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Abstract

The principle disagreement between Mises and Hayek is characterized by Hayek in the following words:

What I see only now clearly is the problem of my relation to Mises, which began with my 1937 article on the economics of knowledge, which was an attempt to persuade Mises himself that when he asserted that the market theory was a priori, he was wrong; that what was a priori was only the logic of individual action, but the moment that you passed from this to the interaction of many people, you entered into the empirical field.(H-72)

In this paper I demonstrate that by the logic of his own reasoning in “Economics and Knowledge” and “The Facts of the Social Sciences,” Hayek must acknowledge that all social phenomena, including diffuse social phenomena (markets, law, language, property, etc.), admit of a priori comprehension.
Mises, Hayek, and the A Priorism of Social Processes
Exact Law and the Structure of the Human Mind

What Menger refers to as theoretical exact science, what Mises refers to as praxeology, and what Hayek refers to as the Pure Logic of Choice, is the formal or analytical approach to social phenomena.  As Menger writes:

The aim of this orientation, which in the future we will call the exact one, an aim which research pursues in the same way in all realms of the world of phenomena, is the determination of strict laws of phenomena, of regularities in the succession of phenomena which do not present themselves to us as absolute, but which in respect to the approaches to cognition by which we attain to them simply bear within themselves the guarantee of absoluteness.  It is the determination of laws of phenomena which commonly are called “laws of nature,” but more correctly should be designated by the expression “exact laws.(I-59)(emphasis in original)
When Menger writes that the phenomena do not present themselves to us as absolute, but are guaranteed to be absolute in respect to the approaches to cognition by which we attain to them, we may interpret him as referring to the absoluteness or logical necessity of the regularity in question—the absoluteness with which phenomenon B accompanies phenomenon A.  What Menger is saying is that the absolute necessity of such accompaniments cannot be observed or found in empirical reality.  When we look to empirical reality in its fullness, the relationship between A and B does not present itself to us as absolute.  Exact law is not established by empirical observation, but in some other way:

There is one rule of cognition for the investigation of theoretical truths which as far as possible is verified beyond doubt not only by experience, but simply by our laws of thinking…strictly typical phenomena of a definite kind must always, and, indeed in consideration of our laws of thinking, simply of necessity, be followed by strictly typical phenomena of just as definite and different a type.  Phenomena A and B must under the same conditions always be followed by the strictly typical phenomenon C in so far as A and B are thought of as strictly typical and the succession of phenomena under discussion here has been observed even in only a single case.  This rule holds…and experience not only offers us no exception to it, but such a thing simply seems inconceivable to the critical mind.(I-60)(bold emphasis added)

In this passage from his Investigations, Menger reveals what he considers to be the ultimate source of exact knowledge: our laws of thinking.  There are regularities observable in the “external” world, the world of objects in their “full empirical reality.”  But here, only empirical regularities are to be found.  These empirical regularities are inexact and in principle admit of exceptions:

Exact science, accordingly, does not examine the regularities in the succession, etc., of real phenomena either…it is …aware that a completely exact measure is not possible in reality….On the other hand, with the assumption of strictly typical elements, of their exact measure, and of their complete isolation from all other causative factors, it does to be sure, and indeed on the basis of the rules of cognition characterized by use above, arrive at laws of phenomena which are not only absolute, but according to our laws of thinking simply cannot be thought of in any other way but as absolute.  That is, it arrives at exact laws, the so-called “laws of nature” of phenomena.(I-61)(bold emphasis added)

For Mises, as for Menger, the ultimate source of exact or praxeological knowledge is the structure of the human mind:

But the characteristic feature of a priori knowledge is that we cannot think of the truth of its negation or of something that would be at variance with it.  What the a priori expresses is necessarily implied in every proposition concerning the issue in question.  It is implied in all our thinking and acting.
If we qualify a concept or a proposition as a priori, we want to say: first, that the negation of what it asserts is unthinkable for the human mind and appears to it as nonsense; secondly, that this a priori concept or proposition is necessarily implied in our mental approach to all the problems concerned, i.e., in our thinking and acting concerning these problems.(UF-18)

The a priori categories are the mental equipment by dint of which man is able to think and to experience and thus to acquire knowledge.  Their truth of validity cannot be proved or refuted as can those of a posteriori propositions, because they are precisely the instrument that enables us to distinguish what is true or valid from what is not.(UF-18)

When Mises speaks of praxeology as a science of given relations,
 we may interpret him to say that the mental categories with which or through which we think and act predetermine the relations of the concrete or historical content of our thought and of our action.  The concrete or historical content of our thought and action appear in fixed relationships that are predetermined by the structure of that which enables us to perceive them—the structure of our mind.

This human action which is inextricably linked with human thought is conditioned by logical necessity.  It is impossible for the human mind to conceive logical relations at variance with the logical structure of our mind.  It is impossible for the human mind to conceive a mode of action whose categories would differ from the categories which determine our own actions.(HA-25)

It is the logical structure of our thinking and acting that is the subject matter of praxeology, not the particular content.  We could say that the aim of praxeology is the explication of the given relationships inhering in thought and action.  Praxeology is the explication of the structure of thought and action irrespective of the particular content of thought and action.

Praxeology is a theoretical and systematic, not a historical science.  Its scope is human action as such, irrespective of all environmental, accidental, and individual circumstances of the concrete acts.  Its cognition is purely formal and general without reference to the material content and the particular features of the actual case.  It aims at knowledge valid for all instances in which the conditions exactly correspond to those implied in its assumptions and inferences.  Its statements and propositions are not derived from experience.  They are, like those of logic and mathematics, a priori.  They are not subject to verification and falsification on the ground of experience and facts.  They are both logically and temporally antecedent to any comprehension of historical facts.  They are a necessary requirement of any intellectual grasp of historical events.(HA-32)

The scope of praxeology is the explication of the category of human action….All the concepts and theorems of praxeology are implied in the category of human action.  The first task is to extract and to deduce them, to expound their implications and to define the universal conditions of acting as such.(HA-64)

The explication of the category of human action results in a science of the logical relations of action, or what Hayek refers to as the Pure Logic of Choice.  Hayek’s Pure Logic of Choice, as Menger’s exact science and Mises’s praxeology, is also founded on the logic of mental relations.  In Hayek’s conception, the Pure Logic of Choice yields exact laws because it is a:

…system of tautologies—those propositions which are necessarily true because they are merely transformations of the assumptions from which we start….(IEO-34-35)

This system of tautologies, according to Hayek, refers to the logic of individual action, and ultimately to the mind of the individual actor:

I have long felt that the concept of equilibrium itself and the methods which we employ in pure analysis have a clear meaning only when confined to the analysis of the action of a single person….(IEO-35)

What is relevant is not whether a person as such is or is not in equilibrium but which of his actions stand in equilibrium relationships to each other.  All propositions of equilibrium analysis…are propositions about the relations between actions.  Actions of a person can be said to be in equilibrium in so far as they can be understood as part of one plan.  Only if this is the case, only if all these actions have been decided upon at one and the same moment, and in consideration of the same set of circumstances, have our statements about their interconnections, which we deduce from our assumptions about the knowledge and the preferences of the person, any application.  It is important to remember that the so-called “data,” from which we set out in this sort of analysis, are…all facts given to the person in question, the things as they are known to (or believed by) him to exist, and not, strictly speaking, objective facts.(IEO-36)

Thus, the system of tautologies which forms the Pure Logic of Choice is not based on the logical relations of objective facts—objective facts publicly observable in spatial and temporal nature—but on the logical relations of what we might call “subjective facts”—facts as they are known to exist or believed to exist by the person (the subject) concerned.  The Pure Logic of Choice refers to the logical implications of facts appearing to or for the individual subject.  They are facts as the subject understands them, and not, as Hayek reiterates, objective facts.  In the Pure Logic of Choice:

…data mean[s] those facts, and only those facts, which [are] present in the mind of the acting person, and only this subjective interpretation of the term “datum” [makes] those propositions necessary truths.  “Datum” mean[s] given, known, to the person under consideration.(IEO-39)(emphasis added)

Thus, Hayek’s Pure Logic of Choice is a variation on the Mengerian conception of exact science and the Misesian conception of praxeology.  The Pure Logic of Choice is a formal or analytical science of the logical relations inherent in action, deriving its universal validity from the logical relations of thought, mind, or consciousness.

The Categories of Thought and Action, and the Interpretation of Individual Action

When we conceive of the Pure Logic of Choice as Hayek does in the passages above, we suppose the existence of an actor similar in his acting nature to ourselves.  We create the formal construct of an actor based on the categories of thought and action that we know, because we ourselves are thinking and acting beings.  Of course, we can also speak of these categories of thought and action in the firstperson.  Rather than assuming or supposing the existence of an actor similar to ourselves for discussion and theoretical purposes, we can discuss the categories of our thought and action in the firstperson.  We can, for illustrative purposes, refer to our own action rather than referring to an assumed actor constructed on the analogy of our own mind.  

In his essay “The Facts of the Social Sciences,” Hayek engages in this kind of first-person analysis of the categories of thought and action.  He begins with an insight about the difference between the natural and the social sciences:

An analogy from the physical sciences will make the position clear.  All levers or pendulums which we can conceive have chemical and optical properties.  But, when we talk about levers or pendulums, we do not talk about chemical or optical facts.  What makes a number of individual things facts of a kind are the attributes which we select in order to treat them as members of a class.  This is, of course, commonplace.  But it means that, though all the social phenomena with which we can possibly deal may have physical attributes, they need not be physical facts for our purpose.  That depends on how we shall find it convenient to classify them for the discussion of our problems.  Are the human actions which we observe, and the objects of these actions, things of the same or a different kind because they appear as physically the same or different to us, the observers—or for some other reason?(IEO-58-59)

Here Hayek makes the important insight that we can treat or classify the objects of our experience differently depending on our purpose.  

In social science, we treat or classify the objects of our experience as means.  And thus we conceive that things such as levers and pendulums are means of our action.  In this way of approaching things, and in this way of classifying things, we consider these objects in relation to our purpose.  In natural science, we treat the objects of experience not as they relate to human purpose, but as they relate to one another.  In Hayek’s example this means that, as opposed to classifying or treating levers and pendulums as means of our action, we can classify or treat them as they relate to one another, for example spatially, gravitationally, etc.  When we refer to the relationship between objects, we no longer speak of the objects in social terms, but in natural-scientific terms.  The objects become points in space or objects of a particular mass.  Conversely, when we speak of the objects in relation to our purpose, we speak in social terms or in terms of human action.  Thus lever and pendulum are social concepts or concepts of human action to the extent these concepts refer to our use of something (means) toward some end.

Thus, as we “look upon” one and the same object, we can think of that object in terms of its relation to other objects, or we can think of that object in terms of its relation to our purpose.  When we do the latter—when we think of an object in terms of our purpose or in terms of human purpose—we think of the object as a social object or an object of action.  In this context Hayek asks: as opposed to social objects such as levers and pendulums, what about the objects which are the observed actions of another person?  

Are the human actions which we observe, and the objects of these actions, things of the same or a different kind because they appear as physically the same or different to us, the observers—or for some other reason?(IEO-58-59)

Hayek then reasons to the following insights:

…do we not always when we say we “understand” a person’s action, when we talk about “why” he is doing this or that, impute to him something beyond what we can observe—at least beyond what we can observe in the particular case?
If we consider for a moment the simplest kinds of actions where this problem arises, it becomes, of course, rapidly obvious that, in discussing what we regard as other people’s conscious actions, we invariably interpret their action on the analogy of our own mind: that is, that we group their actions, and the objects of their actions, into classes or categories which we know solely from the knowledge of our own mind.  We assume that the idea of a purpose or a tool, a weapon or food, is common to them with us, just as we assume that they can see the difference between different colors or shapes as well as we.  We thus always supplement what we actually see of another person’s action by projecting into that person a system of classification of objects which we know, not from observing other people, but because it is in terms of these classes that we think ourselves.(IEO-63)(emphasis added)

Hayek’s insight is that it is not their physical similarities or dissimilarities that serve to distinguish the various kinds of human actions we observe, but instead, the categories of our own mind through which we observe the actions in question.  These categories of our thought (and thus of our action) are the same categories Mises refers to as those that praxeology explicates into a system of formal relations.  Hayek conceives things similarly.  Formal or logical social science develops a system of classification which is ultimately derived from our own mental categories:

This misunderstanding is that the social sciences aim at explaining individual behavior and particularly that the elaborate process of classification which we use either is, or serves, such an explanation.  The social sciences do in fact nothing of the sort.  If conscious action can be “explained,” this is a task for psychology but not for economics or linguistics, jurisprudence or any other social science.  What we do is merely to classify types of individual behavior which we can understand, to develop their classification—in short, to provide an orderly arrangement of the material which we have to use in our further task.  Economists, and the same is probably also true in the other social sciences, are usually a little ashamed to admit that this part of their task is “only” a kind of logic.
The claim to which I have referred follows directly from this character of the first part of our task as a branch of applied logic.  But it sounds startling at first.  It is that we can derive from the knowledge of our own mind in an “a priori” or “deductive” or “analytic” fashion, an (at least in principle) exhaustive classification of all the possible forms of intelligible behavior.  It is against this claim, rarely openly made, but always implied, that all the taunts against the economists are directed, when we are accused of spinning knowledge out of our inner consciousness….Yet when we reflect that, whenever we discuss intelligible behavior, we discuss actions which we can interpret in terms of our own mind, the claim loses its startling character and in fact becomes no more than a truism.  If we can understand only what is similar to our own mind, it necessarily follows that we must be able to find all that we can understand in our own mind.(IEO-67-68)(emphasis added)

Here, Hayek, with respect to his Pure Logic of Choice, mirrors Mises’s conception of praxeology:

The scope of praxeology is the explication of the category of human action.  All that is needed for the deduction of all praxeological theorems is knowledge of the essence of human action….The only way to a cognition of these theorems is logical analysis of our inherent knowledge of the category of action.  We must bethink ourselves and reflect upon the structure of human action.
All the concepts and theorems of praxeology are implied in the category of action.  The first task is to extract and to deduce them, to expound their implications….(HA-64)

Both Hayek and Mises are talking about a discipline wherein we systematically develop the implications of the categories of our thought and of our action.  The categories which we develop in this discipline are not something that can be observed; they constitute rather the invariant structure of our observations.  

The Logic of Individual Action Applies to the Actor Who Observes or Anticipates Another’s Action

Hayek’s reasoning in these passages leads us to the following conclusion consistent with his argument.  

The Pure Logic of Choice arrives at necessary truths by a process of tautological transformations of the given data of individual action.  The data of individual action are those facts, and only those facts, that are present in the mind of the acting person, and only this subjective interpretation of the term datum makes the propositions of the Pure Logic of Choice necessary truths.  Datum means given, known to the person under consideration.  It is important to remember, as Hayek states, that the data we refer to in this kind of analysis are all facts given to the person in question, things as they are known to exist or believed to exist by him, and not, strictly speaking, objective facts.

The Pure Logic of Choice thus arrives at necessary truths by an analysis of the logical implications of the various data of the individual’s action, the data being, in essence, the individual’s beliefs, opinions, or attitudes about things. 

Obviously, the data of the individual’s action are not confined merely to inanimate objects.  Hayek indicates that person B’s actions can be the data of person A’s action.  In discussing the traditional treatment of equilibrium, Hayek writes: 

…this does not really overcome the difficulty created by the fact that one person’s actions are another person’s data….(IEO-38)

If, as a general rule, there are tautological transformations possible with respect to the data of individual A’s action, then there should be tautological transformations possible with respect to the data of A’s action when those data are the actions of person B.  The Pure Logic of Choice applies, one must assume, not only when the datum of A’s action is the presence or absence of some commodity or physical object.  Absent some nonarbitrary exclusionary principle, we must assume that the Pure Logic of Choice applies when what is present in the mind of the actor concerned is some aspect of another person.    In other words, the Pure Logic of Choice arrives at necessary truths by tautological transformation of the data of the individual’s action, when such data are another person’s actions or anticipated actions.  The Pure Logic of Choice deals, in general, with the logical implications of given data of the individual’s action.  Or, if this is not the case, then we must ask: What limitations are there, in principle, on what can be the data of the individual’s action which, in turn, can yield necessary truths by tautological transformations in the Pure Logic of Choice?

Along these lines of thought, Hayek provides yet another important insight:

From the fact that whenever we interpret human action as in any sense purposeful or meaningful, whether we do so in ordinary life or for the purposes of the social sciences, we have to define both the objects of human activity and the different kinds of actions themselves, not in physical terms but in terms of the opinions or intentions of the acting persons, there follow some very important consequences; namely, nothing less than that we can, from the concepts of the objects analytically conclude something about what the actions will be.  If we define an object in terms of a person’s attitude toward it, it follows, of course, that the definition of the object implies a statement about the attitude of the person toward the thing.  When we say that a person possesses food or money, or that he utters a word, we imply that he knows that the first can be eaten, that the second can be used to buy something with, and that the third can be understood—and perhaps many other things.  Whether this implication is in any way significant, that is whether to make it explicit adds in any way to our knowledge ….(IEO-62-63)(emphasis added)

Thus to use a previous example, if we say that we see a statue or that we see a person, we imply that we see something without a consciousness in the first instance  and something with a consciousness in the second instance.  Based on the supposition that the datum of my action is a statue, Hayek is saying, we may analytically conclude that I believe the object in front of me does not possess a consciousness.  And based on the supposition that the datum of my action is a person, we may analytically conclude that I believe the object in front of me does possess a consciousness.  This is the essential point Hayek is making.  He then briefly touches on the question of whether making such implicit information explicit by analysis adds significantly to our knowledge.  The conviction that making such implicit knowledge explicit adds significantly to our knowledge is the guiding ideal of praxeology:
Cognition from purely deductive reasoning is also creative and opens for our mind access to previously barred spheres.  The significant task of aprioristic reasoning is on the one hand to bring into relief all that is implied in the categories, concepts, and premises, and, on the other hand, to show what they do not imply.  It is its vocation to render manifest and obvious what was hidden and unknown before.(HA-38)

Here it is important to note two things.  First, the analytical implications of the data of the individual’s action as Hayek discusses above constitute, in essence, the exact laws or a priori propositions or necessary truths referred to by Menger, Mises, and Hayek.  What Hayek is showing is that the supposed datum of individual action (phenomenon A) entails a formal or analytical implication (phenomenon B).  To the extent such supposed data entail these formal implications, a necessary truth (exact law, a priori proposition, etc.) has been established.

As should be obvious, such laws apply not merely to the theoretical construct of an individual actor that we utilize for purposes of analytical theory.  And such laws apply not merely to a person we may observe.  To the extent these laws are valid, they apply to our own individual action in cases where this same datum is datum of our own action.  Praxeological laws express a relationship that must necessarily exist for us, as observing subjects, whenever the supposed data are objects of our own action.  The analytical truths Hayek is discussing apply to our own thinking and acting in regard to the objects of our action.

When Hayek writes:

…we can, from the concepts of the objects analytically conclude something about what the actions will be…
We have to realize that this very same situation applies to our own individual action.  In the passage where this idea is discussed, Hayek refers to what we can analytically conclude based on a supposition of what an observed person believes is before him.  But the very same principle applies to the observer.  Anything we may analytically conclude with respect to the actions of an observed person based on a supposition of particular data of his action, applies equally well with respect to our actions based on the supposition of the same data of our action.

In Hayek’s treatment, he makes this point with respect to the action of a person who is observed, but does not necessarily make the same point with respect to the observing person.  But it is obvious that the same principle applies to the observer.  An individual may analytically conclude something about his own action based on his concept of the object before him since, as Hayek writes, the concept of the object before him implies something about his attitude toward that thing.  This account of things is reinforced by Alfred Schutz in The Phenomenology of the Social World:
For it is obvious that an action only has one subjective meaning: that of the actor himself.  It is X who gives subjective meaning to his action, and the only subjective meanings being given by F and S in this situation are the subjective meanings they are giving to their own actions, namely, their actions of observing X.(PSW-32)

The necessary truth that is analytically derived from the attitude of the actor towards an object is valid not only with respect to the observed person or the theoretically constructed person, the necessary truth is valid with respect to our own action.   The analytically derived conclusions Hayek discusses apply also to our attitude toward the thing before us.  What Hayek is demonstrating is the sense in which there are exact, a priori, or analytical laws of our own action.  

Secondly, the tautological or analytical implications of the data of our action provide the same exact laws, or a priori propositions, or necessary truths, in principle, to any data of our action that can have analytical implications.  The Pure Logic of Choice as conceived by Hayek does not apply, only if some object, event, process, or phenomenon, cannot be a datum of our action; or, if an object, event, process, or phenomenon can be a datum of our action, but cannot have logical implications.  Since the Pure Logic of Choice yields analytical necessary truths based on the supposition of various data of our action, the extent to which the Pure Logic of Choice can be applied to various phenomena is limited only by the extent to which a phenomenon or class of phenomena cannot be a datum of our action with analytically demonstrable implications.  Said another way, the scientific limitations of the applicability of the Pure Logic of Choice require a demonstration of an exclusionary principle that confines its application to some social or human phenomena and excludes its application to other social or human phenomena.

No Physical Attributes of Social Phenomena

In “The Facts of the Social Sciences,” Hayek argues convincingly that the concepts and classifications of social science do not refer to the physical attributes of the objects of our action:

…though all the social phenomena with which we can possibly deal may have physical attributes, they need not be physical facts for our purpose.(IEO-59)

Take such things as tools, food, medicine, weapons, words, sentences, communications, and acts of production—or any one particular instance of these.  I believe these to be fair samples of the kind of objects of human activity which constantly occur in the social sciences.  It is easily seen that all these concepts (and the same is true of more concrete instances) refer not to some objective properties possessed by the things, or which the observer can find out about them, but to views which some other person holds about the things.  These objects cannot even be defined in physical terms, because there is no single physical property which any one member of a class must possess.  These concepts are also not merely abstractions of the kind we use in all physical sciences; they abstract from all the physical properties of the things themselves….If we wish, we could say that all these objects are defined not in terms of their “real” properties but in terms of opinions people hold about them.(IEO-59-60)(emphasis added)

What I am arguing is that no physical properties can enter into the explicit definition of any of these classes, because the elements of these classes need not possess common physical attributes….The common attributes which the elements of any of these classes possess are not physical attributes but must be something else.(IEO-61-62)

The idea that formal social science abstracts from the physical qualities of the objects of action, and deals not with them, but with the attitudes or opinions of the acting individual, is reinforced by Kirzner in The Economic Point of View:

This point of view [praxeology] makes possible the construction of chains of reasoning that are purely formal, in the sense that they refer to goods, services or factors of production only abstractly; they depend for their validity not on the specific objects with which human action may be concretely concerned, but only on postulated attitudes of men toward them.(EPV-179)

The idea that human actions cannot be defined with respect to physical attributes is not unique to Austrian School social thought however.  In his short classic Minds, Brains and Science, John Searle makes almost identical insights to those of Hayek:

At first, it is tempting to think that types of actions or behaviour can be identified with types of bodily movements.  But that is obviously wrong.  For example, one and the same set of human bodily movements might constitute a dance, or signaling, or exercising, or testing one’s muscles, or none of the above.(MBS-57)

…we have to ask what features social phenomena have that enable us to bind them into categories.  What are the fundamental principles on which we categorise psychological and social phenomena?  One crucial feature is this: For a large number of social and psychological phenomena the concept that names the phenomenon is itself a constituent of the phenomenon.  In order for something to count as a marriage ceremony or a trade union, or property or money or even a war or revolution people involved in these activities have to have certain appropriate thoughts.  In general they have to think that’s what it is.  So for example, in order to get married or buy property you and other people have to think that that is what you are doing.  Now this feature is crucial to social phenomena….I am not saying that in order to have the institution of money people have to have that very word or some exact synonym in their vocabulary.  Rather, they must have certain thoughts and attitudes about something in order that it counts as money and these thoughts and attitudes are part of the very definition of money.(MBS-78)

The defining principle of such social phenomena set no physical limits whatever on what can count as the physical realisation of them.  And this means that there can’t be any systematic connections between the physical and the social or mental properties of the phenomenon.  The social features in question are determined in part by the attitudes we take toward them.  The attitudes we take toward them are not constrained by the physical features of the phenomena in question.  Therefore, there can’t be any matching of the mental level and the level of the physics….The main step in the argument for a radical discontinuity between the social sciences and the natural sciences depends on the mental character of social phenomena.(MBS-78-79)

Social phenomena are in large part defined in terms of the psychological attitudes that people take.  What counts as money or a promise or a marriage is in large part a matter of what people think of as money or a promise or a marriage.  This has the consequence that these categories are open-ended.  There is strictly speaking no physical limit to what we can regard as or stipulate to be money or a promise or a marriage ceremony.  That implies that there can’t be any bridge principles between the social and the physical features of the world, that is, between phenomena described in social terms and the same phenomena described in physical terms.  We can’t even have the sort of loose disjunctive principles we have for weather or digestion.(MBS-82)

The social sciences in general are about various aspects of intentionality.  Economics is about the production and distribution of goods and services.  Notice that the working economist can simply take intentionality for granted.  He assumes that the entrepreneurs are trying to make money and that the consumers would prefer to be better off than worse off.  And the ‘laws’ of economics then state the systematic fallouts or consequences of such assumptions.  Given certain assumptions, the economist can deduce that rational entrepreneurs will sell where their marginal cost equals their marginal revenue.  Now notice that the law does not predict that the businessman asks himself: ‘Am I selling where marginal cost equals marginal revenue?’  No, the law does not state the content of individual intentionality.  Rather, it works out the consequences of such intentionality.(MBS-82-83)

Thus for Searle, as for Hayek, it is not physical attributes by which we categorize social phenomena.  Rather, social phenomena are categorized by virtue of how we think about them.  Paraphrasing Hayek in a previously quoted passage, we could describe the situation as:

In discussing what we regard as [social phenomena], we invariably interpret [social phenomena] on the analogy of our own mind: that is, that we group [social phenomena], and the objects of [social phenomena], into classes or categories which we know solely from the knowledge of our own mind.  We assume that the idea of a purpose or a tool, a weapon or food, is common to them with us, just as we assume that they can see the difference between different colors or shapes as well as we.  We thus always supplement what we actually see of [social phenomena] by projecting into [social phenomena] a system of classification of objects which we know, not from observing [social phenomena], but because it is in terms of these classes that we think ourselves.(Paraphrasing IEO, p. 63)

Here we have simply taken Hayek’s original insight about our own action, and rather than applying it as an insight only about how we interpret the actions of another person, we have applied it as an insight about how we interpret social phenomena generally.

We do this based on the principle that if the definition or conception of social categories cannot contain physical properties, then this must apply to all social phenomena, not merely to the actions of an isolated actor that we observe.  This means that social phenomena such as language or the market or law or property—i.e., all social phenomena, as contrasted with the phenomena of natural science—cannot have physical properties as part of their definition.  And this means that, as Hayek writes, we always supplement what we actually see of these social phenomena by projecting into them a system of classification of objects which we know not from observing these phenomena, but because it is in terms of these classes that we ourselves think.

The A Priori Nature and Implications of All Social Phenomena

Based on the foregoing considerations, our argument is as follows.

Hayek argues that the common attributes of social objects are not physical attributes; rather, we project the categories and classifications in terms of which we think onto or into the objects of our actions.  When we discuss human action as purposive or meaningful, we define both the objects of our actions and the different kinds of our actions not in physical terms, but in terms of our opinions and intentions.

At the same time, according to Hayek, we can, from the concepts of the objects of our actions, analytically conclude something about our actions.  Paraphrasing Hayek: “If we define an object in terms of our attitude toward it, it follows that the definition of the object implies a statement about our attitude toward that thing.”  We can obtain by analysis a necessary truth that is implied in how we define the object of our action.  If we classify something as food, we imply it can be eaten; if we classify something as money, we imply it can be used to buy something; and if we classify something as a word, we imply that it can be understood, etc.

These implications (phenomenon B) of our definitions or classifications of the objects of our action (phenomenon A) are what constitute the exact law, a priori proposition, or necessary truth.  The necessary truth derives from the analytically derived implication (B) of the classification (A) we assign to the object(s) of our action.  And to reiterate, the classification is not derived from the physical attributes of the particular object.  The classification derives from our categories of thought.  

If we can’t distinguish between various social phenomena with reference to their physical attributes, but can only distinguish between various social phenomena in terms of our opinions, intentions, and attitudes about them, and if such opinions, intentions, and attitudes constitute the definitions and classifications of the social phenomena, this implies that all social phenomena have a priori analytical implications.  This is because the social phenomena, as social phenomena, are derived from the classifications or categories of our thought and action, not from the physical properties of the object in question.  The analytically derived implication is derived from the same category or classification that we attribute to the object before us.

What we are saying is that not only can we, as Hayek writes, analytically conclude something about our actions based on our defining an object as food, money, or a word; we can, in principle, also analytically conclude something about our actions based on our defining something as a language or as a market or as law or as property.

If we follow Hayek’s reasoning to its conclusion, we are led to the result that any social phenomenon that is a datum present in the mind of an individual actor (and this includes the scientific observer) must give rise to an analytically derived implication of that datum.  And this holds not only for simple social objects such as food, levers, pendulums, and weapons, but also for more “complex” social objects such as laws, languages, institutions, property, etc.  Thus, a priori propositions are possible not only with respect to simple social objects, but also to “complex” social objects.

This is so because social objects are social objects not because of their physical attributes, but rather because of our categories of thought and action.  It is from the categories of our thought and action that we derive the analytical implication and thus arrive at an a priori proposition. 

The assumed simplicity or complexity of a social object, event, process, or institution, in physical terms is unimportant, since physical attributes cannot enter into the definition of the concepts of social science.   

Spontaneous Social Order as the Conformance to Exact Law of Social Phenomena Mistakenly Conceived as “External”

As has been argued previously, social science does not begin its deliberations with a distinction between internal and external.  These concepts, it has been argued, are the founding concepts of the physical sciences.  The founding conceptions of social science are presence and desire.  For the acting individual there is the state that exists presently and there is a want for a state different from the one that exists presently.  These founding concepts do not refer to position in space and time.

This means that social phenomena cannot be defined in physical terms, and this means, ultimately, that social phenomena cannot be meaningfully “positioned” in space and time.  

This does not mean that “things” cannot be positioned or located in space and time.  What it means is that to the extent something is conceived, considered, or viewed as positioned in space and time—to the extent something is viewed with respect to its physical characteristics, or what is the same thing, to the extent something is viewed in relation to another similar thing located in a different place or at a different time—to this same extent is such a thing a physical object and not a social object, event, process, or institution.

It is the social aspect of an object that cannot be located in space and time (i.e., cannot have physical properties).

This principle applies not only to simple objects of our action such as tools, money, food, words, pendulums, and levers, but also to more “complex” objects of our action such as markets, language, jurisprudence, and property.

This is because, to the extent these latter objects’ complexity is considered to be a function of their diffuse quality (their existence, development, and evolution, spread out in space and time), to this very extent is their specific social quality not considered, since social phenomena cannot have physical properties.

If we try to distinguish separate classes of social objects or phenomena based on the extent to which they are diffuse (spread out in space and time), by virtue of this, we no longer speak of the specifically social aspect of the object or phenomena concerned.  We no longer speak in terms of social science and human purpose, but in terms of physics.  The social aspect of an assumed diffuse social object (language, law, property, markets, etc.), as with simple social objects (pendulums, levers, tools, words, etc.), is only definable in terms of the categories of thought and action.  But then, the Pure Logic of Choice must apply to these diffuse social objects, events, processes, and institutions, as it does to simple social objects.

Diffuse social objects are essentially no different from simple social objects, qua social objects.  With respect to diffuse social objects, the same principle which Hayek explains applies.  And again, we paraphrase:

We invariably interpret diffuse social processes (the market, law, property, language, etc.) on the analogy of our own mind: that is, we group diffuse social processes or institutions, and the objects of them, into classes or categories which we know solely from the knowledge of our own mind.
We thus always supplement what we actually see of diffuse social processes and institutions by projecting into them a system of classification which we know, not from observing diffuse social processes or institutions, but because it is in terms of these classes that we think ourselves.(IEO-63)
And thus, with respect to these diffuse social processes, just as with simple social objects, and just as with the actions of an isolated actor, “we can derive from the knowledge of our own mind in an ‘a priori’ or ‘deductive’ or ‘analytic’ fashion, an (at least in principle) exhaustive classification of all the possible forms of diffuse social processes and institutions.”

And, because we have to define diffuse social processes and institutions not in physical terms, but in terms of the classes in which we ourselves think, then we can, from the concepts of the processes and institutions themselves, analytically conclude something about what our actions will be.  This is because, as Hayek writes, if we define a social process or institution in terms of our attitude toward it (not in physical terms), it follows that the definition of that process or institution implies a statement about our attitude toward that thing.

Our conception of a process or institution (A), and that which we can analytically conclude (B) based on our characterization of something in this way, constitute the necessary truth, the exact law, and the a priori proposition in regard to this process or institution.

Thus, all social phenomena, in principle, admit of a priori comprehension.  They must, because all social phenomena, not merely simple social phenomena, derive from our categories of thought and action.

This implies that diffuse social phenomena which spontaneously come to order do so because our categories of social comprehension provide order to all social phenomena.  Said differently, all social phenomena, including diffuse ones, have analytical co-presences due to our categorizing them as social phenomena and, in respect of this, these social phenomena are “spontaneously ordered” with their analytical co-presences during the act of categorization.

Spontaneous social order is the conformance to praxeological law of social phenomena which have been hitherto mistakenly conceived in physical, “external” terms.
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