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Abstract 

Despite the conclusions from the contemporary philosophy of science, many 

economists cherish the ideal of positive science. Therefore, value-free economics 

is still the central paradigm in economics. The first aim of the paper is to investi-

gate economics’ axiomatic assumptions from an epistemological perspective. The 

critical analysis of the literature shows that the positive-normative dichotomy is 

exaggerated. Moreover, value-free economics is based on normative foundations 

that have a negative impact on individuals and society. The paper’s second aim is 

to show that economics’ normativity is not a problem because the discussion con-

cerning values is possible and unavoidable. In this context, Weber and other 

methodologists are investigated. The conclusion of the paper is that science can 

thrive without strict methodological rules thanks to institutional mechanisms. 

Therefore, economists could learn from artists who accept the world without abso-

lute rules. This perspective opens the possibility for methodological pluralism and 

normative approaches. 

Keywords: philosophy of science, methodology of economics, value-free 

economics, Max Weber 

JEL Classification: B20, B40, B41 

https://doi.org/10.18778/1899-2226.23.4.01


8       ALEKSANDER OSTAPIUK 

1. Introduction 

Although the philosophy of science dismissed logical positivism in the 1960s, 

many economists cherish some version of this position to this day. Despite the 

criticism, value-free economics can be perceived as the central paradigm in eco-

nomics. The paper revisits conclusions from the philosophy of science to synthe-

size criticism of value-free economics. Thanks to broad philosophical analysis, the 

limits of economists’ belief in positive science can be highlighted.  

The article starts with a short introduction of the key insights from the con-

temporary philosophy of science. The conclusion is that the search for truth and 

objectivity is not achievable. Value-free economics is analyzed from the epistemo-

logical perspective to indicate its origins. The goal is to present why economists 

are not necessarily more scientific than other social scientists and why the belief in 

being positive science is not justified. This historical analysis is vital because 

neoclassical economics was thought to be more scientific due to its reliance on 

mathematics and the deductive method. With time, some economists started 

to believe in the axiomatic assumptions of their theories. It results from a specific 

understanding of the utility and rationality used in the economic approach  

(Becker, 1976). The article analyzes if the belief in positive economics negatively 

impacts individuals and society.  

Despite the problems, many economists stick to logical positivism because 

they think that the only alternative is “anything goes” (Feyerabend, 1993). It is 

argued that economists exaggerate the danger of relativity. Firstly, they misinter-

preted McCloskey’s rhetorical approach. Secondly, they misinterpreted Weber, 

who is treated as the father of value-free economics.  

The paper’s overarching goal is to persuade the reader that economists should 

not aspire to be like mathematicians but to learn from artists when it comes to 

methodology. For them, relativity is not a problem. Although the rules are not 

clearly defined, it is possible to distinguish between excellent and terrible works 

of art. Of course, science relies on data and logic, which differentiates it from art. 

Therefore, economists should only emulate some features of artists, not try to be 

artists through and through. From the article’s perspective, accepting the relativity 

of science means openness toward methodological pluralism and normative ap-

proaches, which some economists dismiss as unscientific.  

Although there have been significant changes in mainstream economics in 

recent years (Colander, 2000; Colander, Holt & Rosser, 2004; Davis, 2006; 

Cedrini & Fontana, 2018), many economists still cherish the value-free paradigm 

(Berg & Gigerenzer, 2010; Dow, 2012; Lawson, 2015; Madra, 2016). Despite the 

historical context, this article can contribute to contemporary debates concerning 

economics’ status by presenting the arguments for pluralism and the incorporation 

of some values into economics.  
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2. The philosophy of science  

Before going toward economics, we need to start our discussion from the 

philosophy of science. The purpose is to show that the goal of enlightenment 

(finding universal laws, the ultimate truth) has not been achieved, and it will not 

be achieved in the future. Although this statement is well-known in philosophy, 

some economists still believe in positivism. Moreover, many economists agree 

with the statement that “economics is what economists do,” and they dismiss any 

methodological discussion about their field. This situation is not exclusive to 

economists. Other scientists also treat the philosophy of science as unnecessary. 

This attitude is attributed to Feynman, who wrote that the “philosophy of science 

is about as useful to scientists as ornithology is to birds.” The analysis of the con-

temporary philosophy of science shows that economist’s belief in logical 

positivism is unjustified, and the rules of the scientific game have changed. There-

fore, economists should not rely on positivistic methodology unhesitatingly.  

Until the 1950 and 1960s, logical positivism was very popular among all sci-

entists, not only economists. However, from the 1970s, it started to be not only 

obsolete but something that philosophers sneered at. As a result, the term “positiv-

ism” is now exclusively a “philosophical Booadjective” (Hutchison, 1981, p. 204).  

Popper (1959) was one of the philosophers to make logical positivism obso-

lete. He was a critic of logical positivism because he believed that science is based 

on deduction, not induction. First comes the hypothesis, and later we check it 

empirically. Popper gave the example of his students to show why theory came 

before observation. During the lecture, he asked them to observe and write down 

their observations. The students immediately asked, “Observe. But what?” Popper 

indicated that our observations are theory-laden, to underline that it is essential for 

scientists to have a critical attitude toward their theories. People tend to look for 

patterns, and it is easy to confirm any theory. The evidence is everywhere. Even 

though Popper thought that we can find proof for our theories, it does not mean 

that our theories are right. Scientists need to embrace the idea of fallibilism and 

keep in mind that they can be wrong. The problem of confirmation is not only 

a psychological tendency. The very method of confirmation is not valid. This 

problem is called “the raven paradox,” where any nonblack object (e.g., a shoe) 

confirms that all ravens are black (Hempel, 1945). 

Popper proposes falsificationism to resolve this problem. For him, a theory is 

scientific, not when we can confirm it but when we can find empirical proof that 

dismisses our theory. In the case of the hypothesis “all ravens are black,” we should 

look for white ravens that can falsify our theory. Falsificationism has two purposes. 

Firstly, demarcation (distinguishing science from non-science). Secondly, methodo-

logical (how science should be practiced). For Popper, Einstein’s theory of relativity 

is the best example of scientific theory. Einstein proposed a bold hypothesis that 

could be easily falsified because of the risky prediction (very specific). It is contrary 

to Marxism or Freudism, where it is possible to explain two opposite pieces of 

evidence with the same theory. Most importantly for Popper, even if a theory is not 
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falsified, it does not mean that it is true. Accepting some theory is always provision-

al and can be falsified in the future by a new experiment.  

Falsification is right in spirit, but it has problems. Because every theory can 

prove to be wrong in the future, none of them is absolutely true. If a theory suc-

cessfully passes falsification, the only thing that can be said is that it is closer to 

the truth. Popper proposed the concept of verisimilitude to indicate which theory is 

closer to the truth (one that was falsified 1000 times or one that was falsified only 

one time). However, this method had never worked, and comparisons could not be 

made (see Miller, 1974).  

Quine is the next philosopher in the story. Quine (1951) rejected the analyt-

ic/synthetic dichotomy used by logical positivists. Due to the web of beliefs, there 

is no epistemological way to make a clear distinction between logical and empiri-

cal dimensions. Quine’s argumentation involves language, which is too large 

a topic to be covered in this article. Therefore, only the theory of underdetermina-

tion is analyzed. In a nutshell, it means that even if we refute some scientific theo-

ry through empirical evidence, these tests are not definitive because no theory is 

ever tested in isolation. To conduct an empirical test, many auxiliary hypotheses 

must be assumed. For example, the testing technique, the boundary conditions, the 

role of ceteris paribus, and many others (Hands, 2001, p. 108). Let us return to 

the raven example. Before we perform the test, we need to know what kind of bird 

a raven is because a white bird similar to a raven can exist or “in the process of 

spray-painting the local bridge the painters accidentally sprayed a raven nest, as to 

suggest that there really are nonblack ravens” (p. 108). When contradictory 

evidence is discovered, there is no way to know whether an auxiliary hypothesis 

or theory itself is wrong because of underdetermination. The discovery of the 

planet Neptune is an example of this problem. When it was found that Uranus’s 

motion did not match the predictions of Newton’s law, it was not Newton’s laws 

that the scientists rejected but the theory about there being seven planets in the 

solar system. They found an eighth planet (Pluto). In the end, scientists need to 

choose one option without a conclusive argument.  

If we do not have any rational rules to compare different theories, how should 

we decide which is better? Kuhn has the answer to this question, but his answer 

undermines the rational view of science. Kuhn underlines that every theory is 

theory-laden, and he introduces the concept of “paradigm,” which can be 

described as the lens by which scientists look at reality. He argues that scientists 

cannot rationally decide which theory is better, and they choose as a community 

between different paradigms. For example, in the 16th century, scientists supported 

the Copernican system, and the Ptolemaic system started to become obsolete even 

though, at that time, the evidence did not support the Copernican theory. Kuhn, as 

a historian of science, observed that scientists do not treat anomalies as counterex-

amples of their theories. In the 19th century, scientists did not dismiss Newton’s 

laws because the predictions did not match. Instead, they changed the auxiliary 

hypothesis, and they searched for a new planet. This example shows that scientists 

do not always follow falsificationism. Therefore, a “paradigm” demonstrates that 

we trust in some theory, and we look at reality through the lenses that some theory 



 VALUE-FREE PARADISE… 11 

provides. Kuhn argues that different paradigms are incommensurable with each 

other. We cannot compare them because they use entirely different languages to 

describe reality. So-called facts will not help us with a decision because how facts 

are interpreted depends on the paradigm that we believe. What is essential for 

Kuhn is that a paradigm concerns not only one person but the whole scientific 

community. Therefore, he underlines the context of discovery (science is 

embedded in society).  

Kuhn argues against the enlightenment view of science, where knowledge cu-

mulates with time. Kuhn (1996) argues that science develops from revolution to 

revolution, which he calls “paradigm shifts.” Before a revolution, in the time of 

“normal science,” scientists follow a paradigm, and they are dogmatic. They try to 

dismiss anomalies and find a way to defend their paradigm. However, with time, the 

paradigm has to deal with more and more anomalies. When a paradigm cannot deal 

with the anomalies and cannot resolve the accumulating problems, science falls into 

crisis. Dogmatic scientists start to be open to a change and philosophical reflection 

of their work. Scientists want to know some new rules that would make their work 

successful again. This mechanism occurred in the 1980s, when economists started to 

be interested in philosophy and the philosophy of economics came to life.  

A scientific revolution is similar to a social revolution because there are no 

rational arguments to decide which theory is better. In the end, the scientific 

community decides which paradigm is better. This process often takes the form of 

a struggle between older scientists, who try to defend their theory, and young 

scientists, who criticize the old order. In the end, the group that wins has more 

power, more persuasion, and more supporters. In economics, this struggle arose in 

the 1980s, when behavioral economics criticized the neoclassical paradigm. 

Initially, the conclusions from behavioral economics were in many ways dis-

missed (Thaler, 2015). However, in recent years, behavioral economics started to 

be identified with the mainstream (Thaler, 2016; Angner, 2019). Kuhn changed 

the game for philosophers of science. They had to agree to the relativity of scien-

tific methods.  

The last philosopher in the story is Feyerabend, who introduced epistemolog-

ical anarchism, which is captured by the phrase “anything goes”. Scientists some-

times misinterpret his work, perceiving him as a lunatic. However, he did not 

criticize science for the sake of criticism. He displayed some of the problems of 

science because he wanted it to do better. Firstly, he argued against authoritative 

and dogmatic science, which behaves like a church. Feyerabend cautioned against 

people who think that they know what the truth is. In this sense, he was a fierce 

critic of the fundamentalist idea of truth. For him, science started to behave like 

a church because it believes in its own infallibility, and it tries to make scientific 

methods the only proven tool for understanding the world.  

Secondly, he argues that science should not have any methodological rules 

because none of them guarantee success. He challenged scientists to present some 

scientific methodology, and he would prove that it did not work at some point in 

history. Feyerabend (1993) enjoyed giving examples of theories that were discov-

ered because scientists did not follow the ruling methodology at that time. He 
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showed that a particular methodology can be effective in one case and ineffective 

in another. It means that scientists just do not know which rules work and which 

do not. Therefore, we all should be anarchists in methodology and criticize our 

theories. This attitude can lead to discoveries in science. 

Of course, the philosophy of science did not end with Feyerabend and the 

1980s. Since then, many different approaches in the framework of constructivism 

have developed (e.g., feminist epistemology, the sociology of science, postmod-

ernism). All of these approaches are important, but the discussion must end here 

due to the limits of the article. The essential fact is that they use conclusions from 

Kuhn, Quine, and Feyerabend. All of them criticize the fundamentalistic episte-

mology of science. They underline the problems of theory-ladenness, underdeter-

mination, socially constructed knowledge, objectivity, and scientific facts.  

The purpose of this introduction was to present that the fundamentalist idea 

of epistemology and truth is dead. There are no firm rules by which sciences can 

be cultivated. However, many economists do not care about this state of affairs, 

and they do science as if nothing has happened. To this day, many economists are 

positivistic in spirit, and they believe in facts, falsificationism, independence be-

tween theory and reality, and is/ought distinction.  

3. Value-free economics 

Before starting our analysis of value-free economics, some arguments have to be 

made to justify the claim that positivism is still a position held by some econo-

mists. A few words are necessary because many argue that economics has trans-

formed in the last years due to the incorporation of knowledge from other social 

sciences like psychology (behavioral economics) and sociology (new institutional 

economics). Therefore, contemporary mainstream economics is different from 

orthodox neoclassical economics from the 1950s (e.g., Colander, 2000; Colander 

et al., 2004; Davis, 2006; Cedrini & Fontana, 2018). The paragon of the transfor-

mation of economics is behavioral economics, which started to be perceived as the 

new mainstream (Thaler, 2016; Angner, 2019). Moreover, it is argued that eco-

nomics is not so theoretical anymore, and there has been an “empirical turn” in 

recent years (Backhouse & Cherrier, 2017). In general, the process of opening 

economics to other social sciences has been noticed. It is called “reverse imperial-

ism,” which also indicates that economics is pluralistic in methodology, and it 

does not rely only on positivism. 

However, many argue that despite the changes, the foundations of economics 

have not changed, and mainstream economics works as it used to (Berg & Gigerenzer, 

2010; Dow, 2012; Lawson, 2015; Madra, 2016; Ostapiuk, 2019a, 2020). Everyone 

agrees that economics has incorporated many insights from other social sciences. 

However, they are perceived only as adjustments, whereas the paradigm has not 

changed. Many economists still rely on positivism and believe in objective and value-

free economics based on deduction and axiomatic revealed preference theory (viz. 
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rationality, utility, and homo economicus). To see that mainstream economics has not 

changed significantly, we can look at syllabuses and textbooks (Ratajczak, 2014; 

Graupe, 2019). The dominance of mainstream economics is also visible when analyz-

ing which journals are the most influential and who holds power in academia (Four-

cade, Ollion & Algan, 2015; Akerlof, 2020).  

Therefore, McCloskey’s forty-year-old description of the methodology of 

economics is, in many ways, still accurate and worth analyzing.  

(1) Prediction (and control) is the goal of science. 

(2) Only the observable implications (or predictions) of a theory matter to its 

truth. 

(3) Observability entails objective, reproducible experiments. 

(4) If (and only if) an experimental implication of a theory proves false is the 

theory proved false. 

(5) Objectivity is to be treasured; subjective “observation” (introspection) is not 

scientific knowledge. 

(6) Kelvin’s Dictum: “When you cannot express it in numbers, your knowledge 

is of a meagre and unsatisfactory kind.” 

(7) Introspection, metaphysical belief, aesthetics, and the like may well figure in 

the discovery of an hypothesis but cannot figure in its justification. 

(8) It is the business of methodology to demarcate scientific reasoning from non-

scientific, positive from normative. 

(9) A scientific explanation of an event brings the event under a covering law. 

(10) Scientists, for instance economic scientists, have nothing to say as scientists 

about values, whether of morality or art. 

(11) Hume’s Fork (McCloskey, 1983, pp. 484–485) 

In this section, most of these points are analyzed. The goal is to show how eco-

nomics can hold a positivistic view of science despite its obsoleteness. In this article, 

neoclassical economics is perceived as value-free economics because both are based 

mainly on revealed preference theory, which is not interested in human goals, as-

sumes that people do what is best for them, and rationality is defined by technical 

criteria. The mathematization of economics after World War II is one of the reasons 

why economists still believe in positivism. Economists want to be like hard science 

(physic envy). Therefore, they search for universal rules and models that are con-

sciously unrealistic. Much ink has been spilled about these issues (Weintraub, 2002; 

Mirowski, 2002; Ostapiuk, 2017). Therefore, here only one thing about mathemati-

zation is underlined. Many economists follow Samuelson, who wrote that “Mathe-

matics is language” (1952, p. 56). It is important to understand that economists did 

not invent this idea. They took if from logical positivism, which perceives mathe-

matics as a metalanguage for all science (Mirowski, 2002).  

Logical positivism definitely influenced Robbins (1932), and Witztum indi-

cates three central tenets of Robbins’ most important essay: 

(1) The subject matter of economics is the tension between scarcity and wants 

(the means-ends problem).  
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(2) Economics is based on axioms (abstractions) which are derived from experi-

ence and which lead to statements about reality (hence, the ‘scientific’ nature of 

the subject). 

(3) Economics is not concerned with ends but only with the means available to 

achieve those ends. It is thus, value-free. (Witztum, 2007, p. 58) 

These tenets were necessary to achieve three goals: (1) Define economic sci-

ence as the study of scarcity-constrained rational choice, (2) Put economics on 

a firmer epistemological foundation (moving away from hedonism), (3) Make an 

argument against interpersonal utility comparisons (Hands, 2007). The most 

critical issue from this article’s perspective is the third one—value-freeness, which 

creates an abyss between normative and positive approaches.  

Before analyzing Robbin’s view, it is essential to present how logical positiv-

ism classifies sentences to comprehend the distinction between normative and 

positive approaches that prevails in economics. Logical positivists introduced 

a tripartite classification of sentences: (1) Synthetic, (2) Analytic, (3) Nonsense 

(Putnam, 2002, p. 10). Synthetic judgments are empirically verifiable or falsifia-

ble. They contain statements that can be verified by reality (facts). For example, 

we can say that Mount Everest is the highest mountain in the world. It is easy to 

check whether this statement is true or false. The second type of statement is one 

that cannot be verified by reality. These analytical statements take the form of 

tautologies. This means that we can indicate whether they are true or false based 

on the logical rules alone. The purpose of tautologies is not to tell something about 

reality but to show the world’s logical structure. For example, we assume that the 

sum of angles in a triangle is 180°. The third group of statements includes ethical, 

metaphysical, and aesthetic judgments. Logical positivists perceive them as unsci-

entific because they are unverifiable. For example, from the statement “killing is 

wrong,” we cannot derive any statements which will tell us about future experi-

ences. Therefore, this statement is unverifiable and nonsensical. 

Before logical positivism, there was a distinction between normative and pos-

itive approaches in economics. Keynes made the distinction. The separation of 

positive and normative was the part of Keynes’s more general distinction between 

positive science, normative science, and art. Positive science contains a study of 

fact (what is), normative science contains the study of norms and rules (what 

ought to be), and art is focused on policy application (what can be achieved) 

(Keynes, 1999, p. 22). In the beginning, there was a clear difference between the 

positive and normative approaches, but economists did not undermine the necessi-

ty of the normative approach. They thought that ethics is necessary, but it should 

not be an area of interest for economics. One of the reasons for this was speciali-

zation. Economists could not deal with every problem, so they had to specialize. 

Until the 1920s, most economists believed that the relationship between econom-

ics and ethics was hierarchical. Economics was the science of wealth [Jevons, 

Mill, Smith], and ethics used insights from economics to assess which actions 

were ethically desirable. In a value-free approach, economists are like engineers 

who tell us how to resolve some problems efficiently, but they will not say what 

we should do. They only help people achieve the goals that they set themselves. 
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Economists are proud of this separation from ethics because they can be perceived 

as objective scientists who deal only with facts.  

Specialization was an important factor in dismissing ethics from economics, 

but it was Robbins who established the strict dichotomy between normative and 

positive economics. He underlined the difference between ethics and economics:  

Economics deals with ascertainable facts; ethics with valuations and obligations. 

The two fields of inquiry are not on the same plane of discourse. Between the 

generalisations of positive and normative studies there is a logical gulf fixed 

which no ingenuity can disguise and no juxtaposition in space or time bridge 

over. (Robbins, 1932, p. 132)  

As a result of logical positivism, all value judgments were put into the one 

bag of nonsenses that we cannot rationally discuss. Due to these problems, Rob-

bins (1932, p. 91) wanted to distinguish economics from ethics, arguing that “eco-

nomic analysis is wertfrei (value-free)”. Later, economics became, in the words of 

Sen, “self-consciously non-ethical” (1987, p. 2).  

3.1. The positive vs. normative approach 

In economics, the dichotomy between positive and normative, facts and values, 

looks straightforward. However, it has long been the subject of philosophical 

debate. Much of the discussion can be traced to Hume. This is why the is/ought 

distinction is called “Hume’s dichotomy,” “Hume’s fork,” and “Hume’s guillo-

tine”. Hume’s primary concern was to block efforts to ground ethics in the facts of 

nature (Putnam, 2002, p. 2).  

Hume was right that there is no relationship between the statements “I give to 

charity” and “I ought to give to charity.” That something is does not imply that it 

should be that way, and that because it should be that way does not imply that it is. 

Hence, the difference between “is” and “ought” seems significant enough to call it 

a dichotomy (Hands, 2012). However, the fact/value dichotomy became some-

thing different than in Hume’s writing. He did not use a term which we now call 

“value judgments.” Admittedly he discusses individual value terms, for example, 

“virtue,” “ought,” and so on. However, he puts them into the context of ethics 

(Putnam, 2002, pp. 18–19). Thus, he writes about ethical judgments, not about all 

value judgments.  

Later, many philosophers forgot about this distinction, and ethical statements 

started to be identified with value statements. This is visible in the case of positiv-

ists. Carnap generally speaks not of “value judgments” but only of the statements 

of “regulative ethics”. The goal of positivists was to challenge the objectivity and 

rationality of ethics. So, their fact/value dichotomy was not based on any serious 

examination of the nature of values. They examined the nature of “fact” in a nar-

row empiricist spirit (Putnam, 2002, pp. 28–29). Therefore, the proper analysis is 

necessary if we want to understand the nature of value judgments. Hands indicates 

that normative statements are something more than ethical valuations:  
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In general normative terms are simply terms that are action-guiding or prescrip-

tive, and normative statements are statements involving such terms. The relevant 

norms might be social, legal, epistemological, aesthetic, or a host of other types; 

ethical norms are just one very special case of such prescriptive terms. (Hands, 

2012, p. 9)  

Outside economics, it goes without saying that not everything that is “norma-

tive” involves ethics. For example, if someone says, “you ought to eat more fruit,” 

it does not mean that you should eat it to be more moral. It means that you ought 

to eat fruit to be healthy. Therefore, it is a norm but the norm of good health, not 

an ethical norm. Economists have problems with this distinction, which is visible 

in welfare economics, where any value component is automatically considered 

ethical. The problem is even deeper. Mongin writes:  

The economists’ confounding of ethical with non-ethical evaluations is perhaps 

only secondary; they are trapped into confusion at an earlier stage. They think of 

evaluations in terms of judgments, not propositions. This psychologistic precon-

ception fosters the belief that there cannot be an evaluation without a person’s 

commitment, and personal commitments are supposedly typical of morality. 

(2001, p. 13) 

So, if I say, “I do believe that the recent actions of the government were posi-

tive,” it does not always mean that I want to evaluate their actions. It could also 

mean that I give information to someone about some actions of the government. 

Terms like “honest,” “good,” or “courageous” are thick predicates of morality that 

have both an evaluative and a descriptive side, in contrast to ethical good – typi-

cally thin predicate (Mongin, 2001). 

3.2. The influence of utilitarianism 

Economists sometimes unknowingly derive ought from is. It is possible because 

economics is influenced by utilitarianism, which is a consequentialist system. For 

a utilitarian, one ought to do what gives the most pleasure. Therefore, if A causes 

more pleasure than B, then A ought to be done. In this way, utilitarianism con-

nects economic evaluations with prescriptions (Mongin, 2001). These assumptions 

lead economists to choose a particular policy. If an economist had to choose be-

tween policy A and B, she would probably use this criterion: “The best (good) 

policy (ceteris paribus) is the one that makes people better off (that is, it leads to 

the highest level of utility or preference satisfaction among the relevant individu-

als)” (Hands, 2012, p. 16). Therefore, if economic analysis tells us that policy 

A (ceteris paribus) makes people better off than policy B, then society ought to do 

A. Of course, economists do not say what things make people better off. However, 

they assume that what individuals do maximizes their utility. Utility in economics 

is entirely different from Bentham’s utility and the utility used by marginalists. 

Sometimes economists speak about individuals who are aiming to maximize utili-

ty. However, it does not mean that utility is perceived as an ultimately good thing. 
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Utility maximizers only do what they prefer. To say that agents maximize their 

utility says nothing about the nature of their preferences. It only connects prefer-

ence and choice. Rational individuals rank available alternatives and choose what 

they prefer the most (Hausman, 1992, p. 18). In the end, economics knowing 

what is (what people do—positive facts) tells us how it ought to be (normative).  

The next problem also arises from the is/ought dichotomy. For economists, 

this distinction proves that economics is positive and value-free. Klappholz (1964, 

pp. 98–99) writes:  

The ‘orthodox’ position rests on Hume’s observation that norms or proposals 

cannot be deduced from descriptive statements alone... Since the scientific part 

of economics consists exclusively of descriptive statements, it cannot have any 

ethical entailment, and is therefore value-free. If this is what we mean by ‘value-

free’ then... it seems trivially true that economics, and the social sciences in gen-

eral, can be value-free.  

It means that “positive economics starts from assumptions that are phrased in 

terms of factual statements alone and it proceeds by making deductions from these 

statements” (Mongin, 2001, p. 20). However, this understanding is flawed because 

Hume’s dichotomy only works when initial premises are exclusively factual, and 

economics contains the evaluative vocabulary of preference. The statements like 

“I prefer A to B” designate an evaluative concept, which makes the proposition an 

evaluative one (2001). Because this is not well known among economists, many 

still perceive the Pareto optimum and effectiveness as value-free concepts. The 

Pareto optimum is normatively laden. Therefore, welfare economics cannot be 

perceived as positive science (Blaug, 1992; Hausman & McPherson, 2006). The 

Pareto criterion is not value-free because it is based entirely on satisfying the pref-

erences of a particular economic agent. Therefore, being better or worse off is 

caused by individual preference satisfaction. For Hausman and McPherson (2006, 

pp. 67–68), the Pareto criterion functions “as a Trojan horse smuggling ethical 

commitments into the theoretical citadel of positive mainstream economics.” It 

assures economists that economic efficiency is value-free, and allows them to 

“conclude that, ceteris paribus, perfectly competitive equilibria are morally desir-

able and market imperfections that interfere with the achievement of competitive 

equilibria are morally undesirable” (p. 66).  

The second issue is rational choice theory, which many economists perceive 

as a positive approach (Thaler, 1980). It would be a descriptive theory if econo-

mists make a systematic empirical observation of the agent’s preferences and 

choices and then generalize those observations to derive some scientific laws of 

economic behavior (Hands, 2012). However, this is not how economic analysis is 

done in most cases. As mentioned before, economists cannot observe people’s 

beliefs and desires. Therefore, they concentrate on people’s choices. However, 

neoclassical economists do not only say that someone chooses something, but they 

indicate that someone chose something because it maximizes their utility or satis-

fies their preferences (revealed preference theory). Neoclassical economists also 

assume that one’s choice is rational. Economists are content to use instrumental 



18       ALEKSANDER OSTAPIUK 

rationality, which enables them to be value-free because they do not say what 

choice people should make to maximize their utility. However, some economists 

forget that they make assumptions about instrumental rationality. They assume 

that preferences must be transitive and complete to be called rational (satisfying 

a weak axiom of revealed preferences).  

To conclude the discussion on normative-positive economics, the distinction 

between is and ought is exaggerated. Putnam thinks that the dichotomy should be 

“disinflated”:  

If we disinflate the fact/value dichotomy, what we get is this: there is a distinc-

tion to be drawn (one that is useful in some contexts) between ethical judgments 

and other sorts of judgments. This is undoubtedly the case, just as it is undoubt-

edly the case that there is a distinction to be drawn (and one that is useful in 

some contexts) between chemical judgments and judgments that do not belong 

to the field of chemistry. But nothing metaphysical follows from the existence of 

a fact/value distinction in this (modest) sense. (Putnam, 2002, p. 19)  

Moreover, economists should understand that they are not as positive as they 

like to see themselves. Economic theories (Rational choice theory, the Pareto 

optimum) contain normative components, but to understand that, economists need 

to extricate themselves from positivistic influence. No social science can be entire-

ly value-free, and in the end, economists deal with human goals (see Hausman 

& McPherson, 2006; Fiedor & Ostapiuk, 2017; Reiss, 2017; Ostapiuk, 2019b, 

2020; Hardt, 2020). To do that properly, economists need to have a debate on 

goals and normative approaches.  

3.3. Popper, Friedman, and economics 

In the discussion on economic methodology, we cannot forget about Friedman 

(1953). For him, the main thing that matters is the prediction of a novel fact. It 

means that evidence that had never been observed determines if an economic 

theory is successful. Friedman writes that the “ultimate goal of a positive science 

is the development of a ‘theory’ or ‘hypothesis’ that yields valid and meaningful 

... predictions about phenomena not yet observed” (1953, p. 7). Most economists 

see Friedman as an instrumentalist because they think that he does not care about 

the realism of the assumptions (Boland, 1979; Caldwell, 1992).1 They are only 

used to predict novel facts. According to Friedman, “the relevant question to ask 

about the ‘assumptions’ of a theory is not whether they are descriptively ‘realis-

tic,’ for they never are, but whether they are sufficiently good approximations for 

the purpose in hand” (Friedman, 1953, p. 15) and “in general, the more significant 

the theory, the more unrealistic the assumptions” (p. 14).  

 
1 However, Mäki (2009) argues that Friedman’s position is more complicated and cannot be identified 

as mere instrumentalism. Due to many ambiguities and inconsistencies in F53, Friedman’s position is 

open to various interpretation (as realist statement or/and as socially constructivist fallibilism). 
Hoyningen-Huene (2017) also argues that Friedman should not be interpreted as instrumentalist. To 

show that he investigates the concept of ‘ideal type’ in F53. 
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Popper’s falsificationism was pretested in the first section. Here it is analyzed 

from the perspective of economics. There are two main problems with falsifica-

tionism. Firstly, economists have never really practiced it. Blaug wrote, “Modern 

economists frequently preach falsificationism... but they rarely practice it: their 

working philosophy of science is aptly described as ‘innocuous falsificationism’” 

(1992, p. 111). Of course, economists engage in empirical research, which should 

make their theories more prone to falsification, but  

much of it is like playing tennis with the net down: instead of attempting to re-

fute testable predictions, modern economists all too frequently are satisfied to 

demonstrate that the real world conforms to their predictions, thus replacing fal-

sificationism, which is difficult, with verification, which is easy. (Blaug, 1992, 

p. 241)  

Economists do not falsify their theories; rather, they verify them, which 

shows the lasting influence of logical positivism on economics.  

Problems with falsificationism are deeper. Many economists do not fully un-

derstand underdetermination and theory-ladenness. They see falsificationism as 

a special type of empiricist foundationalism (logical positivism) but without the 

problem of induction (Hands 2001, p. 292). Popper was never an empirical foun-

dationalist. Therefore, economists are Popperians for the wrong reasons (p. 292). 

Secondly, if they had read Popper in a modern way, they would not be Popperians 

because falsificationism does not provide a methodology that shows how science 

must be done, making a solid demarcation line between sciences and pseudo-

sciences. In the end, it is impossible to escape from metaphysics.  

4. Value-free economics vs. the real world 

The perception of economics as value-free science causes problems not only in 

theory but also in real life. Many economists treat instrumental rationality, The 

Pareto optimum, and effectiveness as positive, not normative conceptions. This 

perception has led to the belief that well-being in economics is a positive theory. 

This is wrong because there is no descriptive theory of well-being. It is impossible 

to discuss well-being without making some value judgments. Many economists 

did not see that because they used a formal, not a substantive theory of well-being 

that does not say what good ultimately is but tells us how to find what is good for 

people (Hausman & McPherson, 2006, p. 119). We should just wait and see what 

people choose. Because of that, “economists should not have substantive views 

about the conception of the good. But this is of course to make a moral judgment 

and to subscribe to a particular theory of well-being: namely, wellbeing is what 

people desire” (Reiss, 2013, p. 214).  

The conception of well-being based on revealed preferences is very problem-

atic. Behavioral economics and economics of happiness show that people do not 

have stable preferences. Frequently they are created “on the fly.” Preferences are 
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context-dependent (Sen, 1993; Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), change with time 

(Ainslie, 1975), and are malleable (Brickman, Coates & Janoff-Bulman, 1978). 

Moreover, people have cognitive biases that are not anomalies but an inherent 

feature of human beings (Thaler, 2015). Due to these problems, revealed prefer-

ences are not always a good indicator of well-being.  

If we know about the problems of value-free economics, how is it possible to 

use rational choice theory or revealed preferences? Nowadays, many economists 

argue that neoclassical economics has always known that people are not fully 

rational, and homo economicus was a necessary simplification of the world, not 

a description. However, it is not the complete truth. Many economists created 

models based on assumptions of full rationality, and they were used in real life. It 

was the case in the times of neoliberalism, when people were presented as rational 

agents who know what is best for them (Thaler, 2015; Rodrik, 2015). The goal of 

this article is not to blame economists. The goal is to underline that models per-

form reality, and sometimes scientists can confuse their models with reality (Cal-

lon, 2006; Morgan, 2012; Boldyrev & Svetlova, 2016). Homo economicus used 

by neoclassical economists is a paradigm, the lenses by which they look at reality. 

Economists tailor reality to their theories. This was indicated by Callon (2006) in 

the concept of performativity. Economic theories also influence the people who 

become familiar with them. Hausman and McPherson wrote, “it seems that learn-

ing economics may make people more selfish” (2006, p. 305). Many economists 

believe that people are rational and egoistic. Therefore, when behavioral econom-

ics, which questions these assumptions, started to develop, it attracted criticism 

from neoclassical economists (Thaler, 2015). 

Of course, homo economicus and rational choice theory have been criticized 

for a very long time, but since the 1980s, the criticism has increased. 

Psychologists, sociologists, and philosophers have criticized neoclassical 

economics’ views on people and rationality. Still, not only did economics not 

change their view, but it was able to thrive (‘economic imperialism’ Lazear 2000, 

see Brzeziński, Gorynia & Hockuba, 2008). How was it possible that this criticism 

did not affect economics? It was possible thanks to economists’ specific percep-

tion of rationality and utility. Becker (1976), with his economic approach, is the 

best example of where value-free economics leads. He perceives rationality 

instrumentally. It means that we care about the means, not the ends that individu-

als put on themselves. Therefore, we can perceive all behaviors as rational. From 

this perspective, it does not matter whether someone is a homeless drug addict 

without work and family or a happy and successful person with a happy family 

life. In both cases, the person is rational. The same method is used in the case of 

utility, which is perceived ad libitum. It means that Becker put altruism, empathy, 

and a sense of fairness in the bottomless pit of maximization. Hence, self-interest 

(the maximization of utility) can manifest itself both as a donation of a kidney to 

a stranger and the murderer of this person. This perception of utility and rationali-

ty means that in the economic approach, every behavior meets the requirements 

(created by Becker) of rationality and the maximization of utility. Therefore, the 

economic approach is based on axiomatic assumptions that are nothing more than 
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tautologies, which causes the model to always work. Hence, criticizing economic 

assumptions as unrealistic does not have any effect. The economic approach 

works. This is why so many economists still believe in value-free economics and 

champion the mathematical approach (see Ostapiuk, 2019a, 2020).  

After World War II, economists started to look like the scientific community 

in The Glass Bead Game (Hesse), where scientists live in an ivory tower and do 

not care about reality. Blaug (1997, p. 3) wrote: “economy increasingly become an 

intellectual game played for its own sake and not for its practical consequence for 

understanding the economic world.” Many economists create theories for theory’s 

sake. It does not matter whether they are true or accurate. The only important 

thing is if theories are closed axiomatic systems that logically work. Of course, 

many things have changed in economics since the peak of mathematization in the 

1970 and 1980s. Since then, we have experienced the rise of behavioral economics 

and new institutional economics, which focus on how people really behave, and 

which rely more on data than an axiomatic theory. However, as was underlined 

before, many authors argue that the soul of economics has not changed, and it is 

still based on the formalistic method and closed axiomatic system (Berg 

& Gigerenzer, 2010; Dow, 2012; Lawson, 2015; Madra, 2016; Ostapiuk, 2020).  

The ongoing fascination with the effectiveness of theories, not their accuracy 

toward reality, displays economics’ schizophrenia. On the one hand, economists 

are naïve realists who believe in objective (measurable) data and logical positiv-

ism. On the other hand, they use instrumentalism, where truth cannot be known, 

and prediction is what matters because of its usefulness. This inconsistency is the 

result of economists’ opportunism and lack of methodological knowledge. They 

use methodologies that suit them. Objective data give economists a firm, scientific 

foundation that distinguishes them from other social scientists. Instrumentalism 

with disbelief in the truth gives economists justification for simplified mathemati-

cal models that do not explain reality. They only need to have predictive power.  

The arguments against objectivity have been presented before, so let us indi-

cate some problems with instrumentalism. Philosophers of science often use the 

example of Ptolemy’s astronomy, which assumes that the earth is at the center of 

the universe. Although this theory is false, it has strong predictive power, and it is 

useful. It guides navigation, and it helps create a more accurate calendar. If we had 

judged only its usefulness, we would hold to this theory. However, nobody treats 

Ptolemy’s astronomy seriously. In general, instrumentalism is not wrong in stating 

that there is no truth, which is why science’s ultimate goal is usefulness. 

Instrumentalism has its roots in pragmatism but goes too far. Pragmatists like 

James or Peirce did not argue that theories cannot be true or false. They just ar-

gued that theories must serve practical ends (cash value), although the cash value 

of a theory is not only its predictive power. If theories are like instruments that we 

use, then we need to know for what purpose we need them. A barometer measures 

air pressure. Thanks to that, people can predict and anticipate weather changes. 

However, other tools are necessary to control the weather. A barometer alone can 

only assist in measurement or observation (Hausman, 1998, p. 190). Conversely, 

the hammer helps one to act. Both of these instruments have different purposes. 
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Therefore, the idea of theories as tools is ambiguous. “Should it aim to give them 

tools to measure and passively to predict, or should it aim to give them tools to act 

and to control?” (p. 190). 

We should step down from these abstractions toward real economic prob-

lems. For a while, Phillip’s curve enabled economists to predict the rate of unem-

ployment connected with inflation rates. However, the relationship ended when 

governments started to use this relation to regulate the rate of unemployment. 

Why did it happen? Prediction requires only knowledge of stable correlations, 

whereas control demands knowledge of causation (Hausman, 1998, p. 190). In-

strumentalists do not care about this distinction because they believe that the only 

practical goal is prediction. After all, we cannot know the truth. Consequently, 

many of them do not notice that the knowledge of causes has a practical end (con-

trol). Therefore, Hausman (1998) argues that the search for causes is central to 

science. In general, most philosophers of science are not instrumentalists. They 

agree that the goal of science is both predictive and explanatory (Hausman, 1992; 

Hands, 2001; Reiss, 2013).  

The above-mentioned criticism has a bearing on value-free economics. First-

ly, prediction is not the only thing that matters; explanation is also important. 

Therefore, economists should not create theories whose only purpose is to work 

logically. Economics cannot be only an intellectual game. Secondly, there is no 

unbridgeable distinction between normative and positive approaches. Moreover, 

the economic theory of well-being contains normative statements. From this 

perspective, it is justified to argue that economics should be closer to reality and 

help people achieve a good life. To do that, economists need to consider norma-

tive approaches worth studying. Many economists still believe in the ought-is 

distinction, and they consider a discussion on values meaningless. As a scientific 

community, we need to understand and accept that we may never find conclusive 

answers about individuals’ ends. However, it does not mean that we cannot and 

should not discuss them. Therefore, the last part of the article concerns the discus-

sion on values. 

5. Put your values on the table 

It had been presented before where value-freeness has led economists. Paradoxi-

cally, Weber’s works show why economists need to deal with values. It may 

sound like a paradox because many economists regard Weber as the founder of 

value-free economics. This misinterpretation of Weber has been possible because 

his ideas are complex, which can lead to ambiguity. There is much discussion 

whether by value-freeness he means ethical neutrality of researcher, or that we 

should deal with facts without an axiomatic ingredient, or that we cannot express 

normative statements at all (Klimczak, 2014).  

In the beginning, it is essential to underline that Weber did not try to present 

a systematic epistemological treatise that would end the “strife over methods” 
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(Methodenstreit) between positivism and historicism. His goal was much more 

pragmatic. Wolin wrote that Weber “formulated the idea of methodology to serve, 

not simply as a guide to investigation but as a moral practice and a mode of politi-

cal action” (1981, p. 414). For Weber, ethics and science are interlinked. He de-

mands intellectual honesty from scientists who make claims about scientific truths 

and hypotheses (van Dun, 1986, p. 19). Weber knows that scientists cannot escape 

from values. Therefore, they should scrutinize them honestly. From this perspec-

tive, “it would perhaps be better to drop the term Wertfreiheit altogether, and to 

speak only of ‘freedom from prejudice’” (p. 20). The only place where Weber is 

explicitly against values in science is when he argued against lecturers who im-

pose ideologies on students (Weber, 1949, p. 5). 

In Weber’s opinion, we cannot escape from values in scientific work. Even 

our interest in some fields is triggered by some values that we cherish. Weber was 

pragmatic, and he understood that if we cannot eliminate our values, then we 

should scrutinize them rationally. Weber makes a distinction between “instrumen-

tal value judgments” and “methodological value judgments.” Instrumental value 

judgments should make discussion possible and fruitful. They can take the form of 

(1) assessing the internal consistency of the value premises from which various 

normative judgments are derived, (2) deducing the implications of these value 

premises in the context of the specific circumstances to which they are used, and 

(3) observing the factual consequences of different ways of achieving normative 

judgments (1949, pp. 20–21). Methodological value judgments cannot be checked, 

but without them, science could not exist. They are the main assumptions of 

scientific approaches. In value-free economics, we can indicate methodological 

value judgments like the invisible hand, equilibrium, instrumental rationality, and 

revealed preferences. Even though we cannot find an objective basis to compare 

these values, we need to investigate them. Scientists must practice a “contempla-

tive attitude” toward these values (Schweitzer, 1970, p. 83). Contemplation does 

not mean indifference toward values but impartiality. Scientists have to accept the 

subjectivity of science, and this is why they should be self-consciously subjective. 

What kind of implication does it have on value-free economics? Firstly, it is im-

possible to eradicate values from economics because of methodological value 

judgments. Secondly, economists can use Weber’s insight to see the normativity 

of their fundamental assumptions, which many treat as positive ones.  

Nagel and Sen, like Weber, wanted to prove that science can work despite its 

value-ladenness. Nagel (1961) distinguishes “characterizing value judgments” and 

“appraising value judgments.” Characterizing value judgments contains criteria 

that can be assessed (by logic or data). Different judgments can be compared 

thanks to objective criteria. On the other hand, “appraising value judgments” eval-

uate states of the world. For example, the desirability of a particular kind of hu-

man behavior, or an assessment of the outcomes created by that behavior. Scien-

tists cannot choose between appraising value judgments because there are no 

objective criteria to do so. There is only social power. Nagel understands that 

science cannot work without values. However, he believes that science can be 

free, at least, from “appraising value judgments,” and it can stick to “characteriz-
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ing value judgments” that can be compared by the scientific method  

(pp. 492–495). Sen made a similar distinction. He differentiates “basic” and “non-

basic” value judgments. Sen explains that “a value judgment can be called ‘basic’ 

to a person if the judgment is supposed to apply under all conceivable circum-

stances, and it is ‘nonbasic’ otherwise” (1970, p. 59). This distinction is essential 

because it draws the line between science and non-science. If we have basic value 

judgments that state that freedom is the most important value and we do not con-

sider any other value (e.g., happiness), then it is impossible to have a discussion 

because discussion assumes that we can change our opinion due to the arguments 

that are presented. So long as a value judgment is “nonbasic,” we can have 

a discussion because we can convince the other side by appealing to some 

facts/arguments. The essence of science is a discussion within which the partici-

pants can change their opinions. If we do not have a discussion, we do not have 

science. Therefore, only “nonbasic” judgments make science possible.  

Blaug observes that the methods that give scientists the ability to discuss val-

ues are not ironclad. He wrote: “the difference between the methods of reaching 

agreement on methodological judgments and value judgments is one of degree, 

not of kind” (1992, p. 116). Blaug noticed that there is a difference between an is 

and ought statement, but “at the deep philosophical level, this distinction is per-

haps misleading” (pp. 114–115). He underlines that so-called facts must also rely 

on the acceptance of some rule of the scientific game which strives for objectivity. 

However, it will never be achieved entirely because accepting scientific rules 

depends on the scientific community, and it is done by persuasion. A similar point 

was made by McCloskey (1983), which is investigated in the last section.  

Although Blaug agrees that science is theory-laden, he thinks that Nagel’s 

distinction between characterizing (methodological) and appraising (normative) 

judgments is real and significant (1992, pp. 114–115). Without this difference, we 

will fall into absolute relativism, which does not offer a lot. Some difference be-

tween is/ought is necessary, which is visible in the case of Myrdal (1970), who 

argues that every statement is equally value-laden. Of course, an inflation rate is 

theory-laden. We normatively decide which products and services should be 

inclined in this measurement. However, when the rate of inflation is presented, it 

is the same rate for everyone, and this kind of objectivity is essential for science.  

The purpose of this section was to indicate that scientists cannot escape from 

values. They deal with values even though they cannot decide which of them is 

true. From this perspective, it seems uncontroversial that economists can work on 

normative approaches which were dismissed in logical positivism. Of course, at 

the core, they concern normative statements. However, thanks to “instrumental 

value judgments,” we can check if they are logically consistent and if the evidence 

supports them. In the case of “methodological value judgments,” which cannot be 

eradicated from science, it is better to put these values on the table and make them 

transparent than hide them in a disguise, as is done by positive economics. The 

distinction between is and ought is not unbridgeable, and there is no escape from 

relativity. However, scientists should not be afraid of relativism because some 

mechanisms make the scientific endeavor a successful enterprise.  
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6. Dancing on the cliff of relativism 

The old methodology designed to find truth is dead. However, it does not mean 

the end of philosophy (Hands, 2001). The lack of a strict methodological corset is 

not a catastrophe, and it can even be liberating for scientists. Why should we be so 

optimistic? Firstly, one can find similarities between contemporary relativistic 

science and ethics at the end of the 19th century. Understanding that ‘God is Dead’ 

moved many intellectuals, who thought that without a higher set of rules given by 

God, society would fall into anarchy. Dostoyevsky best vocalized this attitude 

when he stated that “Without God, all things are permitted.” As we can observe 

now, nothing of the kind happened (Pinker, 2011). We discovered that we do not 

need to have absolute rules to lead a good and moral life. It is possible to drive 

a parallel here and argue that science can thrive without absolute rules. 

One hundred years ago, ethics (for the most part) dropped the claim that we 

can discover whether some actions are fundamentally right or wrong in a moral 

sense. For scientists, it takes much more time to accept relativity because of the 

specificity of science. People become scientists because they want to know 

the truth. Therefore, it is extremely difficult to let the idea of truth go. This is 

especially the case for hard science, which deals with data, facts, and universal 

rules. It also concerns economics, which aspires to be hard science. From the 

perspective of the contemporary philosophy of science, scientists should be more 

like artists and accept relativity. Kuhn also makes this point: “Like artists, creative 

scientists must occasionally be able to live in a world out of joint” (1996, p. 79). 

As scientists, we cannot obligingly follow some methodology. We must be ready 

to change our paradigms all the time. From this perspective, the death of logical 

positivism and fundamentalist methodology (Received view) is a positive change. 

Thanks to that, metaphysics and ontology can be seriously discussed in economic 

methodology. Moreover, changes in the philosophy of science lead to a revival of 

pragmatism. This philosophical system provides a third way between two main 

approaches in metascience: foundationalist philosophy and radical relativism. 

Pragmatism is an alternative because it is antifoundationalist, but it also treats 

science as something special.  

The death of fundamentalist philosophy means the dismissal of scientific 

monism, which has been cherished by neoclassical economics for years. Nowa-

days, methodological pluralism seems to be the only game in town. It must be 

underlined that pluralism does not mean that anything goes, and everything is 

equally subjective as in relativism (Dow, 2012). It means that there are different 

methodologies and approaches suitable for different situations. Therefore, there is 

no single approach that works for every situation. It teaches humility and tolerance 

for other ideas. 

Secondly, we should not be afraid of relativism because of the way the 

scientific community works. Lakatos (1980) presented a quasi-historical approach 

to choosing which methodology is better. He argues that the scientific elite itself 

decides which methodology is superior. Does it sound reasonable to ask where 
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this belief in the scientific community came from? Merton was a sociologist who 

proposed four values that characterize the ethos of sciences and make them suc-

cessful (CUDOS-norms): 

(1) communism: all scientists should have common ownership of scientific 

goods (intellectual property) to promote collective collaboration; secrecy is the 

opposite of this norm;  

(2) universalism: scientific validity is independent of the socio-political status 

and personal attributes of its participants;  

(3) disinterestedness: scientific institutions act for the benefit of a common sci-

entific enterprise rather than for the personal gain of individuals;  

(4) organized skepticism: scientific claims should be exposed to critical scrutiny 

before being accepted. (Merton, 1942, pp. 118–126)  

Of course, it is possible to indicate many instances where these rules are 

violated. However, if we look at the history of science, we can see that most 

scientists respect these rules. Although the decision of the scientific community is 

relative, the practice of doing science is a reliable standard (the best we have).  

Scientists and their practice make science a successful endeavor even though 

we do not have rules to find the truth. The lack of rules is not a problem for scien-

tists. Conversely, Poincaré (2010) gives a psychological explanation of scientific 

work where scientists’ creativity, not sticking to rules, makes their work success-

ful. At the beginning, scientists gather data and read books to resolve some prob-

lems. However, often the problem cannot be solved. When relying on knowledge 

does not work, the subconscious work begins (e.g., during sleep). A scientist has 

a flash of insight, and she finds a solution that is consciously checked later. Poin-

care compares scientists to musicians who look for beauty and harmony. A scien-

tist, like a musician, can find beautiful motifs in random voices. Later, scientists 

cannot explain how they find a solution because often, the process takes place in 

subconsciousness. A similar argument about scientific creativity was made by 

Michael Polanyi (1958). He is well known for the concept of “tacit knowledge.” 

The best example is riding a bike. We cannot explain to someone how to do it, we 

just do it (learning by experience). In the context of science, tacit knowledge 

means that scientists look at the best articles and arguments of other scientists, 

thanks to which, they learn what a good article looks like. They do not know this 

because some strict rules define which article is good but because they “experi-

ence” good articles.  

The normativity of the scientific community attracts much criticism. It is es-

pecially visible in the case of McCloskey’s rhetorical approach. In general, she 

argues that fundamentalist methodology does not work. Scientific theories are 

theory-laden and underdetermined; science is contextual and interest-laden. Also, 

psychological dichotomies, like positive versus normative, theory versus observa-

tion, a priori versus a posteriori, are inadequate. Because it is impossible to find 

epistemic truth, McCloskey argues that scientists are like other people and they 

are convinced by persuasion (Klamer, McCloskey & Solow, 1988). She wrote: “If 

we decide that the quantity theory of money or the marginal productivity theory of 
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distribution is persuasive, interesting, useful, reasonable, appealing, acceptable, 

we do not also need to know that it is True” (McCloskey, 1994, pp. 46–47). Be-

cause of this view, she is branded an irrationalist by many economists. Her rhetor-

ical approach dismisses Truth and Methodology. Many economists think that this 

position leaves us with “anything goes.” McCloskey does not:  

Of course, some arguments are better than others. Anything does not go. Recog-

nizing that nonetheless they are all arguments does not entail slipping into a hot 

tub of “relativism” as defined by conservative philosophers of science. One does 

not give up the ability to distinguish between the Ajax Kitchen Cleanser jingle 

and Gödel’s Proof by noting that both are designed with an audience in mind, 

with a perlocutionary force, with patterns of repetition, ... and all the rest. 

(McCloskey, 1994, p. 290)  

Despite relativity, McCloskey thinks that we can compare different argu-

ments and decide which is better. Mäki (1995) uses this insight and argues for 

rhetorical realism, where persuasion alone is not enough in scientific debate. Some 

truths are independent of the persuasive efforts and the beliefs of debaters (Mäki, 

2012). These truths refer to some universal audience or rules, not to the tyranny of 

the majority. For McCloskey and Mäki, rhetoric is something different than soph-

ism, where the goal is to persuade people of some idea at all costs. In scientific 

discourse, we also try to convince other scientists, but we do this by adhering to 

some rules like logic or correspondence to data. Of course, these rules are created 

and objectified by scientists, and this makes them normative. However, this is the 

best science can do, and it works. Moreover, there is a difference between soph-

ism, where the only goal is winning a debate, and scientific rhetoric, where one 

plays by the rules, independent of one’s self-interest. Scientists want to win fairly 

by using rules, as in a chess game. They do not wait for an opponent to go to the 

toilet and then change the positions of the pawns. 

The fierce criticism of McCloskey means that many economists do not fully 

understand the changes in the philosophy of science. Nowadays, the goal of sci-

ence is not to find the truth but to function in the relative world. It should not be so 

frightening when we observe that we can rationally discuss some values (it is not 

a shouting contest). We cannot escape from relativism or values. Therefore, we 

should be self-conscious about the rules that we use.  

This relative idea of truth was presented more than one hundred years ago by 

Nietzsche, who also perceived truth as provisional and relative to the knower. For 

him, truth is “a mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphisms” 

(Nietzsche, 1954, p. 46). However, Nietzsche never argued against improving our 

knowledge. He prescribed active, not passive nihilism. Megill (1985, p. 34) wrote:  

Nietzsche prescribes this nihilism as the appropriate attitude for modern, and 

postmodern, existence. Instead of drawing back from the void, we dance upon it. 

Instead of lamenting the absence of a world suited to our being, we invent one. 

We become the artists of our own existence, untrammeled by natural constraints 

and limitations.  
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We should accept the fact that there is no absolute truth and objectivity. Ac-

cepting reality is better than denial. Unfortunately, by sticking to an obsolete posi-

tivistic view of science, this is what many economists do.  

In the end, the slippery slope of relativity ends somewhere, and it ends for 

a reason. If we want to argue that we ought not to be reasonable, we need to give 

reasons for this position. We cannot reasonably deny that we ought to be reasona-

ble. So, the question of whether or not we ought to be reasonable must lead to the 

conclusion that we ought. We know this from Aristotle. In Protrepticus (Barnes, 

1984, pp. 3, 17–23), he argued that the question of whether we ought to philoso-

phize or not logically permits only one answer. We ought to philosophize.  

Aristotle is used here to reassure economists who are afraid of “anything 

goes” and the relativity of science. Accepting relativity does not necessarily lead 

to anarchism and the end of science. Therefore, economists do not have to stick to 

logical positivism and methodological monism. Moreover, it is possible to be open 

towards methodological pluralism and normative approaches, which are treated as 

unscientific because they concern subjective goals. It is possible because norma-

tive approaches can be analyzed and assessed.  

7. Conclusions 

Accepting that science is relative and normative can draw economists a little closer 

to artists, who are not so corseted by ultimate rules and truth. For them, there are no 

objective standards of beauty or the ultimate method to define art. They also do not 

feel a need to find an objective method to choose which piece of art is better. From 

the perspective of the contemporary philosophy of science, objective truth and iron-

clad scientific methods do not exist. Nor will economists find an objective method to 

choose between theories and paradigms. In this light, economists as artists rely on 

community and institutional standards created by this community, which are norma-

tive. Of course, economists use different rules than artists (e.g., facts, arguments, and 

logic), but the difference is in the degree and not the kind. Neither artists nor econ-

omists can have an objective method of how to do their work. 

In the end, we can refer once more to Kuhn (1996), who famously underlined 

the relativity of science. Even though he argued that there are no ultimate methodo-

logical rules for science, he was not an irrationalist. He proposed criteria to choose 

between paradigms (accuracy, consistency, scope, simplicity, and fruitfulness, see 

Kuhn, 1977). However, these rules are still subjective. Kuhn perceives them as epis-

temological values that influence science, not determine it. Many scientists are not 

impressed by these vague guidelines because they want scientific rules that define 

truth, delineate objective facts, and distinguish between science and pseudo-science. 

However, we will not find such rules. At the end of the day, economists as artists 

rely on the community and the institutional rules of the game. This is the best that 

we can hope for; and these normative rules make discussion possible.  
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