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Hayek and the Departure from Praxeology
Jakub Wozinski*
Times of uncritically accepting the application of methods of natural science to human science are seemingly gone. In the present age, we usually deal with so-called “crypto-positivism,” which revised certain assumptions, but is still stuck in the ideal of science professed more geometrico. Hans-Hermann Hoppe is a philosopher whose theoretical effort proves that the errors of naturalism and empiricism can be overcome only by praxeology based on a priori argumentation.

Historians of philosophy very often note the influence that Epicurus had on Karl Marx. The title of his doctoral thesis was The Difference Between the Democritean and Epicurean Philosophy of Nature. The father of communism was especially interested in the theory of clinamen, i.e. a minimal indeterminacy in the motion of atoms. For Epicurus, this theory was supposed to form a basis for helping him avoid absolute determinism, whereas for Marx it served as an explanation for the exceptional role played by the leaders of the proletariat. Clinamen was an important part of the overall structure of the world and society. But even more relevant were atoms: discrete, undifferentiated elements forming individuals known to us from sensory experience.

One may ask here: why do we mention Epicurus in a text that is supposed to deal with Hayek? It is because Epicurus played an important role in shaping his theory as well—indirectly and directly. Hayek’s epistemology and ontology are based directly on philosophical assumptions developed by the founder of the Garden. The most evident ones are: ethics based on feelings and emotions
, a critique of teleology, the negation of natural law, materialistic atomism, and biological and social evolutionism (or epistemological theory of representation). Not everything, of course, is identical in Epicurus and Hayek, but the cores of their respective theories are not excessively different.  

Along with Marx, the most important contemporary revivalists of Epicurus were David Hume and Karl Popper
—the key thinkers for understanding Hayek. They both focused on knowledge theory and examined how it is possible that unidentical material impulses, caused by atoms coming through to us, produce certain fixed ideas. Hume’s answer was that we classify various impulses through habit.
 The sequences of atomic structures following one after another have nothing to do with each other, and we only treat them as related to each other because of convention. A similar view was held by Friedrich von Hayek:

Probably in no single instance has experimental research yet succeeded in precisely determining the range of different phenomena which we unhesitatingly treat as meaning the same thing to us as well as to other people; yet we constantly and successfully act on the assumption that we do classify these things in the same manner as other people do.

Although Hayek himself clearly renounced allegations of materialism, how else shall we treat his numerous excursions into the Epicurean theory of representation? If he thought that humans are essentially different from the natural world, why did he say that “our morals are not conclusions of reason,” but merely impulses similar to those of animals?

David Gordon indicates that, having been influenced by Karl Popper, Hayek chose falsificationism as his method instead of anti-naturalist praxeology.
 Falsificationism, as a theory of explaining the mechanism of human knowledge, is very naïve, and it is easy to challenge its theses.
 However, its underlying assumptions are much more interesting. The already-mentioned Epicurean scheme of mini-particles “attacking” our cognitive mechanism, leads followers of the scheme to believe that the experience we have gathered so far cannot guarantee us that we will always encounter the same phenomena. Thus, Popper and Hayek’s underlying view is that our knowledge is not based on rational prerequisites, but only on a conventionally accepted rule of classification of material impulses. Murray Rothbard was strongly opposed to any such theories:

Now the crucial question arises: how have we obtained the truth of this axiom [action axiom–JW]? Is our knowledge a priori or empirical, “synthetic” or “analytic”? In a sense, such questions are a waste of time, because the all-important fact is that the axiom is self-evidently true, self-evident to a far greater and broader extent than the other postulates. For this Axiom is true for all human beings, everywhere, at any time, and could not even be conceivably violated.

Regrettably, the action axiom in Hayek’s theory, which is crucial for praxeology, cannot have any distinguished status because for him, our knowledge is but a constant, self-confirming happy coincidence. “Who knows,” Hayek seems to think, “maybe one day material particles will start to affect us in a totally different way, and leave our whole knowledge lying in ruins?” Or maybe one day some aliens will come and force us to re-define our habits of thought?
 According to such a theory, nothing is certain.

Hayek distances himself from eighteenth and nineteenth century positivists clustered around Ecole Polytechnique, and acknowledges some of the basic errors of the “naturalization” of human sciences. It is, however, legitimate to ask whether Hayek himself managed to escape it. Hayek presents himself as a theorist who accuses others of committing the naturalist fallacy. But a deeper examination of his theory’s underlying assumptions clearly shows that he never really escaped it. Among the proofs for such a view are:
· The critique of mind-body dualism in the spirit of Ernst Mach.

· The Epicurean theory of irrational ethics based on emotions caused by material impulses.

· The falsificationist theory of knowledge based on the Epicurean theory of representation.
For Hayek, two radical positions were the greatest threats to science: on the one hand, the abuse of reason; on the other, professing physics alone as human science. The most important task for his theory was thus pointing out errors committed by the two ideologies. Rationalists, according to him, want to describe everything with pleasant sounding theories that anthropomorphize the whole world, and positivists—typical of the humanities—completely ignore the process of interpretation. The golden middle was taken by Hayek himself, of course, who reproached everyone for naïve errors. 

Regrettably, such a perspective is totally mistaken. For example, the rationalist ethics developed by Murray Rothbard and Hans-Hermann Hoppe are not an abuse of reason, but only an explication of the way of our thinking and reality itself. In other words, argumentation ethics is not an abuse of reason; it only shows that we are bound to think in the way it suggests. Considering that, there arises a question: where should we classify argumentation ethics according to Hayek? 

Hayek’s error also consists in identifying the naturalist error in philosophy with its most evident examples (Saint-Simon, d’Holbach). He failed to notice that his theory rests on assumptions similar to those he so often criticized. He adopted a theory consisting of a weaker form of naturalism that by its Epicurean ontological-epistemological scheme helped him camouflage its real face. But how can a camouflaging help if the very core of his philosophy was a materialistic monism of the universe? It is no wonder then that Friedrich von Hayek, just as Karl Marx, migrated to social-democrat positions.

At the end let us come back again to praxeology. While being a disciple of Mises and, later on, his collaborator, Hayek couldn’t know the full shape of Mises’s theory, praxeology. Mises wrote Human Action at the time that Hayek moved to his own position. But praxeology was implicitly inherent in the theory of the founding fathers of Austrian economics; the continuation of Austrian-school teachings on the basis of positivism was really a failed attempt.
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