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Abstract 

Atkinson and Lind (2013) fire a shot at the good ship economics; actually ten shots. They claim that 

courses in introductory economics (“econ 101”) pass off “ten myths” on unwary students, and public 

policy practitioners.  And what are these “ten myths” we are warned about. They are as follows: Myth 1: 

Economics is a science. Myth 2: The goal of economic policy is maximizing efficiency. Myth 3: The 

economy is a market. Myth 4: Prices reflect value. Myth 5:  All profitable activities are good for the 

economy. Myth 6:  Monopolies and oligopolies are always bad because they distort prices. Myth 7: Low 

wages are good for the economy. Myth 8: “Industrial policy” is bad. Myth 9: The best tax code is one 

that doesn’t pick winners. Myth 10: Trade is always win-win. Atkinson and Lind (2013) liken modern 

economics to the church of the middle ages, in terms of misleading the public. Boettke (2013) is an 

attempt to refute Atkinson and Lind (2013) which misconstrues Austrian economics in several important 

ways. The present paper is a rejoinder to both of these publications. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Atkinson and Lind (2013) offer a frontal attack on 

economics as it is taught in the modern era, at 

least at the introductory level. It would appear that 

dismal scientists “have been anything but shy 

about asserting their authority,” and have 

unjustifiably seized “a virtual monopoly on 

economic policy advice.” Economists have long 

been misleading the public, and it is time, it is past 

time, they were taken down a peg or two, and 

these authors are just the men to undertake this 

task.* 

Atkinson and Lind (2013) liken contemporary 

economists to Middle Age Churchmen with a bad 

case of hubris. They state in this regard “… unlike 

some disciplines, which acknowledge that there’s 
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a huge gap between the scholarly knowledge and 

policy advice, economists have been anything but 

shy about asserting their authority.”  

These authors offer “ten myths” that economists 

have foisted upon their students, the general 

public and policy makers. In section II we consider 

and reject all of their critiques on these grounds. 

Boettke (2013) is a rejoinder to Atkinson and Lind 

(2013). In it this author attempts to defend the 

dismal science against these fallacious attacks. In 

doing so, he engages in an important fallacy of his 

own. Section III is devoted to a critical analysis of 

Boettke (2013). We conclude in section IV. 

Before we begin our examination of the case 

against economics by these authors, let us 

consider a few words of background. Atkinson and 

Lind (2013)1 launch their attack on neo-classical 

economics. I write from an Austrian perspective, 

not the mainstream one rejected by AL. Boettke 

(2013) has some Austrian roots, but misconstrues 

his own supposed principles. 

What is the main difference between the two 

schools of economic thought? Very briefly, 

conventional economics sees this discipline along 

the lines of an empirical science. Hypotheses are 

proposed, statistical tests are devised. If 

successful, the hypothesis is tentatively accepted, 

barring any further disproof. There is no such thing 

as any scientific law, whether in economics or 

physics. There are only hypotheses that have 

withstood many examinations.  For orthodox 

economics, prediction is the be all and end all of 

economics. If your model of the world can predict 

better than others can, then it is better than these 

others; if not, not (Friedman, 1953). 

For Austrians in sharp contrast, there are indeed 

economic laws. These cannot be “tested,” only 

illustrated. If econometric findings appear to be 

incompatible with an economic law, there is 

something wrong with the former, not the latter. 

Here are some examples offered by Hoppe 

(1995):  

“Whenever two people A and B engage in a 

voluntary exchange, they must both expect 

to profit from it. And they must have reverse 

preference orders for the goods and 

                                                      

1 Hence, A&L. 

services exchanged so that A values what 

he receives from B more highly than what 

he gives to him, and B must evaluate the 

same things the other way around. 

Or consider this: Whenever an exchange is 

not voluntary but coerced, one party profits 

at the expense of the other. 

Or the law of marginal utility: Whenever the 

supply of a good increases by one 

additional unit, provided each unit is 

regarded as of equal serviceability by a 

person, the value attached to this unit must 

decrease. For this additional unit can only 

be employed as a means for the attainment 

of a goal that is considered less valuable 

than the least valued goal satisfied by a unit 

of such good if the supply were one unit 

shorter. 

Or take the Ricardian law of association: Of 

two producers, if A is more productive in the 

production of two types of goods than is B, 

they can still engage in a mutually beneficial 

division of labor. This is because overall 

physical productivity is higher if A 

specializes in producing one good which he 

can produce most efficiently, rather than 

both A and B producing both goods 

separately and autonomously. 

Or as another example: Whenever 

minimum wage laws are enforced that 

require wages to be higher than existing 

market wages, involuntary unemployment 

will result. 

Or as a final example: Whenever the 

quantity of money is increased while the 

demand for money to be held as cash 

reserve on hand is unchanged, the 

purchasing power of money will fall.” 

Here are some more examples: There is a 

tendency for profits in all industries to equalize, 

assuming away differential risk. There is a 

tendency for the price of each item to be the same.  

Profits equal zero in equilibrium (Block, 1973, 

1980, 1999; Batemarco, 1985; Fox, 1992; Hoppe, 

1989, 1991, 1992, 1995, 2006; Hulsmann, 1999; 

Mises, 1969, 1998; Polleit, 2008, 2011; Rizzo, 

1979; Rothbard, 1951, 1957, 1960, 1971, 1973, 



Walter E.B. Is econ 101 killing America?  
MEST Journal Vol. 2 No. 2 pp. 10-22 

12  MESTE  Published: July 2014 

1976, 1997a, 1997b, 1997c, 1997d, 1993; Selgin, 

1988).  

These are all synthetic apriori statements: 

necessarily true, but not mere tautologies that 

indicate, merely, how we use words. These 

statements give us valuable knowledge of how the 

economy actually works, and they cannot 

rationally be denied. 

As for prediction, in the Austrian or praxeological 

approach, there is no such thing. Economic law 

only applies ceteris paribus, and ceteris is never 

paribus in the real world. Nevertheless, knowledge 

of economic law does indicate how the economy 

works. Praxeologists can of course predict the 

future of the economy, but not qua Austrians, only 

as historians, or journalists. 

With this introduction, we are now ready to 

consider the case made by A&L to the effect that 

“Econ 101… leads policymakers astray.” Let us 

now consider their “reasoning.”  

II. ATKINSON AND LIND  

Myth 1: Economics is a science. 

“The way economists maintain stature in public 

policy circles is to present their discipline as a 

science, akin to physics.” This is indeed true, but 

only for the mainstream, not Austrian economics. 

However, praxeologists join their neo-classical 

brethren in maintaining that economics is indeed 

a “science,” in the sense of an organized, 

disciplined body of thought, promoting systemized 

knowledge. 

However, A&L are having none of this. According 

to them: “… if economics is really a science – 

which implies only one answer to a particular 

question — why do 40 percent of surveyed 

economists agree that raising the minimum wage 

would make it harder for people to get jobs while 

40 percent disagree?”  

But this is highly problematic. A&L rely on Ruccio 

(2013) for this conclusion, but the latter puts the 

question to his respondents2 in a particularly 

pusillanimous manner. He asks of them to either 

                                                      

2 Another difficulty is the panel of “experts” of 
whom they pose this question. For a critique, 
based on a biased sample, see Caplan, 2012. 

strongly or weakly agree, or be unsure, about this 

claim: “Raising the federal minimum wage to $9 

per hour would make it notably harder for low-

skilled workers to find employment.”  

There is no more vociferous critic of the minimum 

wage than the present author (Block, 2000, 2001; 

Block and Barnett II, 2002; Block, Dauterive and 

Levendis. 2007; Greene, Henry, Nathanson and 

Block, 2007; McCormick and Block, 2000; 

Schuldt, Woodall and Block, 2012; Sohr and 

Block, 1997). My numerous critiques are on the 

ground that this law creates unemployment 

amongst the unskilled. But even I would have 

great difficulty in strongly agreeing with this 

particular statement.  I am not at all sure that the 

unemployment rate would “notably” increase due 

to a boost in the level at which this law is pegged. 

This is because I have no strong opinions as to 

how many workers have discounted marginal 

revenue products between $9.00 and the present 

law stipulating $7.25. I have no doubt that in 

equilibrium all of them would be unemployed, of 

course. A far better question would have been: 

“Ceteris paribus, will a minimum wage set at any 

level tend to unemploy workers with productivity of 

less than that amount.” To be sure most 

economists, Austrian or mainstream, would 

support such a statement.  

And this goes for Joseph Stiglitz himself, Nobel 

Prize winner and major supporter of this legislation 

as a means to increase wages for the unskilled. 

He signs petitions to this effect, but his textbook 

(Vuk, 2006) contains the consensus view on this 

despicable legislation within the profession. That 

is, of course, minimum wage laws create 

unemployment for workers with lower productivity 

than that stipulated by law. (For more on the 

strong consensus amongst economists on 

minimum wage legislation, see Alston, Kearl and 

Vaughan, 1992; Block and Walker, 1988, Caplan, 

2007; Frey, Pommerehne, Schneider and Gilbert, 

1984; Fuller and Geide-Stevenson, 2003; Gordon 

and Dahl, 2013; Wolfers, 2012).  In any case, just 

because there is widespread disagreement this 

does not mean that a particular discipline is not 

scientific. Climate science is certainly a science, 

Paradoxically, this panel usually demonstrates 
consensus amongst economics, not the lack of 
same (Wolfers, 2012) 

http://rwer.wordpress.com/2013/03/06/economics-is-a-science/
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and yet there is much disagreement amongst 

meteorologists. At times in the past and even upon 

occasion in the modern era there has been little 

consensus within the following sciences: genetics, 

astronomy, physics, chemistry and biology. 

Myth 2: The goal of economic policy is 

maximizing efficiency. 

In the view of A&L “Economists have one 

overarching principle that shapes their advice: 

maximize ‘efficiency.’” But this is an Econ 101 

confusion between the normative and the positive. 

The only economic “principle” that exists is to 

explain and understand economic reality. 

Economics is a positive science, not a normative 

one (Block and Cappelli, 2013).  “Economic 

policy,” presumably, refers to the actions of the 

government. Economics, per se, has no view on 

that either, as this too is a normative concern. The 

dismal science is limited to unearthing cause and 

effect relationships in its area of study. “Should the 

government institute rent control?” No economist 

worthy of his salt can answer that. That is a matter 

of values, not economics. The economist, qua 

economist, must limit himself to explaining what 

the effects of such a law would be.  

A&L also err in their claim that somehow 

“inefficiency — in the sense of disruptive 

innovation” a la Schumpeter is more efficient than 

market resource allocation. No. Ideally, a properly 

functioning economy can have both at the same 

time: an optimal amount of new innovation, 

coupled with efficient allocation at each point in 

time. There is no necessary conflict between the 

two desiderata. 

In any case, as members of the public choice 

school (Buchanan and Tullock, 1962) never tire of 

reminding us, the goal of economic policy is to 

feather the nests of politicians, bureaucrats, crony 

capitalists and others of their ilk, not to “promote 

efficiency.” 

Myth 3: The economy is a market. 

According to A&L, “In the world of Econ 101, ‘the 

economy’ is usually treated as a synonym for ‘the 

                                                      

3 Note the very objectionable scare quotes around 
this phrase. 

market.’ But an enormous amount of economic 

activity takes place outside of competitive markets 

dominated by for-profit, private firms.” This charge 

is just plain erroneous. I defy these authors to 

point to any textbook, any textbook at all, that fails 

to mention “governments … households … 

charities” as components of the economy. Do not 

A&L have editors where they publish? There are 

of course individuals who shave themselves, 

shower themselves, feed themselves, dress 

themselves, instead of resorting to the market 

where they could hire barbers, bathroom 

attendants, butlers, maids, manservants, etc. 

Myth 4: Prices reflect value. 

A&L maintain that “If the economy is a market, 

prices are what allow goods and services to be 

efficiently allocated.  In Econ 101, because prices 

are set in ‘free markets,’3 the price of something 

must be a reflection of its real value.” Nonsense. 

Prices are only accurate measures of scarcity 

value in equilibrium, where there are no profits and 

losses. In the real world of entrepreneurial error, 

prices are continually moving in that direction, but 

only theoretically ever attain it; in plain English, the 

real world economy is never in full equilibrium. 

One wonders if A&L ever sat through a real Econ 

101 course themselves. Maybe they slept through 

the introduction to this subject. 

On the basis of this misunderstanding of theirs, 

our authors berate the profession because 

“virtually no economist … including Ben Bernanke 

and Alan Greenspan … sounded the alarm … in 

the run-up to the Great Recession (regarding) real 

house prices…” 

This, it cannot be denied, is a good criticism of 

mainstream economists, who live and die by 

predication, and failed dismally on this occasion 

as A&L perceptively note. But it does not so much 

as lay a glove on Austrianism, which eschews 

prediction. However, paradoxically, there were 

numerous praxeological practitioners who did 

indeed make this prediction (Block, 2010), albeit 

not as praxeologists of course, but rather as 
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economic historians, commentators and 

journalists (e.g., thymologists). 

Myth 5:  All profitable activities are 

good for the economy. 

A&L sneeringly opine “Another axiom of Econ 101 

is the assumption that all profitable activities are 

good for the economy.” This is indeed true, but 

only with some provisos. No one thing can be 

good for the entire economy, which consists of 

billions of people. But every commercial action 

between the two parties involved is profitable for 

both of them, at least in the ex ante sense. To 

make sense of this claim, we must also posit that 

the exchange took place voluntarily, with no 

duress involved (Rothbard, 1997E). If “the 

economy” consists of the concatenation of all such 

business interactions, then, yes, not only are “all 

profitable activities … good for the economy,” but 

all purchases, sales, rentals, etc., are, too. Ain’t 

the “magic of the market” great? 

A&L dismiss Adam Smith who did not at all 

“‘prove…’ that pursuit of self-interest maximizes 

economic welfare.” Rather, he offered the insight 

of the invisible hand, that when pursuing his own 

self-interest, the market leads the businessman to 

enrich others, an astoundingly important vision.  

For a critique of Smith based on the claim he did 

not go far enough in his support of free enterprise, 

see Rothbard, 1987. 

A&L are particularly bitter about “pure rents 

(profiting from real estate appreciation, stock 

manipulation or the accident of owning mineral 

deposits that become more valuable) … financial 

arbitrage, gambling in real estate or exploiting 

crony-capitalist political connections.” But all of 

these are fully compatible with our understanding 

that mutually agreed upon trades are beneficial to 

all parties, given the provisos mentioned above. 

When real estate appreciates, the person who 

sells it, not less than the purchaser, gain. 

Successful arbitrage merely implies bringing 

goods from areas where it is less valued, and 

hence lower priced, to places where it is more 

valued, and hence higher priced. The welfare of all 

market participants improves when speculators 

save grain to ward off a famine, even though when 

they do so, they sell at a high price. A&L do not 

seem to realize that “crony-capitalist political 

connections” are not really part of the free 

enterprise system. Rather, they are the diabolical 

very opposite of laissez faire capitalism; e.g., 

fascism.   

Were these authors in my own Econ 101 class, I 

fear they would not earn a very high grade for 

there are several other errors in this section. A&L 

think that “Mafia contract killing” can’t be 

profitable, but it most certainly is in the ex-ante 

sense, at least for the killer and the person who 

took out the contract, otherwise they would not 

have done so. However, this certainly does not 

apply to the victim, but then he was not part of the 

commercial arrangement. A similar analysis 

applies to “prostitution and drug use.” Both of 

these are engaged in by consenting adults who 

expected to gain from the transaction. 

Our authors opine: “But the version of Econ 101 

familiar to most politicians and pundits ignores the 

distinction between productive activities (e.g., 

making useful appliances or lifesaving vaccines) 

and pure rents (profiting from real estate 

appreciation, stock manipulation or the accident of 

owning mineral deposits that become more 

valuable). If the greatest fortunes are to be made 

in financial arbitrage, gambling in real estate or 

exploiting crony-capitalist political connections, 

the argument that private profit-seeking 

maximizes economic welfare and the public good 

is undermined.” 

There is a bit of a straw man argument here. No 

one ever said that crime is good for the economy. 

Even Keynesians (1936) such as Krugman 

(McKenzie, 2003; Murphy, 2012; Powell, 

2001) who misunderstand the broken window 

fallacy and think that there are economic blessings 

from destruction do not see criminal activity in the 

same light. One of the many weaknesses of A&L 

is that they are strong on accusations, weak on 

documentation. 

Myth 6:  Monopolies and oligopolies 

are always bad because they distort 

prices. 

State our authors: “In the abstract universe of 

Econ 101, monopolies and oligopolies are always 

bad because they distort prices… The 

neoclassical vision of the normal economy with 
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multiple small yeoman producers resonates with 

Jeffersonian antitrust policy, with its suspicion that 

all large enterprises must be conspiracies against 

the public.” 

I may have to revise their grade in my course in a 

sharply upward direction, for A&L do indeed here 

land a knock-out blow against most members of 

the economics profession, but not, of course, the 

Austrians. The mainstream computes four firm 

concentration ratios, and Herfindahl indices, and 

on the basis of them condemn large sized firms, 

even if they attained this status through purely 

market means; for a critique of this misbegotten 

analysis, see Anderson, et. al., 2001; Armentano, 

1999; Barnett, et. al., 2005, 2007; Block, 1977, 

1982, 1994; Block and Barnett, 2009; Boudreaux 

and DiLorenzo, 1992; Costea, 2003; DiLorenzo, 

1996; DiLorenzo and High, 1988; Henderson, 

2013; High,1984-1985; McChesney, 1991; 

McGee, 1958; Rothbard, 2004; Shugart, 1987; 

Smith, 1983; Tucker, 1998A, 1998B. But our 

authors lose a few points when they mention 

“temporary monopolies based on technological 

innovation.” There are no such things. A monopoly 

is a government grant of privilege; technological 

innovation renders firms responsible for them, 

rather, single sellers. 

Myth 7: Low wages are good for the 

economy. 

A&L inform us: “According to Econ 101, high 

wages are bad for an economy and low wages are 

a blessing.  James Dorn of the libertarian Cato 

Institute declares that higher wages, by causing 

less demand for workers, mean that 

‘unemployment will increase … No legislator has 

ever overturned the law of demand.’ High-wage 

countries, we are told, price themselves out of a 

supposed global labor market.” 

But these authors completely misconstrue Dorn 

(2013). He was discussing not “high wages,” but 

wages artificially raised by legislative fiat, such as 

the minimum wage law. Points off A&L’s grade for 

this egregious misreading of Dorn’s very clear text. 

There is nothing at all the matter with very high 

wages, as occur in Silicon Valley, Hollywood or 

Manhattan. Rather, this is evidence of extremely 

high productivity. Nor is there anything 

problematic per se about low wages either. These 

signal low productivity (the cause of this unhappy 

state of affairs is almost always unwise 

government intervention into the economy 

(Gwartney, et. al, 1996)). The difficulty is with 

wages that are artificially raised, or lowered for 

that matter, via minimum or maximum wage laws. 

Wage rates have a role to play in an economy. 

Under economic freedom, they always tend to 

reflect relative scarcity and productivity. It is only 

when government interferes in the market process 

that this sort of economic inefficiency raises its 

ugly head. 

Myth 8: “Industrial policy” is bad. 

Our authors aver: “Econ 101 tells us that letting 

markets determine how many ‘widgets’ to produce 

maximizes efficiency. The worst thing government 

can do is engage in ‘industrial policy’ — a catch-

all pejorative used to discredit everything from 

funding solar energy companies to encouraging 

more college students to major in science.” A&L 

write as if all introductory textbooks fully support 

laissez faire capitalism. Nothing could be further 

from the truth. Perhaps these writers have never 

read any of Econ 101 texts, at least not very 

carefully. Very much to the contrary, the 

mainstream textbook authors see market failures 

everywhere, all of which are in need of “industrial 

policy” to correct them. They see externalities, 

public goods, inequalities of wealth and income, 

lack of perfect competition, and much more, all 

requiring government action. Happily, this does 

not at all apply to Austrian texts (Callahan, 2004; 

Gordon, 2000; Murphy, 2007, 2010; Skousen, 

2008; Taylor, 2011). 

A&L note that “banks issued trillions of dollars of 

bad loans leading to the financial crisis.” True 

enough. But this was the result of the very 

“industrial policy” favored by them, for banking is 

one of the most highly regulated industries of all.   

Our authors continue: “… for many investments 

private and public rates of return differ, often quite 

significantly. And unless society (through 

government) tilts investment to those activities 

where the public rate of return is higher (e.g., 

scientific research), growth will be less.”  Yes, if 

the bureaucrats could successfully “pick winners” 

or earn large profits, it is at least conceivable they 

could short-circuit the very imperfect market 

(which has profits as well as losses, ex post) and 
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bring about greater efficiency. One wonders why 

oh why these authors think this is the case? 

Certainly, statist investors do not benefit from the 

weeding out process of the market (Hazlitt, 2008), 

where success is rewarded, and failure penalized. 

Anyone remember the failed Solyndra subsidies?  

Myth 9: The best tax code is one that 

doesn’t pick winners. 

According to A&L, “Econ 101 disparages industrial 

policy, even, or perhaps especially, when it is used 

in the tax code.” Again, this is a misreading of 

introductory economics texts. They are replete 

with schemes for carbon taxation, taxes to 

promote egalitarianism, education, etc. Indeed, 

virtually every economics 101 text book urges, 

supports, defends, demands such industrial policy 

on grounds of combatting the so-called “market 

failure” of externalities. For example, introductory 

textbooks argue in favor of taxes on products that 

create so-called external diseconomies of 

pollution, and in favor of subsidies on industries 

that presumably foster positive externalities such 

as education. If that is not picking winners (and 

losers) then nothing is. 

Myth 10: Trade is always win-win. 

Our economic illiterates characterize “comparative 

advantage” as a “fairy tale.”  Why? Because 

“nations like America, Britain, Germany and Japan 

have used national industrial policies over the past 

century to become industrial powerhouses.” Not 

so, not so. Yes, these countries engaged in tariff 

protectionism, but grew despite these malicious 

practices, not because of them.  

No textbook ever claimed that “the location of 

factories and innovative research complexes is 

(always) determined by comparative advantage. 

Increasingly it is the artificial outcome of 

negotiations among multinational corporations 

and territorial states.” Yes, yes. But to call our real 

world mercantilist system “free trade” bespeaks 

economic illiteracy to an astounding degree. 

                                                      

4 Boettke does make the following statement: 
"Economics has the same ontological status as 
physics --- reality is not optional --- but the ‘laws’ 
of economics are derived following different 

III. BOETTKE 

Boettke (2013) makes several telling criticisms of 

A&L, but as we have already discussed the many 

and serious errors of the latter, I move to do so for 

the former. There are fewer fallacies here, but they 

are as grave if not more so. The main difficulty is 

that Boettke (continually) analogizes economics to 

physics:4 “One must always remember that simple 

economics -- basic principles derived from the 

logic of action in a world of scarcity -- is not simple-

minded.  Critics of economics have forever tried to 

paint Econ 101 into such a corner --- unrealistic 

and unhelpful for the real world.  How would we 

react if someone actually said something similar 

about physics?” 

While this would not at all present any issue for the 

orthodox economist, who labors under a severe 

case of “physics envy,” (Barnett, 2008, p. 140, fn. 

20; Clark and Primo, 2012; Mises, 1978, 1998; 

Prowse, 1996; Rothbard, 1960, 1992, 1997A, 

1997B; Taleb, 2010, p. 184; Terrell, 2010) it is a 

devastating concession for any Austrian 

economist to make, such as Boettke. It is not as if 

what this scholar is getting at here is not 

understandable: he is making the case that just as 

those who violate the findings of physics come to 

no good ends, the exact same thing applies to 

economics: “But make no mistake about it, the 

denial has the same impact on the "laws" of 

economics as the denial of the ‘laws’ of physics 

would by a man about to jump off the top of 

building would on the inevitable impact.  All his 

denials will not mean much when he hits the 

pavement.” 

But it makes no sense to give the entire store away 

even in a worthwhile attempt to undermine A&L. 

Methodological dualism is one of the very basic 

building blocks of the entire praxeological edifice. 

There are gigantic and stupendous differences, at 

least for Austrians, between the laws of economics 

and the “laws” of physics. Indeed, there is no such 

thing as the latter. To deny a synthetic apriori 

statement in economics is to commit a veritable 

epistemological procedures.  This is really nothing 
more, or less, than what Aristotle taught about 
methods of analysis being chosen based on 
appropriate." This cannot be denied. But it does 
not at all obviate the claim made in the text. 
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logical contradiction. The same does not at all 

apply to physics.  The so called “law” of gravity is 

merely a hypothesis. Yes, a lot rests on it; it is 

certainly a highly accepted hypothesis. But as 

scientists we must hold ourselves open to the 

possibility of it one day being contradicted. If so, 

there will be no violation of the laws of logic. 

However, it is logically impossible for the same 

thing to occur in the realm of economics, any more 

than within geometry, or other areas of 

mathematics or symbolic logic. Austrian 

methodology is predicated on this vast 

divergence, and Boettke runs roughshod over it. 

States Rothbard, 1985 in this regard: 

“At the heart of Mises and praxeology is the 

concept with which he appropriately begins 

Theory and History: methodological 

dualism, the crucial insight that human 

beings must be considered and analyzed in 

a way and with a methodology that differs 

radically from the analysis of stones, 

planets, atoms, or molecules. Why? 

Because, quite simply, it is the essence of 

human beings that they act, that they have 

goals and purposes, and that they try to 

achieve those goals. Stones, atoms, 

planets, have no goals or preferences; 

hence, they do not choose among 

alternative courses of action. Atoms and 

planets move, or are moved; they cannot 

choose, select paths of action, or change 

their minds. Men and women can and do. 

Therefore, atoms and stones can be 

investigated, their courses charted, and 

their paths plotted and predicted, at least in 

principle, to the minutest quantitative detail. 

People cannot; every day, people learn, 

adopt new values and goals, and change 

their minds; people cannot be slotted and 

predicted as can objects without minds or 

without the capacity to learn and choose.” 

Thus, Boettke (2013) in his otherwise admirable 

and accurate rejoinder to A&L, does the Austrian 

economics movement no little harm by conflating 

such an important distinction with his particularly 

inept analogy between economics and physics. 

Praxeology is in great part built on an utter 

renunciation of the similarity between the two, and 

Boettke (2013) needlessly and mistakenly brings 

them together. 

If this author had mentioned “physics” on one 

occasion, we might be tempted to overlook his 

mistake as a sort of typographical error. But he 

mentions it in this short passage no fewer than five 

times. It is thus difficult to dismiss this as a slip of 

the tongue, or the fingers on the keyboard.  

He continues with his conflation of these two very 

different universes of discourse: 

“To go back to my physics talk --- if you drop 

a feather from the top of a building it may 

very well float up first before coming down 

to the ground, but nobody would believe 

that means that the "law of gravity" was 

being overturned.  Same in economics; 

there are off-setting factors that in the basic 

logic are assumed to be held aside for the 

sake of analysis.  However, when 

applying the ‘laws’ of economics to public 

policy, these off-setting factors must be 

taken into account [Just as in applying 

physics, the engineer must take into 

account factors such as wind resistence 

(sic) etc.].  In economics, this is where 

Institutional Analysis comes into play.  An 

appropriate institutional economics does 

not critique the science of economics, but 

provides the bridge between the science of 

economics and the art of political economy.” 

Boettke quite rightly placed quotation marks 

around “law of gravity,” since there is no such 

thing. If we adhere strictly to the proviso of the 

logical positivists (for a critique from an Austrian 

perspective, see Gordon, 1996, 2011; Long, 

Undated; Mises, 1978; Richards, 2009; Rothbard, 

1992), this “law” is only a hypothesis, albeit a very 

strongly held one, based on much evidence. 

When the feather does not immediately drop, we 

of course surmise an upward wind draft or some 

such (or a magnet in the feather and some 

chicanery from an airplane above). A similar 

occurrence occurs in economics all the time, 

which is why we employ the ceteris paribus 

assumption, and jokes about chemists, physicists 

and economists marooned on islands with cans of 

food and no can openers. Nonetheless it is 

imperative, at least for Austrians, to maintain the 

methodological distinction between the two very 

different academic disciplines.  

http://www.e-elgar.co.uk/bookentry_main.lasso?id=14965
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It is more than passing curious that Boettke 

employs the same scare quotes for the “laws” of 

economics. Does he not accept methodological 

dualism? Synthetic apriori laws? The basic tenets 

of praxeology? If not, it is hard to understand why 

he would be counted as an Austrian economist. If 

yes, it is difficult to comprehend his continual use 

of the fallacious physics metaphor to expound 

upon economics. 

I said above that Boettke’s confusion between the 

methodology of physics and economics was his 

major error. What is his minor one? He states: 

“Great teachers of economics, such as 

Henry Simons and Ludwig von Mises, 

believed that one of our primary tasks as 

economists was to dispel the public of 

popular fallalcies (sic).” 

There is no problem, from this quarter, with regard 

to Mises. I fully support Boettke’s contention there. 

But Simons? I have no idea as to the quality of his 

lecturing, but I quarrel with this characterization of 

Boettke’s as a “great teacher,” since a necessary 

condition for that would be a sound knowledge of 

economics. Rothbard (2012) and Block (2002) 

make the case that Simon misunderstands the 

important economic concepts of monopoly, anti-

trust, competition, price cutting, free association. 

North (2012) makes similar points regarding 

money, banking and macroeconomics. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

A&L (2013) make some very good criticisms 

indeed against Econ 101 as taught by mainstream 

neo-classical economists, although most of them 

miss their mark. They fail dismally with regard to 

the Austrians. Boettke (2013) succeeds in 

correcting A&L (2013), but falls victim, himself, to 

an important fallacy: conflating the proper study of 

economics and physics. 
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