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I

Introduction

ALTHOUGH THERE ARE ELEMENTS of Gunning (2005) with which I shall
take issue, I want to begin by enthusiastically welcoming its publi-
cation. Gunning discusses the views of Rothbard and Mises on nor-
mative and positive economics, and their relationships. Since the latter
two1 are giants in the field of laissez-faire studies, any focus on their
vastly underappreciated work is thus presumptively an important con-
tribution to the literature. Second, it is very important to reconcile
advocacy of the system of economic freedom, or laissez-faire capi-
talism, with value freedom, or vertfreiheit, a necessary dimension of
economics as a discipline. Is it possible to both favor the market
system and be a value-free economist? is the vitally important ques-
tion to which Gunning addresses himself, and he is to be congratu-
lated for bringing it to our attention in the forceful manner he does.
Third, this paper is welcome on the grounds that Mises and Rothbard
agreed with each other on virtually all areas of political economy—
with the notable exception of this one issue. Professor Gunning has
unearthed a man-bites-dog story wherein these two Castor and Pollux
economists strongly diverge in their perspectives. His bringing of 
this situation to our attention is therefore alone worth the price of
admission.
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II

Critique

A. Goals

Having said this, it is now time to bring forth a critical analysis of
Gunning’s contribution, for I believe him to be in error in many of
his specific claims. He starts off attributing to Mises the view that
Mises’s reconciliation of laissez-faire advocacy and economic vert-
freiheit2 “stemmed from his conception of the goal of economics”
(Gunning 2005: 902). He does this without benefit of any support
from Mises himself. This is surprising since Gunning is very thorough
throughout the remainder of his paper in citing not only Mises but
Rothbard as well, to underpin his contentions about the views of these
two authors. The difficulty here is that, strictly speaking, economics
is not the sort of enterprise that by its very nature can have goals.
Only human beings can be motivated by ends; only they can engage
in human action, the attempt to substitute a less satisfactory present
state of affairs for a better one that would otherwise occur in the
future. Economics, whatever it is, cannot properly be anthropomor-
phized in such a manner.3 Gunning takes the opposite point of view,
and cites Mises in support of this contention. But nowhere in Mises
can any such claim be found. Gunning, in other words, not only errs
in this claim, but is also mistaken in attempting to garner support
from Mises on this point.

B. Unanimity

In the next section of his paper, Gunning (2005: 908) cites Rothbard’s
(1976a: 101) mention of the following very important passages in
Mises’s (1966: 883, 764) analysis of value freedom:

An economist investigating whether a measure a can bring about the result
p for the attainment of which it is recommended, and finds that a does
not result in p but in g, an effect which even the supporters of the measure
a consider undesirable. If the economist states the outcome of his inves-
tigation by saying that a is a bad measure, he does not pronounce a judg-
ment of value. He merely says that from the point of view of those aiming
at the goal p, the measure a is inappropriate. (Statement 1)
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Economics does not say that . . . government interference with the prices
of only one commodity . . . is unfair, bad, or unfeasible. It says, that it
makes conditions worse, not better, from the point of view of the govern-
ment and those backing the interference. (Statement 2)

I shall refer to the first paragraph above as Statement 1 and to the
second as Statement 2. Rothbard, quite correctly in my view, criticizes
Mises for using a variant of the unanimity principle in these state-
ments. But Gunning rejects this analysis on the grounds that 
Rothbard has misunderstood Mises. States Gunning (2005: 908–909):

In the first [of the two passages quoted above], Mises says or implies
nothing about unanimity. Instead, he simply points out that if anyone
describes (1) the policy he favors and (2) the goal he expects it to achieve,
the economist can investigate whether the policy will actually achieve 
the goal. It is true that Mises uses the plural concepts “supporters” and
“those aiming at a goal.” However, the pluralization does not imply una-
nimity in any reasonable interpretation. Nor does the context in which
this passage occurs. The paragraph in which these sentences appear ends
with the following: “If an economist calls minimum wage rates a bad
policy, what he means is that its effects are contrary to the purpose of those
who recommend their application”4 (Ibid., p. 883 [italics added by
Gunning]). In addition, nothing in the context within which this paragraph
appears suggests that Mises is writing about some variant of the unanim-
ity principle.

Let us test Gunning’s interpretation. We shall do so by making
explicit that which, by all accounts, is only now implicit. If Gunning
is correct, then the three statements would read as follows:

An economist investigating whether a measure a can bring about the result
p for the attainment of which it is recommended, and finds that a does
not result in p but in g, an effect which even [SOME OF] the supporters
of the measure a consider undesirable. If the economist states the outcome
of his investigation by saying that a is a bad measure, he does not pro-
nounce a judgment of value. He merely says that from the point of view
of [SOME OF] those aiming at the goal p, the measure a is inappropriate.
(Statement 1)

Economics does not say that . . . government interference with the prices
of only one commodity . . . is unfair, bad, or unfeasible. It says, that it
makes conditions worse, not better, from the point of view of the gov-
ernment and [SOME OF] those backing the interference. (Statement 2)

If an economist calls minimum wage rates a bad policy, what he means
is that its effects are contrary to the purpose of [SOME OF] those who rec-
ommend their application. (Statement 3)
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In contrast, if Rothbard’s interpretation of Mises is correct, and
Gunning’s mistaken, then the three statements, when made explicit,
would read as follows:

An economist investigating whether a measure a can bring about the result
p for the attainment of which it is recommended, and finds that a does
not result in p but in g, an effect which even [ALL OF] the supporters of
the measure a consider undesirable. If the economist states the outcome
of his investigation by saying that a is a bad measure, he does not pro-
nounce a judgment of value. He merely says that from the point of view
of [ALL OF] those aiming at the goal p, the measure a is inappropriate.
(Statement 1)

Economics does not say that . . . government interference with the prices
of only one commodity . . . is unfair, bad, or unfeasible. It says, that it
makes conditions worse, not better, from the point of view of the gov-
ernment and [ALL OF] those backing the interference. (Statement 2)

If an economist calls minimum wage rates a bad policy, what he means
is that its effects are contrary to the purpose of [ALL OF] those who rec-
ommend their application. (Statement 3)5

So. Whose interpretation of Mises is correct? That of Rothbard or
that of Gunning? To ask this question is to answer it. ALL OF the sup-
porters of measure a, “government interference with the prices of
only one commodity,” and of the minimum wage, must agree that
these measures make no sense, from their own point of view, if
Mises’s point is to be intellectually coherent. If only SOME OF the
adherents of these regulations see them as problematic, given their
own goals of economic efficiency and reducing the unemployment
rate for the unskilled, then how can even a semi-rational Mises pos-
sibly have concluded that no value judgments were needed to reach
the respective conclusions he did? So only the phrase ALL OF, not
SOME OF, can make explicit what is implicit in these three statements
of Mises. But ALL OF is compatible with, and only with, unanimity,
as claimed by Rothbard and denied by Gunning. QED.6

C. Mises Would Not Know . . .

Gunning correctly appreciates the fact that Rothbard criticized Mises
on the ground that the latter “could not know the goals of policy
advocates.”7 In one of the most brilliant contributions to the entire
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annals of intellectual criticism, Rothbard (1976a: 101–103) responds
to the three statements of Mises as follows:

Now this is surely an ingenious attempt to allow pronouncements of
“good” or “bad” by the economist without making a value judgment; for
the economist is supposed to be only a praxeologist, a technician, a point-
ing out to his readers or listeners that they will all consider a policy “bad”
once he reveals its full consequences. But ingenious as it is, the attempt
completely fails. For how does Mises know what the advocates of the 
particular policy consider desirable? How does he know what their 
value-scales are now or what they will be when the consequences of the
measure appear? One of the great contributions of praxeologic econom-
ics is that the economist realizes that he doesn’t know what anyone’s 
value scales are except as those values preferences are demonstrated by
a person’s concrete action. These scales have no independent existence
apart from the actual behavior of individuals. The only source from which
our knowledge concerning these scales is derived is the observation of a
man’s actions. Every action is always in perfect agreement with the scale
of values or wants because these scales are nothing but an instrument for
the interpretation of a man’s acting.

Given Mises’ own analysis, then, how can the economist know what
the motives for advocating various policies really are, or how people will
regard the consequences of these polices?

Thus, Mises, qua economist, may show that price control (to use his
example) will lead to unforeseen shortages of a good to the consumers.
But how does Mises know that some advocates of price control do not
want shortages? They may, for example, be socialists, anxious to use the
controls as a step toward full collectivism. Some may be egalitarians who
prefer shortages because the rich will not be able to use their money to
buy more of the product than poorer people. Some may be nihilists, eager
to see shortages of goods. Others may be one of the numerous legion of
contemporary intellectuals who are eternally complaining about the
“excessive affluence” of our society, or about the great “waste” of energy;
they may all delight in the shortages of goods. Still others may favor price
control, even after learning of the shortages, because they, or their polit-
ical allies, will enjoy well-paying jobs or power in the price control bureau-
cracy. All sorts of possibilities exist, and none of them are compatible with
Mises asserting, as a value-free economist, that all the supporters of the
price control—or of any other government intervention—must concede,
after learning economics, that the measure is bad. In fact, once Mises con-
cedes that even a single advocate of price control or any other interven-
tionist measure may acknowledge the economic consequences and still
favor it, for whatever reason, then Mises, as a praxeologist and eco-
nomist, can no longer call any of these measures “bad” or “good,” or even
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“appropriate” or “inappropriate,” without inserting into his economic
policy pronouncements the very value judgements that Mises himself holds
to be inadmissible in a scientist of human action. For then he is no longer
being a technical reporter to all advocates of a certain policy, but himself
an advocate participating on one side of a value conflict.

Is Gunning impressed by this tour de force? Not a bit of it. Rather,
he mobilizes Eshelman (1992) in support of his position. This must
be taken with at least a small grain of salt in that Eshelman (1992: 3)
begins his essay on the following note: “I agree with Rothbard that
utilitarianism, whether direct or indirect, cannot provide a principled
defense of laissez faire.” However, on the issue in question, Gunning
is correct is interpreting Eshelman as an ally. States the latter (Eshel-
man 1992: 6):

I do not think that [Rothbard’s] criticism hits the mark. Mises’s argument
is simply that such policies will not accomplish their proclaimed goals.
Those who advocate a minimum wage, for example, may really want to
make nonunion labor uncompetitive, but their proclaimed goal is that they
want to help the poor. By showing that certain policies will have the oppo-
site effect from that proclaimed, the functionalist can undermine the argu-
ments used in support of these policies.

There are two difficulties with Eshelman’s account, both of which
make Gunning’s reliance on him problematic. First of all, it is cer-
tainly true that some advocates of minimum wages, even many of
them, support this law in the belief, which can be shown to be mis-
taken, that it will help unskilled workers. But this is by no means
true of all of them. That is, some proponents of this pernicious leg-
islation champion it in the absence of any reasons. For them, at least,
Rothbard’s criticism of Mises, that he illegitimately relies on knowl-
edge of their motivations, is a valid one.

Second, it cannot be denied that Eshelman is very much on the
mark when he shows that it is indeed a telling point on the part of
Mises against the advocates of minimum wage that when they “rec-
ommend” this legislation in an effort to combat poverty, their argu-
ments are “undermined.”8 But just because Eshelman is correct in this
contention does not in the least support Gunning’s claim that Roth-
bard is wrong to question “how could Mises know what advocates of
the particular policy consider desirable.” Even if Mises is correct, and
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Rothbard incorrect when the latter criticizes the former in terms of
proclaimed goals, it still does not follow that Rothbard was mistaken
in upbraiding Mises for assuming knowledge the latter could not pos-
sibly possess. In other words, Mises made two claims, not merely one.
In the first, we stipulate for the sake of argument that Eshelman had
the better of Rothbard;9 e.g., that the latter was mistaken in criticiz-
ing Mises’s undermining of the minimum wage advocates. But Mises
also made a second claim, entirely separable from the first, to wit,
that “[i]f an economist calls minimum wage rates a bad policy, what
he means is that its effects are contrary to the purpose of those who
recommend their application” (Statement 3). Rothbard is still correct
in maintaining that Mises has no warrant for assuming what the pur-
poses are of those who recommend the minimum wage.10

It is as if Rothbard said that 2 + 2 = 4, and Eshelman averred 
that 3 + 3 = 6, and along came Gunning with the view that, since
Eshelman is correct in his calculation, this proves that Rothbard must
be wrong in his. No, both can be correct, for they are not contra-
dicting one another.

Gunning (2005: 909) continues his attack as follows: “Rothbard
further claims that Mises asserts ‘that all supporters of price control—
or of any other government intervention—must concede, after learn-
ing economics, that the measure is ‘bad.’ But Mises did not make this
assertion. On the contrary, consider what he wrote about people 
who hold myths,” whereupon Gunning goes on to cite Mises in this
regard.

At first superficial glance, Gunning is correct in his criticism of 
Rothbard. Mises does not use the word “bad” and yet Rothbard attrib-
utes this to him. Indeed, in Statement 2, Mises specifically disavows
such nomenclature. But upon further reflection, it is easy to see the
error of Gunning’s way. For what more does “bad” mean than
“worse”? “Worse,” that is, is every bit as much a part of normative
discourse as is “bad.” Further, in the quote that Gunning cites from
Rothbard, the latter places quotation marks around the word “bad,”
indicating that he is using it in the spirit in which Mises meant it, if
not to the actual letter.

It cannot be overemphasized that there are really two very differ-
ent issues involved in this discussion. One is Mises’s treatment of the
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justifications for public policy proposals, such as minimum wage laws,
tariffs, or subsidies. The issue here is whether they can improve
matters from the point of view of their proponents. The second is
Rothbard’s analysis of objective ethics and its relationship to public
policy pronouncements of economists, supposedly on a value-free
basis. This is irrespective of whether these policies can or must make
us better off from the perspective of their adherents. Rather, Rothbard
was attempting to illuminate a very different question: Are these
things right, regardless of whether they are consistent with the goals
of their advocates?11

D. Time Preference

Gunning takes Rothbard to task for the latter’s supposed misconstrual
of the economics of time preference. In his (Gunning 2005: 916–917
n.5) opinion, Rothbard’s view “cannot be correct. I am not aware of
Mises ever writing that economics is only concerned with long-run
interests.” Gunning goes on to gratuitously insult Rothbard, maintain-
ing that either the latter cannot distinguish between Mises’s own views
and those of the classical economists, or, more bizarrely, that Roth-
bard conflates Mises and Hazlitt, and misinterprets the latter to boot.

The confusion arises not because of any shortcomings of Rothbard,
but is rather due to Gunning’s failure to understand and/or appreci-
ate the force of an argumentum reductio ad absurdum. Rothbard
nowhere maintains that Mises specifically states “that economics is
only concerned with long-run interests.” Very much to the contrary,
Rothbard is claiming that the logic of Mises’s argument implies pre-
cisely this. Thus, Gunning’s search for the source of Rothbard’s “error”
is very much in vain.

Let us, then, be clear on the argumentum reductio ad absurdum.
What this does is take the essence of an argument to its logical
extreme; if this conclusion is obviously in error, then so must be its
initial statement, even if it did not seem quite so problematic when
first stated.12

Just so that we can be crystal clear on this type of argument, let
us consider a few examples. Suppose that someone claims that crimes
of passion cannot be reduced by punishment, or by criminal penal-
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ties,13 since perpetrators in the throes of such sentiment are oblivious
to such things. Now, the last thing the exponent of such a contention
has in mind when he utters this claim is the specter of a rapist, or a
murderer, doing his evil deed in the environs of a police station. And
yet this constitutes a reductio ad absurdum of his view: an infinites-
imally small number of rapes and murders take place right in front
of the desk sergeant, in full view of scores of police. Yet rapes and
murders often occur elsewhere. This suggests that, contrary to the
assertion, perpetrators of so-called crimes of passion do pick and
choose their spots; they are not entirely unconscious of penalties and
sanctions. It would not at all serve as a refutation of this reductio to
maintain that the exponent of the claim to the contrary never con-
templated, let alone mentioned, such a scenario taking place where
police officers frequent. That is the whole point of a reductio: it
extends the “logic” of a false claim, concocts a scenario that is obvi-
ously false or problematic, and yet is implied by the initial faulty
premise. If the claimant had but foreseen the reductio scenario, he
would not likely have made this claim in the first place.

Another example. Coase (1960) has famously argued that in the
world of positive and significant transactions costs, the judge should
award property titles to whichever of the claimants would have ended
up with them in the zero transactions costs world. I rejoined (Block
1996) that in the zero transactions cost world, O. J. Simpson might
have been able to buy up the ownership rights to his late ex-wife,
Nicole; therefore, according to Coasean “logic,” a case could be made
out for the claim that O. J. Simpson was the rightful owner of his
former wife, and therefore even if he in fact did kill her, he should
not be considered guilty of murder, since he would only be dispos-
ing of his own property. Zorn (1996) criticized this analysis on the
ground that Coase had never even once mentioned O. J. Simpson or
his ex-wife. In my reply (Block 2003) I make the point that Zorn, as
is the case for Gunning, ignores the reductio ad absurdum mode of
argumentation; that just because Coase never contemplated the
Simpson murder trial does not preclude me from using it to test the
implications of Coase’s theory of property rights.14

A third example. Advocates of the minimum wage maintain that
this legislation places a floor under wages, and the higher the floor

Comment on Gunning 927



the better for the poor and unskilled. They have in mind raising the
minimum to, say, the $7–$10 per hour range. A reductio against this
idea is to offer to raise the minimum wage to $100,000 per hour. At
this level it is obvious that no one at all would be employed. Of
course, defenders of this legislation never had in mind anything as
grotesque as raising it to this level. They would object to it as being
“unlikely” or “too theoretical.” But despite such an objection, this con-
stitutes a telling reductio against that position.

Let us now return to the present case, Rothbard’s reductio of Mises.
It should by now be clear that Gunning has no warrant to object to
it on the basis of Mises never writing that economics is only con-
cerned with the long run. Of course, Mises never said that, but this
is entirely irrelevant to Rothbard’s analysis. Rothbard is employing a
reductio against Mises. The latter is on record as stating that even the
proponents of high taxes and subsidies and price controls do not
welcome the capital dissipation, poverty, and shortages that will result
from these policies. Therefore, once they become acquainted with
these inevitable results through a study of economics, they will cease
and desist from advocating them. But Rothbard pithily focuses on
consumers with high time preferences; even if they are fully cognizant
of economic law, they may still favor these government interventions
on the grounds that the negative effects will appear only after some
time has passed, and that with their high rate of time preference, they
will heavily discount these adverse repercussions.15

E. Citizen

Gunning quite accurately reports that Rothbard’s next critique of Mises
concerns the latter’s stance as citizen. If the economist qua econo-
mist cannot make value judgments concerning the economy, he can
certainly do so in his capacity as a citizen, says Mises. Mises limits
his utilitarian vision to making common cause with other citizens in
favoring only “peace, prosperity and abundance” (cited in Rothbard
1976: 105).

What are Gunning’s criticisms of Rothbard under this heading?
He starts off by complaining of the fact that “Rothbard presents no

evidence that Mises, the citizen, is a utilitarian” (Gunning 2005: 911).
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This is more than passing curious, for Rothbard presented no evi-
dence, either, that Mises was an economist, a man, or, for that matter,
even a citizen. And yet his utilitarianism, never denied by Mises, is
probably almost equally well established as these other characteris-
tics. Were Rothbard to have documented such matters—and even
Gunning himself concedes that “Mises’s support for the ideology of
laissez faire . . . was not based on utilitarianism” (Gunning 2005:
911)—space limitations would have prevented him from addressing
the issues in question. In somewhat of a turnabout, Gunning men-
tions that Mises supports the populace in its quest for “earthly ends,”
economic “progress,” e.g., for “food, clothes, homes, and other mate-
rial amenities” (Gunning 2005: 911). This leads to an obvious
response: “If this isn’t utilitarianism, then what is?”

Next, Gunning mentions Rothbard’s incisive critique of Mises:
“What could Mises reply to a majority of the public who have indeed
considered all the praxeological consequences and still prefer a
modicum—or, for that matter, even a drastic amount—of statism in
order to achieve some of their competing goals?”16 Rothbard shows
that in addition to yearning for “peace, prosperity and abundance,”
the average citizen also wishes to indulge in envy by promoting egal-
itarianism, thinks, à la Galbraith (1958), that we have excessive wealth
that ought to be reduced, and “may prefer to loot the capital of the
rich or the businessman in the short run, while acknowledging but
dismissing the long-run ill effects, because they have a high time pref-
erence” (Rothbard 1976: 106).

According to Rothbard, “[t]he only reply that Mises could make
within his own framework was to point out that government inter-
vention has a cumulative effect, that eventually the economy must
move either toward the free market or toward full socialism” (1976:
106).17 And the trouble with this, according to Rothbard, is that while
many interventions are cumulative, not all of them are, and, in any
case, time preferences or other goals (e.g., for egalitarianism) might
well lead the general public in the wrong socialistic direction.

And how does Gunning criticize Rothbard in this regard? He states,
“Rothbard’s discussion about how Mises would respond to such a
case is speculative and, I believe, wrong” (Gunning 2005: 912).18

Gunning then goes on to relate Mises’s actual writings, or lack thereof
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in some cases, concerning such things as price controls, further inter-
ventions to cure the difficulties created by the first round of price
controls, income redistribution, market failure, jointness in demand,
public goods, nonexcludability, roads, and so on. This is all very inter-
esting, and constitutes an informative exegesis into the writings and
philosophy of Mises.

But it is all beside the point.
It is my contention that Gunning and Rothbard are passing each

other as do “ships in the night.” That is, to mix my metaphors, the
two of them are operating on different wavelengths. And since it is
Gunning who is criticizing Rothbard, his failure to come to grips with
what Rothbard was actually saying precludes Gunning from suc-
ceeding in this attack. In the previous paragraphs I have purposefully
emphasized the word “could” for quotes from Rothbard, and “would”
for those from Gunning. That is to say, Rothbard is asking the ques-
tion: If Mises is to remain true to his other writings, and also to his
views that as a “citizen” he is free to make public policy pro-
nouncements of a value-laden nature, how is he forced by the laws
of logic to respond to Rothbard’s challenge of responding to citizens
who understand praxeological economics and still prefer a modicum
or more of interventionism? Rothbard answers this question for Mises
in terms of cumulation of interventionistic error, and finds fault with
it because not all errors are cumulative, and even those that are can
be ignored on the ground of time preference and desires for 
egalitarianism.

Gunning, in attempting to refute Rothbard, is not even in the same
ballpark. Instead of asking how Mises (logically) could answer the
Rothbard challenge, he looks at how he would, interprets this in terms
of how Mises actually did discuss this and related topics, and reports
to us in this vein. But Rothbard was asking a contrary-to-fact condi-
tional: Given that Mises never did address this issue, what answers
are logically open to him? Of course this is “speculative.” It has to be,
since Mises never directly confronted this issue. It cannot be denied
that Mises wrote intensively about the positive issue of whether gov-
ernment intervention is cumulative, but not in the context of whether
or not a praxeologically sophisticated citizen would perforce have to
oppose it. Gunning fails to refute Rothbard because, exhibiting no
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evidence of knowing what Rothbard said, he could not even directly
confront him, let alone refute him.

F. Discursive Reasoning

Mises’s third attempt to square the circle was to demand that those
who denigrate private property rights and free markets not do so on
the basis of “arbitrary, allegedly ethical standards” (Rothbard 1976:
108).19 Rothbard replies, quite definitively, that

Mises would have to concede that no one can decide upon any policy
whatever unless he makes an ultimate ethical or value judgment. But since
this is so, and since according to Mises all ultimate value judgments or
ethical standards are arbitrary, how then could he denounce these par-
ticular ethical judgments as “arbitrary”? (1976: 109)

And what is Gunning’s refutation of Rothbard? He (2005: 913) states:
“Rothbard took Mises’s statement out of context. In the cited passage,
Mises was not referring to the use of discursive reasoning to evalu-
ate a public policy. Instead, he was referring to its use in evaluating
the logic of the proposals advocated by others, [such as] the advocacy
of capitalism and socialism.”

But this objection is difficult to understand. Yes, there is a differ-
ence between the phrase “public policy” and “proposals.” They are
not exactly synonymous in all situations. On the other hand, in the
context of the present discussion, there is not a “dime’s worth” of dif-
ference between them. Indeed, they can surely be used interchange-
ably. If a proposal for or against socialism or capitalism is not a public
policy, I do not know what is.

Had this passage not appeared in the distinguished pages of this
journal,20 I would find it onerous to have to make such a reply. But
since it did, I cannot forebear.

G. Rothbard’s Misinterpretation of Mises

This is a rather tendentious section of Gunning’s paper. It is useless
to speculate about why Rothbard misinterpreted Mises when in fact
he did not. But to add insult to injury, Gunning interprets Rothbard
as some sort of mathematical economist who focuses only on 
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equilibrium states at the expense of market process, and presumes 
to lecture him about the failures thereof. Contrary to Gunning, 
Rothbard’s entire career as an economist was predicated upon just
the points made by Gunning in this section. It is exceedingly curious
that an Austrian economist of Gunning’s stature would not realize
this.

H. Conclusion

There are several errors committed by Gunning in his conclusion.
First, he states that “Rothbard argued that economics is the value-

free handmaiden of ethics” (Gunning 2005: 915–916). Can one 
logically defend laissez-faire capitalism without recourse to value
statements in the premises of the argument? Rothbard says not. At
best, one can state that free enterprise leads to peace and prosper-
ity, and that socialism to the very opposite, but without a normative
base, why ever should the former be preferred to the latter? One can
say that most people do prefer these goals, and thus must favor the
economic freedom that alone makes their attainment possible, but,
again, there is no necessity for such preferences. A man fully steeped
in the niceties of Austrian economics might still reject these ends, and
not be forced to endure the pain of self-contradiction. Mises did not
succeed in defending these notions, and Rothbard’s criticism remains
impregnable, at least to the attempts of Gunning to rend them
asunder.

Notes

1. Rothbard’s claim as a champion of free enterprise is gargantuan. A
complete listing of his publications in this regard would take up half the
space of this entire article. See this website: http://www.mises.org/
mnrbib.asp. For a sampling, see Rothbard (1970, 1971, 1973a, 1973b, 1976a,
1976b, 1977, 1978, 1982, 1990, 1994, 1997a, 1997b). Mises, too, was very pro-
lific in terms of his contribution to the defense of free markets. His major
works include Mises (1912, 1933, 1943, 1957, 1969a, 1969b, 1972, 1983, 1999).

2. For more on value freedom from an Austrian perspective, see 
Rothbard (1997a: 255–265), reprinted from Rothbard (1975: 38–41); also see
Block (1975).

3. Gunning (2005: 904) cites Mises (1966: 238) quite properly discussing
“the goals which most people . . . are intent on attaining by toiling” but this
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is a very different thing. That individual people have ends is a staple of the
Austrian economics subscribed to by both Mises and Rothbard; that eco-
nomics itself can have goals is a view that can be attributed only to Gunning.
States Gunning (2005: 904–905): “It is important to realize that Mises’s goal
of comparing ideologies and systems was not a side issue. It was, in his view,
the main goal—indeed the reason for being—of economics.” Yes, Mises, as
a person, can have goals. But despite the fact that Gunning quotes liberally
from Mises, he never supplies any evidence that the latter supports his claim
that economics itself, as opposed to economists, can have a goal.

4. I shall be calling this Statement 3, henceforth.
5. Material in brackets in the three statements, twice repeated (SOME OF,

ALL OF) inserted by present author.
6. Gunning (2005: 909) maintains that “Rothbard’s claim that Mises used

a ‘variant of the unanimity principle’ is . . . not essential to Rothbard’s criti-
cism anyway.” If so, then why does Gunning spend so much time excoriat-
ing Rothbard for this “mistake.” But Gunning is in error in this regard, too.
As we have seen in the text accompanying this footnote, only the unanim-
ity principle can be used to render Mises’s statements coherent. Without this
principle, Mises’s claim is literally unintelligible.

7. Gunning (2005: 904).
8. In like manner, Hoppe’s (1993: 204–207) “[a]rgument from argument”

can be used to undermine the criticisms of the socialists against private prop-
erty rights.

9. It is interesting to note a point missed by Gunning: Eshelman’s article
was published by the Review of Austrian Economics during the time period
when Murray Rothbard was its editor. My recollection as its then co-editor,
which recollection has been independently supported by Rothbard’s other
colleagues, Jeff Tucker and David Gordon, is that Rothbard was absolutely
delighted with the publication of this piece, as it highlighted an aspect of
Mises that had not before been much appreciated: as a proto natural law 
theorist.

10. My guru in matters Misesian, Richard Ebeling, pointed me in the direc-
tion of the following quote from Mises: “An economist must deal with doc-
trines, not with men. He must criticize erroneous thought. It is not his function
to reveal personal motives for protecting fallacies. An economist must face
his opponents with the fictitious assumption that they are guided by objec-
tive considerations only” (Mises 1978: 51–52). My colleague Tom DiLorenzo
responded to this as follows: “Based on this quote, it appears that Mises
would have approved of a division of labor whereby the politicians would
worry about corruption and politicization and economists would eschew
these issues. But in my opinion this phenomenon is fair game at least for
students of political economy, as opposed to pure economic theory. The
public choice argument that, for example, a government-controlled money
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supply will inevitably lead to political business cycles and other mischief is
a legitimate argument for political economists to make” (private correspon-
dence, dated 3/1/01). I certainly agree with DiLorenzo on this.

11. I am grateful to Guido Hulsmann for urging me to emphasize that
there are these two distinct points at issue.

12. The dictionary defines this as follows: “reductio ad absurdum argu-
ment, a ‘reduction to absurdity’—we assume the truth of a statement, see the
logical and mathematical consequences of that assumption, then use it to
show that it contradicts itself, and thus cannot be true.” See this website:
http://www.alcyone.com/max/writing/essays/reductio-ad-absurdum.html.
States the Encyclopedia Britannica: “(Latin: ‘reduction to absurdity’), in logic,
a form of refutation showing contradictory or absurd consequences follow-
ing upon premises as a matter of logical necessity. A form of the reductio
ad absurdum argument, known as indirect proof or reductio ad impossibile,
is one that proves a proposition by showing that its denial conjoined with
other propositions previously proved or accepted leads to a contradiction. In
common speech the term reductio ad absurdum refers to anything pushed
to absurd extremes.”

13. For an antidote to this sentiment, see Ehrlich (1972, 1973, 1974, 1975,
1976, 1977a, 1977b, 1977c, 1977d, 1978, 1979, 1981, 1982).

14. Other writings that have criticized Coase along similar lines include
Block (1977, 1995, 1999); Cordato (1989, 1992, 1998); Krecke (1996); North
(1992); and Rothbard (1990).

15. Gunning (2005: 910) repeats his mistaken notion that economics, as
opposed to economists, can have an “aim.” He follows this up with another
gratuitous insult of Rothbard (2005: 911): “One conjectures from [Rothbard’s]
claim that economics is the handmaiden of ethics that he wanted to use eco-
nomics to support his recent ‘ethics of liberty’ (Rothbard [1973] 1978).” To
charge that Rothbard would purposely pervert his theories in an effort to 
sell books must rank high among the most foul affronts ever published. This
is particularly offensive in view of Rothbard’s life, which was devoted to 
pure scholarship. Further, Gunning is mistaken in his attribution to 
Rothbard of the view that “economics is the handmaiden of ethics.” Very
much to the contrary, Rothbard held that proper economics was vertfreiheit,
or value free (see Rothbard 1975, footnote 3, supra). Gunning is confusing
this with Rothbard’s thesis that value laden economics, or public policy rec-
ommendations, should be the handmaidens of ethics. For Rothbard, value-
free economics stands on its own, without needing any scintilla of help from
ethics. But he inveighed mightily against economists using their professional
standing to urge public policies fraught with ethical considerations; he 
maintained that if they wanted to adhere to proper scholarly canons, they
should either cease and desist, or base their counsel on explicit ethical 
considerations.
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16. Gunning (2005: 911) mistakenly cites this as Rothbard (1976: 104).
This quote actually appears in Rothbard (1976: 106). Emphasis added by
present author.

17. Emphasis added by present author.
18. Emphasis added by present author.
19. See also Mises ([1961] 1990).
20. I owe a debt of gratitude to Gene Callahan for correcting an infelici-

tous phrase that appeared at this point in an earlier draft of this paper.
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