every professor of money and banking who has received lengthy and passionate
letters written in crayon on the subject can attest, it always involves schemes for
radical expansion of the supply of money. The proposed monetary inflation can
either be governmental, or, if proposed by the libertarian-inclined, it can be
private. Economically, it makes no real difference, except that empowering every
private person to print as much money as possible would bring hyper-inflationary
disaster even more quickly.

The first grave fallacy, and departure from Misesian doctrine, committed
by many of these schemes, not least by Hayek’s, is to ignore the fundamental
Regression Theorem, which Mises built as a logical law upon Carl Menger’s
historical insight. To function as a money, an entity must have emerged on the free
market out of barter, as a particularly marketable commodity selected on the
market as a medium for virtually all exchanges.66 Nothing can be originally
adopted as money by government fiat, or by some sort of social contract; it must
originate as a strictly market phenomenon. Nothing can be adopted as a money, as
a medium of exchange, unless it had a pre-existing purchasing-power as a non-
monetary good. Even if Hayek were allowed to issue his proposed private tickets
called ducats redeemable in nothing but other ducats — which I think he should
legally be allowed to do — no one would accept it as money. It would only have a
severely limited value as a curiosity, yet another monument to man’s folly. All of
the new currency plans, private or public, commit the same grave fallacy.

The other group of plans — which build private banking schemes upon
existing currencies — at least do not violate the Regression Theorem. Instead, they
take one step further than the State has done in recent centuries: build on pre-
existing gold money by eventually converting paper tickets once redeemable in
gold into fiat standards of their own. Unfortunately, as the Regression Theorem
makes clear, once a paper ticket has won market acceptance by piggy-backing on
gold as a redeemable ticket, the government can use its coercive powers to keep
the paper in play indefinitely as irredeemable fiat money. The second group of

64 Among the culprits are Lawrence White, George Selgin, Kevin Dowd, David Glasner, F. Capie,
Leland Yeager, Robert Greenfield, and Richard Timberlake. Even Milton Friedman has lately defended
bimetallism, thereby implicitly repudiating the correct monetarist analysis of that system. For critiques of
some of these offerings, see Rothbard-1988, pp. 229-45; Rothbard-1992a, pp. 1-17; and Rothbard-1992b,
pp. 97-108.

65 This would be a “libertarian” version of the condition that Professor Paul Cantor, in his stimulating
paper points out: “That is what it meant to have a currency backed by gold — a paper/banknote was
redeemable in terms of a real commodity, namely gold, something that had independent value. But in
the modern era of fiat money, a banknote just represents another banknote. One dollar bill can merely
be exchanged for another dollar bill, but such a transaction has no point anymore, once no real
commodity backs the currency. In the modern paper money system, money does not represent
anything outside itself; money only represents itself.” Cantor-1994, pp. 3-29. Retired banker John Exter
likes to refer to fiat money instruments as “IOU nothings”.

For a welcome appreciation of Mises’s achievement, see Hébert-1990, pp. 191-95.
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pseudo-Austrian plans propose to construct inflationary private banking schemes
on top of existing fiat paper, even eventually getting rid of standard paper money
altogether.

Apart from the Regression Theorem, both sets of schemes would institute
disaster on a large scale. There are two sets of fallacies committed by all of these
proposals. Building on the insights of the Ricardians and the Currency school, as
well as on Continental monetary theory since the Scholastics, Mises demonstrated
that, given the existence of money in the economy, every supply of money is
optimal. In short, even though the value, or purchasing power, of money is, like all
other goods or services, determined by its supply and demand, there is one crucial
difference between money and all other goods. All other goods and services,
whether consumer or producers goods or resources, help to alleviate natural
scarcity; therefore, other things being equal, any increase in these goods is a net
social benefit, easing natural scarcity. But that is not true for money, since the only
function of money is to facilitate exchange, to furnish a general medium of
exchange and hence a unit of economic calculation. But money performs such a
function optimally and fully, regardless of the supply available. An increase in the
quantity of money cannot alleviate scarcity and cannot provide a social benefit: it
could only dilute the purchasing power of each money unit. An increase in supply
can only dilute the exchange effectiveness of each dollar or franc or whatever is
the monetary unit.

Any scheme for inflating the money supply, whether private or public, can
only redistribute income and wealth, cripple or destroy the unit of calculation
indispensable to a modern economy, weaken incentives to save, and generally
cripple and eventually destroy the economic system.67 The eventual end is
hyperinflation and economic disaster.

The second basic problem is politico-economic. Any free-market economy
must necessarily rest on devotion to the sanctity of private property. It is obvious
that rampant theft or fraud can only gravely cripple property rights and the free,
prosperous economy that emerges from them. For a free society to survive and
flourish, property rights must be defended. Most of this defense must occur by
incorporation of the supreme value of property rights into the value systems of the
broad mass of the public. That can only be accomplished and sustained when the
opinion and value molding groups and institutions in society: notably, intellectuals,
academics, the media, and the churches — sustain and promote that value system.
When they systematically fail to do so, as we have seen all too clearly in this century,
we are all in deep trouble. The frontline of defense against what should generally
be a minority of violators of property are the specific institutions of law, police,
and courts. Regardless how these institutions are set up and financed, their defense
or protection function is extremely important.

67 1 money consists of a precious metal, say gold, then while an increase in the supply of gold has no
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beneficial monetary effect in society, it does confer a benefit by decreasing the scarcity of gold for non-
monetary uses, such as jewelry or dentistry.
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Libertarians, in their zeal for privatizing government functions, tend to
forget one vital truth: that some functions of government, such as the Internal
Revenue Service or providing concentration camps for dissenters, deserve to be
abolished rather than privatized. To put it another way: we must not forget that
government is not the only organization that can and does commit crimes. Private
persons and organizations, and not only governments, can and do commit robbery,
assault, kidnapping, and murder. We must not forget that not every private action
deserves our uncritical blessing. The relevance of this seemingly evident truth is that
among the crimes private persons commit are fraud, embezzlement, and many
forms of theft. One of those forms is forgery, or counterfeiting, in which theft is
committed by the forger or counterfeiter who corrupts the marketplace by passing
off a fake as the real thing.

Counterfeiting of art despoils the buyers and owners of the art, as well as
the painter or his estate, and the owners of the genuine article. But counterfeiting
of money wreaks more general havoc. In a society where gold is the only form of
money, a person can acquire gold in only three ways: (a) selling a good or service
in exchange for a part of the existing gold stock; (b) receiving gold as a charitable
gift or bequest; and (¢) mining new gold out of the ground. All of these are
productive ways of obtaining gold, whether it be through exchange, new gold
production, or someone receiving a gift or inheritance granted by another person.
But counterfeiting, e.g., dressing a base metal to look like gold, despoils not only
the particular seller but the entire market economy. The counterfeiter, so long as
his crime is not detected, is able to extract unearned income and wealth from
producers without their knowledge, to exploit the producers for his benefit, and to
lower the purchasing power of the gold unit to everyone in the society. But at least
there is hope, when counterfeiting is illegal, that it will be discovered and rooted
out, and the culprits apprehended and stopped.

But when government or its creature, the Central Bank becomes the
legalized counterfeiter, the counterfeit is not only fully detected but hailed by public
opinion, often guided and molded by the counterfeiters themselves, as wise
economic statesmanship. Then, there is no way to guard the guardians, and the
counterfeiter is turned loose to prey on society and inflate at will. The result will be a
process of continuing and even accelerating monetary and therefore price inflation.

Such is roughly the course of modern monetary history, particularly in the
twentieth-century — a history of statism and volatile rates of debasement of the
currency unit by the legalized counterfeiters. The result is a veritable and
increasingly chaotic Age of Inflation. What is desperately needed is to abolish the
counterfeiting. That was the proposal stemming from Mises’s insight into the
inevitably destructive effects of paper money and fractional reserve banking.
Instead, what our pseudo-Austrian economists propose to do is not to abolish
counterfeiting, but to privatize it — to open up the counterfeiting process to “free”
private competition.

One of Mises’s favorite quotes on money and banking was from Thomas
Tooke “free trade in banking is tantamount to free trade in swindling.” Tooke and
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Mises, of course, were referring to fractional reserve banking, in which banks pledge
to redeem on demand receipts to non-existent money in their vaults. These bank
notes or deposits are just as much counterfeit as warehouse receipts to nonexistent
grain, fake receipts that look like genuine warehouse receipts to grain, which were
loaned out by grain elevators until recent decades — until, that is, the practice of
fractional-reserve issues of receipts in grain, was outlawed and cracked down on.

The champions of free competition in counterfeiting retort that this is
simply the market at work, that the market registers a “demand” for more expanded
credit, and that the private bankers, these Kirznerian entrepreneurs, are simply
“alert” to such market demands. Well, of course, there is always a “demand” for
fraud, and embezzlement, on the market, and there will always be plenty of “alert”
swindlers who are eager and willing to furnish a supply of these items. But if we
define the “market” not simply as a supply of desired goods and services, but as a
supply of such goods within a framework of inviolate property rights, then we see
a very different picture. To paraphrase William Graham Sumner, when A supplies
B with a good or service, that is a genuine and unexceptionable market
transaction, A is supplying what B demands. But when A and B put their heads
together to swindle C, D, and E, that is a horse of a very different color, and surely
not a market transaction in the same voluntary sense.

Following a perceptive suggestion of Dr. David Gordon, let us examine a
slightly different kind of fractional reserve banking. Instead of issuing deposits or
notes which function like counterfeit warehouse receipts to cash, let us assume
that these banks actually print dollar bills made up to look like the genuine article,
replete with forged signatures by the Treasurer of the United States. The banks
print these bills and lend them out at interest. If they are then criticized for what
everyone would concede to be forgery and counterfeiting, why cannot these banks
reply as follows: “Well look, we have genuine, non-counterfeit cash reserves of 10
percent in our vaults. As long as people are willing to trust us, and accept these
bills as equivalent to genuine cash, what is wrong with that? We are only engaged
in a market transaction, no more no less so than any other fractional reserve
banking.” And what indeed is wrong about the statement that cannot be applied to
any case of fractional reserve banking? If counterfeiting per se is deplorable and to
be outlawed, then the same standards must be applied to its surrogate, fractional
reserve banking, which is currently legal and which would run rampant in the
“free-banking” heaven of our non-Misesian pseudo-Austrians. Conversely, these
free-bankers must then be willing to accept the legality of every person, and every
bank’s issuing outright forgeries or counterfeits, and simply printing paper dollar
bills, which would not be illegal if some “reserve” or other in genuine bills were
actually maintained. And if the free bankers must be willing to accept outright
“free” counterfeiting of dollar bills, then they also must be willing to endorse its
immediate consequences in wildly runaway inflation.

) Monetary policy is evidently a strange field, for it is an area where no one,
from the writers of crayoned letters on up to F.A. Hayek, seems to be afraid to
engage in flights of Utopian fancy, or what Hayek would ordinarily deride as
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“constructivism.” So I might as well do the same, with the important difference that
my proposal lies within the strict bounds of property rights, genuine market
commodity money, and Misesian monetary theory.

Ludwig von Mises saw that, once various marketable commodities are
chosen on the market to be media of exchange, and then to be general media of
exchange termed “money,” there is an inexorable market tendency for one
commodity money to win out in each society. In every society where they were
available, gold and silver soon became the only commodities that survived as
moneys, with the relatively more abundant silver used as coins for smaller
transactions and the relatively rare gold coins for larger transactions. In each
society and country, gold and silver coins circulated at various units of weight
determined by the market; generally, the unit of account, the unit used to calculate
business accounts, profits or assets, as well as people’s incomes, was the weight of
gold or of silver, as denominated in the language of each country. As countries
proliferated and discovered each other, the gold and silver coins of the various
countries tended to example, the U.S. dollar was defined as 1/20 of a gold ounce,
and the French franc at 1/100 of a gold ounce, then the “exchange rate” of dollars
to francs would naturally be at the ratio of their respective weights: five francs to
one dollar. Gold and silver ratios, on the other hand, would tend to be set on the
market at the current ratio of the purchasing powers of gold and silver, as
determined by the supplies and demands for the two metals.

Over the centuries, however, governments have interfered with, and
crippled, the natural process toward international metallic money. Governments
seized the command post of the economy by nationalizing the coin minting
function, and then facilitated their own debasement of standards of weights of coin
by shifting emphasis from the unit of gold or silver weight to tale, or the name
itself. By shifting the monetary unit from say, the dollar as 1/20 of a gold ounce to
the dollar itself, the governments could repeatedly debase, or lighten, the gold
weights of the currency unit. The English “pound sterling,” as its name indicates,
used to be worth, indeed used to be defined as, one pound weight of silver; it has
now been debased to approximately one half an ounce of silver. Almost as
destructive as, and facilitating the processes of debasement, was the insistence of
most governments on fixing the exchange rate, i.e., the price, of silver and gold,
i.e., instituting “bimetallism.” This bimetallic intervention, usually set initially at the
world market price, inevitably departed from it more strongly as time went on.
Gresham’s Law went into effect, and caused sudden shortages of the artificially
undervalued metal along with inflows and surpluses of the artificially overvalued.
In a truly free market, government would not fix exchange rates, but would allow
countries and societies throughout the market to select media of exchange and
units of account: this is what is called “parallel standards” of gold, silver, and
possibly other metals, and what has also been called “free metallism.”68

68 0n parallel sandards, see Mises-1951b, pp. 179-ff. On how they worked in medieval and early modern
Europe and how bimetallism interfered with them, and provided occasions for debasement see Einaudi-
1953, pp. 229-61. On “free metallism,” see two works by William Brough, Brough-1898, and Brough-1894.
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A genuine free market in money, then, would allow the market to select
whatever metals it wishes as media of exchange and units of accounts, without
government attempts to fix the exchange rates between them.69

But one would expect that the world free market, the mighty network of
voluntary exchange that Mises called an oecumene, would, if unrestricted and
given its head, move eventually toward one monetary metal.7® And, whether it be
one or two metals, that the currency units would eventually transcend the
independent or quasi-independent names given by states, to form a world-wide
unity of simple units of weight. The entire world, we might expect, as state
interference into the market oecumene disappears, will speak and reckon no
longer in “dollars,” or “francs,” or “marks,” but only in gold ounces or gold grams.
That sort of world was, indeed, the attainable dream of many of the economists
and statesmen of the nineteenth century, the classic century of the gold standard.
In a series of international monetary conferences, which contrasted to twentieth
century ones by not seeking more global government monetary control, but
greater expression of a unified free market, there were attempts to reach this goal.
The idea was first to adjust existing exchange rates slightly to make them multiplies
of each other, facilitating a phasing out of names and a growing use of explicit
units of ‘gold weight in every country. Unfortunately, the vexed silver problem
obstructed any agreement, until of course World War I swept away any search for
a genuine international metallic money.7!

Since World War I, unfortunately, the quest for inter-central bank
cooperation, for international monetary coordination, has been a search for a form
of monetary internationalism diametrically opposed to the thrust of the nineteenth
century. Instead of a search for a world money uncontrolled and unhampered by
any State, we see repeated attempts to achieve a form of world governmental
coordinated paper inflation. The ultimate Keynesian dream is moving ever closer:
to establish a world economic government with a World Reserve Bank issuing a
new world paper currency to be called the bancor after Keynes, the unita after

69 Comparing the return to gold coin of Europe after half a millennium in the mid-thirteenth century, in
Florence and in Genoa, Professor Lopez, a proud Genoese, writes: “Florence, like most medieval states,
made bimetallism and trimetallism [copper] a base of its monetary policy ... Genoa, on the contrary, in
conformity with the principle of restricting state intervention as much as possible, did not try to enforce
a fixed relation between coins of different metals ... basically, the gold coinage of Genoa was not meant
to integrate the silver and bullion coinages but to form an independent system.” Lopez-1956, p. 224.

70 On Mises and the oecumene, Salerno-1990b, pp. 26-54, esp. 27-36. Salerno writes of the Misesian
oecumene, “As the final and full fruition of social evolution driven by the cosmic ontological principle of
division of labor, the ‘cecumene’ embraces all of humanity cooperating in hyperspecialized production
processes. At any point in history, the evolving oecumene is the ‘rational and intended’ outcome of an
intersubjective process, whose purpose is the amelioration of scarcity. It exists not as a thing unto itself,
but as a complex of social relations which emerges from a common orientation of individual human
actions, i.e., to use the socjal division of labor as the means to attain individual goals. Because such
relations thus emanate from the will, they must be daily affirmed and recreated in human thought and
action.” 1bid., p. 31.

71 See the detailed account in the much neglected work, Russell-1898. Also see Barnard-1872, who
treats the problem of international unification of monetary units in an appendix as a subset of the
problem of unifying all metric measures.
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Harry Dexter White, the phoenix after the London Economist, or whatever. Then
all nations of the world believe they could inflate together, keeping exchange rates
fixed and also avoiding the kind of monetary reserve crisis that laid low the phony
British-run “gold” standard of the late 1920s, as well as the phony “gold”-tainted
Bretton Woods system after World War II. Then, there will be nothing to stop the
smooth run of worldwide inflation — until, of course, the market takes the play
away from the depreciating world paper currency and the world goes through the
fearful holocaust of a worldwide runaway inflation.

But let us return from this grisly scenario to my projected and hoped for
worldwide free market, the interconnected and prospering oecumene. We can
project what will happen to this market if it is allowed to evolve without government
distortion of interference. We can project, then, a future worldwide free economy,
using only metallic money, with the entire world using one unit of weight of gold
as money, both as a medium of exchange and as a unit of account. All reckoning
will take place in terms of this gold ounce or gram, which will constitute the world
stock of money. It is possible that silver will continue to be a metallic money for
smaller denomination transactions, but we can imagine that the market’s quest for
efficiency will eventually lead to one metallic money. Money will then be fully
private, with no government intrusion, for the gold will both be mined and minted
by private firms. (There is no reason to assume that only government is qualified to
mint coins. In fact, considering its record of continuing debasement, government is
scarcely qualified to mind coins at all.)

A “free market” also means no government interference whatever in the
economy. It means that private individuals and firms are free to earn money and
profits, and that they are also free to lose. There can be no genuine freedom to
choose without a corollary freedom to lose. No firm may be considered “too big to
fail.” And so a free market in money necessarily means the abolition of central
banking and of so-called deposit “insurance.” Banks must be free to fail.

Indeed, a “free market” necessarily implies total respect for and protection
of private property. But this means that rights of private property must always be
preserved. This implies not only a cracking down on assault and murder, but also
on all forms of theft and fraud, including counterfeiting. Counterfeiting must be
prosecuted fully by the law, and more than that, must be scorned and condemned
by public opinion. As an advocate of 100 percent reserve banking, of full gold
backing for all bank notes and deposits, I recognize that it would be difficult for
government to police the banks, banks being notably ingenious in discovering
market ways of getting around government regulations. One hundred percent
banking must be enforced, not by administrative regulations, but by the legal
system. While investigative snoops can hunt down counterfeit warehouse-receipts,
it would be far simpler and more effective to crack down immediately and totally
on any failure of a bank to pay in full on demand. First, as the Jacksonians wanted,
but were never able to get through the Whig-dominated Congress in the late 1830s,
at the first sign of such non-payment, the bank must be declared insolvent, and its
assets liquidated. But secondly, these fractional-reserve bankers must be treated
not as mere entrepreneurs who made unfortunate business decisions but as
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counterfeiters and embezzlers who should be cracked down on by the full majesty
of the law. Forced repayment to all the victims plus substantial jail terms should
serve as a deterrent as well as to meet punishment for this criminal activity.

I envision the free-market world of the future, then, as one of purely
metallic worldwide money. Increases of bank money will not be tolerated and will
be treated as the counterfeiting and the invasion of property rights that they really
are. The money supply, then, will grow only slowly, concomitant with the slow
growth in the stock of the world’s gold. The scourge of inflation will finally be
lifted from the world; prices will fall, and the more productive the economy, and
the more the increase in the supply of goods, the more prices will fall, the cost of
living will decline, and the greater will be the increase in the standard of living for
everyone. And without fractional reserve banking, there will be no more booms
and busts, no more terrible malinvestments, distortions, and shocks of euphoria
and distress brought about by business cycles. Investment will be limited to
voluntary savings, and therefore there will be no periodic outbreaks of unsound
investments that will have to be liquidated by recession. The world oecumene will
at last be secured by the money required for freedom: a metallic money, produced
by the market and the value of which is decided totally by the market and not at all
by government.

Consumers and the economy will be immeasurably freer and sounder, and
the only ones who will lose from the development of this market oecumene are the
special interest groups who benefit from government and bank-controlled inflation
and who constitute the ruling power elites in our increasingly state-dominated
economy.

6. Epilogue: The Modern Austrian Revival

Professor Karen Vaughn’s brief history of the modern Austrian “revival” as
a participant-observer is, first of all, a strictly biased account from the Hayekian/
Lachmannian point of view. The Vaughn treatment is yet another variant of the
Whig theory of the history of thought, this time from a Lachmannian perspective.
Being Whiggish, Vaughn’s history has to be fitted into the Procrustean mold of early
fumblings, improvement, and, at each step of the way, onward and upward into the
light. It begins then, in post-World War II America, with Mises as the admitted
carrier of the Austrian tradition; to be improved upon and superseded by Hayek;
and then finally, to be crowned by the upward march of nihilist Lachmannia,
creative gropings by O’Driscoll and Rizzo, and finally even Lachmann’s “narrow”
destructionism surpassed by glimpses of a grand and noble new theory,
emphasizing “biological evolution,” and culminating in the work of several young
graduate students of Professor Don Lavoie. In particular, the two works cited by
Vaughn as blazing the path toward a grand new Austrian paradigm consist of two
articles published in Lavoie’s minor and now defunct journal, Market Process.

Professor Vaughn leaves out some significant facts from her starry-eyed
account. One is that she herself was on the board of Lavoie’s Center for the Study
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of the Market Process, and that she therefore was engaging in a certain amount of
special pleading.

In any case: how did our Whiggish neo-Austrian fare in her attempt to
capture the historical process, her form of institutionalist Austrianism? In short,
how well did she predict the near-term Austrian future? The answer is: not very
well. Professor Vaughn’s article was written for a conference on the Austrian
tradition in economics held in the spring of 1989. In the less than four years that
have elapsed since then, the entire Austrian world has changed dramatically. Well,
it is a fast-moving world out there, if not quite the “kaleidic” one perceived by
Ludwig Lachmann. Since her article was written, the Lachmannian Society for
Interpretive Economics, founded by Professor Lavoie, has come and gone, the
journal Market Process has disappeared, and the Center for the Study of the Market
Process has virtually left economics. My own prediction, I dare say better founded
than Professor Vaughn’s, is that, with the passing away of Professor Lachmann, and
more particularly, the loss of interest in economics by its funding source,
Lachmannia and the Lavoiean variants will quickly disappear from the scene. Not
being a Whig historian, this development does not unsettle me in the least.72

Let us return to Professor Vaughn’s history of the Austrian revival. In order
to praise the later developments, she is forced to disparage the earlier ones,
particularly the noble struggle of Ludwig von Mises and even more those of us
who have continued in the older and therefore allegedly discredited Misesian
paths. Part of her form of Whig mythology is that Hayek must be painted as far
superior to Mises. So we have Mises grudgingly hailed as single-handedly
preserving the Austrian school in the United States in the 1940s, 50s, and 60s. She
disparages Mises as an outsider to academia, as not being able to secure an official
teaching position because of his “outspoken antistatist views,” and because of his
unfortunate “emphatic style.” She is forced to admit that while Hayek, whom she
claims to be “ultimately ... more important in shaping the Austrian revival,” actually
emigrated to the United States in the 1940s, and while Hayek taught at the same
time at the University of Chicago, it was unaccountably “his older colleague Mises
who was responsible for bringing Austrian economics to America.”73

What she fails to mention, since it would correct her deprecation of Mises,
is that, Hayek too, despite his definitely unemphatic style, could not find an official
academic post in the United States, and that bis salary, too, was financed by the
William Volker Fund, the same organization that financed Mises’s professorial post
because it “knew of [Mises’s| lifelong antistatist fight.” The Volker Fund financed
Hayek’s professorial position for the same reason.

Moreover, the reason why Hayek did not help spark an Austrian revival in
the United States, despite his years of teaching at Chicago, is because Hayek was
not the sort of teacher to ignite or inspire student interest. Hayek was barred from
teaching economics at the University of Chicago by the economics department, and

72 1 her latest discussion of Austrian economics, Vaughn, while quietly and necessarily abandoning
the Lavoiean project and dropping all references to it, is still searching for some mixture of “evolution”
and institutionalism as the way out for Austrian economics. Vaughn-1992, pp. 251-74.

73 Vaughn-1990, p. 396.
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so he had to teach at the Committee on Social Thought, a charmingly interdisciplinary
graduate department, but whose Ph.D’s being outside orthodox department lines,
were not exactly designed for scholarly careerism. But more important than that:
Hayek did not have the personality as a teacher to inspire students or disciples.
Unlike Mises, who was unfailingly charming and devoted to spurring productivity
among his students, Hayek was cool and aloof, only answering specific questions
put to him by his doctoral students, and never engaging them in conversation or
discussion. Hence, Hayek did not help spark an Austrian revival. Also, as Vaughn
briefly admits, Hayek had not yet come up with his “evolutionary” and other
philosophic studies. His first alleged masterwork, The Constitution of Liberty,
published in 1960, was political philosophy rather than economics, and it was a
political philosophy that properly carried no weight, being generally demolished
by such Austrian critics as his student Ronald Hamowy.

Finally, Hayek retired from the University of Chicago in 1961, and since
Chicago refused to pay him a pension since it had never paid him a salary, Hayek
was forced to leave the United States, and go to Germany, where he was able to
draw a salary at the University of Freiburg. From 1961 on, Hayek no longer resided
in the United States, and this important fact, curiously omitted from Vaughn’s
account, played an important role in Hayek’s not being central to the Austrian
revival which Vaughn dates from the South Royalton Conference in 1974.74 As
Vaughn points out, Hayek’s coincidental receiving of the Nobel Prize later in the
fall of 1974 clearly ignited a general and continuing interest in and study of Hayek
and the entire Austrian tradition.

Historical accuracy compels me to take up Professor Vaughn’s comparative
treatment of Professor Kirzner and myself, undoubtedly the two most productive
American students of Mises, both of whom had published important Austrian
works before the South Royalton year of 1974. Myself she says was “Mises’s faithful
interpreter to the radical libertarian fringe ... young people, many of them free-
market radicals.... who had discovered the work of Mises and ... who had listened
to the Austrian folklore at Murray Rothbard’s knee.”75 So here I am, in Professor
Vaughn’s account, a preacher of Misesian folklore to youthful free-market
libertarians. In the meanwhile, while I was dispensing Misesian folklore to
bedazzled youth, what was Professor Kirzner doing? He, “against overwhelming
odds, attempted to carry on Mises’s work in the context of the mainstream
academic community.”76

There are two fundamental flaws with Vaughn’s historical account,
convenient though it may be for her own Whiggish folklore of Up from Mises to

74 Vaughn attributes the alleged neglect of Hayek at the South Royalton conference to the fact that I
“did not think much of Hayek’s politics or economics.” Very true, except that I had no control over the
papers of the two other major participants: Israel Kirzner and Ludwig M. Lachmann. Vaughn-1990, pp.
402-n.

75 Ibid, p. 399.

76 tbid,
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Lachmann and Lavoie. One is, that I too, was an academic. At the time of South
Royalton, I was a professor of economics at the Polytechnic Institute of Brooklyn;
perhaps, bedazzled youth that she may have been at the time, she did not realize
that I was not a full-time folklorist. The second deals with Professor Kirzner's role.
While Kirzner is a distinguished scholar and contributor to the Austrian tradition,
even though he too has strayed from Mises in later years, he was scarcely, at that
point, a heroic struggler for Austrianism against its academic enemies. In fact, Israel
Kirzner kept a very low Austrian profile at New York University. I myself became
friendly with someone who had received a Ph.D. under Kirzner in the late 1960s,
and he had no idea whatever what Austrian economics was or that his doctoral
mentor was connected with it.

Vaughn mentions that the Institute for Humane Studies sponsored the
week-long scholarly Austrian conference at South Royalton, as well as two others
in the next two years, one at the University of Hartford, which she does not name,
and one at Windsor Castle, England; important volumes of papers emerged from
both the South Royalton and Windsor Castle conference.

But then Vaughn does not raise the question: what in the world happened
to these annual high-level scholarly conferences, that did so much to advance the
Austrian school discipline and interest in Austrians economics? What happened is
that these conferences disappeared, since the major funding source, whom I refer
to as The Donor, shifted his focus of interest. The shift was away from Misesian
radicalism and consistency, both in Austrian economics, notably praxeology, and
in political economy, in the form of consistent laissez-faire. By the late 1970s, The
Donor decided that what Vaughn refers to as Mises’s “outspoken antistatist views”
and “emphatic style” were too candid and uncompromising to be palatable to the
Powers that Be or respectable to other funding sources, the federal government, or
the leaders of academia. For all of these reasons, The Donor, followed by the eager
recipients of his largesse, decided to set up moderate thinktanks for public policy,
and to dilute Austrian economics to become respectable and non-threatening to
academia. In academia, he thereby encouraged various outreaches: to Marxists, to
hermeneuticians and deconstructionists, indeed to anyone and everyone put off by
Ludwig von Mises’s intransigent devotion to truth and to liberty. Hence, no more
scholarly Austrian conferences, but only fellowships and programs promoting non-
or anti-Misesian views in the name of Austrian economics.

If Professor Vaughn were really interested in chronicling a battle for
Austrian truth “against overwhelming odds,” she would ponder the tremendous
achievement of Llewellyn H. Rockwell, Jr., in founding the Ludwig von Mises
Institute ten years ago. For Lew Rockwell founded the Institute with no endowment,
no pledges, no Big Daddy. All he had was the gleam of a lifelong idea: to found an
institute dedicated to Ludwig von Mises and promoting the Misesian paradigm in
Austrian economics. In fact, Big Daddy, the aforesaid Donor, was furious at
Rockwell’s plan to found the Mises Institute, and had the unmitigated gall to “order”
him not to do so. When Lew went ahead despite this order, The Donor engineered a
determined boycott, both of the Institute, and of the later establishment of the only
scholarly Austrian journal, The Review of Austrian Economics.
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There is good news to report at this Tenth Anniversary Conference of the
Mises Institute. In the first place, this scholarly conference in Austrian economics
continues the Windsor Castle tradition; let us hope it is the first of many. And
second, The Donor has lost interest in Austrian economics and in ideology. The
Mises Institute’s stunningly successful summer conference, its “Mises University,” is
just about the only instructional summer conference remaining in Austrian
economics. And as we have developed more and more outstanding Misesians, the
Misesian paradigm has not only revived as a result of the Mises Institute’s success:
it is now virtually the only paradigm left in the field. Instead of the Whiggish
history of a straight line onward and upward from Mises to the students of Lavoie,
what we have is a three phase history, a zig-zag history of clashing paradigms and
ideologies. The first phase was The Revival, beginning in the summer and fall of
1974 with the South Royalton Austrian conference and the award to Hayek of the
Nobel Prize; but this expansion phase ended sometime in the late 1970s, after
Windsor Castle, and was succeeded by Phase II, a decline and degeneration of
Austrian economics away from the Misesian paradigm and into various fallacious
variants and deviations. But then, as the Mises Institute got under way in the 1980s,
Phase 1II, the Renaissance, developed, culminating in the recent successes of the
Mises Institute, the pullout from the field by The Donor, and the subsequent
triumphal restoration of the Misesian paradigm. The difference from the late 1970s
is that the Misesian paradigm is now established on a higher level than two
decades ago; not only are there far more younger Misesians, and bound to be still
more in the years ahead; not only are the “middle generation” of renegade anti-
Misesians fading away, but of course Misesians have learned more in these two
decades, ever honing and sharpening our Misesian knowledge in the course of
waging struggles against these deviations and fallacies.

And so the truly good news of this Tenth Anniversary Conference of the
Mises Institute is that I stand here, and the conference itself bears witness, to
proclaim victory, to announce, at long last, the triumph of the Misesian paradigm in
the Austrian home that Mises himself created. The great Ludwig von Mises could
ask for no greater tribute.
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APRIORISME ET FAILLIBILISME :
en défense de Rothbard contre Popper

Gérard Bramoullé®

Suivant la tradition de I’école autrichienne, Murray Rothbard consacrait
une part importante de ses travaux d’économiste 4 des réflexions méthodologiques
et épistémologiques. Non content d’étre déja dans un courant de pensée hétérodoxe,
il y défendait de surcroit un “apriorisme extréme” proné par L. von Misesl, alors
méme que beaucoup, y compris parmi les Autrichiens, considerent cette position
précisant les conditions d’acces 4 la connaissance comme la partie la plus discutable
de la praxéologie misesienne. Pourtant, le goit de la provocation ne suffit pas a
expliquer le choix de Rothbard en faveur de l'apriorisme ; de solides arguments
militent en économie pour 'adoption de cette approche qui ne mérite sans doute
pas les exces d’'indignité qu’elle a pu connaitre.

Comme le faillibilisme (ou le falsificationnisme) poppérien, I'apriorisme
est une tentative de réponse au “probléme de Hume”, c’est-a-dire au constat —
selon la forte formule de K. Popper — qu’“il n'y a pas d’induction”?, car les
théories universelles ne sont pas déductibles d’énoncés singuliers. Mais, il apermis
de fonder 'analyse des actions et interactions humaines (I), alors que le faillibilisme
se heurte a d’importantes limites en Sciences Sociales (ID).

1. Apriorisme et Praxéologie

C’est en effet contre la démarche inductive que s’est fondée et développée
I’école de Vienne. Dans la célebre Querelle de méthodes (Methodenstreif), C. Menger
défendait une analyse économique congue en termes de lois exactes, universelles
et nécessaires face aux théses de G. Schmoller et de I’école historique allemande
limitant 'analyse des descriptions historiques et des interprétations situées. Pour le
fondateur de I’école autrichienne, les lois empiriques tirées de généralisations
d’observations historiques concrétes ne peuvent fonder la théorie économique car
elles ne sont pas universelles : elles ne peuvent prétendre étre sans exceptions. Les
lois économiques doivent donc &tre obtenues par des moyens non-inductifs, 4 partir

° Professeur de Sciences Economiques, Université Aix-Marseille III, France.
ler Rothbard-1991, pp. 85-ss.
2¢r Popper-1981, p. 115.

Volume 6, numéro 1, Mars 1995, pp 91-104.
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d’une réflexion conceptuelle, d'un essentialisme trés aristotélicien3. I’argumentation
sera reprise et développée par L. von Mises, pour lequel : “il n’y a pas moyen
d’établir une théorie a posteriori de la conduite humaine et des faits sociaux.
L’histoire ne peut ni prouver ni réfuter quelque affirmation générale que ce soit...”4
Pour dépasser cette impossibilité de 'empirisme et de ses variantes historicistes et
positivistes, Mises propose une théorie générale de l'action humaine (praxéologie),
dont le caractére a priori est souligné avec force : “Ses affirmations et ses propositions
ne sont pas déduites de I'expérience. Elles sont, comme celles des mathématiques
et de la logique, a priori. Elles ne sont pas susceptibles d’étre vérifiées ou
confrontées sur la base d’expériences ou de faits. Elles sont 4 la fois logiquement et
chronologiquement antécédentes A toute compréhension de faits historiques.”3

Congue dés 1933, en méme temps que la “Logik der Forschung” de Popper
(publiée a Vienne a 'automne 1934), la praxéologie fait de la théorie économique
un édifice déductif fondé sur un axiome “certain” a partir duquel sont obtenues,
par les régles de la logique, des conclusions toujours vraies. L'axiome est celui de
I'“action humaine”, définie comme un comportement intentionnel. Tout individu
agit — intentionnellement — du seul fait qu’il est un étre humain. Seuls les
individus sont concernés (individualisme méthodologique) et I'action est toujours
“rationnelle” dans le sens ou elle consiste 4 utiliser des moyens, éventuellement
inappropriés, pour atteindre des fins prises comme des données (subjectivisme).
Cette démarche s’applique aussi bien a 'analyse de Paction d’'un individu isolé,
I’économie de Robinson Crusoé, qu’a I’étude des interactions individuelles, la
catallaxie. Elle recouvre en fait deux types d’apriorisme. )

D’une part un apriorisme méthodologique pour lequel ni 'axiome de
l'action ni les conclusions qui s’en déduisent logiquement n’ont besoin d'étre
empiriquement testés. Position qui en économie a connu son apogée dans les
années trente, et a été adoptée par des auteurs aussi éminents que L. Robbins ou
F. Knight®. Elle est en général la conséquence d'une conception aristotélicienne de
la démarche scientifique dont 'objet est de décrire (plutdt que prédire) les lois
qualitatives (plutdt que quantitatives) gouvernant les relations entre catégories ou
essences. Cette méthodologie aristotélicienne connait actuellement un regain en
sciences humaines, non seulement en économie avec le “retour” des autrichiens,
mais encore dans la plupart des domaines de la “révolution cognitive”7.

En amont de 'apriorisme méthodologique, la praxéologie s’appuie d’autre
part sur un apriorisme épistémologique qui consiste a fonder la “certitude” de
l'axiome de laction. Ainsi, pour Mises, cet axiome est “apodictiquement” certain®,
c’est-a-dire qu'il s’agit d’'une évidence de 'esprit, indépendante, a priori, par rapport

3 Le caractére aristotélicien de la pensée de C. Menger est particuliérement mis en évidence dans les
écrits de R. Cubeddu, Cf. Cubeddu-1987 et Cubeddu-1993.

4 Cf. Mises-1985.

> id., p. 36.

Robbins-1935 et Knight-1941. Si celui-ci, aprioriste non autrichien, n’a pas changé d’avis, celui-1a
devait renier la praxéologie sous l'influence de J.M. Keynes, comme le rappelle Guillaumat dans
“Economistes et Charlatans”, Rothbard-1991, p. 261.

7 Cf. Gardner-1993,
8 Apodictique est avec assertorique et probiématique, 'une des trois catégories kantiennes, les deux
premiéres s'opposant comme I'évidence de droit s’oppose 2 I'évidence de fait.
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a 'expérience humaine. Ce fondement kantien de la certitude de Paxiome n’est pas le
seu] possible, mais il est sans doute le plus aprioriste, et justifie que la position de
Mises soit qualifiée d’“apriorisme extréme”. Murray Rothbard défend aussi la certitude
de T'axiome de l'action rationnelle, mais son apriorisme épistémologique n’a pas le
méme fondement kantien que celui de Mises. Son réalisme philosophique 'empéche
d’accepter que des “assertions synthétiques a priorf” puissent servir 4 comprendre la
réalité. Pour lui, cet axiome n’est pas une loi de I'esprit, mais une loi de la réalité
fondée “sur 'expérience intérieure universelle de la réflexion aussi bien que sur la
perception extérieure des objets”. Cette conception aristotelico-thomiste reste a
priori car “antérieure aux événements historiques complexes” auxquels se référe
I'empirisme. Le méme réalisme philosophique explique pourquoi la conception de la
rationalité de Rothbard est quelque peu différente de celle de Mises. Ils considérent
I'un et l'autre que la rationalité de l'action n’'implique pas des actes adéquats ou
appropriés 4 la situation, comme c’est le cas dans la conception néoclassique de la
rationalité ; Rothbard exige cependant que P'action s’accorde 4 une vision du monde
fondée en raison, sans pour cela qu'elle soit appropriée, ce que n’exige pas Mises10,

’ Ces nuances entre Mises et Rothbard illustrent les deux grands courants de
I’apriorisme épistémologique que l'on peut qualifier d’apriorisme kantien et
d’apriorisme aristotélicien. Dans les deux cas, la connaissance est supposée
acquise par des moyens non inductifs, mais elle ne provient pas des mémes
processus cognitifs.

Dans l'apriorisme kantien, la connaissance refléte la structure logique de
I’esprit humain lequel “plaque” sur le monde les catégories qu’il crée. La
connaijssance ne provient pas de la réalité elle-méme, mais de I'esprit du sujet
connaissant qui impose ses structures au monde. Pour Vapriorisme aristotélicien, la
connaissance refléte la structure du monde qui est, en elle-méme, intelligible. La
connaissance résulte du fait que I'esprit humain peut saisir la nature ou l'essence
des choses, ces catégories a prioride la réalité, comme si sujet connaissant et objets
de connaissance étaient, selon I'expression de B. Smith, “pré-accordés”1l. Si ces
deux types d’apriorisme épistémologique se retrouvent dans I'école autrichienne, il
faut reconnaitre que l'apriorisme aristotélicien de Rothbard s’y rencontre plus
fréquemment : chez C. Menger, pour lequel la tiche du théoricien consiste 3
découvrir les catégories a priori de la réalité et les lois qui gouvernent leurs relations ;
chez E. von Bohm-Bawerk pour lequel causalité et finalité se confondent ; mais aussi
chez Hayek qui retient une conception aristotélicienne de l'action rationnelle12. 11 est

9 Cf. Rothbard-1191, p. 93.

10 pour une analyse détaillée de la conception de la rationalité chez Rothbard, Cf. Aimar-1994, pp. 294-ss.
11 ¢f. smith-1994, p. 36. Le clivage kantien/aristotélicien correspond 2 'opposition entre “impositionnist
views” et “reflectionnist views” de I'apriorisme epistémologique que développe B. Smith, ou encore 2
lopposition entre “knowledge that” et “knowledge of” de R. Rorty, Rorty-1990.

12 Hayek n'est véritablement aprioriste que pour la “pure logique des choix”, ¢f. Hayek-1953, ch. IV,
p. 56. L'epistémologie hayekienne est surtout précisée dans le chapitre 8 de son ouvrage sur les
fondements de la psychologie théorique, The Sensory Order, Hayek-1952. Dans la premiére phrase de
ce chapitre, on trouve l'idée “que I'appareil au moyen duquel nous apprenons sur le monde extérieur
est lui-méme le produit d’'une sorte d'expérience”. (p. 165). De méme p. 191 : “dans I'étude de I'action
humaine, en particulier, notre point de départ devra toujours étre notre connaissance directe des divers
types d’événements mentaux qui restent pour nous des entités irréductibles”.
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vrai que cette position permet d’échapper aux critiques classiques que suscite la
théorie des “assertions synthétiques a priori” comme aux doutes que suscite la
philosophie idéaliste allemande et dont un exemple récent est offert par Gerard
Radnitzky dans sa contribution “sur I'apriorisme dans I’économie autrichienne”
répondant aux arguments misesiens d’Hans-Herman Hoppel3.

Cela dit, ces différences sur les fondements de la certitude de I’action
n’empéchent pas Rothbard d’étre, comme Mises, un aprioriste, tant épistémologique
que méthodologique, ainsi qu'un ardent défenseur de la praxéologie. Pourtant, dés
avant la parution de la version anglaise de I'“Action Humaine”14, cette démarche
praxéologique était contestée et pas seulement par des positivistes. Qu’un
T. Hutchinson ou qu'un M. Friedman la rejettent n’est pas surprenant puisqu'’ils
affichent explicitement leur empirismel5. Mais, méme chez les anti-inductivistes, la
praxéologie n’a pas toujours été acceptée. Hayek par exemple la limite a la “pure
logique des choix”, et la trouve insuffisante pour expliquer la catallaxie et les
phénomeénes sociaux!®. Dés 1952, il renvoyait déja 4 son article “Economics and
Knowledge”17 pour comprendre pourquoi Panalyse de Mises était inadaptée dans
ce cas. Largument hayekien est que pour appréhender les phénoménes de marché,
il faut adjoindre i la praxéologie des hypothéses auxiliaires sur les rapports de
cause 4 effet (“causation”) dans le monde réel. Ainsi, pour mettre en évidence la
tendance a I'équilibre des marchés concurrentiels, il faut faire des hypothéses sur
la dissémination de la connaissance, sur son usage et son apprentissage par les
individus. Or, de telles hypothéses ne sont pas a priori mais, signale Hayek,
sujettes 2 falsification8. L'intérét de cet argument pour notre propos réside moins
dans la limitation de la praxéologie qu'il suppose, et qui peut étre dépassée (en
prenant en compte par exemple les travaux de Kirznerl® ou de Selgin20) que dans
la référence a la notion poppérienne de falsification.

En effet, cette référence illustre la tension existante chez Hayek, comme
chez d’autres anti-inductivistes, entre l'apriorisme et le falsificationnisme. (Tension
qui est le reflet épistémologique dune autre tension soulignée par Victor Vanberg
entre le libéralisme rationnel et 'agnosticisme évolutionniste de cet auteur?l). Au
dela des réels liens d’amitié qui unissaient Hayek et Popper22, le syncrétisme
hayékien peut s’expliquer par le fait que ces deux “paradigmes” sont liés par leur
refus commun de linductivisme. Il est toutefois peu cohérent d’adhérer aux deux

B¢ Radnitzky-1995, pp. 189-ss. L'auteur y critique surtout P'apriorisme kantien de Mises, sans tenir
compte des différences épistémologiques entre Mises et Rothbard. L’'ouvrage est présenté dans ce
méme numéro du Journal des Economistes et des Etudes Humaines par David Versailles, que je
remercie de ses commentaires sur une premiére version de ce papier.

14 Mises-1949.

5cr Hutchinson-1941, et Friedman-1953.

16 ¢y, Hayek-1952, p. 56 note 2.

17 cr. Hayek-1937. Le rejet de la praxéologie est plus explicite dans Cato Policy report-1983.

18 L’argument se retrouve chez Hans Albert, Albert-1988, pp. 592-593, qui ajoute que Mises adopte de
telles hypothéses dans ses explications du fonctionnement de 'économie de marché.

19 ¢f. Kirzner-1973.

20 Cf. Selgin-1988, pp. 19-ss.

Zlcr Vanberg-1994.

22 Dont un symbole est que “Conjectures et Réfutations” de Popper est dédié a F.A. Hayek, comme les
“Studies in Philosophy, Politics and Economics” de Hayek sont dédiées 4 K. Popper.
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simultanément, tant les processus cognitifs qui les sous-tendent s’opposent. Popper
a dailleurs toujours rejeté 'essentialisme23 et I'apriorisme24, de méme que
Rothbard et les misesiens refusent le faillibilisme allant jusqu’a le considérer comme
une variante révisionniste du positivisme?25.

En fait, il v a bien compétition entre Papriorisme et le faillibilisme pour le
titre de substitut méthodologique a l'inductivisme, et dans cette compétition le
second semble avoir acquis un avantage déterminant dans 'ensemble des
sciences.26 Pourtant, si la position dominante du faillibilisme peut se concevoir en
sciences physiques et naturelles, elle apparait moins justifiée en ce qui concerne
les sciences humaines et en particulier la science économique.

2. Faillibilisme et sciences humaines

Popper lui-méme, dans son article sur le principe de rationalité27 consacré
explicitement au “probléme de I'explication dans les sciences sociales”, souligne
que si ces explications “sont trés semblables a certaines explications des sciences
physiques ... elles créent ainsi des problémes que 'on ne rencontre pas dans les
sciences naturelles”28. En admettant la logique de la falsification (ou réfutation), il
s’agit de reconnaitre que cette logique n’est pas aisément applicable en sciences
sociales, pour au moins trois séries de raisons.

La premiére est que les théories ou modeles (économiques) ont un
caractére rudimentaire par rapport d la complexité du réel, qui leur confére un
faible degré de testabilité. Les résultats des tests sont difficiles a interpréter et
lorsqu’ils sont négatifs on ne sait si c’'est le caractére nécessairement approximatif
du modele qui est en cause ou le modéle lui-méme. La quasi-totalité des théories
économiques s’énoncent sous la clause ceteris paribus, c’est-a-dire sous la forme x
entraine vy, si d'autres facteurs sont maintenus constants. Une hypothése de ce type
correspond rarement au monde réel, dans lequel les “autres facteurs” ne sont en
général pas constants. Pour quelle soit falsifiable il faut donc pouvoir étre str de
contrdler ces “autre facteurs”, comme il faut étre siir que l'analyse qui permet de
les déterminer soit aussi falsifiable29, tiche quasiment impossible. Dés lors, en cas

2 cr. Popper-1981, ch. VIL Le rejet par Popper de I'essentialisme est lié a son rejet du marxisme. Mais si
Marx est bien, comme Aristote, un essentialiste (ou naturaliste), il existe, comme le rappelle Tibor R.
Machan, une différence cruciale entre eux : 'essence de 'homme a une composante individuelle
primordiale pour Aristote, alors qu’elle est collective pour Marx. Cf. Machan-1990, p. 473.

24 ¢f. Popper-1967. “Ceux qui prétendent que le principe [de rationalité] est @ priori veulent dire, bien
entendu, qu’il est a priori valide ou a priori vrai. Mais il me semble tout 4 fait certain qu’ils se
trompent”, Popper-1967, p. 145.

25 cr. par exemple Rizzo-1978, p. 40.

26 cf, pour I'économie, Blaug-1982, qui accorde une place privilégiée au faillibilisme et tient
l'apriorisme pour quantité négligeable.

27 Popper-1967.

28 Ibid, p. 142.

29 Cf. Rizzo-1978, p. 45.
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de test négatif d’'une hypothése de ce type, on ne sait pas si c’est la relation entre x
et y ou bien la clause ceteris paribus qui est réfutée. De plus, en supposant cette
difficulté résolue, la clause ceteris paribus étant par exemple corroborée, encore
faut-il pour tester 'hypothése que les concepts x et y puissent étre mesurés sans
ambiguité. Lorsqu’il s’agit de concepts économiques tels que le chéomage, la
monnaie ou le profit, pour ne citer qu’eux, le moins que 'on puisse dire est que les
ambiguités existent.

La deuxiéme série de raisons qui rend difficilement applicable la logique
falsificationniste aux sciences sociales est la thése dite de “Duhem-Quine”39. Ces
auteurs ont souligné que lorsquune observation contredisait effectivement une
théorie, il était difficile de déterminer la partie de la théorie responsable de I'échec
du test. Cest pour cela qu’en économie, méme Popper admet par exemple que le
principe de rationalité (ou 'axiome de 'action pour Rothbard) n’est pas réfutable.
D’une part le test négatif d'une théorie fondée sur ce principe peut toujours étre
imputé a d’autres caractéristiques de cette théorie. D’autre part nombre de théories
concurrentes pour expliquer un phénoméne ont en commun le principe de
rationalité, de telle sorte que le déclassement de 'une n’entraine pas la réfutation
du principe.

Une troisiéme série de raisons est enfin que la falsification d’une théorie
n’est pas toujours un bon critére pour 'abandonner. A partir de combien de tests
négatifs convient-il de I'écarter ? Quelle est 'expérience cruciale ? Les réponses 4
ces questions sont tellement incertaines, que méme un poppérien convaincu
comme Radnitzky a du compléter 'approche du maitre par ’hypothése intéressante
que les théories tendent 4 étre abandonnées lorsque leur défense s’accompagne de
cotits prohibitifs31. Et il semble bien qu’en sciences sociales, du fait des difficultés
d’expérimentations, ces colits de défense sont relativement faibles, ce qui pourrait
expliquer la durée de vie de certaines théories.

Le faillibilisme de Popper ne s’applique donc pas aussi facilement aux
sciences “molles” qu’aux sciences “dures”, mais ld n’est pas le plus important. Les
trois séries de raisons qui viennent d’étre invoquées ne portent pas atteinte a la
logique méme de la falsification, et ne concernent que son applicabilité. Or, il
existe des arguments qui réfutent le faillibilisme sur des points essentiels, notamment
pour I'économiste.

Ainsi, en utilisant les réflexions de Simmel sur le réle de I'implicite dans les
raisonnements, Raymond Boudon montre que la théorie de la falsification n’est
valide que sous certaines conditions32. Les théories scientifiques n’étant pas
vérifiables, le faillibilisme nous dit qu'elles ne peuvent étre que falsifiables. “Cela
implique qu'une théorie doit avoir obligatoirement I'un ou l'autre des deux
caractéres”33. Cette alternative implicite ferme le champ des possibles et écarte
abusivement du domaine scientifique les théories qui ne sont ni vérifiables ni
falsifiables. Comme le rappelle Boudon, “ce genre inclut deux espéces”. D’une part

30 Pour une analyse de cette thése, cf. Lakatos-1970.

31 Radnitzky-1987b, pp. 283-ss.

32 Boudon-1990, notamment ch. IV, ainsi que Boudon-1995, pp. 519-ss.
33 Boudon-1990, p- 159.
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les théories qui, comme le darwinisme, consistent moins en des affirmations sur le
réel qu'en des propositions sur la fagon d’appréhender le réel. Le darwinisme qui
a posé tant de difficultés a Popper34 n’est donc pas une singularité, mais une
illustration de ces paradigmes normatifs indispensables au fonctionnement de la
pensée scientifique. D'autre part les théories de forme “sous certaines conditions,
alors T”, parmi lesquelles on reconnaitra la plupart des théories économiques
retenant la clause ceteris paribus déja évoquée.

A ces critiques qui affectent le degré de généralité du falsificationisme et
que l'on peut qualifier d’externes puisqu’elles remettent en cause son critére de
scientificité, s’ajoutent des critiques internes montrant qu’il lui est logiquement
difficile d’échapper 4 des fondements aprioristes.

Ainsi, poser que seules les hypothéses falsifiables sont scientifiquement
significatives souléve le probléme suivant : si la signification scientifique d’'une
hypothése (ou proposition) est identifiée 4 sa testabilité, on peut se demander ce qui
est alors testé. Si C’est sa signification scientifique, cela signifie que celle-ci existe
indépendamment du test et donc que le critére falsificationniste est transgressé
puisquune proposition peut étre scientifiquement significative avant référence a
un test35. Popper conteste cet argument en considérant que la falsifiabilité n’est
pas un critére de signification mais un critére de démarcation36. I reconnait donc
qu’il peut exister des propositions pourvues de sens (en général) et non falsifiables,
mais il ne s’agit pas pour lui de propositions ayant une signification scientifique, ce
que vise 'argument présenté. On peut s’'interroger sur la différence entre le sens en
général (common sense) et le sens scientifique sur laquelle s’appuie Popper et
constater que sa réponse est d’autant moins pertinente que cette différence est peu
sensible (comme le pensent les aristotéliciens).

Une autre critique interne développée par M. Rizzo37 concerne le contenu
empirique des concepts théoriques. Nous avons vu qu’une théorie qui se présente
sous la forme “x entraine 3" peut avoir des difficultés 2 mesurer x et y. Au-dela des
difficultés pratiques, se pose un probléme logique : pour passer du concept théorique
4 sa contrepartie empirique, il faut disposer d’une “proposition référentielle”,
énongcant par exemple que le concept de monnaie se raméne a M1. Dans la logique
falsificationniste, une telle proposition doit aussi étre falsifiable. Mais il est impossible
de tester une proposition référentielle, ... sauf 4 connaitre le critére de concrétisation
du concept théorique, lequel, s'il est connu, rend le test inutile. La seule facon de
briser ce paradoxe est d’admettre le caractére a priori des propositions référentielles,
ce 4 quoi se refuse un faillibiliste.

Les paradoxes auxquels conduisent la théorie de la falsification sont sans
doute ce qui heurte le plus le théoricien qui voit remis en cause son systéme

habituel de logique. Ces paradoxes surgissent lorsque 'on cherche 4 appliquer
cette théorie dans un contexte logique qui n’est pas le sien.

3¢y par ex. Popper-1981, ch. XXIII.

35 L’argument se trouve chez Rizzo-1978, p. 42, mais 'auteur ne qualifie pas la “signification”, prise au
sens large, et préte alors le flanc 4 la réponse de Popper.

36 cf, Popper-1973, p. 37 note 3.

37 Rizz0-1978, pp. 48-ss.
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Comme I'a bien vu Raymond Boudon38, Popper suppose implicitement
que “toute théorie scientifique se trouve en concurrence avec un ensemble ouvert
d’autres théories”, mais il est possible et fréquent que le débat ne porte que sur
une alternative dont les deux branches sont exclusives 'une de 'autre, et dans ce
cas le critere de falsifiabilité n’est plus pertinent. Soit en effet deux propositions de
ce type, si I'une est falsifiable I'autre ne I'est pas, d’ol la conclusion paradoxale que
la négation d’une proposition falsifiable n’est pas scientifique3?. Plus généralement,
lorsque le débat concerne deux théories exclusives, et deux seulement, le
faillibilisme rejoint le justificationnisme car les deux opérations de falsification et
de vérification sont alors symétriques. Dans ce cas souligne Raymond Boudon,
“démontrer la fausseté de I'une des théories ... c’est ipso facto démontrer la vérité
de lautre. Il n’y a alors plus de trace d’asymétrie entre falsifiabilité et vérifiabilité
et, partant, plus de théorie de la falsification qui tienne.”40

De méme, dans un contexte de certitude, Leonard Peikoff a démontré les
incohérences du critére de falsifiabilité. Avec un tel critére, “si la négation d'une
proposition est inconcevable, s’il n’existe aucune possibilité qu’aucun fait de la
réalité ne la contredise jamais, c’est-a-dire si la proposition représente une
connaissance qui est certaine, alors il ne s’agit pas d'une information sur le réel. En
d’autres termes, si une proposition ne peut pas étre fausse, elle ne peut pas étre
vraie.”41 La certitude qui caractérise par exemple, I'axiome de l'action de la
praxéologie, ne fait évidemment pas partie de “I'environnement logique” — selon
l'expression de Boudon — des faillibilistes. Elle ne peut, et ne doit en faire partie,
pour la simple raison que, dans leur logique méme, I'existence d’une proposition
certaine constitue un contre-exemple réfutant leur théorie de 'impossible
justification de la vérité des propositions. Parce qu'il refuse 'apriorisme, le
faillibilisme se doit d’étre falsifiable, mais comme une certitude le réfute, son
attitude consiste 4 €liminer cette notion de I'épistémologie. Cette élimination est
proposée avec beaucoup de vigueur, au moins dans le style, sans pour autant étre
convaincante.

Ainsi, pour Gerard Radnitzky, admettre qu'un énoncé certain est vrai revient
a prendre une conviction pour une marque de vérité, ce qu’il considére comme une
“impermissible naiveté” et une “position ridicule”42. S'il peut certes exister des
certitudes fondées sur des convictions psychologiques et épistémologiquement non
significatives, comme les “certitudes ordinaires” de Wittgenstein, il en existe d’autres,

fondées en logique, tels que 'axiome de I'action ou principe de rationalité43. On ne

38 cr, Boudon-1990, pp. 150-ss.

39 ¢f. Rizz0-1978, p. 43, qui signale les analyses de Brand Blanshard, dans Blanshard-1964, sur les limites
de 'application du systéme popperien 4 la proposition / négation d’une proposition falsifiable.

40 ¢f. Boudon-1990, p. 151.

41 ¢, Peikoff-1980, p. 160, premiére publication en 1967.

42 Cf. Radnitzky-1995, pp. 191 et 193,

43 pour L. Wittgenstein, “il est inhérent 4 la logique de nos investigations scientifiques qu’effectivement
certaines choses ne soient pas mises en doute. Mais ce n’est pas que nous ne puissions pas nous livrer a
une investigation sur tout, bien forcés ainsi de nous contenter de présuppositions. Non. Si je veux que
la porte tourne, il faut que les gonds soient fixes”. Cf. Wittgenstein-1976, p. 89.
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peut en effet nier que “'homme agit” au sens de Mises ou de Rothbard sans entrer
soi-méme en contradiction, puisque cette négation est en elle-méme une action : elle
utilise des moyens (les arguments) pour atteindre une fin (la conclusion), et constitue
bien un comportement intentionnel44. (Ne pas agir, intentionnellement, reléve aussi
du principe de rationalité, au méme titre qu'une ignorance peut étre rationnelle.) En
outre, le caractére certain de 'axiome de l'action n’est pas tautologique au sens ot il
ne dépendrait que d'une définition arbitraire de ’'homme ou de 'action, tout au
moins dans la version aristotélicienne de Rothbard qui en fait une loi de Ia réalité.
Malgré ces arguments logiques, et non psychologiques, Popper maintient fermement
sa position et n’hésite pas 4 écrire: “Je refuse d’accepter l'idée selon laquelle il y
aurait des énoncés scientifiques que nous devons accepter comme vrais, avec
résignation, simplement parce qu’il ne semble pas possible, pour des raisons
logiques, de les soumettre 4 des tests.”45 Une attitude qui, si elle ne reléve pas de
la stricte conviction, confirme le caractére a priori de toute argumentation, car on
ne peut argumenter qu’il n’est pas possible d’argumenter, et partant, la nécessité
d’'un ancrage axiomatique de I'épistémologie. Dés lors, considérer, comme le fait
Radnitzky, que de tels a priori sont soit tautologiques soit dénués de sens est
simplement autodestructeur, car cette position étant elle-méme a priori et non
tautologique, elle se condamne 4 étre dénuée de sens.

Que la tentative d’élimination de la notion de certitude d’une théorie
scientifique de la connaissance soit discutable peut encore étre mis en évidence en
termes conséquentialistes, par I'analyse des circonvolutions argumentaires auxquelles
elle contraint Popper. Deux exemples peuvent étre retenus : celui du statut qu’il
accorde au principe de rationalité et celui de son traitement de la notion de vérité.

Dans larticle cité, consacré au principe de rationalité, qui est sans doute
I'un de ses textes les plus faibles#6, Popper reconnait 4 juste titre que cet équivalent
de l'axiome de l'action n’est pas empiriquement réfutable, mais lui dénie le fait
d’étre certain, c'est-d-dire a priori valide. Il en est ainsi parce que ce principe lui
semble “certainement faux”47 pour les raisons suivantes :

“[ ] je pense qu'on peut voir trés facilement pourquoi. 1l suffit d’observer un
automobiliste énervé, qui essaie désespérément de stationner lorsqu’il n’y a aucun
emplacement libre, si nous voulons nous assurer que nous n'agissons pas
constamment avec le principe de rationalité. En outre, il existe des différences
personnelles, visiblement importantes, non seulement dans les connaissances et les
aptitudes — celles-ci font partie de la situation — mais dans l'évaluation et la
compréhension d'une situation donnée ; et ceci signifie que certaines personnes vont
agir de fagon adaptée et d’autres non. Mais un principe qui n’est pas universellement
vrai est faux. Par conséquent, le principe de rationalité est faux.”

44 Pour un point de vue contradictoire, qui va dans le sens de I'argumentation de Popper sur les
“programmes de recherche métaphysiques”, voir Versailles-1996 (2 paraitre), section 2. Versailles
reprend la distinction entre individualisme méthodologique et individualisme ontologique, et considére
que les propositions de Mises et Rothbard relévent du second.
45 Popper-1973, p. 45, souligné par nous.

Jugement partagé par A.M. Petroni, Petroni-1991, p. 39.
47 Popper-1967, sic p. 145.
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Il ne faut pas étre grand clerc en économie autrichienne pour démonter les
raisons avancées dans ce passage. La “fausseté” du principe n’est fondée que sur le
refus de prendre en compte le subjectivisme des acteurs, et rien ne démontre que
“I'automobiliste énervé” n’agit pas rationnellement, conformément 2 ses propres
fins, en fonction de ses propres moyens. Au reste, quelques lignes plus bas, Popper
reconnait que le principe de rationalité “constitue une bonne approximation de la
réalité”, provoquant une autre interrogation : en quoi une carte géographique par
exemple peut-elle étre dite fausse simplement parce qu'elle constitue une bonne
approximation de la réalité ? Enfin, last but not least; ce principe jugé “certainement
faux” doit néanmoins, d’aprés Popper, étre adopté en sciences sociales, parce qu'il
“réduit considérablement le caractére arbitraire des modeles”, ce qui est une
conséquence inattendue et originale de la “fausseté”. A ce niveau d’argumentation,
il semble bien que les coflits de défense de la position popperienne soient
prohibitifs, et il parait plus judicieux ne serait-ce qu'en application du principe du
rasoir d’'Occam, d’admettre la validité a priori du principe de rationalité, comme le
font les misesiens et Rothbard.

Un deuxiéme exemple des difficultés auxquelles est conduit Popper en
refusant d’admettre I'existence d’une connaissance certaine est donné par les
ambiguités que son oeuvre entretient avec la notion de vérité. Logiquement,
lorsque l'on considére qu’une proposition ne peut jamais étre certaine, il s'ensuit
qu’elle ne peut, non plus, atteindre la vérité absolue, et I'on peut méme s’interroger
sur la réalité de ce dernier concept. Telle était bien la position initiale de Popper,
notamment dans les premiéres versions allemandes et anglaises de la “Logique de la
découverte scientifique”. Pour qualifier les théories ayant passé les tests avec succes
et n’étant pas (encore) falsifiées, il y recommandait d’éviter 'emploi de l'adjectif
“vrai” (ou “faux” pour les théories falsifiées), et proposait de parler dans un premier
temps de théories confirmées ou mieux, ayant un degré de confirmation. Puis le
terme de confirmation lui paraissant trop étroitement lié 2 celui de probabilité, cet
“ersatz de la certitude”, il lui substitua celui de corroborationt8. Mais, ayant
découvert la théorie de la vérité de Tarski, une théorie aristotélicienne classique,
selon laquelle la vérité est une adéquation aux faits, ou une correspondance avec les
faits, Popper mentionne dans les demiéres versions de la Logique qu’il n’hésite plus
4 parler de “vérité” ou de “fausseté”49. Dans “Conjectures et Réfutations”>9, la vérité
absolue devient méme un concept régulateur indispensable pour comprendre
I'évolution de la science, mais comme elle n’est jamais atteinte puisque la certitude
dun énoncé reste exclue, Popper propose d'utiliser le mot de vérisimilarité (ou de
vérisimilitude) pour évoquer la proximité quun énoncé peut avoir avec la vérité.
Malgré Tarski et par un reste d’aversion faillibiliste pour la notion de vérité, une
théorie non encore falsifiée n’aura pas simplement un degré de vérité, mais un
degré de vérisimilarité.

48 L’histoire de cette substitution est relatée dans Popper-1990, pp. 245-ss. L'assimilation de la
pPp pp
probabilité 4 un “ersatz de la certitude” se trouve dans Popper-1985, p. 97.
9 Popper-1973, p. 280, note de bas de page. Une analyse détaillée de la théorie de Tarski et de son
N pag
rble dans les théses de Popper se trouve dans G. Radnitsky, Radnitsky-1987a, pp. 183-ss.
Ocr, Popper-1985, notamment ch. X.
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Ces tours et ces détours terminologiques traduisent la géne qu'engendre la
position de Popper 4 I'égard de la certitude. Tls sont d’autant plus étonnants, et
significatifs, que leur auteur prétend par ailleurs ne pas accorder d'importance aux
mots, refuser d’entrer dans des querelles sémantiques et privilégier les problémes
plutdt que les définitions. Curieusement, ces circonvolutions dues au rejet de
lapriorisme et de l'essentialisme, s'expliquent aussi par une conception tellement
idéaliste de la vérité — méme s'il s’agit d'une théorie de la vérité correspondance
avec les faits — qu’elle devient inaccessible31. Certitude inexistante et vérité
inaccessible se conjuguent alors pour ouvrir la voie au scepticisme et 4 tous les
relativismes. La est sans doute la conséquence involontaire la plus importante de
I'épistémologie popperienne.

Malgré ses critiques répétées contre le relativisme, qu’il soit éthique ou
cognitif, Popper dont I'influence intellectuelle a été immense peut étre considéré
comme en partie responsable de I’émergence de la “théorie de la post-modernité”,
cette version contemporaine du relativisme dénoncée par Raymond Boudon52. En
admettant, deés la Logique, certes avec des nuances, mais en admettant tout de
méme, le trilemme de Fries33 selon lequel toute théorie est fondée soit sur le
dogmatisme, soit sur une régression 4 I'infini, soit sur un psychologisme, Popper
adhére a 'un des arguments fondamentaux du relativisme. En croyant démontrer
qu'aucune théorie déductive n’a de fondements définitifs, cet argument a permis
non seulement "énoncé du faillibilisme, mais aussi celui des théses de Thomas
Kuhn34 pour lequel la vérité n’est que I'expression du pouvoir d’un groupe
dominant, ou de Paul Feyerabend55 pour lequel il n'y a pas de différence réelle
entre science et magie. Ce nihilisme est I'aboutissement logique de I'acceptation du
trilemme de Fries, dont 'argument ne supporte qu'une exception : celle des
théories dont les prémisses sont purement empiriques3®, ce qui est justement le cas
de la praxéologie, fondée sur 'axiome de I'action rationnelle, certain et a priori, tel
que le congoit Murray Rothbard.

Dans la concurrence qui oppose 'apriorisme au faillibilisme en tant que
paradigme substitut de I'inductivisme, le second n’a pas, en définitive, les avantages
que pourrait laisser supposer sa dominance de fait. Si son épistémologie offre des
perspectives stimulantes pour appréhender Pévolution des théories scientifiques,
elle n’est pas sans failles en tant que théorie universelle de la connaissance
scientifique. Elle correspond bien a4 la philosophie germanique dont la langue
privilégie l'auxiliaire werden, mais n'est pas adaptée a des philosophies dont les
langues privilégient l'auxiliaire étre. De plus, les retombées méthodologiques de

21 Cette remarque semble avoir été faite 3 Popper par Alexandre Koyré, cf. Popper-1985, op. cité, p 177,
note 36. Boudon reproche pour sa part 4 Popper d’avoir implicitement une conception de la vérité
unique, non “polythétique”. Cf. Boudon-1990, ch. VIL.
S2cr, Boudon-1995, 3&éme partie, “Du relativisme”.
33 cr. Popper-1973, p 105.
54 Kuhn-1983.
5 Feyerabend-1979.
Cf. Boudon-1995, p. 508. L'auteur semble douter que de telles théories existent vraiment, ce qui rend
difficile d’éviter la dérive relativiste qu'il dénonce par ailleurs.
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I'épistémologie popperienne, trés proches du positivisme sinon identiques, sont
difficilement adaptables aux sciences sociales et 4 la science économique en
particulier.

1l en est ainsi parce que ces sciences présentent des caractéristiques qui les
différencient des sciences physiques. Dans leur dimension théorique, elles
s’attachent 4 expliquer des événements typiques (explication de principe) et non
des événements singuliers ou uniques (explications de détails). Dans leur dimension
historique, elles ne peuvent échapper a-1a démarche weberienne du Versteben du
fait de la complexité des phénomeénes sociaux. Pour au moins ces deux types de
raison que I’école autrichienne, de C. Menger 4 M. Rothbard, n’a jamais négligé de
retenir, il parait vain de vouloir leur appliquer une méthodologie issue de l'analyse
des sciences physiques. '

En revanche, la méthode praxéologique, héritiere de I'apriorisme et d’'une
conception aristotelicienne de ’homme, semble mieux adaptée 4 la spécificité des
études humaines. L’axiome de l'action rationnelle s’est révélé étre d’'une fécondité
scientifique incomparable, méme si les débats sur le contenu de la rationalité restent
ouverts. Fonder cet axiome sur un apriorisme i la Rothbard permet, pour reprendre
l'image de Wittgenstein, de définir les gonds fixes autour desquels tourne la porte
des problémes de sciences sociales. Cela permet aussi d’aborder la dimension
éthique incontournable de ces problémes qui est trop souvent négligée dans ces
disciplines.

Enfin, quant au reproche de dogmatisme souvent adressé aux aprioristes
et 4 Rothbard en particulier, il convient de rappeler 4 ceux qui le portent pour des
raisons plus sérieuses quune réaction affective a un style parfois tranchant, que
I'apriorisme aristotelicien n’implique pas que la connaissance des structures
intelligibles du monde soit immédiate et infaillible. Il exige aussi des efforts de
réflexions théoriques, de dialogues argumentatifs et de critiques rationnelles, sinon
de “rationalisme critique”.
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ROTHBARD: LIBERTY, ECONOMY,
AND STATE

Norman Barry®

1. Introduction

The death of Murray Rothbard is a grievous blow to the libertarian and
classical liberal movement. Like no other writer in the tradition he managed to
combine high standards of scholarship, in an extraordinarily wide variety of
academic disciplines, with a fierce public commitment to liberty, the free market
and the anti-statist cause. He was an amazingly prolific writer in all areas of the
social sciences from philosophy and methodology through to pure economic
theory, the history of economic thought, ethics and political philosophy, history
and economic history and public policy. Merely to list his books, pamphlets and
papers, let alone provide a commentary on them, would be an enormous task. Yet
despite its range the work follows a consistent theme which may be summarised as
a rigorous exploration of the science of liberty. From his vast storehouse it is
possible to pick out a number of titles that are likely to have lasting value. They
include his magnum opus in Austrian economics, Man, Economy and State his
withering ctitique of conventional public policy, Power and Market,? his manifesto
for a libertarian society, For a New Liberty,3 the enquiry into the metaphysics of
freedom, The Ethics of Liberty* and his recently published two volume work on
the history of economic thought, Economic Thought Before Adam Smith: An
Austrian Perspective on the History of Economic Thought and Classical Economics:
An Austrian Perspective.5

® Professor of Politics at the University of Buckingham, England.
L Rothbard-1962.
2 Rothbard-1970.
3 Rothbard-1978.
4 Rothbard-1982.
5 Rothbard-1995.

Volume 6, numéro 1, Mars 1995, pp 105-119.
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2. The Moral Order of Liberty

As a philosopher of liberty Rothbard was never happy with a merely
utilitarian demonstration of the value of free markets and the traditional personal
liberties. His work as an Austrian economist showed clearly the co-ordinating
processes of the free market when unimpeded by arbitrary state intervention, the
necessity for entrepreneurship, the indispensable role of private property and the
profit motive and the absolute requirement of “hard” money (which can only be
reliably supplied by the market). But all of these phenomena are parasitic on a
fundamental statement and demonstration of the moral value of liberty. These
were tasks which Rothbard’s mentor in Austrian economics, Ludwig von Mises,
could not adequately fulfil, inhibited as he was by his crude utilitarianism and
moral positivism.

Thus, although Rothbard produced excellent refutations of government
policy on utilitarian grounds at no time did he believe that economics alone could
provide the basis for freedom. As he put it: “Economics can help supply much of
the data of the libertarian position but it cannot establish that political philosophy
itself”.6 This distinguishes him not just from contemporary positive economics but
also from other writers in the classical liberal tradition, notably the Chicago school,
which is dogmatically subjectivist and positivist in ethics. But Rothbard’s work is
also to be differentiated from one aspect of the orthodox Austrian tradition of
Mises and Hayek which, in various ways, similarly thought that value positions
were not amenable to reason. But Rothbard was an uncompromising rationalist
who believed that both scientific and ethical knowledge were demonstrable by
correct metaphysics. A genuine science of liberty had to show that freedom was
not merely a preference but was a necessary feature of what it means to be a
human being. At the theoretical level, the ethics of liberty led Rothbard to anarcho-
capitalism since the state is the major violator of freedom and morality. However,
the main tenets of his moral position can be appreciated without necessarily
adopting this extreme viewpoint.

In his ethics Rothbard revealed a deep commitment to a Thomist natural
law position. For him it was no coincidence that the origins of free market
economics are to be found in medieval scholasticism (primarily the school of
Salamanca in Spain). Here the theory of money and the explanation of the price
system were formulated by priests working within the teleology established by
St Thomas Aquinas. Following Aquinas, Rothbard argued that “ends can be
apprehended by reason as either objectively good or bad for man”.7 Man is
distinguished from other animals by his ability to use language, to reason and to
pursue consciously chosen purposes.

He is not suggesting here that reason can determine what particular ends
we ought to pursue (though it is clear what “ends” we are to avoid) but rather
arguing that men are defined as end-seeking entities who require appropriate

6 Rothbard-1982, p. V.
7 Rothbard-1982, p. 5.
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forms of social organisation if they are to realise their natures. Just as physical
science explores the nature of inanimate objects, moral science investigates man:
“If all things have natures, then surely man’s nature is open to inspection; the
current brusque rejection of the concept of the nature of man is therefore arbitrary
and a prior?’.8 The subjective choice axiom of market economics, then, has to be
understood in the context of an objective theory of ethics: a theory that dictates
freedom as the necessary condition for man to realise his nature. He wrote that
“ethical natural law takes its place alongside physical or ‘scientific’ laws”.9 It is a
breach of the natural law for the state to impose arbitrary impediments to
individuals seeking to realise their natures through peaceful exchange and co-
operation. .

It is an individualistic conception of natural law that animates Rothbard’s
work and what turns a potentially conservative and even collectivist teleology
(some Thomists did indeed see men as realising their natures through communal
action) into a radical free market ideology is the addition of Lockean rights, and the
theory of property that arises from them, to the foundational metaphysics. For it is
the idea of self-ownership, and the property that individuals create through its
exercise, that constitutes the cornerstone of Rothbard’s intellectual edifice; from
which libertarian values follow absolutely and necessarily.

" It is this concept of natural rights that marks off his position from all
brands of utilitarian market economics. These rights are universal and constitute
the boundary lines which it is impermissible for the state and other individuals to
Cross.

They do not depend on “agreement” or some other social decision
procedure but arise ineluctably from what it means to be an individual human
being with goals and purposes. The main argument for rights is in fact negative.
Their value is revealed by an exploration of the implications of not recognising
these economic and personal rights: we would then be treating individuals not as
autonomous agents with goals and purposes but as inanimate objects, as means to
another’s ends or as animals incapable of reason and language.

It is, of course possible to construct a liberal social order without a notion
of natural rights. This is indeed the position of those in the Hume-Hayek tradition
who regard moral values as conventions which develop spontaneously to serve
men’s needs and to aid the co-ordination of their actions. But such a construction is
tentative and provisional only, forever vulnerable to superficially plausible
arguments from market failure or from the claims of collectivists for an ever-
widening extension of the range of “public goods” (a concept to which Rothbard
objects in principle). Rothbard claims that without an absolute commitment to the
right to liberty we are intellectually disarmed in the face of these arguments. Since
these rights are universally held they constitute the protected spheres of all human
beings.

It is private property to which the notion of freedom is conceptually
linked. That which I create with my own labour and through exchange with others

8 Ibid., p. 9.
2 1bid., p. 5.
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is properly mine and constitutes the framework with which it is legitimate to limit
the actions of others. An individuals’s freedom is effectively defined in terms of his
property, that contained in his person and in his legitimately acquired goods. Thus
those tedious arguments, from John Stuart Mill onwards, about the limits of public
action over individuals become theoretically soluble within the property rights
framework. For example, the perennial clashes between the authority of the public
to preserve order and the rights of individuals to march or demonstrate in the
streets become manageable if the property affected is privately-owned; then it is
up to the owner to decide whether to permit the activity. The problems of the
environment can be solved if parties damaged by, say, a polluter can take action
under a libertarian law that protects private property.

3. Liberty and Justice

The connection between morality and justice should now be clear.
Following Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments (perhaps unconsciously, since
he had little time for Smith the economist) Rothbard believed that justice means
those rules that protect property rights and legitimate transactions between willing
agents. They are primarily negative because they do not require any positive action
on the part of agents, individuals merely have to refrain from invasive actions
against the person and property of others. 10 What is distinctive about this branch
of morality is that it can be enforced, that is to say, coercion can be legitimately
applied to rule-breakers.

It is interesting to note that for Rothbard breach of contract is not strictly
speaking an injustice. Mere promises or agreements are not enforceable contracts
unless some property titles have been exchanged;1! if they have and a breach of the
deal were to occur then what results is theft. Thus, if person A, after agreeing to give
B a television set in return for a washing machine, receives the washing machine but
refuses to hand over the television he is guilty of the crime of theft. All civil law, e.g.
contract and tort, is in effect criminal law and the person violated has the right to
pursue the violator (preferably through private enterprise courts) for restitution. The
mistake that Rothbard detects in conventional thinking about contract is the belief
that agreements can be binding because they create “expectations”.

All this is quite different from contemporary moral and political philosophy,
which understands the concept of justice entirely in redistributive terms. It has no
conception of property rights and regards wealth as somehow “given” and available
for allocation, not to its creators but to those who satisfy arbitrary criteria, e.g. desert
or need. Indeed, equality itself is now seen to be a part of justice. In a word,
“social” justice has replaced “commutative” justice (the correction of past wrongs).

10 Srmith thought that justice could be observed by inaction. Although he claimed that the simple rules
of procedural justice were all that commercial society required, a society that recognised only these
would not be a “good” society.

11 English common law requires the feature of “consideration”, i.e. some property interest, if a contract
is to be valid.
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John Rawls’s famous theory of justicel? is not a proper account of justice precisely
because it assumes that resources, and even the income from the exercise of
individual natural talents, are available for redistribution according to the terms of
an hypothetical social contract. But such contracts merely create expectations
which are not enforceable.

The conventional free market objection to social justice is normally based
on efficiency considerations. Mises,13 for example, argued that the artificial
separation of the laws of production from those of distribution must necessarily
have an adverse effect on an economy’s productive capacity. It leads to the market
putting out the wrong signals (leisure becomes more attractive than work), to the
ultimate detriment of all. But for Rothbard, redistributive taxation is simply theft.
Indeed all taxation is theft since there can be no theory of “fair” taxation.

This is a position that derives exclusively from his anarchocapitalism and
most free market theorists would regard it as utopian and an unnecessary
distraction from the task of developing a theory of just taxation. It would indeed
have the logical implication that a “fair” tax, e.g. a proportional tax applied equally
to everybody to pay for genuine public goods, would be more immoral than a
grossly unfair tax that happened to raise minutely less revenue.14 Most classical
liberals accept the inevitability of taxation and search for rules that are not only fair
but have a more or less “neutral” effect on economic behaviour.

The fact that justice is limited to the enforcement of property rights should
not be taken to mean that Rothbard was indifferent to conventional morality. He
was actually quite conservative in ethics, favouring those traditional American
social values that had flourished in an era in which the state played a far less
intrusive role in social affairs than it has done in the twentieth century, especially
since the advent of President Johnson’s “Great Society”. What he objected to was
the enforcement of morality beyond the protection of property rights. Thus, while
he might object to certain immoral activities this could never be a reason for their
prohibition, as some conservatives have often supposed.

4. From Ethics to Economics

Rothbard’s economics flows directly from his natural law ethics, even
though his moral philosophy was not articulated until after he had established his
reputation as an economist. The market is primarily the realm of liberty, and free
exchange between individuals is both moral and efficient. In both methodology
and substantive content Rothbard was firmly in the Austrian tradition and his Man,
Economy and State is an elaboration of Mises’ major work, Human Action15 In
methodology there are minor differences. While both Mises and Rothbard were a

12 Rawls-1971.
13 Mises-1978.
14 Barry-1986, p. 179.
15 Mises-1963.
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priorists, believing that the main corpus of economic theory can be deduced from
the concept of human action, plus the subsidiary axioms of scarcity, time
preference and the infinite range of human wants, Rothbard grounds these in
versteben, or the ability to understand introspectively human behaviour. Mises saw
economic laws as Kantian propositions which enable us to order the otherwise
random data of the social world. However, this metaphysical divergence makes
little difference to their basic economics.

Both stress the apodictic nature of economic theorems; they are true not
because they give exact empirical descriptions of the world but because they
enable us to understand human action in it. The regularities they describe are not
like regularities in the physical world, from which precise predictions can be made,
but are absolutely true propositions about human action individual man is acting
man, not pre-programmed robotic man, he acts to remove some present state of
dissatisfaction (although that action may not always be economic in a deterministic
sense), he orders his preferences, displays time preference and so on. Economic
“laws” set the boundaries within which human action takes place and they
demonstrate the limits to the dreams of economic utopians. They describe, in Lord
Robbins’s famous phrase, “the necessities to which human action is subject”.16
Since they do not enable us to make exact predictions they cannot be falsified in
the conventional sense.

rom these basic propositions we can deduce that if people are left alone
to pursue their own ends markets will form, property will be accumulated and
exchange will provide mutual benefit. All this is demonstrable from the nature of
choice itself or what Rothbard calls “demonstrated preference”.}7 This means that
“actual choice reveals, or demonstrates a man’s preferences, i.e. that his preferences
are deducible from what he has chosen”.18 The only evidence for the state of
affairs that a man desires is revealed by his choices: therefore there can be no such
things as hypothetical “wants”, options that he might have chosen if matters had
been different. This is not an obscure piece of metaphysics but an account of the
reality, as Rothbard saw it, of market behaviour. Advocates of government
intervention to generate public goods argue for the existence of hypothetical
desires for certain things which are not produced spontaneously: largely because
of the presence of “prisoner’s dilemmas” where individual rational self-interest
apparently prevents the emergence of such wanted goods and services as defence,
clean air, lighthouses? etc. This conventional doctrine of welfare economics
presupposes that there can be desires for certain goods and services which are not
revealed by express choices.

But Rothbard accepted none of this. Any alternative to demonstrated
preference can only be “choices” which are in fact imposed or invented by other
individuals. They use the machinery of the state to impose their preferences on
everybody else. According to Rothbard’s theory, if people are “trapped” in prisoner’s

16 Robbins-1935, p. 5.

17 Rothbard-1977.

18 Rothbard-1977, p. 2.

1910 fact, the work of Coase-1974 has shown that lighthouses, often thought of as paradigm cases of
public goods, had been produced privately in nineteenth century Britain.
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dilemmas then their choices here must be the only true expressions of their
preferences. Any notion, therefore, of an equilibrium (or hypothetical social state)
constructed out of “imaginings about individual value scales” is eliminated. Since
demonstrated preferences can only be revealed in the market, there is no possibility
of social improvement outside the exchange nexus.

Again, this complete rejection of the orthodoxy in welfare economics
derives ultimately from Rothbard’s anarcho-capitalism and would be regarded as
utopian by other classical liberals, such as Mises and Hayek, who accepted the
broad outlines of the public good argument (although not the perversions of
twentieth century welfare economics). However, Rothbard’s extremism does alert
us to the fact that if we accept the argument that there can be market failure it is
incumbent on us to demonstrate the mechanism by which public action to correct
it is.connected to, or derived from, individual choice. Otherwise we are left with
the myth of “benevolent dictators” somehow divining the public good.

Those public choice theorists who admit the existence of prisoner’s
dilemmas and then devise complex non-market arrangements for the expression of
private choices for public goods20 pay an unwitting tribute to Rothbard. Stll, it
may well be the case that the existence of the state’s role in the provision of public
goods is simply unquestioned because government has already pre-empted private
action and hence prevented the emergence of provision through market choice.
Indeed, the development of modern technology has gradually reduced the range
of public goods by making it possible to price things individually, which it had
been difficult, or impossible, to do earlier.21

In fact, Rothbard’s whole argument here is an aspect of his Austrian-style
objection to any kind of equilibrium theorising, any mental reconstruction of a
state of perfect co-ordination with no possibility of further improvement. Instead,
economics should be about the market as a process which is subject to constant
change and uncertainty. The participants in it use their little bits of information to
further their well-being and no one can have sufficient knowledge to plan the
system in its entirety (or, indeed, any part of it). Furthermore, unlike some extreme
subjectivists22 who saw no necessarily co-ordinating mechanisms, Rothbard insists
that the process does lead to the overall harmonisation of individual plans and
purposes. Indeed, that is the only “welfare” judgement that he was prepared to
make. The market does improve people’s well-being, understood entirely in
individualistic and subjectivist terms, and any failure, such as periodic bouts of
unemployment, is explicable in terms of the malign consequences of state
intervention. Indeed, he dismissed those who explored the possibility of the
spontaneous breakdown of orderly markets (caused by, for example, the alleged
failure of expectations to be co-ordinated, leading to irresolvable uncertainty) as
nihilists.

He argued that the human capacity for entrepreneurship, derived originally
from Mises, meant that gaps in the market would be exploited by individuals who
are always alert to the possibility of gain. Their individual actions would lead to

20 See Buchanan-1975.
21 5 good example is the pricing of the use of roads and streets by private motorists.
22 Shackle-1972; Lachmann-1976.
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overall co-ordination, even though this was not part of their deliberate intentions.
Even in a deep recession, the existence of unused capacity at low prices would be
exploited by enterprising individuals who would bring temporarily idle factors of
production back into use. It is the desperate attempts of governments to prop up
prices and to protect industries from necessary change and adjustment in an
uncertain world that prevents overall co-ordination. Equally important in
government-induced dislocation is the award of non-market privileges to the
state’s favoured clients. There is, then, a point to markets; they do not involve the
mindless playing of a game for its own sake but provide order to human affairs. It
is the kind of order which Rothbard claims was originally described in the natural
law theories, both moral and economic, of the medieval theologians.

5. The Depredations of the State

For Rothbard liberty is the mother of order and state coercion the begetter
of the dislocation and disarray that we observe all around us. Even if we are to
exclude the horrors of war, the twentieth century has witnessed historically
unprecedented social disorder — bouts of mass unemployment, the breakdown of
traditional stable institutions such as the family, the incipient collapse of morality
and the subordination of individual purposes to the collective plans and “rational”
schemes of hierarchical, state-created organisations. These phenomena are evident
in countries that were not subjected to the disaster of communism and they are all
the products of the power that the state has acquired in the last hundred years.

Yet all this has coincided with tremendous increases in prosperity brought
about by the market, a spontaneous form of social organisation driven by
entrepreneurship and the so-called immoral desire for profit. Despite the collapse
of communism the battle between the state and the market, then, goes on
seemingly endlessly.

Outside the catastrophe of communism, perhaps the most harmful action
of the state in modern times identified by Rothbard has been its capture of money.
This has been responsible for most of the economic misfortunes of capitalist
economies in the twentieth century. The state monopoly of money has led to
exaggerations of the trade cycle, prevented the adjustment processes of the market
from operating effectively, produced further harmful state intervention in a vain
attempt to correct the original errors and has, through inevitable inflation,
weakened the autonomy of the individual by a sophisticated form of theft.

Of course, a spontaneous market system would develop a much safer form
of money than that ever devised by the state. In Rothbard’s theory23 an unaided
market would develop (indeed, did develop) a precious metal (gold) as a monetary
instrument. Following Mises, Rothbard argued that the reason gold developed as
money was because it ultimately has some use value; this is why in the long run
metal always beats paper for monetary stability. A money good (paper) that can be

23 Rothbard-1976.
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produced at nearly zero marginal cost will always be vulnerable to depredations by
its monopoly supplier, the state. The most cursory glance at economic history
confirms this.

Government’s control of the monetary instrument has caused the major
economic dislocations that have occurred during this century. In a novel explanation
of the Great Depression Rothbard24 showed how the creation of the Federal Reserve
Board in 1913 disrupted monetary stability in the US. The Board’s expansion of
money and credit in the 1920s led to discoordination by lowering the money rate of
interest below the natural rate (determined by people’s saving/consumption ratio):
thus entrepreneurs were deceived into thinking that there were investment
opportunities at the furthest stages of production. Factors of production were then
shifted away from the production of consumption goods and towards plant and
heavy machinery.

However, once the supply of credit was cut off, as it has to be if runaway
inflation is to be avoided, the production processes at the furthest stages cannot be
completed. They are malinvestments which have to be written off, or reallocated, if
stability is to be restored. There must therefore be some temporary unemployment
which should not be mopped up by profligate monetary policy inspired by
governments and central banks. In the US all this was concealed by the fact that
there had been superficially little inflation in the 1920s. This, however, concealed
an underlying instability which was not revealed empirically but had to be
reconstructed through a priori reasoning.

Rothbard’s solution to economic depressions was the reverse of the
contemporary wisdom, even (or especially) that of orthodox monetarists. The latter
hold that even though government should eschew fiscal measures to smooth out
the business cycle it should still play on the monetary instrument to regulate
demand. Thus Milton Friedman in his work on the Great Depression blamed the
Federal Reserve for decreasing the money supply in the face of a massive
contraction of credit in the 1930s. He has always argued that governments should
follow a monetary rule which adjusts the supply of money and credit to changes in
production. Against this Rothbard argued that in a free market under the gold
standard prices would drift (harmlessly) downwards in the long run. However,
monetarism would lead eventually to inflation. With regard to the Great Depression
Rothbard argued that the misallocations, brought about by previous inflation, had
to be corrected by the market process, at whatever short-run costs to employment,
if stability were to be restored.

In fact, Rothbard’s monetary austerity had as much to do with his morality
as it had to do with his economics. Government control of money is the major
weapon in its control of the economy and therefore of people’s lives and liberty. It
leads to inflation, which penalises the prudent and thrifty and rewards the feckless
and improvident. This moral aspect is also clearly revealed in his controversial
argument for 100% reserve banking. He claimed that fractional reserve banking is
basically fraudulent since it involves the banks lending money that they do not
have. For Rothbard this was a decisive objection, despite the fact that such

24 Rothbard-1975.
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arrangements may have emerged spontaneously and despite the plausible argument
that the free market can provide safeguards for depositors.

Even if one were to reject the more extravagant features of Rothbard’s
general economic position we have much to learn from his critique of government
involvement in the economy. The Austrian subjectivist position, with its stress on
change and uncertainty, and its rejection of the possibility of exact prediction, is
now becoming more respectable. Since both the Keynesian and monetarist
prescriptions for macro-economics have proved to be unreliable (although this is
less true of monetarism) the case for the complete removal of government from
money and the economy becomes more compelling.

The point to stress here is that macro-economics itself is an intellectual
enterprise of dubious value, to put it mildly. Rothbard’s individualistic methodology
makes micro-economics the only admissible form of economic theorising since it
deals with the actions of human beings in real world markets, whereas
macroeconomics depends entirely on the supposed regularities displayed by
aggregate phenomena (the price level, the rate of interest, the level of unemployment
and so on). Rothbard and the Austrians have consistently maintained that any
“constants” revealed by these data are temporary and forever vulnerable to the
uncertainty of the market. They certainly cannot be used as reliable guidelines for
policy-making.

6. The State and Political Philosophy

For Rothbard all the catastrophes and errors of the modern world, from
mistaken attempts to manage the economy through to taxation, and the ruinously
expensive welfare systems of all social democracies, are caused entirely by the
state. The market is self-regulating, people as individuals can take care of their
own welfare and the needs of those unable to make their own way in the market
would be met (as they have been historically) from an altruistic sentiment that
flourishes in the absence of confiscatory taxation. The state’s actions prevent
peaceful exchanges between individuals even when it enforces law and order and
enforces property rights, since Rothbard claims that defence agencies and a private
court system would emerge spontaneously in its absence.

What Rothbard offers is an essentialist definition of the state in which
momnopoly is its crucial characteristic: “The state has arrogated to itself a compulsory
monopoly over police and military services, the provision of law, judicial decision
making, the mint and the power to create money, unused land (the “public
domain”), streets and highways, rivers and coastal waters and the means of
delivering mail”.25 In the twentieth century the list of the state’s powers has
become almost endless and, to the chagrin of orthodox classical liberals, no
constitution yet devised has been able to stop it, especially under conditions of
vote-maximising, competitive party democracy.

25 Rothbard-1982, p.162.
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Given Rothbard’s essentialist account of the state there can be no utilitarian
comparison between, say, rights protection with and without government because
the very existence of its monopoly power is morally condemnable. In contrast to
some libertarians who claim that public goods under some-circumstances may be
produced privately, a phenomenon which would open up the possibility of the
above utilitarian comparison, Rothbard, as we have seen, denies that the concept
of a public good is even meaningful. All this sounds most implausible, even when
the theoretical argument for the private supply of law and order is buttressed by
some historical examples of stateless societies (Iceland and medieval Ireland are
often quoted as communities that had a purely private supply of judicial services),
but it should not be dismissed out of hand.

Indeed, the libertarian anarchist’s case rests upon a very persuasive
conceptual and practical distinction between law and state (a distinction that is
completely unknown to Marxist and other left-wing anarchists). The abolition of
the state would not mean the abolition of law. In Rothbard’s rather sketchy
jurisprudence26 the members of a libertarian society would live under a Law Code
which would be based on the fundamental premise that the person and his
legitimately acquired property are inviolable. The Code would allow differing legal
rules with regard to the specific details of law to emerge naturally. Much of the
common law would be taken over, although, in some distinction to non-
rationalistic classical liberals, Rothbard insisted that its rules should ultimately be
evaluated by reference to objective moral standards. Courts would be private and
competition would eliminate unreliable procedures. The implication is that it is not
really law that would be privately produced in accordance with supply and
demand, since every legal rule would have to conform to the Code. However, the
system of enforcement clearly would.

This itself invites an interesting contrast Rothbard’s anarchism and that of
David Friedman.27 The latter’s system would allow competition to generate the
content of law. This means that a non-libertarian society could theoretically emerge
from the market process; when, for example, there is a heavy demand for, say,
restrictions on pornography, drug-taking or other “immoral” activities. In such
circumstances dissenters would have pay the costs of exit from that particular legal
system. But Rothbard’s rationalism dictates that certain libertarian values should be
entrenched in an unalterable Code, whatever supply and demand might produce.
Who, then, is the genuine libertarian?

But for all its theoretical rigour Rothbard’s anarcho-capitalism remains just
that — a rigorous theory of how a libertarian society might work. Even if there
were a serious political movement towards a drastically reduced role for the state
many problems of transition would remain. But Rothbard did not address them. For
example, one of the enduring effects of statism is that it locks people inexorably
into collectivist arrangements and therefore creates potential “innocent” victims if a
sustained attempt is made to reduce the power and extent of government.?8 What

26 Rothbard-1978, Ch. 9.
27 Friedman-1973.
28 Sce Barry-1986, pp. 189-90.
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about people who have unwittingly “invested” (through a form of coercion) in state
schemes, especially in pensions and other types of social insurance? Are they to be
left unprotected merely because a libertarian ethic decrees that the arrangements
were morally and economically unjustified the first place? It is certainly true that
the expectations that these schemes create are not genuine claims validated by
natural law yet it would be a grievously austere social philosophy that left the
problem unattended. Indeed, one has a great intellectual sympathy for the public
choice school when it insists that departures from the status gquo must include
compensation for the losers: not to do so would simply involve the imposition of
the values of one section of the community on others.

Rothbard’s greatest contribution to the analysis of the state is his
unrelenting critique of the counter-productive and liberty-reducing effects of
collectivist measures rather than his recommendations for a stateless society itself.
No libertarian political theorist has satisfactorily resolved some fairly obvious
problems, especially the provision of national defence by non-coercive methods.
These conundrums are as old as libertarianism itself but no other writer has
approached Rothbard in the comprehensive nature of his analysis. It was perhaps
his extremism, and the almost pathological nature of his contrariness, that
prevented his more conventional criticisms of the state from receiving the
recognition they undoubtedly deserve.

7. Rothbard and the History of Economic Thought

In his last years Rothbard was engaged in what would probably have been
his greatest formal academic achievement had he lived to complete it — a
monumental history of economic thought. Although only two volumes were
published,?? and the remaining work is unlikely to exist in a publishable form,
there is enough material to confirm a great reputation in what was probably his
best field.

His history of economic ideas, which is written from an avowedly Austrian
perspective, is in many ways an intellectual history of liberty itself. For Rothbard,
those economists who theorised about the nature of free markets, and that of
private property, in the context of moral law, actually had most to contribute to the
development of the science of economics. According to Rothbard, it was the
Catholic tradition with its emphasis on natural law, that was closer to the
subjectivism that was to be developed by the Austrians (and, indeed most modern
micro-economists). Apparently it was the dour Calvinist influence on European
thought that led to the mistaken cost of production theory of value and the rigid
and pessimistic determinism associated with British classical economics. In fact, for
Rothbard this was an unfortunate wrong turning for economics because it led to
the unjustified neglect of those French writers, especially Turgot and Say, who
continued the market analysis of the medieval schoolmen, discovered the

29 Rothbard-1995.
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importance of entrepreneurship (itself a refutation of the labour theory of value)
and developed radical theories of free trade. All of these innovations were made in
the context of freedom, in both its economic and properly moral senses.

It is perhaps no coincidence that the grim prophecies of Marx were derived
from an extension of the British tradition of classical economics (especially its
Ricardian elements). In contrast, the economists of mainland Europe, because they
were steeped in-a tradition of natural law that stressed man’s free and purposive
behaviour, were almost certain to pioneer a view that recognised the creativity of
the market and the innovative powers of individual liberty. Perhaps some people
will wince at Rothbard’s near-contemptuous dismissal of Adam Smith (after all, did
not that writer stress the virtues of “natural liberty”, free trade and the co-ordinating
properties of the market?) but his re-incorporation of lesser known figures into the
liberal canon is to be welcomed. Perhaps once again Rothbard spoilt a good story
by exaggeration.

8. Conclusion

It is impossible to summarise in a short article the achievements of Murray
Rothbard. He brought to bear his almost encyclopedic knowledge of economics,
philosophy, law, political science, history and some more recondite academic
disciplines on certain fundamental questions — what is the precise nature of
liberty and how can it be preserved in a century which has produced ever-
encroaching power of the state on personal rights and economic freedom?
Incurably iconoclastic and forever at odds not merely with collectivist enemies but
also with writers who might be thought very sympathetic to his own causes,3%-he
received little formal academic recognition of his own achievements. His
productivity was prodigious and the range of his interests formidable.

No doubt specialists in particular fields will continue to be critical of his
work. Political philosophers will object to a conception of liberty which is
formulated entirely in property rights terms. They might well ask: why should not
the possession of vastly unequal property, even if acquired legitimately, count as a
deprivation of liberty for those adversely affected by it?

Even free market economists may blench at his resolute refusal to admit
that there is a problem about public goods which cannot be solved by the market.
Surely there are such things as prisoner’s dilemmas which may require some
minimal collective action to overcome? Other economists may protest at the «
Ppriovi nature of Rothbard’s thought which presupposes that the whole body of
economic theory can be derived apodictically from a slender set of propositions
about man and his environment. Surely empirical evidence cannot be so cavalierly
dismissed from the formulation of theory and relegated to history? Similarly,
philosophers, while accepting a Rothbardian distinction between physical and
social science, will still wonder if a theory which cannot be falsified can qualify as

30 mis life-long battle with Chicago economists seems, in retrospect, somewhat gratuitous.
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genuinely scientific? Sceptical moral philosophers, too, will ask whether reason can
discover principles of natural law which are logically compelling and persuasive
even to people of goodwill. :

These and many other critical questions will be asked about Rothbard’s
work. It is unlikely that in the short run many intellectuals, especially in the West,
will be persuaded by it. But if he is right in his claim that it is ultimately ideas that
determine events (a view he shared with both Keynes and Hayek) then in the
decades to come we are likely to witness increasing interest in this dogged and
indefatigable intellectual fighter for liberty. His determination never to compromise,
while it damaged his cause during his life, may prove to be of inestimable
advantage to his long-run reputation.
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L’ECONOMIE POLITIQUE SELON
LES LIBERTARIENS

Walter Block®

1. Introduction

Cet article se propose de mettre en relief les prémisses de la pensée
libertarienne, et de les appliquer 4 certains enjeux, comme le socialisme, le
capitalisme, le syndicalisme, le libre-échange, I’égalité de salaire, le salaire
minimum, les pays sous-développés et la pollution. 1l est important que, parlant de
cette philosophie, nous en ayons auparavant une idée claire. De cette maniére,
qu’on le veuille ou non, nous éviterons les malentendus ; ou au moins engagerons-
nous un dialogue sur le méme sujet. Il se peut que nous parvenions 4 un désaccord,
mais cela est un bien meilleur résultat qu'un malentendu, ce qui empoisonne la
plupart des discussions économiques.

2. La propriété de soi-méme

Le premier principe du libertarianisme est que nous sommes tous
propriétaires de nous-mémes. C'est a dire qu'il est inconcevable pour quiconque
de porter atteinte 4 nos corps, que ce soit par esclavage, meurtre, viol, coups et
blessures ou tout autre acte de violence. Une implication de cet axiome moral est
lillégitimité de la mise en oeuvre par quelqu'un d’une coercition contre une
personne qui n’aurait pas préalablement commis d’acte de violence. Tel est
P'axiome de non-agression, une caractéristique définissant la pensée libertarienne?.

° Professeur d’'Economie au College of the Holy Cross, Worcester, MA. 01610, U.S.A.

1 Pour s’en assurer, d’autres perspectives seraient également en accord avec cet axiome de non-
agression. Méme l'opinion publique est enti¢rement en faveur d’un tel point de vue. Ce qui distingue
les libertariens n’est pas le fait qu'ils soutiennent eux aussi cet axiome, mais plutdt qu’ils en font un
principe de base de leur systéme tout entier, et qu'ils y adhérent avec rigueur. Voir 4 cet égard
Rothbard-1982.
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pas appeler ceci du vol, et le qualifier d'illégitime. D’une fagon insatisfaisante, voire
amorale, nous décririons plutdt cet acte comme un “transfert”, ou une “transmission”,
ou une “relocalisation”. Mais, cette attitude conduirait a enlever toute signification 4
ce mot.

Le sixiéme commandement dit “Tu ne voleras point”. Ce commandement
n’a absolument aucun sens si 'on ne suppose pas l'existence des droits de propriété.

Les droits de propriété signifient simplement que les &tres humains
peuvent faire usage des choses terrestres sans nécessairement commettre un acte
intrusif. Si les gens ne possédaient pas de tels droits, et si de plus ils évitaient toute
action intrusive, nous péririons tous car nous ne pouvons pas vivre sans utiliser la
terre, lair, 'eau, le feu et tout ce que l'on peut créer 4 partir de ces éléments. Si
nous sommes amenés a survivre selon cette conception dénaturée de la propriété,
alors nous devons tous agir de maniére importune et par intrusion : nous devons
utiliser ce que, selon la théorie, nous n’avons pas le droit d'utiliser. Dés lors la
question n’est pas de savoir si les étres humains possédent des droits de propriété,
mais plutdt de savoir comment ces derniers seront répartis. Peuvent-ils étre
individuels ou doivent-ils étre collectifs ? Ce sont les questions que nous abordons
maintenant.

4. La justification

On peut justifier les droits de propriété privée avec les mémes arguments
que ceux avancés pour la libre possession de nos corps ou le rejet de la possession
collective. Il existe ici aussi trois options similaires : la détention individuelle des
droits de propriété, la détention collective des biens communs, et le contrdle
autocratique. Le contrdle autocratique n’est pas “universalisable”, et si chacun
d’entre nous devait demander la permission de tous les autres avant de commencer
a utiliser les ressources de la Terre, nous irions soit vers la famine, soit vers un
systéme de régles autocratiques.

En se référant 4 I'axiome de non-agression, on peut dire que tout moyen
strictement volontaire d’obtenir une propriété se justifie3. Mentionnons par exemple,
le commerce, les dons, les paris, 'héritage, la charité, les investissements, I'emploi,
Pemprunt, le remboursement des dettes, etc. Le fait est que, si A posséde un titre
de propriété légitime sur le bien y, et 'échange contre z détenu légitimement par
B, alors A devient le nouveau détenteur de z, et inversement B celui de y.

Et comment les humains s’approprient-ils la nature ? Bien que les éléments
de la réponse soient moins bien développés que les fondements déja exposés de la
philosophie libertarienne, la réponse est donnée par l'appropriation de la terre.
Selon John Locke® c’est le fait de méler le travail personnel et la terre qui donne un
titre légitime de propriété”.

3 Pour une explication compléte, voir la notion de processus legitime chez Nozick-1983.

6 Voir Locke-1948, pp. 17-18.

7 La théorie du premier occupant a été soumise a une critique approfondie de Nozick-1983. Pour une
réaction 4 cette attaque, voir Paul-1983.



122 Journal des Economistes et des Etudes Humaines

Chacun peut se défendre contre une attaque, ou méme riposter — la pensée
libertarienne ne s'identifie pas au pacifisme — mais ne doit pas étre le premier a
donner I'assaut 4 qui que ce soit?2.

Quelles sont les alternatives au principe de la propriété de soi-méme ? Une
possibilité est une variante de I'autocratie, ou de la monarchie, ou du totalitarisme.
Dans ces cas, une personne ou un petit groupe de personnes posséderait le droit de
disposer de la vie de tous les autres. Mais cela est une violation absolue de I'exigence
morale de “généralisabilité” ou d”“universalisabilité” : quel caractére spécial
d’ordre éthique posséde cette personne ou ce petit groupe pour mériter de diriger
tous les autres ? Puisqu'il n’existe pas de telle caractéristique morale3, ce scénario
s’écroule. La seule autre alternative a I'“auto-possession” est que nous possédions
tous 1/n part de chaque personne sur terre, ol n représente la population totale.
Selon cette vision, qui est plutdt un cauchemar, personne ne pourrait se faire plus
quune égratignure sans demander la permission aux détenteurs légitimes de son
corps, Cest-d-dire 4 tous les autres. Si 'on pratiquait la “démocratie directe” dans
ces conditions, la race humaine disparaitrait rapidement (nous soulageant ainsi du
probléme consistant 4 résoudre ce dilemme) puisqu'il serait trop fastidieux de
demander l'autorisation de tous avant de faire quoi que ce soit. Si 'on observait
une démocratie indirecte, c’est-d-dire la “démocratie représentative”, la situation
ressemblerait aussitdt 4 la premi€re ou a un scénario autocratique, que nous avons
déja rejeté.

3. La propriété privée

Un second principe fondamental est que toute propriété légitimement
acquise doit étre aussi protégée contre l'intrusion. Avant d’aller plus loin dans
I'analyse des droits de propriété, nous devons prendre en considération I'objection
qui veut que ces droits ne soient pas justifiés, parce que la propriété est intrinse-
quement une institution illégitime. Ce sentiment est souvent étayé par la citation de
Proudhon : “La propriété, c’est le vol”4, Mais il y a quelque chose de logiquement
absurde dans cette affirmation. “La propriété, c’est le vol” est un propos utilisé pour
nier la 1égitimité de la propriété, mais le concept méme de “vol” n’a pas de sens en
I'absence de propriété légitime. S’il n’y avait pas de propriété acquise légitimement,
il ne pourrait logiquement pas y avoir d’acte tel que le vol. Considérons un acte qui
pourrait sinon étre considéré comme un vol. En dehors d’'une perspective de
propriété, si quelqu’un s’appropriait 'objet d’'une autre personne, nous ne pourrions

21a pensée libertarienne est une philosophie politique, et non une philosophie de la vie. Elle pose une
seule et unique question : dans quelles conditions peut-on justifier 'usage de la force physique ? Et elle
donne une seule et unique réponse : quand l'usage de la force est déja engagé.

3 Etre un membre de la race aryenne, avoir les cheveux roux, ou étre capable de parcourir un mile en
moins de quatre minutes sont certainement des caractéristiques qui distinguent ceux qui les possédent,
mais elles ne sont pas moralement pertinentes, et donc ne peuvent pas étre utilisées pour justifier que
l'un dirige P'autre.

4 Proudhon-1890.
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Avant de considérer le contenu des quatre cases du tableau 1, commengons
par décrire les lignes, puis les colonnes. Nous avons déja abordé la distinction entre
volontarisme et “coercivisme”. Dans le premier cas, 'axiome libertarien de non
agression est respecté et observé. Dans la deuxiéme situation, il y a violation de cet
axiome. Il est donc clair qu’un systéme strictement volontaire est compatible avec
la philosophie libertarienne — en fait, ces deux expressions sont équivalentes — et
que la coercition lui est diamétralement opposée.

5. Le socialisme

Considérons maintenant les colonnes. J'entends par socialisme Padhésion
a la doctrine marxiste usuelle : “A chacun selon ses capacités, 4 chacun selon ses
besoins”, ainsi qu'd la vision selon laquelle toute propriété (ou au moins tous les
biens du capital) doit étre détenue en commun. Mais la préoccupation centrale des
libertariens est de savoir si ces perspectives d’inspiration socialiste sont mises en
oeuvre sur une base volontaire ou coercitive. Nous connaissons tous le socialisme
coercitif ou étatique (le communisme). Ici les doctrines socialistes sont respectées,
au moins en théoriell, mais sur une base coercitive. Les individus n’ont pas le droit
de quitter le systéme, pas plus que leur consentement n’est nécessaire pour le
mettre en place ou justifier de sa pérennité.

A l'opposé et en compléte contradiction avec le socialisme coercitif, on
trouve le socialisme volontaire, dont les exemples sont le kiboutz, la coopérative,
la communauté, l'organisation syndicale (volontaire), la colonie hutteritel2, le
monastere, etc. De méme la famille nucléaire est-elle une communauté socialiste
(volontaire)13 | Chaque membre de la famille consomme non pas selon sa capacité
4 gagner mais selon ses besoins. Les parents raménent le revenu total mais ne le
consomment certainement pas entiérement ; les (jeunes) enfants ne raménent rien et
consomment sur la base de leurs besoins. Dans toutes ces situations, le volontarisme
est strictement respecté. Personne n’est ni entrainé de force, avec pertes et fracas,
dans le volontarisme, ni empéché d’en sortir. De méme que la communauté
volontaire ne confisque pas la propriété privée de ceux qui ne l'ont pas
volontairement et librement rejointe. Au contraire, la propriété de la communauté
se fonde sur le rassemblement des ressources légitimement détenues par les
individus qui la composent. Donc, 4 tous points de vue, cette forme de socialisme
remplit les conditions nécessaires du volontarisme. De ce fait, elle est entiérement
compatible avec la pensée libertarienne.

11 e code égalitaire est loin d’étre atteint dans des pays comme Cuba, 'ex-Union Soviétique, la
République Populaire de Chine, en Europe de I'Est, ou dans les dictatures marxistes d’Afrique, etc.

12 Voir Block-1983b, p. 35.

13 Au moins en ce qui concerne les membres adultes qui, dans tous les cas, sont les seules personnes
auxquelles e concept d’“acte volontaire” pourrait s’appliquer pleinement.
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Une maniére de justifier cette procédure est de la comparer avec ses
alternatives. Comment se peut-il alors que la propriété passe d’un état de nature 3
une possession humaine ? Il semble qu’il existe trois possibilités : les revendications,
les ventes par I'Etat et la détention collective. Selon la premiére proposition, on
peut obtenir légitimement un droit sur la terre simplement en le revendiquant. Le
probléme est quil se peut que plusieurs personnes réclament “le soleil, la lune et
les étoiles”, amenant ainsi la discorde. De plus, cette situation n’est pas moralement
satisfaisante : les demandeurs n’ont rien fait pour gagner cette propriété ; pourquoi
seraient-ils 4 méme de la posséder, et donc d’empécher les autres de l'utiliser ? Un
inconvénient 4 la deuxieéme proposition est que le gouvernement n'est composé
que de personnes en chair et en os, et quaucune d’entre elles ne peut justifier sa
revendication d’'une terre non encore possédée. Qu'y a-t-il de si spécial chez le
bureaucrate qui lui donnerait le droit de posséder une terre, simplement parce qu’il
est partie liée avec le gouvernement®? En ce qui concerne la troisiéme proposition,
son objet 1a encore disparait quand on prend conscience que dans la pratique cela
signifierait soit que de telles ressources ne pourraient pas étre utilisées (les cofits
d’agrément 4 leur utilisation, demandée a des milliards de gens, seraient énormes),
soit que ces ressources finiraient par étre en fait détenues par quelques dirigeants.

Malgré ce qui précede, il est de la plus grande importance de prendre
conscience que la pensée libertarienne n’implique en aucune facon un mode
d'organisation capitaliste. Nous rejetons totalement et catégoriquement 'idée que
les droits de propriété impliquent logiquement un systéme capitaliste. Au contraire,
nous affirmons que la pensée libertarienne est tout d fait compatible avec le
socialisme, comme elle Pest avec le capitalisme®. Comment cela est il possible ?
Clarifions ce point en nous référant au tableau 1 :

Socialisme Capitalisme
Volontarisme Socialisme Volontaire Capitalisme de “Laissez-Faire”
“Coercivisme” Socialisme Coercitif Capitalisme d’Etat

Bien que la plupart des théoriciens de I'économie politique opposent le
capitalisme au socialisme, nous rejetons complétement ce mode d’analyse. Selon
nous, il est plus pertinent de distinguer le volontarisme et le “coercivisme”10. Les
adversaires principaux en présence ne sont donc pas socialisme vs. capitalisme,
mais plutdt socialisme volontaire allié au capitalisme volontaire d'un c6té, dressés
contre les forces maléfiques réunies du socialisme et du capitalisme coercitifs, d'un
autre cOté.

811 y a ceux qui répliqueront que le gouvernement nous représente tous, particuliérement ceux qui se
trouvent dans Ja mouvance démocrate. Pour une critique de ce point de vue, voit Spooner-1966.

9 La recherche par certains théologiens d'une “troisieéme voie” qui ne soit ni le socialisme, ni le
capitalisme est pire que de considérer la pensée libertarienne.

10 N.D.T.: L'auteur utilise le néologisme “coercivism”.
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économique, ou capitalisme corporatiste, ou paradoxalement le socialisme
nationaliste — le nazisme) conserve 'apparence d'une adhésion aux institutions de
la libre entreprise. Mais ce n’est quun masque cachant une réalité sousjacente.
Dans les faits, les intéréts corporatistes confisquent, au travers du gouvernement,
ce qui ne leur serait pas attribué par le marché. Si par exemple les consommateurs
achétent un bien donné en quantité suffisante et 4 un prix suffisamment élevé pour
permettre 4 la classe dirigeante de retirer un profit, cela parait correct, bon et bien.
Il se peut que le marché libre permette 'obtention de tels gains dans ce petit
secteur. Mais quand ce n'est pas le cas, alors au travers de toute une série de
protections, pots-de-vin, taxes, subventions, cautionnements, franchises,
autorisations, licences, quotas, corruption, exceptions, tarifs, favoritisme, etc, les
décideurs-capitalistes excluront ces fonds du domaine public. Considérons une
activité typique, celle du cautionnement. La corporation confisque ici, par des
taxes sur les citoyens, les fonds qui ne leur sont pas destinés sous la forme d’achats
volontaires. Par conséquent, cette corporation assiége le consommateur. Elle
demande 2 son agent, qui est le gouvernement!?, d’imposer tous les membres de
la société puis de lui retourner cette richesse sous forme de cautionnement18,

Cette distinction entre le capitalisme de laissez-faire et le capitalisme
monopoliste d’Etat (entre Jes deux cases de droite sur le tableau 1) est subtile et
difficile 4 comprendre. Elle est méme plus difficile 4 appréhender que celle qui
existe entre le socialisme volontaire et le socialisme coercitif (les deux cellules de
gauche sur le diagramme). C’est pourtant ['une des distinctions les plus
fondamentales de ’économie politique. Son importance sera sans doute difficile 4
évaluer. Mais essayons de nouveau. Un monde sépare les défenseurs d'un systeme
de concurrence, le marché, dans lequel les hommes d’affaires se noient ou
surnagent selon qu’ils satisfont ou non les consommateurs, et les défenseurs des
entreprises spéciales (celles par exemple 4 qui 'on octroie un monopole ou une
protection tarifaire). Cette seconde catégorie peut a juste titre étre caractérisée par
une politique de “chien a l'affit” au nom des intéréts capitalistes. Mais pas la
premiére catégorie qui représente la vision libertarienne. S’ils sont a l'affiit de
quelque chose, c’est du consommateur ; s'ils parlent au nom de quelque chose,
c’est au nom de la liberté, de la justice et des droits individuels, et non de celui de
groupes d'intéréts particuliers.

Dans la phrase trés 4 propos de Robert Nozick1?, le laissez-faire rend
possibles tous “les actes capitalistes entre adultes consentants”. Mais dans la

17 Voir Williams-1982.

18 Quand cela se produit dans le tiers monde, C'est particulidrement vicieux. Il vient 4 I'esprit plusieurs
cas ou des peuples indigénes étaient assez satisfaits de leur vie tribale pré-(coercitive) capitaliste, et/ou
qui ne souhaitaient pas travailler pour une multinationale contre un salaire. Sur ce, le gouvernement
local, sous la pression de la multinationale, commenca 4 imposer les habitants et les forca 4 payer en
argent, et non en nature — ce qui était auparavant une “faveur” du capitalisme (coercitif). De cette
maniére, la firme multinationale pouvait effectivement asservir (forcer les récalcitrants 2 devenir
employés) les habitants. Voir Moon-1927.

Mais ce sont des multinationales coercitives. Dans la mesure o0 notre analyse se veut cohérente et
rationnelle, elles doivent étre trés nettement différenciées des entreprises multinationales volontaires,
qui ne bénéficient qu’a ceux avec qui elles sont en contact, puisque par essence, elles font partie du
systeéme de libre entreprise mutuellement profitable. Voir 4 ce propos Bauer-1981 ; et Novak-1986.

19 Nozick-1983.
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6. Le capitalisme

Je considére le capitalisme comme un systéme d’interactions, basé sur
I'échange, I'emploi, les taux d’intérét, les entreprises, les profits, etc. Un aphorisme
de forme similaire 24 celui considéré plus haut pour le socialisme pourrait étre :
“Chacun apporte et recoit selon ses capacités”. Comme pour le socialisme, il existe
une dichotomie identique dans le capitalisme. Dans les conditions du laissez-faire
ou de tout autre systéme volontaire, '’homme d’affaires ne tire ses profits que des
achats librement consentis des consommateurs ; la “souveraineté du consommateur”
est le leitmotiv du systéme de libre entreprise!4. Chaque fois qu'un échange a lieu
— que ce soit un bien contre un autre (troc), un bien ou un service contre de
l'argent (vente), ou de l'argent contre du travail (emploi), les deux parties y gagnent,
au moins dans leurs anticipations ex ante, en comparaison de la situation qu’ils
avaient avant ’échange et qui aurait continué en son absence. Si j’échange avec
vous une heure de mon temps contre un salaire de $ 5.00, cela signifie que j’estime
cette heure 2 moins de $ 5.00 et que vous évaluez le service plus cher que cette
somme. Donc, I'échange améliore notre bien-étre a tous les deux13. L’économie de
marché n’est rien d’autre que la totalité de tous ces échanges volontaires effectués
en un lieu donné. De ce fait, nous pouvons affirmer que le marché est profitable
tous ses participants10 |

Mais toutes les variantes du capitalisme ne sont pas aussi favorables. Le
systéme de capitalisme d’Etat (ou capitalisme monopolistique, ou fascisme

14 e marché est institué en vue de satisfaire le consommateur. Mais il arrive (souvent) que le
consommateur demande des biens considérés (4 juste titre) comme immoraux. Viennent 2 'esprit des
exemples comme la pornographie, la prostitution ou certaines drogues “récréatives”. Mais il serait
malvenu de considérer le systéme de libre entreprise responsable de ces faits. Il est vraisemblable qu'un
systéme volontairement socialiste produise de tels biens et services, dans le cas ol ses membres s’y
intéresseraient. La vision libertarienne du phénoméne n’est donc pas que le marché (ou la liberté
économique) exclut toujours la production de biens moralement douteux (voir Block/Brennan/Elzinga-
1985, en particulier le ch. VI), mais simplement que puisque la production de ces biens n’'implique pas
nécessairement la violence, elle ne doit pas étre considérée comme un délit passible de prison.

15 Je peux avoir été dans une mauvaise situation au préalable. Ceci peut étre montré par le fait que ma
position s'améliore grice a 'emploi au prix de $ 5 de I'heure. Mais ceci n'est pas (nécessairement) la
faute de mon nouvel employeur ! Supposons que ce ne soit pas le cas. Supposons que ma situation
malheureuse précédant mon embauche soit due a d'autres causes. Donc il est clair que mon employeur
est mon bienfaiteur, méme si la position qu'il ou elle me procure est modeste.

16 Considérons une objection possible. Quand Henry Ford a commencé la production de masse de
“voitures sans chevaux”, il a sans aucun doute avantagé des millions de gens. Pour la premiére fois dans
Ihistoire de I'humanité, ce bien est devenu plus qu'un jouet pour riches : la classe moyenne et méme
les plus pauvres pouvaient s'acheter une automobile. Mais qu’est-il advenu des employeurs et des
travailleurs de l'industrie des chevaux et diligences : les dresseurs et entraineurs de chevaux, les
fabricants de fouets et de rénes, les habiles artisans créateurs de selles, etc. ? N'ont-ils pas souffert du
marché ? La réponse est “non”. Le marché se réalise uniquement dans les échanges volontaires qui ont
réellement lieu. De fait, aprés l'arrivée de Ford, personne n’était disposé a s’engager dans quelque
échange que ce soit sur les compétences des membres de lindustrie des chevaux et diligences. Par
définition, ils ne faisaient plus partie du marché (alors que, avant I'automobile, ils en étaient partie
intégrante). Aprés lintroduction de la voiture, ces personnes ont dii faire un choix : rester en dehors du
marché et ne pas en retirer d’avantage, ou s'orienter vers le marché et commencer 4 produire les biens
que les consommateurs désirent maintenant. Le marché est donc profitable a tous les participants, mais
tout le monde ne choisit pas forcément d'en faire partie.
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8. La gréve générale

Cela nous conduit bien sir a la “question a 1.000 FF”. Parmi les armes des
syndicats, quelles sont celles qui sont intrusives et celles qui ne le sont pas ?
Commencons par étudier une technique légitime : la menace ou l'organisation
d’'une gréve si les revendications salariales ne sont pas satisfaites22, Cela ne
constitue pas une violation des droits d’autrui puisque 'employeur, en 'absence
de contrat, ne peut obliger les gens 4 travailler pour lui 4 des salaires qu’ils
estiment trop bas. Pas plus que n’est valide I'objection selon laquelle les
travailleurs agissent de concert, a l'unisson, en collusion, ou par “complot”. 1l est
évident qu'ils le font. Mais s'il est possible 4 un travailleur de quitter son emploi,
alors tous les travailleurs, ensemble, ont le droit d’en faire autant en masse. Ceci
s’'inscrit dans la ligne de défense du socialisme volontaire, dont le syndicalisme
volontaire n’est qu'une facette. En vérité, le groupe n’a pas plus de droits que les
individus qui le composent, et si une personne a le droit de quitter son travail, elle
ne perd pas ce droit simplement parce que les autres ont décidé d’en faire autant
au méme moment.

De nombreux économistes de “droite”?3 considérent que les lois anti-trust
et les lois anti-entente devraient s’appliquer aux syndicats?4, Donc, méme les
syndicats volontaires tels que nous les avons décrits seraient illégitimes, car selon
eux les “actions collusives” menées par les syndicats “exploitent’ la communauté
tout entiére”25 en violant la souveraineté des consommateurs2®, Mais ceci montre
seulement que ce que nous avons appelé laissez-faire est radicalement différent du
capitalisme d’Etat. Revenons 2 la 1égislation du travail.

Si on peut envisager que les syndicats menacent ou organisent une gréve
générale, il est inconcevable que les gouvernements édictent une loi les obligeant
a reprendre le travail. Cela est parfaitement en accord avec le principe libertarien
d’“auto-détention”. Selon Murray Rothbard :

“Le 4 Octobre 1971, le Président Nixon invoqua le Taft Hartley Act pour
obtenir une décision de justice obligeant les dockers 4 une suspension de gréve de
80 jours; c’était la neuvieme fois que le gouvemement fédéral utilisait cette loi dans
une gréve de dockers. Quelques mois auparavant, le responsable du syndicat
d’enseignants de New York avait passé plusieurs jours en prison pour avoir violé
une loi interdisant la gréve aux employés du secteur public. Il est sans doute trés
satisfaisant pour le public d’étre protégé des longues perturbations dues 4 une gréve.
Pourtant la ‘solution’ qui s'imposa fut de contraindre purement et simplement au
travail ; les grévistes furent obligés, contre leur gré, de se remettre au travail. Une
société revendiquant son opposition 4 l'esclavage, et un pays qui a declaré hors la

22 e suppose qu'il n’existe pas de contrat de travail en cours qui interdise un tel acte.

Contrairement, bien siir, aux économistes libertariens.
24 4 I'inverse, les libertariens considérent que la législation anti-trust et anti-entente ne devrait
s’appliquer 4 personne, ni aux syndicats, ni aux entreprises. Voir ci-dessous.
25 Hutt-1973, p.3. Voir également Schmidt-1973 ; Simons-1948. Voir Petro-1957 ; Reynolds-1984, pour
une analyse libertarienne de la défense du droit des travailleurs de menacer ou de “quitter”.
26 pour une critique de Hutt, voir Rothbard-1970, pp. 561-566.
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philosophie libertarienne, un systéme qui rend possible tous “les actes socialistes
entre adultes consentants” est tout aussi légitime. Ce n’est pas le capitalisme ou le
socialisme qui est important29, 11 s’agit 12 depuis toujours d’'une distorsion qui a
empéché toute analyse sérieuse. Au contraire, c’est 'aspect coercitif ou volontaire
d'un systéme qui est au coeur du débat.

Le cadre de la pensée libertarienne ayant été€ dressé, nous pouvons en
considérer des applications a quelques problémes de politique publique.

7. Le syndicalisme

Tout comme le capitalisme et le socialisme, le syndicalisme est un
phénomeéne complexe, qui comporte un aspect volontaire et un aspect coercitif. Et,
selon le schéma exposé plus haut, la pensée libertarienne est pleinement en
accord avec un syndicalisme volontaire, mais catégoriquement opposée 4 un
syndicalisme coercitif. Que peuvent avoir en commun ces deux types de
syndicalisme ? Les syndicats sont des associations de salariés, organisées dans le
but de négocier avec leurs patrons afin d’augmenter leurs salaires?1.

Quelle est donc la distinction entre syndicats intrusifs et non-intrusifs ?
Contrairement aux premiers, les seconds obéissent a I'axiome libertarien de non-
agression. En d’autres termes, les syndicats légitimes limitent leurs actions 2
l'augmentation des salaires, ce qui ne viole pas les droits des autres, alors que les
syndicats illégitimes ne s'en privent pas.

20 On affirme souvent que la coopération prévaut sous le socialisme, et la compétition sous le
capitalisme. Si maintenant on limite notre vision aux seules versions volontaires de ces deux systémes,
on se rend compte quil y a une part de vrai dans cette affirmation. En effet, on trouve la coopération
explicite seulement dans le socialisme volontaire, ce qui n’est pas le cas du capitalisme volontaire. Par
contre, la coopération implicite se trouve dans le dernier systéme. Par exemple, si chacun voulait étre
charpentier sur le marché du travail et personne ne voulait étre plombier, les salaires du premier
baisseraient fortement et ceux du dernier augmenteraient brusquement. Cela inciterait certaines
personnes 3 abandonner une carrieére de charpentier pour embrasser celle de plombier. Si la répartition
entre ces deux meétiers ne correspondait toujours pas aux demandes des consommateurs pour ces
services, il y aurait encore un écart de salaire entrainant davantage de changements. Il n’est pas
nécessaire d’étre trés perspicace pour voir que le marché incite véritablement les personnes 4 coopérer.
Comme le disait Adam Smith, chaque personne est seulement tentée de poursuivre son propre intérét.
Mais ce faisant, elle est conduite, par une sorte de main invisible, a faire profiter le public de ses actions,
méme si telle n'était pas son intention. Les théologiens voient la main de Dieu dans chaque part de
notre existence, méme dans les lieux et moments les plus improbables : dans le lever du soleil, dans la
musique, dans les mathématiques, dans le sourire d'un enfant. C’est pour cette raison que le marché
libre peut faire partie des plans de Dieu, ainsi que la main invisible identifiée par Adam Smith. (Pour
plus d'informations et de développements sur ce point, voir Block-1985).

21 Puisque les salaires sont des fonds que les employés ramenent chez eux et qu’ils dépensent, et que
les conditions de travail englobent ces fonds, il v a réellement deux types de desiderata. Le premier
concerne I'ensemble représenté par les salaires et les conditions de travail, le deuxiéme la préférence
entre les deux. Comme j'ai d’autre part analysé le dernier point (Block-1986, pp. 30-32), je le considére
comme extérieur A notre sujet, et je me concentre donc sur les salaires totaux.
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une société libre, on a le Droit de mener ce genre d’action de persuasion, tout
comme ceux qui s’y opposent ont le Droit de riposter par un contre-boycott”29.

10. Le piquet de gréve

Considérons maintenant une action syndicale illégitime. Ce sont des actes
engagés par des syndicats coercitifs, alors qu'’ils sont rejetés par les syndicats non-
coercitifs. Le piquet de gréve, par exemple, est illicite et devrait donc étre mis hors-
la-loi parce qu’il équivaut 4 la menace ou 4 la mise en oeuvre de la violence
physique. C’est pour cette rajson qu’il se démarque clairement du boycott. Dans
cette action, l'objectif est d’empécher ceux qui le voudraient (fournisseurs, clients,
syndicats adverses — “vendus” ou briseurs de gréve) de contracter avec 'employeur
visé. Le boycott au contraire a pour but de mobiliser ceux qui sont déja d’accord
pour faire la gréve et de les empécher de faire les achats qui s’y rapportent. On peut
véritablement essayer de convaincre ceux qui sont neutres mais dans un boycott,
les moyens pour le faire sont strictement limités 4 des techniques nonintrusives. Si
l'on a recours 4 I'agression alors le boycott devient piquet de gréve.

11. Le piquet de gréve informationnel

Certains considérent le piquet de gréve comme simplement “informationnel”.
Afin de se rendre compte du ridicule d’'une telle revendication, essayons d’imaginer
quelle serait notre réaction si McDonald’s envoyait des centaines d’agents portant
des banderoles pour encercler les locaux de Burger King ou de Wendy’s dans le but
d’“informer” leurs clients ou leurs fournisseurs. De la méme maniére, Hertz n’est pas
autorisé A faire le piquet de gréve devant Avis, ni General Motors devant Ford. Il ne
fait aucun doute que de telles actions seraient interprétées, a juste titre, comme une
tentative d’intimidation. Si ces entreprises souhaitent diffuser de l'information, elles
disposent d’autres moyens : la publicité, le “mailing”, les jeux-concours, la guerre
des prix, les promotions, etc. Et la méme chose s’applique au syndicat. §’il désire
communiquer, il doit se restreindre 4 ces méthodes.

Certains affirment que les piquets de gréve se forment sur un lieu de
travail afin d’informer qu’une gréve est en cours, et il est “admis” que les grévistes
deviennent méchants s’ils voient quiconque (clients, fournisseurs, briseurs de
gréve) s'engager dans des négociations commerciales avec I'entreprise visée. On
essaie ici de prétendre que le piquet de gréve est simplement informationnel, et
que ces “interférences” sont responsables de la violence qui lui est inhérente. Mais il
faut choisir entre ces deux conceptions du piquet de gréve : soit seule I'information
est diffusée, soit il y a autre chose. Si elle 'est, alors comment expliquer l'inévitable
€mergence de la violence dans un piquet de gréve ? Ces membres seraient-ils trop

29 Rothbard-1983, p. 131 (dans I'édition francaise, pp. 173-174).
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loi la servitude non volontaire n'ont pas d’excuse morale s’ils font appel 2 la
contrainte Jégale ou judiciaire pour interdire la gréve — ou mettre en prison les
leaders syndicaux qui ont refusé d’obtempérer. L'esclavage est toujours trés
apprécié des esclavagistes”?7,

9. Le boycott

Une autre forme d’action légitime des syndicats est le boycott, qu'il soit
“primaire” ou “secondaire”. Le boycott décrit simplement le refus d'une personne
de contracter avec une autre28. Dans une société libre (capitalisme volontaire ou
socialisme volontaire), chaque interaction doit avoir une base mutuelle, mais rien
ne laisse prévoir que telle ou telle interaction doive avoir lieu. Je peux par exemple
refuser de m’associer avec vous pour une raison X qui me parait suffisante.
Puisque le boycott est simplement un refus organisé de contracter, et que chaque
personne a le droit d’agir ainsi, alors les gens peuvent le faire ensemble. Que dit
Rothbard a cet égard ?

“Le boycott est une activité visant 4 persuader des gens d’éviter tout
commerce avec une personne ou une firme donnée. L’objectif poursuivi par un
boycott peut étre blamable, louable ou neutre d'un point de vue moral. Par
exemple, il peut viser A persuader les gens de ne pas acheter des raisins cueillis par
une main-d’oeuvre non syndiquée ou bien, tout au contraire, par des ouvriers
syndiqués. Dans notre perspective, ce qui importe, c’est que le boycott est
purement volontaire, c’est une tentative de persuasion et, par conséquent, un
mode d’action parfaitement juste et licite. Tout comme la diffamation, le boycott
peut, en enlevant des clients a une entreprise, avoir pour conséquence de faire
chuter la valeur de celle-ci mais cette action demeure un exercice parfaitement
légitime du Droit de propriété et de la liberté d’expression. Que nous encouragions
ou condamnions un boycott donné dépend de nos valeurs morales et de notre
évaluation de P'objectif poursuivi ou de l'action entreprise. Mais, en soi, un boycott
est légitime. Ceux qui le jugent moralement condamnable sont dans leur droit en
organisant un contre-boycott pour influencer les consommateurs dans l'autre sens
ou pour boycotter les boycotteurs. Tout cela est partie intégrante du processus de -
diffusion de l'information et du choc des opinions dans le contexte des droits de
propriété privée.

Les boycotts appelés “secondaires” sont tout aussi légitimes malgré leur
prohibition par la législation américaine actuelle du travail. Le boycott secondaire
consiste pour un syndicat 4 persuader les consommateurs de cesser d’acheter
aupreés des entreprises qui maintiennent des relations commerciales avec les
entreprises non syndicalisées visées par un boycott primaire. Répétons-le : dans

27 voir Rothbard-1978, pp. 83-84.

28 Un “tract violent” dans lequel un syndicat déclare la manipulation de certains produits interdite par
les membres d’'une organisation syndicale est un cas de boycott particulier. Etant donné I'absence de
contrat incompatible avec une telle déclaration, ce boycott est tout 4 fait compatible avec le code de
droit libertarien.
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C’est “mon” tailleur, cela constituerait une violation de mes droits §’il s’installait
dans une autre ville, s'il prenait sa retraite, ou s’il changeait de métier.

13. L’exploitation

Que dire de la revendication selon laquelle sans droit de gréve, les syndicats
coercitifs seraient virtuellement sans pouvoir, et en ’absence d’organisations
ouvriéres coercitives puissantes, les travailleurs seraient prisonniers des
“exploiteurs” ? En tout premier lieu, méme si cette revendication était justifiée, le
droit de gréve demeurerait encore injustifié, en tant que violation du principe
libertarien d’opposition a I'instauration de la violence. En second lieu, méme si les
syndicats coercitifs représentaient tout ce qui existerait entre les exploiteurs et les
conditions d’existence actuelles de ses membres, il ne s’ensuivrait pas encore que
la situation de la masse des travailleurs serait améliorée par le droit de gréve. Cette
activité n’est pas tant tournée vers I'employeur que vers le travailleur non-gréviste,
le briseur de gréve. L'objectif majeur du piquet de gréve est d’empécher les non-
grévistes de pénétrer sur le site. En effet, la propre terminologie employée par les
syndicats coercitifs pour le décrire, le “jaune”, indique 'extréme dénigrement dont
il fait 'objet. Mais ces individus sont également des travailleurs. De plus, ils sont
presque toujours plus pauvres31 que les syndicalistes coercitifs. On peut le
constater en observant que les “jaunes” sont habituellement plus qu’heureux
d’accepter I'offre repoussée avec mépris par les grévistes. Ainsi si quelqu’un devait
étre protégé du spectre de I"“exploiteur”, ce ne serait pas le syndicaliste coercitif,
mais le “jaune”.

En troisiéme lieu, il est profondément erroné de croire que le niveau de
salaires que nous connaissons dépend de l'activité syndicale coercitive. Comme
n’importe quel ouvrage d’introduction & 'économie le met en évidence32, les
salaires dépendent, au contraire, de la productivité du travail. Si les salaires se situent
au-dessus des niveaux de productivité, faillite et chdmage pourront en résulter33.
Cependant, si d’'une facon ou d’'une autre les salaires se trouvent au-dessous du
niveau de productivité, d’autres employeurs peuvent tirer du profit en éloignant
ces travailleurs de leurs employeurs actuels — en améliorant continuellement
I'offre de travail jusqu’a ce que salaires et niveaux de productivité s’égalisent.

11 est tout 2 fait évident que Pon ne peut porter au crédit du syndicalisme
coercitif I'explosion des salaires et des conditions de vie. D’une part, le mouvement

31 Les évéques canadiens et américains ont été enregistrés comme supporters de “I'option préférentielle
pour les pauvres”. Ainsi, de maniére incohérente, ils soutiennent le syndicalisme coercitif contre les
“renards”, qui constituent leurs victimes principales. Comme je I'ai affirmé dans un autre contexte, “il
n’est pas exagéré de considérer le renard comme I'équivalent économique du lépreux. Et nous
connaissons tous le traitement que leur infligérent les autorités ecclésiastiques et bibliques. Voir Block-
1986, p. 22 ; voir également Block-1983a.

32 Meme ceux écrits par ceux loin d’éprouver de la sympathie pour le systéme de libre entreprise. Voir
par exemple Samuelson-1970, chapitre 29.

33 Ce fut le sort réservé 1 la Virginie de 1'Ouest, qui fut victime des activités de John L. Lewis, et du
travail organisé dans l'activité miniére.
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“susceptibles” ? Mais tout ceci est hors de propos. Méme si la violence n’avait
jamais été associée aux piquets de gréve, cela prouverait seulement qu’ils
réussissent si bien leur intimidation qu’aucune violence n’est nécessaire. Comme
nous 'avons déja vu, 'axiome libertarien de non-agression exclut aussi bien la
mise en oeuvre de la violence que sa menace, ainsi que le piquet de gréve méme
il est non-violent car il est une menace pour tous ceux qui voudraient le traverser.

12. La propriété du travail

D'autres défenseurs du piquet de gréve admettent qu’il s’agit d’une action
violente tout en affirmant que ce n’est pas le déclenchement dune coercition mais
plutét une défense des droits de propriété privée, c’est-a-dire les emplois des
syndicalistes grévistes. Cette revendication semble partiellement plausible. En effet,
les libertariens ne sont pas des pacifistes et défendent assurément le droit des
personnes de protéger leur propriété contre le vol. Cependant, le “briseur de gréve”
ne vole pas le travail du syndicaliste gréviste. Par sa nature méme, un emploi ne
peut etre détenu par personne. Cest plutdt la concrétisation d'un accord entre deux
parties consentantes. La gréve est la démonstration de l'insatisfaction du syndicat
envers l'offre de I'employeur. Ce faisant, il renonce publiquement 4 cette offre. On
ne peut donc pas dire que ces travailleurs “détiennent” encore ces emplois3°.

Dans un régime de laissez-faire, tous les individus peuvent concourir pour
des emplois sur un marché libre du travail. C’est une réminiscence du systéme de
caste justement désavoué, ou du corporatisme, que de penser 4 I'existense de deux
groupes d’individus au regard de 'emploi dans une usine : les syndicalistes
coercitifs, qui ont les postes, ou qui ont un droit sur eux, et tous les autres individus,
qui doivent s’abstenir de les convoiter.

Dans une certaine mesure nous sommes dupés par le propre langage que
nous utilisons afin de décrire cette situation. Nous parlons de “mon” travail, de
“votre” travail, de “son” travail ; cette utilisation du pronom possessif semble
correspondre 4 une possession réelle, ou 4 une propriété. Mais c’est une erreur
totale. Nous parlons également de “mon” épouse, de “mon” tailleur, de “mon”
employé, ou de “mon” client, et 14 encore cela tiendrait du grotesque que
d’attribuer des droits de propriété a n'importe laquelle de ces conventions. Toutes
sont fondées sur le caractére mutuel, et non sur la propriété de la part de I'une ou
l'autre personne. Par exemple, §'il s'agit de “mon” épouse et si elle veut le divorce,
alors je serais aussi sOr en faisant le siége de sa maison qu’elle ne va entrer dans
une nouvelle relation avec mon remplacant, que le serait le syndicaliste coercitif
protégeant “son” emploi contre les “incursions” similaires du “renard”. Si c’est
“mon” employé, alors je pourrais lui interdire de quitter son emploi. Si c’est “mon”
client, je pourrais 'empécher de faire ses achats ailleurs, chez un concurrent. Et si

30 Je suppose qu'il n'y a pas de contrat de travail valide entre I'employeur et I'employé. S'il y en a un,
alors les travailleurs “possédent” réellement ces emplois, mais seulement par le fait du contrat, et non a
cause d'un quelconque statut supérieur qu'ils pourraient revendiquer du fait de leur appartenance 2 la
caste syndicale.
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au dessous ou 4 I'équilibre38. Dans la premiére situation, I'employeur disposera de
plus de “pouvoir de négociation”, en tout cas tant que les salaires tendront 2
diminuer ; dans la deuxiéme situation, I'employé aura plus de “pouvoir de
négociation”, puisque le marché impose un accroissement des salaires. On pourrait
affirmer, si on le souhaite, que dans la troisiéme situation le “pouvoir de
négociation” est équivalent, puisque les salaires ne présentent aucune tendance au
changement. Mais si on applique le principe du “rasoir d’'Ocham”, il serait plus
scientifique de se passer entierement du concept de pouvoir de négociation, et de
restreindre le champ d’investigation 4 I'analyse fondamentale de l'offre et de la
demande sur le marché du travail39.

15. Le droit du travail

1l découle de notre analyse du syndicalisme coercitif que notre actuel droit
du travail est en grande partie malencontreux et nuisible. Si 'association volontaire
et le consentement mutuel sont les seuls fondements légitimes de 'emploi, s'il devait
étre interdit 4 un groupe de travailleurs d’en empécher par la force un autre (les
“jaunes”) de concourir pour des emplois ; il s’ensuit que les lois gouvernementales
qui sont incompatibles avec ces principes le sont également avec le code libertarien.
Par exemple, il ne devrait exister aucune loi obligeant 'employeur 4 “négocier de
bonne foi” avec une certaine catégorie d’employés : il devrait étre autorisé a
négocier avec qui il le souhaite. En outre, toute la législation empéchant un
employeur de licencier les grévistes, et d’embaucher des remplacants sur une base
permanente, devrait étre abrogée. Selon Rothbard :

“Il est-évident que la gréve est une forme singuliére d’arrét de travail. Les
grévistes ne quittent pas simplement leurs emplois ; ils soutiennent que d’'une
maniére ou dune autre, d’'un certain point de vue métaphysique, ils ‘possédent’
toujours leurs emplois et possédent un droit sur eux, et qu’ils ont 'intention de les
retrouver quand les problémes sont résolus. Mais le remede 4 cette politique
contradictoire en elle-méme, aussi bien qu’au pouvoir perturbateur des syndicats
ouvriers, n’est pas de voter des lois proscrivant les gréves : le reméde consiste a
retirer le corps considérable de lois fédérales, étatiques et locales, qui confére des
priviléges gouvernementaux spéciaux aux syndicats ouvriers. Tout ce qui est
nécessaire, 4 la fois au principe libertarien et 4 une économie prospére, c’est
d’effacer et d’abolir ces priviléges spéciaux.

38 Voir Hutt-1973, ch. V.

31 y a plus de consommateurs que de commergants (et plus de blancs que de noirs, plus de droitiers
que de gauchers, plus de brunes que de blondes). Cela signifie-t-il que ces derniers disposent d’un
“pouvoir de négociation” plus important que les premiers quand ils sont en concurrence, ou en conflit 4
propos des termes de I’échange ? Pas du tout. Les consommateurs ont plus de “pouvoir de négociation”
lorsque les prix sont au dessus de I'équilibre, c’est-d-dire, quand des biens sont en offre excédentaire,
parce que les prix tendent 4 baisser dans de telles situations. De méme, les commercants disposent d’'un
“pouvoir de négociation” plus important lorsque les prix sont au dessous de 'équilibre, i.e., quand il y a
une demande excédentaire du bien en question, car les prix tendent 4 augmenter dans de telles
situations.
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coercitif ouvrier moderne est né dans ce siecle, et a seulement gagné beaucoup de
son pouvoir (aux Etats-Unis) avec la législation des années 1930, quand sa part
dans la force ouvriére est passée de 5 a 20 %34, Pourtant les salaires, le bien-étre et
les conditions de vie ont augmenté depuis des centaines d’années avant cela.
Drautre part, les économies des pays d’Asie du Sud sont telles que la Corée du Sud,
Taiwan, Hong-Kong, Singapour, ont bourgeonné dans les derniéres décennies, en
l'absence pratique de syndicalisme, coercitif ou volontaire353. De méme, il y a eu
des accroissements de salaires prononcés dans des activités — a l'intérieur de pays
pourtant dotés d’'un mouvement ouvrier puissant — qui ne sont pas du tout
organisées. Les exemples comprennent les secteurs bancaire, informatique et du
nettoyage domestique.

La comparaison entre les Etats-Unis et le Canada est également éclairante.
En 1960, le secteur (coercitivement) syndicalisé dans les deux pays était d’environ
30% ; en 1983, les organisations ouvrieres représentaient globalement 40% de la
force de travail canadienne, mais seulement 18% aux Etats-Unis. Si I’hypothése du
syndicat en tant que source de la prospérité était correcte, nous aurions noté un
glissement vers des conditions de travail exploiteuses aux Etats-Unis, et une zone
de grande affluence au Canada. Inutile de dire que cela n'a jamais été le cas30.

14. L’inégalité dans le pouvoir de négociation

Envisageons une derniére défense possible : il existe un inégal “pouvoir de
négociation” entre I'employeur et 'employé, et seul le syndicalisme coercitif peut
rétablir I'équilibre. La raison habituellement invoquée pour supposer qu’il y a un
inégal pouvoir de négociation est qu’il y a plus d’employés que d’émployeurs37. S’il
en est ainsi, cela n’est guére suffisant pour le démontrer. Je suppose que le pouvoir
de négociation est défini de telle sorte que lorsqu’il y a une différence d’opinion,
ou une controverse, la personne disposant du plus grand pouvoir de négociation
est plus susceptible d’atteindre son but que celle dotée du plus faible pouvoir de
négociation. Mais en fait, la capacité d’atteindre son objectif dans une situation de
négociation dépend presque entieérement du positionnement du salaire, au dessus,

34 voir Rothbard-1978, p. 84.

35 Voir Novak-1986.

36 Ces données sont tirées de Grubel/Bonnici-1986, pp. 40-43. Outre des taux de syndicalisation
différents, les deux pays ont également connu des politiques d’assurance chémage extrémement
différentes. En 1970, les Etats Unis et le Canada dépensaient tous deux environ 0,9% de leur PNB sur les
bénéfices de I'assurance-chémage ; en 1983, les Etats-Unis avaient maintenu le niveau antérieur de
0,9%, mais le niveau Canada était monté 4 3,4%, soit une augmentation de 277% ! (pp. 44-47). Ces deux
événements ont eu des conséquences profondes sur les taux de chémage des deux voisins nord-
américains. Traditionnellement, les taux de chémage canadien et américain étaient allés de paire a
l'intérieur d'une faible marge. En 1963 par exemple, ils étaient tous deux légérement inférieurs 4 6%.
Mais comme la syndicalisation et les politiques de chdmage disparates commencgaient a produire leurs
effets, le taux canadien commenga a dépasser celui des Etats-Unis. Au début des années 1980 un
différentiel de quelque 4% se fit jour. (p. 2).

37 Les autres raisons sont que les employeurs sont habituellement plus aisés que les salariés, et qu'il est
plus facile pour les premiers de remplacer les seconds plutdt que l'inverse.
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dispose 4 l'intérieur de ses propres frontiéres d’'un marché 4 échelle mondiale et
renferme bien des compétences, des matieres premieres et du capital disponibles
dans le monde entier ; pour un petit pays comme le Canada, c’est réellement folie. 41

Le terme-méme de “protectionnisme” est faux. Il implique que les citoyens
sont défendus contre une quelconque exploitation économique, rendue encore
plus malhonnéte car sa genése est 'extérieur. En fait rien ne pourrait étre plus
éloigné de la réalité que cela.

Afin de clarifier ce point, ne commengons pas avec une nation qui refuse
de commercer avec d’autres, mais avec un individu érigeant des barriéres entre lui-
méme et les autres. Une telle personne, bien siir, devra produire tout ce dont elle a
besoin. 1l devra produire sa propre nourriture, fabriquer ses habits, construire sa
maison, s soigner par lui-méme en cas de maladie, se divertir lui-méme et ainsi de
suite. Etant incapable de se spécialiser, sa productivité ne pourra atteindre des
niveaux viables. Il sera “un prisonnier de tous les commerces et maitre d’aucun”.

Si tout le monde essayait le chemin de lautarcie économique, cette terre
fertile qui peut assurer aujourd’hui la vie de quatre milliards de gens ne pourrait
laisser subsister que quelques millions de sauvages vivant dans un état de semi-
famine.

Au niveau national, un argument en faveur du protectionnisme est qu’une
politique libre-échangiste signifierait une réduction du niveau de 'emploi pour les
nationaux. Et cela, on doit le concéder, est vrai. Si on offre aux consommateurs
canadiens par exemple le choix entre un pull fabriqué au Canada pour 50§ et un
article identique venant d’Asie du Sud-Est coGtant 10$, ils choisiraient sirement
d’étre économes et épargneraient 40$. Le résultat inévitable sera une perte
d’emplois pour les Canadiens...dans le secteur de la production de pulls.

Mais, ne nous arrétons pas ici, comme le font les protectionnistes, car de
nombreux autres effets doivent étre pris en considération. Que feront les
consommateurs des 40$ supplémentaires ? Ils peuvent les dépenser en achetant
d’autres produits canadiens, et s'il en est ainsi, les salariés du secteur des pulls
devenus chomeurs pourront retrouver un emploi dans ces autres secteurs
dractivité. Ils peuvent aussi épargner ce revenu supplémentaire, et dans ce cas, les
banques pourront accorder des préts a des taux plus avantageux, créant ainsi des
emplois dans la construction, le batiment et 'industrie lourde. De maniére
alternative, ils pourraient acheter quatre pulls — fabriqués 4 I'étranger — de plus
(ou importer d’autres produits venant d’autres pays).

Que feront les fournisseurs étrangers avec les 10§ (ou 508$) versés par les
Canadiens ? Une possibilité est qu’ils achétent des produits canadiens, renforcant
leur industrie intérieure. Ils pourraient également dépenser leurs dollars dans
d’autres pays ou les nationaux pourraient a leur tour acheter des biens canadiens,
stimulant 4 nouveau le niveau de 'emploi dans le pays.

Mais que se passerait-il si les étrangers, peut-€tre déterminés 4 faire couler
I’économie canadienne, décidaient simplement d’économiser leurs fonds
canadiens fraichement acquis ? Que se passerait-il s’ils étoffaient leurs matelas avec
cet argent ? S’ils étaient aussi fous, ils réussiraient seulement 4 nous donner leurs

41 12 meilleure défense du libre échange comme moyen de la prospérité humaine est encore
probablement Smith-1974 (1776) : pour un énoncé moderne éloquent, voir Friedman-1962, ch. IIL
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“Ces privileges ont été intégrés dans le droit fédéral — en particulier dans
le Wagner-Taft-Hartley Act, adopté a l'origine en 1935, et Le Norris-LaGuardia Act
de 1931, Ce dernier interdit aux tribunaux d’envoyer des injonctions dans les cas
de violence syndicale imminente ; le précédent oblige les employeurs a4 négocier
“de bonne foi” avec le syndicat qui a remporté les votes de la majorité d’'une unité
de travail arbitrairement définie par le gouvernement fédéral — et empéche
également les employeurs de faire de la discrimination 4 ’égard des responsables
du syndicat. ... En outre, les législations locales et étatiques protégent souvent les
syndicats des poursuites en justice, et elles placent des restrictions sur les
embauches par les employeurs de briseurs de gréves ; et la police est souvent
chargée de ne pas interférer dans l'utilisation de la violence par les grévistes contre
les briseurs de gréve. Eliminons ces privileges spéciaux...

“Il est typique de notre tendance étatistes que, lorsque l'indignation
générale contre les syndicats conduisit au Taft-Hartley Act de 1947, le gouvernement
n’abrogea pas le moindre de ces priviléges spéciaux. Au contraire, il rajouta des
restrictions particuliéres sur les syndicats pour limiter le pouvoir que le
gouvernement avait lui-méme créé ... la politique apparemment contradictoire du
gouvernement sur les syndicats sert, premiérement, a accroitre le pouvoir du
gouvernement sur les relations ouvriéres et en second lieu a entretenir un
syndicalisme convenablement congu par I'Establishment et convenablement
intégré comme un partenaire subalterne dans le role du gouvernement sur
I’économie™40.

16. Le libre-échange

Les barriéres canadiennes au commerce extérieur sont parmi les plus élevées
dans le bloc de pays industrialisés occidentaux. Eu égard aux quotas et aux autres
barrieres non tarifaires, qui sont bien plus insidieuses et bien moins quantifiables,
le Canada a de fagon croissante assumé une attitude plus protectionniste dans les
années récentes.

L’argument moral contre les barriéres 4 'échange sur la base libertarienne
est total, complet et sans détours. Tous les détenteurs d’'une propriété légitimement
acquise ont le droit de I’échanger, sur une base velontaire, avec qui ils souhaitent.
On ne se soucie pas que le partenaire de 'échange réside dans un autre pays : les
droits de 'homme ne s’arrétent pas aux frontiéres nationales.

En plus de I'argument moral pour un libre échange total, il y en a
également un d’ordre économique : les barri€res commerciales réduisent le bien-
étre économique. Malheureusement, la plupart des Canadiens ne sont pas
conscients du tort économique causé par la politique qui écrase le commerce
international. Le bannissement auto-imposé des avantages de la spécialisation et
de la division internationale du travail est une grave erreur pour un grand pays qui

40 voir Rothbard-1978, pp. 84-85 : Cette affirmation suit sa défense retentissante du droit des employés
a s'organiser, et 4 s'engager dans des départs massifs (voir plus haut la fin de la note 25).
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16.2. Unilatéralisme ?

Une déclaration unilatérale de libre-échange émanant par exemple du
Canada sera difficilement une priorité pour le gouvernement Mulroney. Mais il est
de la plus haute importance que 'on examine ce projet politique alternatif.

Si les négociations sur le libre-échange continuent 2 faire toujours autant
de tapage sans jamais émerger sur une conclusion favorable au libre-échange,
nous nous perdrons dans une escalade tarifaire tragique et serons confrontés a de
sérieux problémes. L'abolition des barrieres douaniéres peut relever de l'intérét
national, mais risque fort d’étre hors de portée, quelle que soit sa désirabilité.

Une suppression unilatérale de tous les droits de douane, quotas, et autres
interférences a au moins l'avantage de pouvoir étre atteinte sans la coopération des
autres nations. De plus, elle apporterait, sans aucun doute, d’importants bénéfices au
pays qui adopterait une telle décision. (Dire qu’il serait difficile de convaincre la
population concernée — les Canadiens par exemple — des mérites d'un tel
changement serait, cependant, la sous-estimation du siecle).

Sous un tel régime, les consommateurs nationaux — disons les canadiens
— profiteraient de biens 3 des prix jusqu’ici inimaginables. Cela donnerait sans
aucun doute un magnifique coup de fouet 4 notre niveau de vie, et ferait bien plus
pour le bien-étre des plus démunis que tous les programmes sociaux théoriques
réunis.

De plus, cet avantage accordé aux consommateurs se répercuterait sur les
exportations de ce pays, le Canada. En effet, les fonds supplémentaires dépensés
aux Etats-Unis notamment reviendraient, finalement, ici sous la forme d’achats
intérieurs. Cela ne serait pas seulement un avantage pour les consommateus, mais
dynamiserait 'emploi au Canada.

En fait, une abolition unilatérale des barriéres protectionnistes est une si
bonne idée qu’il pourrait étre logique de I'adopter tout de suite et d’oublier toutes les
négociations en cours. Ceci est vrai 4 un point prés : un accord mutuel entre deux ou
plusieurs pays (ou mieux encore, entre le Canada et le reste du monde) pour ouvrir
completement nos frontiéres est certainement préférable 4 un accord unilatéral.

Nous pouvons, en effet, soit gagner un montant moindre sous hypothése
d'unilatéralisme, soit attendre et atteindre probablement un meilleur résultat plus
tard, si les négociations aboutissent 4 un accord réciproque.

Etant donné cette situation, deux questions se posent. Premiérement, un
tiens vaut-il mieux que deux tu l'auras ? La théorie économique seule ne peut pas
répondre 4 cette question car nous ne connaissons pas l'importance respective des
gains immeédiats (unilatéraux), des gains espérés de la négociation, ni méme le
taux d’actualisation qui pourrait permettre de comparer les bénéfices de maniere
significative.

Deuxiémement, nous devons nous demander si prendre “un tiens”
augmentera ou diminuéra T'occurrence de “deux tu l’auras”. Une déclaration
unilatérale de libre échange favorisera-t-elle ou découragera-t-elle la probabilité que
les Etats-Unis acceptent de mettre fin 4 leurs propres restrictions. commerciales ?

D’un certain point de vue, si nous agissons seuls, nous pouvons inciter les
Américains des Etats-Unis 4 nous emboiter le pas. Si nous balisons le sentier vers la
libre-entreprise, nous pourrons leur montrer Pambigiiité de leur allégeance au
marché, et ainsi les forcer a entrer dans I’ére du véritable libre-échange.
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pulls gratuitement ! Par cette politique i