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In this paper [ take issue with the statement that ‘‘as a scientist,
the social scientist has no basis on which to commend one
criterion for ranking, or judging, decision-rules or outcomes over
another. Put another way, the social scientist is hopelessly lost as a
scientific ranker of outcomes—whatever be his competence as a
generator of theories or outcomes.”’* ,

Economists, moral, legal, and political philosophers, and others
have proposed various criteria in order to arrive at some systematic
ability to judge the “betterness’ of one outcome or procedure over
another. Many of these proposals have generated protracted con-
troversies among the social scientists and philosophers. But it has
also been said that each of these criteria ‘‘suffers from the same
defect: the substitution of one criterion for another will enhance the
interests of others. From this dilemma there appears to be no
escape.”’? Now this may well be true: there are and will be conflicts
of interests. But why should this be a “dilemma?”’ Why should it
make the social scientist qua scientist helpless in the face of the de-
mand for a scientific ranking? How can the mere fact that someone
feels his interests will be damaged if a particular criterion is adopted
be decisive evidence for the lack of scientific merit of that criterion?

I shall try to defend the thesis that the scientist as such, and the
economist qua scientist, is entitled to make certain value judgments
concerning social relations, including systems of property rights
defining the distribution of authority regarding the use of scarce
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resources. My starting point will be a remark by Jacob Bronowski:
‘“Those who think science is ethically neutral confuse the findings of
science, which are, with the activity of science, which is not.”’3 The
distinction between the findings of science and activity of science is
of course an important one. But coupled to the very plausible insight
that the scientific enterprise, because it is an activity, a search, a
process of discovery and justification, cannot be ethically neutral or
“value-free,”” it raises the question of whether 1) the findings of
science can be value-free if the activity is not; and 2) the supposed
ethics of science does not entitle or even commit the scientist qua
scientist to make certain value judgments that are bound to involve
him in what Max Weber liked to call “‘a battle of the gods.”

My thesis is an answer to the second question. In defending it, it
will be necessary to answer the first question also. Moreover, we
need a formulation of the “‘doctrine of Wertfreiheit’’ that saves its
deontological merits while avoiding its methodological imbroglios.
In taking seriously the possibility of a scientific ranking, we should
not open the gates for the cheap ‘“Kathederwertungen’’ that made
the insistence on ‘“Wertfreiheit” such an important element in
scientific education.? To the extent, however, that methodology is
concerned with the link between the activity of science and its func-
tions, the thesis implies that, even if in one sense ‘‘facts” and
“values’ are logically independent, in another sense, it would be
quite illogical to believe that a scientist may without inconsistency
subscribe to any value-position whatsoever (provided only that it is
itself internally consistent).

THE “EXTERNAL” MORALITY OF SCIENCE

In one respect, the fact that the activity of science is not “‘value-
free’’ is obvious even to the most casual observer. Value judgments
influence the choice of problems to be investigated and the choice of
the methods to be employed. Animal rights propagandists and those
who protest against research on human embryos are too vocal to
allow scientists to remain unconscious of the value judgments that
guide their daily activities. However, many of these value
judgments are “‘external’’ to the scientific enterprise: a particular
line of research may be denounced as immoral, even criminal, and
yet, however grudgingly, be recognized as an impeccable piece of
work, judged from a purely “‘technical’’ point of view. The fact that
some findings were arrived at in an ethically repugnant way need
not jeopardize their standing as possibly significant contributions to
our knowledge.

Science as an activity is embedded in a social context. We should
not take the doctrine of Wertfreiheit to mean that in the search for
truth the end justifies the means. On the other hand, it will be clear
that the “‘external’” morality of science, the morals of the society
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within which science is embedded, cannot and should not serve as a
criterion for the scientific ranking of social outcomes—that is to say,
not until it has been scientifically validated.5 The crucial test here
must be the “internal morality of science”’ —the ethics and politics of
“the scientific community,”’ at least to the extent that it is a vital
and essential precondition of science itself.

THE DEONTOLOGICAL REQUIREMENT OF
WERTFREIHEIT

I suppose it is safe to say that the doctrine of Wertfreiheit is usu-
ally taken to mean that the truth, however unpleasant, should be
pursued—or alternatively, that falsehood, illusions, and prejudice,
however comforting, should be exposed. Most scientists would
probably agree that Wertfreiheit is an ideal that certainly in the
study of human affairs—cultural, social, economic, and political
phenomena—may be difficult to attain. But even here the most com-
mon attitude is that it is quite proper to identify the value judgments
(one’s own or those of one’s fellow scientists) that may have played a
role in arriving at particular results and to point out that unless the
value judgments can somehow be validated, the results that depend
on them are to be treated, not as a “finding of science,” but as at
best a tentative conclusion, a contribution to an ongoing discussion
or a possibly fruitful suggestion for further research.

In this sense, it is rather misleading to single out value judgments
pertaining to ethical, political, or cultural values and ideals. The
deontological requirement of value-freedom should not be taken to
involve the demand that an iron curtain be erected between
“science’” and ‘‘ethics.” Rather, it involves the demand for com-
plete intellectual honesty in making clear just what the status of
one’s pronouncements is— ‘scientific truths,” hypotheses, conclu-
sions derived from such and such premises, interpretations based on
this or that evidence, meaning-postulates, etc.—and for the will-
ingness to allow others to challenge these status-claims, whether or
not they apply to ethical or political value judgments.®

To be sure, scientists should not reject a proposition merely or
primarily on the ground that its truth would be very inconvenient or
subversive from the point of view of the proponents of some meta-
physical, religious, social, political, economic, or racial doctrine.”
And it cannot be denied that the temptation to do just that is often
very great—especially when the doctrine is itself linked up with the
prevailing morality of a (part of) society and so with the ‘‘external”
morality of science. But then scientists should also not reject a prop-
osition merely on the ground that its truth would be inconvenient for
some prevailing scientific orthodoxy. There are fashions in science,
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and there is considerable social pressure.® Quite possibly the
dramatic effect of insisting on Wertfreiheit is greatest when we
have in mind the many blatant instances of people trying to turn
what looks like science into a prop for some ideological or political
cause. But its value may be greatest when it is used to combat the
overhasty assignment of truth-values by the members of the scien-
tific community themselves—to prevent a promising or fruitful idea
from establishing itself as an unshakeable dogma.

It would perhaps be better to drop the term Wertfreiheit
altogether, and to speak only of ‘‘freedom from prejudice.”” Science
represents the movement from prejudice to informed, rational judg-
ment. This formulation does not prejudge the question of whether
value judgments can or cannot embody scientific knowledge. In ad-
dition, it reminds us of the fact that scientific knowledge need not
consist only of propositions of the form “We know that it is true
that...” Such knowledge is the exception rather than the rule.
Scientific knowledge consists almost entirely of propositions of the
form “‘It is true that we do not know...”” and ‘“We know that it is
not true...”

WERTFREIHEIT AND METHODOLOGY

This interpretation of the Wertfreiheit ideal is far removed from
the Weberian version, which was based on the thesis that all value
judgments are ultimately and irremediably and necessarily irra-
tional, merely subjective prejudices.® It is safe to say, however, that
most scientists, while recognizing Weber as a champion of Wert-
freiheit and remaining firmly (and justifiably) skeptical of the
rhetorical argumentation of moralists and politicians, would prob-
ably refuse to make the leap into Weberian value-nihilism. And they
could refuse for the good scientific reason that it would require some
sort of “impossibility theorem™ to justify Weber’s move from the
undisputed heterogeneity of the problems of ethics and those of,
say, physics, or geometry, or economics, to the conclusion that there
can be no science of ethics. Weber did not supply an impossibility
theorem, nor did anyone else.

Indeed, on the interpretation of Wertfreiheit given here, this
Weberian leap itself violates the canon of Wertfreiheit because it
denies any scientist qua scientist the right even to attempt an in-
vestigation of the validity of value judgments—and also because it is
a prime example of a competent scientist using his reputation as a
scientist to lend authority to a thesis that is not “‘scientific’” at all. As
Weber himself pointed out, it is not even permissible for a scientist
to say that the search for knowledge and truth, the life of reason and
decision based on knowledge, is objectively good, or that science is a
worthwhile vocation—or even that it may be possible one day to
discover the truth or validity of these judgments.10
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Weber’s value-skepticism, far from being ‘“‘healthy,” amounts to
outright value-nihilism.'* By denying that a scientist could eventu-
ally come up with an “‘objective’’ or rational justification of the value
of science, he effectively destroyed any ground upon which to make
a stand against those who claim reason is evil and knowledge to be
avoided at all costs; who maintain that there is no virtue in trying to
think logically, or in trying to devise critical experiments, or in striv-
ing for clarity and intellectual honesty. How can one claim that in
order to judge the status of a proposition—to see whether it is cer-
tainly or only possibly true, whether it is a conclusion or a presup-
position, a serious hypothesis or merely a joke—one should ap-
proach the question with the mind and attitude of a scientist, if one
has already admitted that one’s attachment to scientific method is
just a prejudice, an irrational leap of faith, with no possibility of a ra-
tional justification?

And where does this leave the findings of science? How can one
avoid the slide from healthy fact-skepticism into the abyss of fact-
nihilism, if one agrees that it is just as rational to accept the findings
of science as the ravings of a madman? If believing in the value of
science is irrational, then so is believing in the facts of science.!?

There can be no facts in a world without values. A “‘scientific
fact” (factum) is something we have made in accordance with the
art of critical judgment—it is an interpretation that derives its value
entirely from the process by which we arrived at it. If science has no
more value (speaking ‘“‘objectively’’) than the fancy of a court-
astrologist or the wit of the columnist of the year, then the facts as
presented by the sciences cannot and should not be taken more
seriously than the facts as presented by prejudice—certainly not by
the Weberian scientist with his ‘‘irrational’”’ commitment to intellec-
tual honesty and consistency. Weber, it is true, passionately refused
to make ‘“‘the sacrifice of the intellect,” but he had painted himself
into a corner where he had to admit that the refusal could only be
made passionately. Whatever his deontological intentions, Weber’s
doctrine of Wertfreiheit reaches far into the domain of methodology
and turns into darkness and despair.

As Friedrich Kambartel has noted: ‘““Those who accept (Weber’s
thesis that value judgments ought to be eliminated from the praxis
of science because they cannot be justified), cannot even understand
how mathematics can be a science.”’!3 The findings of mathematics
can have no transsubjective validity if the methodical norms that
make it possible are denied such validity.

THE IS AND THE OUGHT

Weber may have thought the thesis that one cannot derive an
“ought’ from an ‘“‘is” justifies his doctrine.* It does not—no more
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than the impossibility of deriving anything that might be a theorem
of economics from all the theorems and reports in all of the
literature on physics or chemistry, justifies the conclusion that there
can be no science of economics.

In order to oppose the Weberian doctrine of Wertfreiheit we do
not have to deny the gap between ‘““is”” and “‘ought”’—only that we
are exclusively on one side of it, viz., on the side of the “‘is.”” There
is no a priori reason why there could not be normative principles that
can be asserted with as much reason as any finding of scientific fact.
On the contrary: the reason for accepting a scientific fact or proposi-
tion as true (i.e., worthy of belief) or as worthy of further considera-
tion, depends entirely on the conformity of the cognitive practice
that produced it with the cognitive ideal and the norms that con-
stitute it. If it were not for the fact that we ought to be reasonable, it
would not be unreasonable to deny that anything ought to be be-
lieved because it is “‘a fact.” '

That we ought to be reasonable is the most fundamental, the most
indubitable fact of all—the fact without which nothing else can be a
fact. And this fact, let it be noted, is expressed by means of a prop-
osition that is neither a mere formal tautology nor an empirically
falsifiable proposition—a characteristic it shares with such other
facts as that we are rational beings or that we are purposive
agents.!® There is no way in which we could hope to falsify such
propositions, although, because we are rational, we can easily imag-
ine another kind of rational entity, say: a god, for whom it would
be possible to assert, without contradiction, that we are not ra-
tional agents, or that, if we are, we nevertheless ought not to be
reasonable. Philosophers have known for a long time that the logical
import of a sentence may undergo a radical change if, without modi-
fying its grammatical structure, we change the subject from the
third- person to the first person. ‘““The liar”’ is perhaps the most
famous instance of this phenomenon.® It should not be surprising,
then, that a proposition may be a necessary truth sub specie rationis
humanae, when it is no more than an empirically falsifiable proposi-
tion sub specie aeternitatis. And surely, while it may make sense for a
god to measure the science human beings are capable of with the
yardstick of his ‘‘scientia divina,”” a human scientist should not
forget that, at least in epistemology and methodology, ‘“‘man is the
measure of all things.”

We can assert, bluntly, that we ought not to be reasonable, but if
we do we should not add insult to injury by spelling out the
“reasons’”’ why we ought to accept that position. We cannot
reasonably deny that we ought to be reasonable: anyone who
ponders, i.e., seeks an answer to, the question of whether or not we
ought to be reasonable, must arrive at the conclusion that we
ought.'” We cannot reasonably deny this fact, which has been known
at least since Aristotle, in his Protrepticus, argued that the question
of whether we ought to philosophize or not, logically permits only
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one answer-—that we ought to philosophize.’8 (And let us note here
that at least one economist, Ludwig von Mises, has claimed that eco-
nomics, as a science of human action, should rest on the non-
tautological, yet meaningful and nonfalsifiable proposition that man
is a rational agent—i.e., on a fact of the same epistemological status
as the one we are considering here.) 1* Against Weber we must ac-
cept that there can be no fact without values and no objective or
transsubjective facts without objective or transsubjective values.
Science does not require a leap of faith: there can be a science of
ethics and therefore also an ethics of science that is quite objective if
it conforms to the normative facts as discussed by the science of
ethics. Still, ethical judgments are not infallible. Although it is
nonsense to say that the findings of a science are ‘‘value-free,” it
makes perfectly good sense to claim that no prejudice should be
allowed to survive in the development of a science of ethics. There
is, then, a sense in which the doctrine of Wertfreiheit applies to
ethics too—and, if T am right, it is the same sense in which it applies
to every science. And to say that we ought not to tolerate the sur-
vival of prejudice, is but another way of saying that we ought to be
reasonable. And if it is the self-imposed mission of science to effect
the movement from prejudice to informed, rational judgment, then
we need have no qualms about affirming the objective ethical value
of the scientific enterprise.

SCIENCE AND THE POLITICS OF DIALOGUE

There can be no more fundamental truth than that we ought to be
reasonable. Science is man’s attempt to rise to this challenge in the
field of judgment. But this means that the scientific undertaking
cannot be a solitary enterprise. There is no way an individual can
break out of the prison of ‘“‘the evident,”” no way he can even iden-
tify, let alone begin to question, his prejudices, unless he has come
to understand that what is evident to him may not be evident to
another and that his point of view is not the only one. Science is a
dialogical undertaking: it requires that we make public what we
think and try to refute what we believe we ought not to accept, and
try to prove what we believe we ought to believe—it requires that
we give our reasons.?® But this is only part of the story. A dialogue is
not just a solitary monologue, nor even a monologue delivered in
front of an audience. Neither is it a debate: the aim of the par-
ticipants may be to defeat one another in a debate—this may even be
their only motive—but it is not victory or defeat in debates that
marks the progress of science. Nor is a dialogue a collective
deliberation aiming at a collective decision binding on all, to be ac-
cepted by all and questioned by none: truth is not a matter for
decision.?!

We cannot be reasonable unless we are prepared to judge only in
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the light of reason—that is unless we are prepared to accept that
whatever can be questioned may (and ultimately ought to) be ques-
tioned, and that there are no answers anyone ought to accept if he or
she cannot understand why it would be unreasonable not to do so. A
dialogue is an argumentative, not a persuasive, not a rhetorical ex-
change: the aim of participation is to understand others in order to
make oneself understood in order to allow others the opportunity to
indicate just why their understanding of one’s point of view does or
does not appear to them sufficient reason to share it.2?

No doubt, rational dialogical discussion is rare, even in the history
of science. But that does not mean that it is wrong to say that history
derives its unity from the fact that the scientific enterprise is an
ongoing, open, unprejudiced, nonauthoritarian and nonpersuasive
dialogue—no matter how great the interest of particular individuals
in winning the debates or in having their views accepted as official
or holy writ. Bronowski said it well: ‘““The values of science derive
neither from the virtues of its members, nor from the finger-
wagging codes of conduct by which every profession reminds itself
to be good. They have grown out of the practice of science, because
they are the inescapable conditions for its practice.’”’23 A not incon-
siderable, though not formalized, part of a scientific education con-
sists in learning to respect the ethics of the dialogue—to allow others
to question one’s most sincere convictions and to refrain from claim-
ing too much for them unless one has answered their questions: to
refrain from using rewards or punishments—promises or threats—
as means for securing the agreement of others; to refuse to argue
against one’s better judgment; and to insist that others do likewise.
But most of all: to respect the dialogical rights of others—their right
to speak or not to speak, to listen or not to listen, to use their own
judgment.

That we ought to respect these rights, recognized in the practice
of science, follows from the fundamental norm that we ought to be
reasonable—that one ought to respect rational nature, both in one-
self and in others; that one ought to cultivate one’s own reason and
ought to allow others to do the same. This requirement of respect
for the rational autonomy of every participant turns the dialogue
into the primary political institution for preventing prejudice from
establishing itself as an impregnable barrier against free and indepe-
dent thought, and so for making science possible.24

Once we have exorcized the ghost of Weberian value-nihilism
with its consequent fact-nihilism, we can see why it is inconsistent
for a scientist to claim transsubjective validity for the findings of
science while disclaiming any such validity for the ethical and
political norms that define the practice of science (and philosophy),
which, to quote Kuno Lorenz, “‘may be understood to be the un-
finished attempt, in an open dialogue to strive for an uncoerced con-
sensus in all fields of knowledge,”’?5 and to realize the goal of mutual
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enlightenment. The scientist qua scientist, i.e., regardless of the
particular discipline he or she has chosen to work in, is not only en-
titled, but logically committed, to uphold the ethical and political
value judgments that make science possible. In fact, the scientist
qua rational being cannot reasonably deny that the question,
whether or not one ought to be reasonable, logically permits only
one answer, the affirmative one, and so cannot but accept whatever
follows from it.

It may seem strange that Plato, the undisputed master of the
dialogue as understood here, failed to draw any political conclusions
from it. His philosopher-kings did not engage in dialogue, and they
had no place in their cities for the institution of the dialogue. Even
Plato’s second-best solution, as presented in The Laws, has no room
for the institution of the dialogue: its aim is to arrest evolution (i.e.,
further decline and corruption) by a strict enforcement of discipline
based on traditional, not-to-be-questioned laws. In his attempt to
rescue the good city from the effects of sophistry and demagoguery,
Plato was willing to sacrifice the Socratic dialogue as a model of
human interaction, and to uphold the very nonhuman ideal of non-
argumentative knowledge.

There can, however, be a human history of science only where
there are no philosopher-kings; only where the principle of
philosophy, i.e., the dialogue as a political institution, with its
jealous regard for the right of all people to act on their own judg-
ment, prevents all philosophers or scientists from consolidating
their eminence or leadership among their followers into a legal
authority that cannot tolerate dissent.

SPEECH AND ACTION

If science were a matter of revelation, it would be indifferent be-
tween any two political regimes. As it is, it is illogical for scientists
not to see that qua scientists they must support that system or
regime that best conforms to the dialogical requirements: a scien-
tifically or philosophically defensible political system must be one in
which science and philosophy can come into their own—not just as
elitist and esoteric pursuits subject to special rules which set them
apart from the rest of society, but as ethical ideals that pervade all
human activities. In what other sense can ‘‘the unity of theory and
practice’ be a valid idea?

Because the fundamental “ought” cannot be restricted to a par-
ticular kind of activity, the requirement of reasonableness applies
across-the-board to every human endeavor. It applies to action no
less than speech. Human action always rests upon and involves
judgment. Scientific or theoretical knowledge is not essentially or
qualitatively different from ‘‘ordinary’” or practical knowledge.
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‘“The intellectual methods of science do not differ in kind from those
applied by the common man in his daily mundane reasoning. The
scientist. . .merely uses them more skillfully and cautiously.’’26
Neither science nor “‘our daily mundane reasoning’” fare well if we
do not see the continuity or do not recognize that both equally face
the challenge of reasonableness.

If the ethical and political requirements of the dialogue are valid
for science, then they are universally valid wherever judgment and
decision based on knowledge may be involved. They derive their
validity, not from any particularity of the scientific enterprise as
such, but from the fundamental fact of our existence as moral (i.e.,
rational) beings. They cannot plausibly be restricted to the recog-
nized “intellectual pursuits” (recognized, that is, by the self-styled
“intellectuals’). The required respect for every person’s rational
autonomy is founded in our rationality (proven by our ability to enter
into dialogical relationships), not in any professional or class
solidarity.

There is, then, a glaring inconsistency in the views of those who
defend ““free speech” and ‘‘the free market in ideas” but attack
freedom of action and the free market in goods and services. It is
true that this inconsistency has been absorbed into the very fabric of
our culture, which, with its long tradition of dualism (mind vs. body,
culture vs. economy, supernature vs. nature) has succeeded very
well in making the differential treatment respectable.

The inconsistency of separating speech and action is also masked
by the adoption of the definition of democracy as ‘‘government by
discussion.” But, as mentioned earlier, the goal of a dialogical
discussion is not to arrive at a collective decision, binding on all,
whether or not all have come to the conclusion that the decision is,
all things considered, the right one. In a culture where there is a
tradition of discussion, i.e., a dialogical tradition, people can at any
time come to it as if to a stream, to refresh their minds and to gain in
understanding, and leave to take their chances on their own respon-
sibility, without having to abide by any collective decision or having
to ask anybody’s permission. The “free market in ideas’’ is merely
another name for the dialogical process and its underlying struc-
tures of rights. But we should not forget that goods and services too
incorporate ideas and theories. Production, as Mises liked to say,
““is not something physical, material, and external; it is a spiritual
and intellectual phenomenon....Man produces by dint of his
reason. . .: the theories and poems, the cathedrals and the sym-
phonies, the motor-cars and the airplanes.”’?? Also: “thinking itself
(is) an action, proceeding step by step from the less satisfactory
state of insufficient cognizance to the more satisfactory state of bet-
ter insight.”’28

If the ethics and politics of the dialogue are valid for speech, they
are also valid for action. Respect for the rational autonomy of an
agent is just as much a requirement of reasonableness as respect for
the rational autonomy of a speaker.??
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ECONOMICS AND THE POLITICS OF DIALOGUE

As a scientist, then, the economist is entitled to urge the adoption
of the political requirements of dialogical interaction and to rank
social relationships according to that standard. Of course, in a world
in which many people coexist, and which, partly because of the fact,
exhibits the phenomenon of scarcity, there is no possibility of
respecting another unless one can define both oneself and the other,
at least in the sense of the ability to determine where the one ends
and the other begins.3° In verbal communication the boundary is ob-
vious enough: people are biologically distinct entities. But in other
sorts of interaction the situation is different: people use many
“things” that are not part of their biological organism, and when
they use them they turn them into means for the realization of their
purposes—they bestow a meaning on them (grain becomes food,
clay becomes building material, and so on.) But many different people
could use the same “thing’’ as means for many different and incom-
patible purposes. (Does the grain become food for human beings or
for someone’s collection of exotic birds? Does it become ‘‘my food”
or “your food’’?). In order to respect others as rational agents we
must know the distinction between “mine’” and ‘‘thine.”

Now this knowledge is already implicit in the knowledge that the
other fellow is another person. One who has turned a mere ‘‘thing”
into a means has produced (in the fullest sense: created) the means,
because where previously there was only a thing, there now is a
means, something that actually serves a human purpose. The thing
has been transformed into a good by the purposive activity of some
person. It is therefore his and not anybody else’s and remains his as
long as he has not given it away, exchanged it for something else, or
abandoned it. It is his in the sense of being an embodiment of his
judgment, of his capacities and designs.3! If we are to respect the
person we ought also to respect what is his, otherwise we would
deny him the right to act on his own judgment, and thereby destroy
the dialogical relationship.

We can argue that, all things considered, the world would be a
better place if some resources were owned (i.e., had been brought
into use or otherwise produced) by different persons than the ones
who did. But even if this is our conclusion, it would not entitle us to
effect the “appropriate” redistribution against the will of the per-
sons concerned. Nor does it entitle us to force them to use such
resources in the way those who did not (but should have) acquire(d)
ownership would have used them—supposing we somehow knew
anything about this. Maybe the world would have been a better
place if there were no quantum-physicists, or no Christians, etc., but
under the rules of dialogue that conviction does not entitle anybody to
take steps to outlaw guantum-physics, or Christianity, and so on. It
does not matter whether we base our conclusion on some ethical or
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religious doctrine or on consideration of ‘“‘utility’” or “efficiency.”
The label we apply to our arguments does not justify an infringe-
ment of the basic requirements of reasonableness, which is that we
respect the rational autonomy of the other, both as an agent and as a
speaker.

I have not the space to do more than just suggest that the
dialogical requirements can easily be transformed into a general
statement of the principles of private property and uncoerced ex-
change, i.e., of the freedom of every individual to use his or her own
means (but no one else’s) as he or she wills. This, I suggest, is the
fundamental political truth.32 Of course, just as in a conversation,
mere respect for the rules of the game does not guarantee the qual-
ity of lives people lead. It is just as possible to argue persuasively or
rhetorically or to talk nonsense without infringing the political struc-
ture of the dialogue—which implies the right not to listen or to dis-
engage oneself from any particular conversation—as it is to waste
one’s resources, one’s life, without infringing that political structure
of rights. But if this is to say that, from the point of view of an in-
dividual agent, political virtue (i.e., respect for the rational
autonomy of the other) is not enough—because he still needs an
ethic to make good use of, to respect, his own rational nature—then
we must nevertheless insist that this political virtue may well be the
only one that has transsubjective validity. The general requirement
of reasonableness tells us that we ought to develop, each one of us,
such a personal ethic, but not which one. It is possible that each per-
son has to discover it for himself, and that there is no way to ar-
ticulate the knowledge involved so as to turn it into an objective
theory—a theory that comes with a full declaration of all its condi-
dions of application and requisite background knowledge. The
knowledge involved in such a personal ethic may be, in the truest
sense of the word, personal knowledge—person-relative (and there-
fore not absolute or universalizable) and yet objective (because per-
taining to the reality of the person and not to his possibly mistaken
self-conception).

An immediate consequence of this is that within the framework of
the political order based on the principle of rational autonomy, an
almost infinite variety of social forms of cooperation and co-
existence is possible, each with its own particular challenges and op-
portunities.?® Thus we should expect to find that in some com-
munities or societies some property rights are valued less than
others and consequently are either not enforced at all or else are en-
forced in a lackluster manner. Similarly, conventions regarding the
exact delimitation of various property rights, or regarding the inter-
pretation of the meaning of various acts and words, may vary con-
siderably from one time or place to another. The nearly universal in-
stitution of “‘marriage’ is an example of the immense variety of
meanings and conventions that may come into play. The test is
political, not ethical in the sense of conformity to anyone’s particular
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conception of the good life. It is one thing to say “If I were you,” it is
another to forget that that is always and necessarily a counterfactual
judgment that can never be tested.

The importance of this political dimension—and of keeping it as a
regulative principle above any particular doctrine (whether of per-
sonal ethics or of economic organization or of social propriety) is ob-
viously methodological. For the requirement of reasonableness is
that any doctrine, whatever claims are made for it, be considered,
not as a final proposition to be disputed no further, but as a contribu-
tion to a public discussion or dialogue. As such it must be capable of
being taught and so of being learned. This teaching and learning is
to be distinguished from drill and indoctrination. It requires that the
doctrine be presented together with methods for testing and evalu-
ating it—which means that it must be presented in a context that
leaves open the possibility of comparing it to alternatives (i.e., of ex-
perimenting with alternatives) and of rejecting it altogether.34 And
where these doctrines pertain to action, to ways of life, such teach-
ing and learning must of necessity take place in an open society
where the liberty of all is guaranteed by the universal respect for the
autonomy of every individual, not just as a speaker, but also and
perhaps primarily as an agent—for it is only in action that a speaker
can prove that he means what he says, or that he has accepted what
he has been taught.

ECONOMIC POLICY PRESCRIPTIONS

It appears that economists can without the least scientific im-
propriety advocate policy prescriptions that are intended to move
the legal framework of the society in the direction of a greater
respect for the rational autonomy of every human participant and
the property rights that are implied by it. It follows from this that it
is emphatically not the business of an economist to assume that,
because the observed behavior of people is consistent with their hav-
ing the preferences that define, say, a prisoners’ dilemma, they are
in a prisoners’ dilemma type of situation; and to conclude that it is
therefore unequivocally a good thing to restrict their (and other peo-
ple’s) property rights so as to prevent them from realizing the ‘“‘non-
cooperative’’ outcome.3 Their observed behavior may be consistent
with their having other preferences than those required for
prisoner’s dilemma types of situations. It is a methodological mis-
take3 to make the transition from observed behavior to a well-
defined underlying preference-structure when there may be any
number of alternatives. Furthermore, it is deontologically improper
to make that transition with little more reason than to be able to
secure the production of some good (conveniently dubbed “‘public”’)
without considering its costs (the goods, whether private or public,
that would have been realized if the resources needed for their pro-
duction had not been tied up in one particular imposed project).37
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There can be no justification for basing policy prescriptions that af-
fect real men and women—on the conclusions from an argument
that assumes all agents to conform to behavioral postulates of some
theory that allows us to predict what the agents will do when we
know the objective pay offs associated with the alternative actions.
There is no point in terming a real action by a real person inefficient
because it does not match the predicted action of a theoretical con-
struct in some economist’s model of the world.

Of course, an external standard has to be imposed in order to
make meaningful judgments of efficiency. From a purely subjective
point of view, every action is efficient (from the standpoint of the
agent, at the time of action) and inefficient (for there is bound to be
someone else for whom that action was not ‘‘the best’’ that could
have been taken). Unless we once again go the route of interper-
sonal utility-comparison, not those performed by the agents them-
selves (for that would not solve the problem), but such as would be
performed by a unanimous body of economists, we must be able to
determine which (i.e., whose) subjective point of view shall be taken
into account. In other words, we can only say that an action is effi-
cient relative to a given property rights structure (if it does not in-
volve the infringement of any element in that structure). But the
normative import of such a statement is obviously nil unless we are
in a position to rank such structures according to some objective
criterion (which cannot be “‘efficiency’’).3 A final remark: the
political judgment I have presented does, of course, rule out a
number of other political judgments. For example, political social-
ism does not fit the requirement of reasonableness. But that is not to
say that in some circumstances some people might not quite reason-
ably conclude that the best use they can make of their freedom is to
organize a form of association that can only be described as
“socialism.”” Such experiments are quite legitimate as long as they
are introduced in the spirit of dialogue and remain throughout ““a
use of one’s rational autonomy,’”’” without becoming pretexts for lim-
iting it.3%
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