
103

         

       Theory and Method in the Social Sciences  
by Felix Kaufmann: An English Translation 

             Felix     Kaufmann       

 This translation of Felix Kaufmann’s  Methodenlehre der Sozalwissenschaften  (1936) is based on a 
draft by John Viertel, critically reviewed by Carolyn Fawcett, and fi nally prepared and edited by 
R.S. Cohen and Ingeborg K. Helling. 

F. Kaufmann (deceased)

R.S. Cohen and I.K. Helling (eds.), Felix Kaufmann’s Theory and Method 
in the Social Sciences, Boston Studies in the Philosophy and History of Science 303, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-02845-3_2, © Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2014



104

      Preface 

 The plan of this work was born of the conviction that many of the most vehement 
controversies in the social sciences are now ripe for resolution. The work was fi rst 
conceived more than 15 years ago; but to carry it out, careful preparation was 
required; the publications cited in the notes will provide some information about 
this. Aside from the investigative goal of securing the grounds for that conviction, 
I also had a didactic goal in mind, to convey to the social scientist concerned with 
more abstract problems, and to the advanced student, an insight into the way prob-
lems of social theory have been intertwined with those of the general theory of 
knowledge and of sciences apparently remote from social theory; together with that, 
it was also my hope to eradicate a series of deeply rooted prejudices, which stand in 
the way of understanding the structure and signifi cance [ Sinn ] of social science 
research, and of its undisturbed development. 

 Guided by these goals, I have been led to concentrate on the fundamentally sig-
nifi cant relationships within the theories of science, to an almost complete exclusion 
of considerations peripheral to this focus of inquiry, no matter how interesting these 
may be from the viewpoint of the history of doctrines or the psychology and sociol-
ogy of knowledge. Consequently, the entire critique in this book is a critique of 
principles. 

 This statement appears to require an additional explanation about the philosophical 
‘viewpoint’ from which this critique of principles has been undertaken. But this is 
not the case: the appearance to the contrary arises through an erroneous conception 
of philosophical thinking, to be more precisely defi ned in what follows. I also wish 
to note that my work should not be called a  phenomenological  theory of the social 
sciences, although the works of the founder of transcendental phenomenology, the 
great philosopher Edmund Husserl, have exercised a strong and lasting infl uence on 
my thought. For the methodological analyses carried out in this book remain on this 
side of the problematic of transcendental phenomenology; their goal is a ‘formal 
critique’, not a ‘transcendental critique’, if these two concepts are understood in 
Husserl’s sense. 

 Nor can this work easily be fi t within the framework of any existing school of 
social theory, economics, or theory of law; yet I cannot refrain from mentioning that 
I feel especially indebted to two social theorists for the wealth of stimulation I was 
able to draw from their writings and from many years of discussion: Hans Kelsen 
and Ludwig Mises. 

 The reasons which determined the structure of this book can be gathered from 
the introduction. Here I just wish to point out that the applications to problems of 
social theory, which are carried out in the second part of this work, on the basis of 
results of theoretical refl ections in the fi rst part, could be multiplied in many ways – 
which I hope will happen soon through the collaboration of a large number of 
researchers; therefore I have not placed too much emphasis on a detailed correspon-
dence between the analyses in the two parts of this work. Such a correspondence 
would have disturbed the straightforward presentation of the general range of 
 problems in the theory of science; this seemed far more essential to me. 
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 The literature listed in the notes is but a small fraction of the writings that have 
conceptually infl uenced this work. For the most part I have restricted myself to 
citing only those works explicitly mentioned in the text. 

 For the critical editing of the manuscript and of the galleys, I wish to thank most 
heartily a number of friends in various countries, especially Dr. Karl Bode, pres-
ently of St. John’s College, Cambridge and Dr. Alfred Schütz of Vienna. Dr. Bode 
has also taken upon himself the great labor of preparing both indexes. 

 Vienna, November 1935   F. Kaufmann  

    Introduction: On the Problematic and Structure of the Book 

 The main diffi culties in the methodological analyses of the social sciences arise 
from the excessive multiplicity of intersecting and interpenetrating problems. 
While in investigations in the theory of logic, mathematics and theoretical physics, 
we are confronted as a rule with a clearly delimited number of questions and can 
therefore survey the road which the investigation is to take, at least for short 
stretches, in the theory of the social sciences, on the other hand, the tangle of path-
ways lures us on into boundlessness. Whoever has followed the struggle over 
method [hereafter, the  Methodenstreit ] in its various forms and phases, within the 
most important of these sciences during the last 50 years or so, whoever has let the 
pros and cons and the cross purposes of the doctrinal positions pass before him, 
will initially feel almost overwhelmed by the wealth of points of departure, goals 
and paths of research, and then later come to realize that before everything else it 
is necessary to create a systematic order among problems. For such an order will 
make it possible to shed light on the content of the confl icting theses, the meaning 
of which, insofar as it is relevant for the analyses, is only too often obscured by a 
terminology burdened with ambitious implicit presuppositions; only then can the 
true methodological divergences be grasped and evaluated. 

 Therefore the task is fi rst to attain a clear orientation with respect to the research 
goals and research procedures of the social sciences. Many methodologists have 
understood this very well, and accordingly have undertaken either to decree that one 
method is the only correct one, or else have sought to assign the various methods to 
certain basic types of personality and/or world views held by the scientists, and 
in this way to provide for the corresponding multiplicity of ‘equally possible’ 
methods. 1  Here a broad fi eld of investigations into the origin of these character 
types and world views emerges, and thereby an area for psychological, anthropo-
logical and sociological research. 

 But both dogmatism, and the relativism just described, have fulfi lled the expecta-
tions attached to them only to an inadequate degree. The world-embracing, 
dogmatically stipulated principles, which were to justify the hegemony of a specifi c 

1   Along with others, Dilthey, Jaspers and Rothacker would also have to be mentioned. 
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method, have usually failed when confronted with the requirements of the individual 
sciences. Subjectively oriented doctrines frequently provide very interesting insight 
into the motivation for research  ex post facto , and thus shed light on one or another 
emotional element as well as the genesis of such elements, which were especially 
effective in the choice of methods. However, these subjectivists almost always fail 
to progress beyond the antechamber of the problem, while the internal cognitive 
relationships of the research, required by ‘the matter itself’, receive inadequate 
treatment. Therefore investigations of this kind will be especially important where 
the uncovering of historical interconnections is at issue: for a methodology that is to 
serve as an instrument of current research they are of much less signifi cance. 

 In the face of this we can render, in a fi rst approximation, the conception of meth-
odological problems to be expressed in the analyses below more precisely in the 
following manner: scientifi c research is faced with certain questions which it is sup-
posed to answer. Thus certain defi nite goals are set, and now the ways are to be speci-
fi ed by which we can reach these goals. Therefore what has to be clarifi ed is: what do 
we want to know, and how can we acquire this knowledge? Which problems are 
posed, and what procedures for their solution come under consideration? Accordingly, 
a methodology of the social sciences, as we understand it, has to set as its task a 
systematic analysis of types of problems and types of procedures. For the present its 
domain is only delimited in a pre-scientifi c manner; and the methodologist has to 
evaluate the capacities of the various procedures in relation to the goals of research 
which have been set, insofar as this is possible within the current state of knowledge. 
For this, purely objective criteria for the preference of a method will emerge. 

 If one approaches the investigation of controversial doctrines involved in the 
 Methodenstreit  with this aspect in view, then we will very likely have to distinguish 
between two kinds of statements: namely, fi rst, statements concerning the points at 
which the doctrines are distinguished from each other with respect to procedure, 
and second, how the choice of method is justifi ed. In analyses of the second kind, 
we encounter very frequently the attempt, undertaken with illusory supporting argu-
ments, to designate one specifi c method as the ‘only correct’ one; it is one of the 
most important tasks of the critique of method to examine these claims of validity. 
Yet in doing so we must take into account that a proof of the falsity of claims to 
validity of this kind by no means implies a verdict against the method itself, but only 
against the status claimed for it; not infrequently it turns out that good methods are 
‘justifi ed philosophically’ with bad arguments. In the theory of methodological doc-
trines, as a rule it is the case that the pseudo-philosophical would-be justifi cations 
obscure the true differences in procedures between two contending positions, so 
that only after removing them can a clear view of two latter be obtained. Then very 
frequently it turns out, that the apparent incompatibility of the methods, as conse-
quence of which only one is completely correct (adequate) while the others are 
totally incorrect (inadequate) does not exist at all. This insight is also the determin-
ing reason why in the investigations below such extensive space has been accorded 
to the critique of speculative prejudices. This critique will be mainly turned against 
rigid methodological dogmatism but it will also seek to set limits to relativism 
(conventionalism). 
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 We obtain an especially useful guide in carrying out our analysis by directing our 
attention to the role  abstract natural science  plays in the debate on method. For it 
will be seen that in almost all the more recent methodological controversies in the 
social sciences – whether explicitly or implicitly – the (alleged) method of physics 
is held up either as ideal or as its opposite. Nor is that diffi cult to understand. The 
social scientist who wishes to justify the maxims that guide his own research, and 
sees the immense successes of physics before him, inadvertently arrives at the fol-
lowing conclusion: if the method of physics is at all applicable to the social sci-
ences, then it alone is correct, or at least it is the optimal method. Then according to 
whether this condition is seen as fulfi lled or not fulfi lled, the social scientist will fall 
either into a crass methodical naturalism, or a no less crass antinaturalism. And then 
in the contemporary philosophy of nature or in the philosophy of mind 
[ Geistesphilosophie ] he will readily fi nd the ‘deeper justifi cation’ for the view he 
has adopted. Thesis and antithesis can be formulated here as follows:

    Naturalistic thesis : Research in the so-called social sciences can be called scientifi c 
only insofar as it is carried out with the method of the abstract natural sciences; 
otherwise it is unscientifi c, or else prescientifi c. However, to the extent to which 
these methods can fi nd application in the social sciences, these are natural sci-
ence disciplines.  

   Antinaturalistic thesis : The methods of natural science are in principle inapplicable 
to the problems – or at least to the central problems – of the social sciences, as 
these are not concerned with the space-time reality of nature (for which alone 
these methods are tailored) but with a mental [ seelisch-geistige ] reality which is 
of an altogether different kind. Therefore the social sciences and the natural sci-
ences are  toto coelo  different.    

 To be sure there is no lack of attempts to bridge this difference but for the most 
part their persuasiveness is slight because they do not overcome in principle the 
prejudices which equally underlie naturalism and anti-naturalism. These preju-
dices are rooted above all in mistaken conceptions concerning the nature of reality 
and truth, as well as the validity of the laws of nature; for this in turn, the miscon-
strual of the meaning of mathematical propositions and of their application to the 
world of experience, is to a large extent responsible. Now the state of affairs today 
is such, that the problems just described can be considered as fi nally solved at the 
level of methodology, so that it has become possible to radically remove the rele-
vant errors. But with that, the problems raised in the  Methodenstreit  appear to be 
quite different. In place of formulations framed in terms  aut-aut  [either-or], we 
now can develop formulations which, on the basis of careful analysis, seek to 
establish the extent of similarity or difference between the methods in question. 
After removing the superimposed speculative conceptions, the structures of the 
specifi c procedures are revealed, and their description is possible without great dif-
fi culty. This in turn is the most important precondition for a systematic classifi ca-
tion of the problems of the social sciences, and beyond that, for a theory of 
induction in social science – a goal toward which to be sure, the present work only 
clears a path which it is not able to pursue. 

 Theory and Method in the Social Sciences  by Felix Kaufmann: An English Translation
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 If we have just advanced the thesis, that the relation of the social sciences to the 
natural sciences is the dominant element in the main variants of the  Methodenstreit,  
then it is by no means intended thereby to maintain the – totally inappropriate – 
claim, that this relation forms the central theme of all these controversies or even 
of the majority of them. What we mean is merely that in the arguments and coun-
terarguments certain conceptions concerning this relation have come to be effec-
tive conceptual motives, – especially the mistaken views concerning the nature of 
mathematical and physical lawfulness. 

 Accordingly, in order to acquire a foundation for decisions in the  Methodenstreit , 
we will fi rst subject the determining ideas about the essential quality of our knowl-
edge of nature to a critical analysis. The preconditions for this are formed by general 
epistemological considerations concerning the truth criteria of experiential judg-
ments, and of  a priori  judgments. Among the latter, the propositions of logic and 
mathematics require a more precise analysis, which then leads directly to overcom-
ing the most dangerous prejudices concerning the nature of natural laws, thereby 
opening up the way to fundamental statements about the relation between fact 
and law. 

 With that, a foundation in the true sense has been laid for those high-level prob-
lems of a general theory of science, the treatment of which is indispensable for radical 
methodological investigations in the social sciences. These problems are above all 
the problem of vitalism, the psycho-physical problem, and the problem of value 
judgments. 

 These considerations determine the structure of the fi rst part of our work, in 
which the questions mentioned, will be examined in the order listed above. This part 
will be concluded by an examination of the nature of inquiry in the theory of science 
and its delimitation with respect to metaphysical speculation, as well as by the pro-
posal of a  universal methodological schema , intended to make possible a classifi ca-
tion of scientifi c procedures. 

 The second part contains the application of these results which characterize sci-
ence in general to the theory of the social sciences and takes into consideration the 
fact that the defi nition of fi elds of research and of procedures in the social sciences 
follows mainly from a four-sided delimitation, namely, with the respect to the natural 
sciences, to psychology, to axiology and to history. In the  Methodenstreit  bitter 
controversies are fought over these boundaries. 

 It is clear that the analyses appropriate here are all contributions to the question 
of the  independent character  of social science inquiry and therefore represent a suit-
able precondition for the analysis of the nature of laws and of concept formation in 
the social sciences; this investigation is carried out in the two sections that follow. 
The conclusion of the book then consists of the evaluation of the results which these 
refl ections have provided for judging a series of important methodological contro-
versies: the next to last section is devoted to problems in economic theory, and the 
last to those in the theory of law. 

 As can be seen from this outline, the work proceeds from more general consid-
erations to more particular ones. Although I am by no means unaware of the diffi -
culties which this path presents to the philosophical untrained reader, I have selected 
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it because, in my opinion, only in this way is it possible to arrive at a classifi cation, 
according to objectively based principles, of the questions, which, in traditional 
formulations and treatments of these problems, would, for the most part, lie helter- 
skelter in confusion. 

 It is these principles then that form the guideline for a systematic critique of 
method. In order to be convincing, such a critique must reach down into the most 
general strata of thought, for it is shown again and again that most fatal speculative 
errors are rarely bound to the more subtle specifi c differences of the material inves-
tigated, but instead most frequently involve very formal traits of thinking, which 
appear within the special fi elds as if they were peculiar to these fi elds. We can obtain 
a clear view of this cognitive fact, in a fi rst approximation, by looking at the relation 
of a specifi c [abstract] scheme of equations to a corresponding set of examples or 
so-called ‘applications of these equations’. 

 It is also immediately evident that, aside from their critical results, such inves-
tigations open up rich possibilities for valid  analogies  between different domains 
of knowledge. Since the beginning, extensive – often too extensive – use has been 
made of the cognitive tool of analogy in science and in the theory of science: but 
the results frequently represented false hypotheses or also pseudo-philosophical 
speculations, because the point of application for the analogy, the  fundamentum 
analogiae , had been wrongly taken. For the formation of analogies only offers 
assurance of true gains in knowledge when it has been clearly established just 
what the two correlated domains have in common. Therefore a consistently pur-
sued attempt to make knowledge within one domain of knowledge useful for 
another leads to a stepwise order of domains of knowledge. Only through this 
ordering does it become possible to determine how great an impact the insights 
gained in one domain will have, and in many cases this ordering alone also per-
mits us to reach a conclusive resolution of methodological controversies. 
Therefore, in the theory of science, one must not shy away from ‘detours’ in 
achieving our goals.  

    Part One. Elements of the General Theory of Science 

    1. Basic Philosophical Considerations 

 From its origins, philosophical thought was guided by the idea of arriving at  ulti-
mate truths , and its vicissitudes can to a considerable extent be described by relating 
how these ultimate truths were conceived. 

 In its fi rst stage, in which philosophy was still barely distinguishable from myth, 
these truths were conceived as insights into the origins of the world, including those 
of human beings. Philosophy is cosmogony, in which the systematic quality of seek-
ing unity frequently is expressed by conceiving the world as emerging from an 
original, ‘primal substance’, [ Urstoff ] such as water, earth, fi re or air, or from a 
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small number of such substances, without any more being said about this process of 
development, than that it resulted from an act of will of a divine being. 

 In contrast to this, truly immense progress is achieved by the conception of ulti-
mate truths as  sources of knowledge.  For here an analysis of thinking is already 
carried out, while in the initial stage, basically, only everyday experience of the 
transformation of substances into other substances, is uncritically interpreted and 
arbitrarily declared to be the ultimate truths. In the second stage, however, the most 
infl uential conceptual theme is the following: our entire knowledge consists in part 
of fundamental insights which do not have to be grounded upon other sources of 
knowledge, and in part of such further insights as are derived from the fundamental 
ones. A complete system of knowledge would thus be created if (1) all the sources 
of knowledge could be indicated, and (2) the rules of derivation could be shown. 
With this the two groups of epistemological tasks have been identifi ed, which have 
dominated Western philosophy since Plato. 

 As far as the fi rst point is concerned, we can classify philosophical schools (to be 
sure, quite one-sidedly and by no means adequately) according to their ranking of 
the importance of the various sources of knowledge. Sensualistic empiricism assigns 
the dominant place to the evidence given by sense data, spiritualism to the evidence 
of inner experience, and rationalism to the evidence of rational truths. Of course, 
actual historical systems most frequently appear as mixed forms, which differ from 
each other especially with regard to their judgment as to what degree the laws of 
physical and psycho-physical events are accessible to fi nite human understanding. 

 The problem presented by the  process of derivation  seemed to have found its 
solution in principle in the axiomatic method, as it was created by  Euclid  for geom-
etry; and thus argumentation  more geometrico  became a philosophical instrument, 
which was to guarantee the complete rigor of deductions .  

 The most famous example of this is Spinoza’s  Ethics.  But though the rigor of the 
procedure is a necessary condition for the truth of statements of a deductive system, 
it is not a suffi cient condition. It depends also on the truth of the premises, which, in 
keeping with the presuppositions, is to rest in these premises themselves. Thus the 
question of the criterion – or in some cases criteria – of  original  truth is of decisive 
importance. 

 Now this  criterion  was most frequently regarded as a feeling of  inner evidence , 
which was supposed to be the infallible sign of truth; here  three types of evidence  
were distinguished:

    1.    the evidence of sense perception, which provides knowledge of the existence of 
things and events of the external world;   

   2.    the evidence of inner experience, which provides infallible knowledge of the 
facts of one’s own consciousness;   

   3.    the evidence of the laws of reason, which contain truths valid in all places and at 
all times, and therefore occupy a higher rank than changeable factual truths.    

  First a few words have to be said here about the  rational truths . These are 
supposed to embrace the laws to which all being is subject. In theological guise 
these are the ideas on which God’s plan of the creation of the world is based. 
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Geometric knowledge appears as their prime example, brought to its highest 
fl owering especially by the Pythagorean School, and then placed in the service 
of astronomy. Here the subjection of Being to laws is clearly manifested, just as 
it appears in simple forms in everyday experience. For 2,000 years of philo-
sophical thought, Plato made geometric knowledge, and together with it logical 
and arithmetic knowledge, the  nervus probandi  for asserting the existence of 
fundamental truths that are independent of experience and yet govern it, thus for 
the basic position of rationalist metaphysics. 

 This phase of thought is defi nitively marked by the fundamental assumption of a 
 polarity  of the knowing  subject  and the  object  known or to be known. The world 
with its laws is what it is, independent of whether acts of thought are directed toward 
it or not; on the other hand, the task of knowledge consists in grasping the self- 
existing pre-stabilized world as it is, and mastering it intellectually in the most com-
plete way possible. To be sure there is by no means unanimity of opinion as to what 
degree this task is achievable by human beings, as has already been pointed out. 

 But the other conception, which I called ‘ naïve realism ’, bears within it the seeds 
of its own supersession. For as soon as we  refl ect  on the process of knowledge and 
see in it a task that can or cannot be solved, a task in which the examination of both 
the errors blocking the correct solution as well as the source of these errors becomes 
pressing; as soon as we arrive at the differentiation of mere appearance from true 
being, which must prove itself by certain criteria, then an essential step has already 
been taken away from the idea of the world that has being in itself, towards its 
gradual replacement by the insight that all being is  consciousness-related.  For the 
criteria of Being are themselves facts of consciousness, and the distinguishing of 
Being and Appearance can accordingly only take place in such a way, that certain 
facts of consciousness (lived experiences), or certain groups of such facts, are dis-
tinguished as sources of knowledge from other experiences, to which no objective 
Being is supposed to correspond. With that, obviously the separation of being and 
appearance is transferred into the sphere of lived experience, and it becomes a ques-
tion on what grounds can we assert for lived experience and therefore also for Being 
itself any signifi cance beyond that sphere? The appeal to evidence can be of little 
help here, for the feeling of evidence too is a ‘subjective’ (lived) experience, and it 
remains an open problem by what means it can be legitimated as criterion of truth 
[ criterium veritatis ]. As is well known, this is the question which Descartes decided – 
or cut off – by appeal to the truthfulness of God [ veracitas dei ]. 

 Such considerations very frequently lead to the thesis that the sole true reality is 
the reality of the phenomena of one’s own consciousness, and thus leads to the 
replacement of naïve realism by so-called  phenomenalism.  The road to this doctrine 
is marked particularly by the experiences of the deception of the senses, and indeed 
of the ‘subjectivity of sense perception’ in general. For from these experiences 
arises the question, whether any properties at all can be regarded as belonging to the 
things themselves, and the denial of this then leads precisely to phenomenalism. 

 A little deeper refl ection shows, however, that this doctrine, which seeks to sur-
mount subject-object dualism by the formula  esse est percipi  itself still remains in 
the  ante-chamber of refl ective insight  and, compared to naïve realism, merely 
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represents “ naiveté on a higher level”  (Husserl), as it operates with an uncritical, 
confused conception about lived experiences of consciousness. Because of this it 
does not become aware of the dualistic tension that inheres in consciousness as 
“ consciousness of something” . But at least it contains the fundamental recognition 
of the consciousness-relatedness of all Being, and from this it is not too long a road 
to grasping the fundamental task of philosophy, to comprehend by means of rigor-
ous analysis of the phenomena of consciousness, and especially of predicative 
thinking, how the world is constituted in consciousness. This task – fi rst compre-
hended by Kant with full clarity in his ‘Copernican revolution’ – has dominated the 
problematic of philosophical criticism to no less a degree than that of the more 
refi ned positivism and pragmatism; it was advanced greatly by Franz Brentano 
through his emphasis on the intentional character of psychic phenomena, and 
received its most profound treatment to date in Husserl’s phenomenology. 2  

 As we shall show immediately, these analyses of the phenomena of consciousness 
contain the radical overcoming of naïve realism as well as naïve phenomenalism, 
which, to be sure, does not prevent these two views from continuing to be infl uential 
in uncritical and semicritical thought, and thus they continue to form the focal point 
of the methodological dispute within the natural as well as the social sciences. 

 We wish to characterize these analyses, in a fi rst approximation, by stating that 
in them the question of the  essential nature of being [Wesen des Seins]  appears 
transformed into that of the  truth-conditions of judgments , or more precisely, is 
revealed to be that question. For the manner in which the data of a verifi cation 
series cohere determines the ‘nature’ of the object about which the judgment predi-
cates something. 

 A simple example may serve to make this clearer: Let us look at the judgment 
based on an optical impression: “Here is a house.” This assertion contains not 
merely an optical impression, but beyond that, a series of anticipations; for example 
if the person making the statement closes his eyes for a time and then, without 
changing his place or the position of his head, opens them again, he will have a 
conforming optical impression – unless in the meantime something completely 
extraordinary, say an earthquake, has taken place. Furthermore he assumes that 
upon changing the position of his head, and in the case of certain changes of his 
entire body (for instance, walking around the house), he will have a continual 
sequence of optical impressions of a kind which are predictable to a certain degree. 
Similar anticipations exist about the tactile and kinesthetic impressions resulting 
from touching the house or passing one’s hand over a part of its contours; fi nally, it 
is assumed that a fellow human being with normal sensory equipment, behaving in 
the same way in the same place, will receive corresponding impressions. 

 Thus one will recognize that a perceptual judgment concerning the reality of 
things in the outside world, is by no means to be conceived as the simple ascertain-
ing of sense impressions –  receptive  [passive]  fi ndings  but that it contains an  open 
series of assumptions  directed towards intertemporal, intersensual and interpersonal 
(intersubjective) validation. This insight forms the core of both the formulation 

2   See also below, Part One, section “Life and Consciousness” 
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(of critical philosophy), that what has Being is an infi nite idea, and that it is  not 
given  to thought, but  set as a task for it , as well as Husserl’s dictum, according to 
which things are “ open horizons of possibilities ”. It removes the vague conception 
of an absolute transcendence of the part of whatever has Being in the world, as it 
confronts consciousness, the conception that characterizes naïve realism: it removes 
as well the phenomenalistic doctrine of the immanence of the world in conscious-
ness. And it replaces these by the result of refl ection, that while the world is ‘consti-
tuted’ in thought, and therefore to be described by means of concepts of the facts of 
consciousness, and only by these, it is by no means, therefore, ‘contained’ in the 
acts of consciousness in any manner that could be conceived as real or logical inclu-
sion. Thus we can well call this complex of ideas ‘immanent transcendence’. 

 Accordingly the formula ‘ esse est percipi ’ is, in a fi rst approximation, to be 
replaced by the formula ‘ esse est percipi posse ’, but the problem of the essential 
nature of being is by no means solved thereby, but merely outlined; for the true task 
now consists in grasping the character of that potentiality, which is merely indicated 
by the ‘ posse’ , i.e., in making explicit the  implicit presuppositions  which are con-
tained in empirical judgments, thereby revealing their true conditions, the ‘criteria 
of true Being’. As anticipations of future being are among these criteria, it follows 
that – in principle – at no point is a judgment of experience to be regarded as ‘fi nal’, 
‘uncontrovertible’, or ‘absolutely’ secure: rather it always remains conceivable that 
newly occurring events will lead to a revision of the judgment, and indeed this is 
true – contrary to widely-held position – not only for judgments of external experi-
ence but also for the judgments of inner experience. 

 Also the results of these refl ections already lead to important consequences for 
methodology in the narrower sense. They show that assertions about the reality of 
things, the presence of properties, the existence of relations, contain other elements, 
or contain other elements as well as the data of passive lived experiences. 
Furthermore, they direct our attention toward the specifi c ways in which those syn-
theses of past and anticipated or imaginatively projected perceptions function, 
which are contained in empirical judgments. Thus they lead to the removal of 
deeply-rooted prejudices, which have been a great constraint upon scientifi c research 
and are still so today. 

 But above all, owing to this, the doctrine of the ‘feeling’ of evidence as a source 
of truth is superseded. For as soon as it is clearly seen that even statements of fact, 
directed toward the present moment, contain assumptions about the future, upon the 
fulfi llment of which their truth is dependent, we can no longer hope that through an 
immediate ‘possession’ of reality or ‘participation’ in it (which allegedly displays 
itself in the ‘feeling’ of evidence) we can conclusively assure ourselves of that reality. 
As a judgment of fact contains more than the plain registering of the isolated life 
situation of the person making the judgment, it can never be verifi ed defi nitively by 
any single fi nding, no matter what texture of feeling may accompany it. This is also 
true of our judgments concerning our own lived experiences, and thus of the facts of 
inner experience; for by declaring such a fact to be a fact of a certain kind, for 
instance, of doubt, purpose, grief – and we must do that insofar as we make any 
statement about it – we place it in relation to other facts of a similar kind. Whether 
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this relation really holds, i.e. whether the experience in question really was an 
experience of doubt, purpose, grief, cannot be decided by a directed ‘act of looking’ 
[ Schau ] alone (with accompanying feeling of evidence) that is confi ned to the expe-
rience. Rather, here one must refer to the knowledge of what doubt, purpose, grief 
is, in order to ascertain whether the experience to be characterized has the relevant 
attributes. But every such assertion must be regarded in principle as something that 
can be tested and revised. 

 Thus it becomes clear that in judgmental (predicative) thought the ‘matter’ of 
sense perception, which is supposed to represent the correlate of pure receptivity, 
cannot be considered in isolation, but instead enters sense perception as already 
formed, i.e., situated within a context of experience. Indeed those implicit presup-
positions of which we spoke are nothing else than the incorporation into the current 
store of acquired and habitual experience, which is composed largely of merely 
perceived, and not apperceived date. Therefore we can say that  predicative experi-
ence  has its foundation in  pre-predicative experience.  3  

 With this insight, the idea that the whole of human knowledge can be constituted 
by combinations of a number of immediately evident truths can be regarded as 
superseded. This idea already began to appear in the conception of the axiomatic 
method in antiquity, and it exercised an enduring infl uence on late scholasticism and 
later on Spinoza and Leibniz, and most recently found its most signifi cant formula-
tion in Wittgenstein’s doctrine of elementary sentences. 4  The same holds true for the 
idea of a  science or philosophy without presuppositions  (epistemology). For all 
predicative thought presupposes a foundation, one which, to be sure, is itself subject 
to change with the continued progress of experience; without such foundation, the 
truth-conditions, and therewith the meaning of the judgments themselves, could not 
be determined. Science and philosophy are not the  spontaneous generation of 
knowledge out of nothing , but the augmentation, restructuring and clarifi cation of 
previously gained knowledge. 

 This insight has been obscured above all by two considerations, which in them-
selves are appropriate and very important, but from which misunderstood, mistaken 
conclusions have been drawn. The fi rst of these concerns the ‘ privileged status ’ of 
judgments based on perceptions, thus, those which contain fi ndings about sense data 
as opposed to judgments in which this is not the case. This consideration is indeed of 
extraordinary signifi cance; for it allows us to understand of what the difference 
between reality and mere fantasy consists, and it directs attention towards the foun-
dational order which exists among primary (originating) perceptions, and secondary 
memories that refer to them, as well as (tertiary) reproductions; and it clearly estab-
lishes that perceptual judgments as fi ndings about ‘originally constitutive’ [ urstif-
tende ] experience, 5  form modes in the network of experiential knowledge. But 
from the insight that judgments based on sense perception contain the material of 
sensation that confers on them their privileged status, we may by no means conclude 

3   See Husserl,  Formale und transzendentale Logik  [cited hereafter as   Logik ], p. 185 ff. 
4   Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus . With an introduction by Bertrand Russell. London 1922. 
5   Husserl,  Logik , p. 278. 
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that this ‘material’ can be isolated and that it contains the objective content of all 
knowledge, as sensualism [sense-data empiricism] wants to maintain. 

 The second of these considerations has led to the sharp separation between 
 descriptive analysis  of objects of thought and the investigation of their  genesis ; car-
rying out this separation is the great achievement of Kant’s transcendental philoso-
phy, which has also been so path breaking for modern descriptive psychology. For 
it is easy to see that the question “What is the meaning of acts of thought?”and the 
question “How did these acts of thought originate?” differ from each other, and that 
we stumble onto false paths, if we combine them in ‘problems of origins’ as has 
been done by all varieties of empiricism. Pointing out this methodological syncre-
tism forms the core of the critique of psychologism in logic, and in psychology, and 
the various cultural sciences [ Geisteswissenschaften ]. We will examine this more 
closely below. 

 Establishing this does not, however, say anything against the insight that the 
descriptive analysis of the meaning of judgmental acts will reveal ‘sedimented strata 
of meaning’, 6  which point to the previous acquisition of experience, as is the case in 
every incorporation of perceptions into a context of experience; therefore this is also 
the case in every determination of the kind (categorization) of whatever is ‘given’ at 
the time of immediate perception. It only signifi es that the temporal stratifi cation of 
meaning implications does not become  thematic  – as temporal – in the descriptive 
analysis. The presuppositions of knowledge contained in a judgment, and the antici-
pations linked to them, which form the truth-conditions of the judgment, present 
themselves, so to speak, in a two-dimensional projection of the stratifi ed structure, 
in which the time dimension no longer appears. 

 In carrying out descriptive analyses of scientifi c judgments presented in linguistic 
form, it will frequently occur that no  unambiguous meaning  can be assigned, since 
the individual terms appearing in the sentence have no precisely defi ned meaning. 
From this, then, arises the task, fi rst, of separating the various meanings from each 
other, and then of assigning to each of them its ‘systematic place’, i.e., its place 
within the conceptual structure of science; thereby a certain number of the mean-
ings might be eliminated as not belonging to the system. However, it must not be 
thought, as so often happens, that with the  elimination of equivocation , the error 
introduced into thought by language is eliminated; for ambiguity of language is the 
 expression  of muddled thinking, and linguistic precision lies in the elimination of 
this confusion. 

 As is customary, we have called the operations of thought characterized above 
‘descriptive analysis’. But this designation is not fully appropriate insofar as these 
operations are not limited to pure descriptions of what is intended (the content of 
though), but also include constructive elements since, taking into consideration the 
goal of knowledge, they emphasize what is ‘essentially intended’. Therefore the 
designation ‘ rational reconstruction ’ – also employed frequently – is to be preferred. 
But we have to take into consideration that the constructive elements play a second-
ary role here, and do so as regulative principles in the selection and systematic 

6   Ibid ., p. 279. 
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grouping of meanings, which were combined in confused thought, and which is 
now being subjected to analysis; this aspect is well expressed by the word  re con-
struction. That this has not received proper consideration has contributed greatly to 
the confusion of conceptions of the nature of philosophical investigations in gen-
eral, and of methodological investigations in particular. 

 To designate, at least by indication, the stratifi cational structure of experience is 
required, especially in the present work, because a considerable number of points at 
issue in methodological controversy arise from the fact that problems of the formal 
analysis of  predicative  thought, as completely clear idealized thought, are continu-
ally being confused with problems of the ‘analysis of origins’, which project into 
the  pre-predicative  strata of thought. These controversies become pointless as soon 
as this confusion has been removed. 

 One of the most important questions that must be discussed here, and a problem 
requiring clarifi cation in various directions, is what kind of connection exists 
between the  meaning of judgment  and its  truth-conditions.  On the one side we have 
the thesis that one must fi rst know the meaning of the judgment in order to derive 
truth-conditions from it, and on the other side the counter-thesis, that the meaning of 
a judgment coincides with its truth-conditions. Deeper refl ection shows that the thesis 
of the priority of meaning over truth-criteria holds for confused (unexplicated) 
thought, while for clear thought, although the counter-thesis itself does not apply, a 
more cautious formulation related to it does hold. 

 In order to understand this, we have to distinguish above all between what is 
 presupposed  in a judgment and what is  posited  (asserted) in it. For if, as is the case 
in unexplicated thought, one conceives of these presuppositions as assumptions 
about absolute reality, then the meaning, as far as it is determined by them, appears 
as prior to that which is posited, i.e., to the additional assertions made about that 
previously characterized Being which must prove to be valid in order to be desig-
nated as true. So, for example, we will say that in order to give the truth-conditions 
of the statement “Aniline boils at 184 °C”, we must know the meanings of the 
concepts ‘aniline’, ‘boils’, and ‘184 °C’, while the inverse relation does not hold. 
On the other hand, in the idea of clear thought, the descriptive analysis of the con-
cepts that occur in the statement is conceived to have been already accomplished; 
thus, to stay with our example, it is assumed here that the constitutive operations 
for the concepts ‘aniline’, ‘boil’, ‘184 °C’ and their syntactic connections are 
clearly evident to anyone making that judgment. But thereby, so the argument runs, 
the truth- conditions for the judgments are also given, and the determination of 
these therefore requires no separate establishment, logically dependent upon com-
prehension of meaning. Accordingly, that the meaning of a judgment was ‘prior’ 
with regard to its truth-conditions, means no more than that  unexplicated  thought, 
is prior to  explicated thought  and with that an essential element of our controversy 
has indeed been clarifi ed. 

 But apparently the problem becomes more complicated, as soon as we turn 
our attention to the  positing  of the judgment and thereby go back to our previous 
consideration about the  open-endedness  of experience. Earlier we said that, 
included in the conception of being as a ‘horizon of open possibilities’, are not 
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only well-defi ned access points, but also  vacant positions , which are open to 
further, and yet undetermined experience and which will, so it is anticipated, be 
congruent [ einstimmig ] with the context of the modes of comprehension already 
characterized. In this way Being ‘transcends’ any fi xed number not only of indi-
vidual lived experiences, but also types of lived experience. And in the same way 
the meaning of judgments transcends any fi xed number of truth-conditions. But 
we can understand without diffi culty that this ‘transcendence’ must not be mis-
construed as a supersession of the correlation, i.e., not as an absolute transcen-
dence. This will happen, for example, if we were to make exaggerated use of the 
notion of causality, which conceives of knowledge as the knower being affected 
by a ‘thing-in-itself’; for each determination of possibilities that as yet remain 
open is in turn the result of the specifi cation of a mode of comprehension, of a 
path of empirical access. 

 But against the above exposition, a fundamental objection can be raised, which 
must be taken seriously; this we will now have to discuss. This objection maintains 
that the resolution of the meaning of judgments into truth criteria leads to an  infi nite 
regress.  For – so it is argued – if a judgment, according to the thesis to be examined, 
cannot be confronted with a Being-in-itself, but is to be made congruent with expe-
riences, which are to be specifi ed, then the truth of a judgment is made dependent 
on its congruence with other judgments, which are presupposed to be true. A simple 
example: A makes the assertion to B that a signpost is 500 paces from here in their 
line of march. Finding that they have arrived at the signpost after 500 paces, A and 
B observe that they see it, that therefore the signpost ‘really’ is there, and hence that 
the assertion of A seems to be confi rmed. Thereby the truth of A’s assertion has been 
traced back to the truth of these perceptual judgments, but these in turn now require 
confi rmation; and so on  ad infi nitum . 

 The reply to this argument is obvious: indeed, infi nite regression cannot be 
avoided, if one always wants to trace the truth of a judgment back to its congruence 
with other true judgments; but such an attempt is in itself misguided. The ultimate 
(originating) truth criteria of a judgment do not lie in its congruence with other 
judgments; but such an attempt is in itself misguided. The ultimate (originating) 
truth criteria of a judgment do not lie in its congruence with other judgments, but in 
its congruence with the  given . 

 This reply, however, which represents a widely held conception, itself cannot 
stand up to closer examination. For if we ask what the criteria of this congruence 
are, then we must recognize that the existence or non-existence of such a congru-
ence can only be asserted if the ‘given’ has been generally characterized, since only 
through this can the possibility of a comparison between thought and Being be justi-
fi ed. If this is not the case, the ‘in what’ [ Worin ] of the congruence remains com-
pletely open, and thus the idea of a congruence devoid of content. Such a 
characterization, however, is an interpretation, a coordination within general con-
texts, and therefore its explicit execution corresponds to the act of judgment. For 
example, that a given is blue – whereby the judgment, which maintains that in a 
certain location there is something blue, appears to be confi rmed – cannot be 
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inferred from a sensation conceived of as isolated, as has already been stated above, 
but only from a  sensation interpreted as a judgment . 

 The objection we have just examined, against the claim that an infi nite regress is 
implicit in this truth concept, thus proves not to be valid; and indeed, strictly speak-
ing, this assertion cannot be refuted at all. For understood precisely, this means 
nothing but the realization of  the horizon-character of all that has Being , a two- 
sided open endedness of all experience, as a consequence of which no judgment of 
experience can be separated on the one hand from previously gained knowledge, on 
the other, from knowledge to be gained in the future. Because of the relation just 
stated, every judgment of experience is fundamentally something provisional; it has 
merely the validity of an assertion. 

 However, the insight into the fundamental  infi nity of the confi rmation series  is 
confronted with the fact that in every case the prescientifi c and scientifi c tests of 
assertions fi nd their termination at a certain point; it is only that these points are not 
fi xed unequivocally for all time. 

 Therefore we can say that the horizon character of experience corresponds to an 
 indefi nite regress  in the verifi cation of judgments; it is indefi nite, because there is no 
point within the regression at which its termination would impose itself logically, 
but it is not infi nite, because  de facto  it is always broken off at some point, and has 
to be. For anyone who has overcome the erroneous conception of knowledge with-
out presuppositions, this state of affairs will no longer seem paradoxical. 

 Now we can formulate the answer to the question of the relation between the 
meaning of empirical judgments and their truth-conditions as follows:

    1.    The meaning of a judgment is ‘prior’ with respect to its truth-conditions, just as 
confused thinking is prior with respect to clear thinking.   

   2.    In clear thinking, the meaning of a judgment must never be conceived as a ready- 
made, closed unit, which coincides with a number of truth-conditions. Instead, 
within it there are empty places for an indefi nite number of further (unequivocal) 
truth-conditions. Insofar as the meaning is ‘more’ than the mere substance of 
rigidly delimited, closed truth-conditions, however, it does not contain any ele-
ment unrelated to the process of verifi cation. The assertion of an, in principle, 
 unknowable , transintelligible Being is a  contradictio in adjecto.      

 With the insight just gained, the diffi culties connected with infi nite regress at 
other points of epistemology and methodology also disappear. The result of the 
refl ections which have removed these diffi culties, we will call the  principle of fi nite 
formulation . It states that the concept of infi nity which arises in empirical state-
ments is nothing other than an expression of the absence of an ultimate, immovable 
limitation; the  infi nite  thus reveals itself to rational reconstruction as the  indefi nite.  7  
An important application of this insight will appear in the analysis of the concept of 
[scientifi c] law. 

7   Ernest Nagel came to similar results in his study, ‘Verifi ability, Truth, and Verifi cation’.  Journal 
of Philosophy , vol. XXI, (1934), pp. 141–148. 
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 The fi nding that no judgment within a process of verifi cation imposes itself as 
the terminal point of this process must not be misinterpreted; however, to mean that 
every judgment is actually accorded  equal weight  in prescientifi c verifi cation proce-
dure. This is by no means the case; rather, as we have already mentioned, judgments 
of a certain kind, especially the judgments of perception, the judgments about ‘inner 
experience’ which has just taken place, function as typical concluding points, as 
nodes within a series of experiences. What is to be rejected is only the  exaggerated 
interpretation  of this epistemological fact, according to which these judgments are 
supposed to be self-contained sources of truth that reveal themselves through spe-
cifi c evidence. In particular, such a misinterpretation has the fatal consequence for 
methodology, that attention is distracted from the implicit presuppositions with 
which such ‘evident’ judgments are burdened. Recent analyses, carried out by noted 
physicists, motivated by the immediate needs of their science, and also by philoso-
phies of nature, 8  have brought to light how much ‘theory’, what a wealth of general 
assumptions, is involved in the use of measuring instruments in physics (e.g., the 
telescope, theodolite, microscope and ultramicroscope). It is to be hoped that the 
persuasive results of these analyses, which  mutatis mutandis  can be extended to all 
empirical knowledge, will in the end also help to bring about a breakthrough, lead-
ing circles of social scientists and social philosophers to the fundamental insight 
that there is an indissoluble linkage between fact and theory, observation and gen-
eral assumptions. Rigorously thinking this insight through will lead to the dissolu-
tion or reformulation of a considerable number of problems in the  Methodenstreit,  
especially the controversies about the relation of history and theory, and of statistics 
and theory; the extreme antitheses in these spring from epistemological prejudices. 
One of the most disastrous of these prejudices fi nds its expression in the postulate 
of common-sense philosophy, to keep to the bare facts. As a battle cry against 
unconstrained speculation in its time, it had a benefi cial infl uence on the develop-
ment of research, but sooner or later it must become a serious inhibition. For a lack 
of clarity concerning the general presuppositions contained in assertions of fact 
must also bring with it a lack of clarity concerning the possibilities and limits in the 
evaluation of observations. 

 In a far-reaching analogy with the problem of the relation of the meaning and the 
truth-criteria of judgments stands that of the relation of the  subject matter  and 
 method  of a science. Is it the subject matter, we ask, which determines the method, 
or on the contrary, the method which determines the subject matter? It is obvious 
that naïve realism will decide this question in favor of the fi rst alternative. For at this 
level the world appears as a given, prior to all knowledge, and the correct method 
will appear to be that which is ‘best adapted’ to this given. But with the critical dis-
solution of naïve realism, which includes an analysis of the verifi cation process, the 
operative aspects appear. Now the world no longer appears as a given, prior to 
thought, but instead as constituted in thought; only when spontaneous thinking car-
ries out its syntheses are the objects of knowledge ‘generated’. However, these 

8   See especially P.W.Bridgman,  Die Logik der heutigen Physik  ( The Logic of Modern Physics , 
N.Y., 1927) with an introduction to the German edition by H. Dingler, Munich 1932. 
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syntheses have various levels; upon the pre-scientifi c syntheses, which ‘generate’ 
the objects of everyday experiences, are based the scientifi c syntheses, which, 
according to pre-designed principles, aim at ordering the pre-scientifi c ‘material’, 
and it is these principles which determine the method, and thus constitute the objects 
of science. 

 With respect to this, we can make the following remarks: that the critique of 
naïve realism contained in the above argument is justifi ed, we have already noted, 
and there is indeed no fundamental objection that can be raised against it. It is, how-
ever, subject to the danger of going too far in its rejection of the over-estimation of 
the receptive elements of knowledge, according to which these contain all of knowl-
edge  in nuce , and thereby it tries to  dissolve all of receptivity in an infi nite process 
of spontaneity , and in keeping with this, determine immanently, within a complete 
system, all the concepts belonging to this system. 

 Now here the results of our refl ections fi nd obvious application. It may well be 
that the  receptive  (passive) elements of knowledge  cannot be isolated , but they also 
 cannot be eliminated . The ‘infi nite process’ of the dissolution of matter into form 
cannot be completed, but this is not due to the inadequacy of the human mind, but, 
rather, we may say, the assertion of this interminable character is but one – not very 
fortunate – formulation of the irresolvable dualism of the receptive and the sponta-
neous, of the passive and the active elements of knowledge. From this the relation 
between the subject matter and the method of science follows: every method of 
knowledge is based not only in the (genetic) sense on the prior givenness of an 
object, i.e., that this offers the ‘stimulus’ for the development of the activity of 
knowledge, but the prior given also enters into scientifi c procedure as a presupposi-
tion in the logical sense: however, it is always only a ‘relatively last’ datum, which, 
when more profound foundations are sought, is subject to further analysis. 
Furthermore, in scientifi c procedure, a selection of the ‘essential moments’ within 
the prior given takes place, which are then declared to be thematic moments and 
incorporated within the system of the science. Through a synthesis of these thematic 
moments, the scientifi c object of knowledge is then constituted. This we can say 
that the original ‘ object of experience ’ is prior with respect to method, which for its 
part is prior with respect to the ‘ object of knowledge ’. 9  But in this formulation, we 
must not forget that the methodological analysis is not concluded with this distinc-
tion, but rather that its further task consists in revealing in each case the relation of 
‘object of experience’ and ‘object of knowledge’, and thereby rationally recon-
structing the transformation that leads from the one to the other. 

 This analysis also keeps us from assuming that a scientifi c system is conceiv-
able, which is closed in such a manner that its concepts ‘implicitly defi ne’ each 
other. For such an assumption cannot withstand the deeper refl ection, that the 
meaning of the fundamental concepts of an empirical science can never be compre-
hended, without reference to  pre-systematic experiential knowledge . In relation to 
this reference, the open-ended character of experience is of crucial importance for 

9   This excellent terminological comparison can be found in A. Amonn,  Objekt and Grundbegriffe 
der theoretischen Nationalökonomie , (2nd ed., Vienna 1927). 
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the  Methodenstreit : as a consequence of this empirical judgments not only point 
toward verifi cation by an indefi nite number of experiences of one type, but also by 
the experiences of other types, that for the present still remain unspecifi ed. For it is 
above all the manner of evaluating this epistemological fact for the interpretation 
of scientifi c thought which distinguishes modern  Realism  from modern  Positivism.  

 We wish to clarify position and counter-position by again resorting to an example 
from physics where, as is so frequently the case, the two fronts are delimited most 
distinctly. It is a debatable question, whether reality is to be attributed to the atom, 
or whether the atom is only to be conceived as a rational construction, serving cer-
tain goals of knowledge, and therefore capable of being relinquished as soon as it is 
no longer confi rmed. Positivism advocates this thesis, and in doing so can point to 
the confusion which arises due to the confounding of vague conceptions of realism 
with the concept of the atom. For example, we combine color qualities with real 
objects of the external world, but to attribute color to the atom would mean to place 
ourselves in contradiction to the whole of optical theory. Thus we have to make 
clear that the concept of the atom is defi ned by a fi xed number of well-determined 
physical operations. Accordingly, the conception that the atom possesses still fur-
ther ‘properties’ would be just as unreasonable as the conception that to disregard 
the defi nition “a roan is a brownish horse” would be to assume characteristics for 
‘roan’ that are not included in the meaning either of the concept ‘horse’, or of the 
concept ‘brownish color’. 

 Now to this the Realist replies: the conception of the atomic structure of the 
spatio-temporal world marked a breakthrough in the course of chemical research; 
meanwhile it has been seen that with the aid of this concept, a wealth of problems 
in apparently remote fi elds could be solved, and that therefore the concept of the 
atom brings with it a large number of ‘connotations’. 10  As a consequence of his 
doctrine, the Positivist would have had to limit the concept of the atom, formed in 
reference to Avogadro’s Principle, and the law of multiple proportions, to the rele-
vant operations, and would thereby have blocked himself off from the path to impor-
tant physical discoveries. This path, however, stands open to those who see more in 
the atom than a hypothesis correlated to specifi c well-determined experiences, 
namely that the atom is a reality transcending those experiences. Even the Positivist – if 
he is at the same time a successful experimental physicist – does not himself comply 
with his doctrine in carrying out his physical research, but trusts completely in the 
experience of a coherent reality. This Reality provides the possibility of continuous 
progress for the cognitive activity directed toward it. The rational reconstruction of 
research procedure as offered by positivism is inadequate. 

 The reply of the Positivists to this objection will go as follows: In case the antici-
pations which the Realist wants to include in the concept of the atom have been 
determined, nothing stands in the way of formulating this concept in such a manner 
that they will fi nd their place in it; and the experiments undertaken in the direction 

10   (John Stuart Mill)  System der deduktiven und induktiven Logik , translated (into German) by 
S. Schiel, 3rd ed., I., 1st vol., ch. 2, § 5. [A System of Logic Ratiocinative and Inductive, (1843) 
9th ed., London 1975]. 
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thereby delineated will then have to show whether this formulation was appropriate. 
But with the empty expectation that new, completely undetermined elements, will 
insert themselves into a given experiential complex called ‘atom’, science can do 
nothing; for this indicates no direction for verifi cation. 

 The resolution of this quarrel is brought about by the insight that the positivist 
conception cuts a  temporal cross-section  through scientifi c research; according to it, 
the  present state  of assured research results is to be fi xed is a rigid, closed concep-
tual system, and every extension of empirical knowledge signifi es a fundamental 
restructuring of this system. Realism, on the other hand, operates with a  system with 
an indefi nite number of empty positions , which are to be fi lled by future research, 
progressively, but never conclusively. 

 Therefore, the fundamental assumption of realism is that the store of congruent 
experiences and types of experience can be expanded without limit, and the concep-
tion, resulting from this assumption, with respect to the meaning of concepts, distin-
guishes the methodology of realism from that of positivism. This state of affairs is 
obscured by the fact that the realist side operates almost entirely with a vague pre-
critical idea of an ‘absolute’ reality, i.e., one not related to consciousness. That is 
why in the preceding discussion, the substantive core of the doctrine had to be 
extracted from its speculative shell. 

 Now the character of the confrontation just discussed, of ‘ rigid concepts ’ with 
‘ expandable concepts ’, has hardly ever been understood in methodological 
investigations, and the most intricate pseudo-problems and controversies have 
resulted, from them. In what follows, we wish to make a terminological distinc-
tion between expandable concepts as ‘empirical concepts’ and rigid concepts as 
‘system concepts’. 

 The results of refl ection up to this point furnish the suppositions for a more pro-
found analysis of the concept of reality, in that they make it possible for us to under-
stand the connection between the two main meanings which appear to be united in 
this concept. These two meanings will emerge clearly through the confrontation of 
their opposites in the concept pairs: ‘ real objects – objects of imagination ’ and ‘ real 
objects – ideal objects ’. 

 Let us clarify for ourselves the meaning of the fi rst pair by an example of a real 
material object. The judgment that a thing of a specifi c kind, say, a wooden cube, is 
real, is verifi ed when a thing of this kind is localized spatially and temporally in 
congruent – and in some cases also intersubjective – experiences. In this sense each 
assertion of reality contains an individuation, a specifi cation of place, – which, to be 
sure, can confi ne itself to the demarcation of an arbitrarily wide space-time frame-
work. In the pertinent verifi cation series, acts must occur which, as we have already 
established, include among them, receptive moments (observations). If the assertion 
does not stand up under verifi cation, then we say that no reality corresponds to it, or 
respectively, to the conception underlying it. The same thing holds true, when no 
locale at all is asserted for the occurrence of an object of the kind designated, and 
therefore no verifi cation series is intended, when we have merely ‘thought up’ 
something, have fantasized it. The real world is thus distinguished from the world 
of fantasy by the fact that statements with respect to it can be verifi ed or falsifi ed in 
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a specifi c way. The basic form of a judgment that states something about the world, 
of an empirical statement, in the sense we have established, thus is: “At a certain 
place there is something of a certain kind.” If this place is space-time determined, 
we speak of the physical world (external world); if it is personally-temporally deter-
mined, we speak of the psycho-physical world. 

 Let us now turn to the analysis of the second concept-pair ‘real objects – ideal 
objects’. 

 The open-ended character of the world that we have discussed is refl ected in the 
fact that basically we can continually discover  things to fi ll  the predesignated places, 
and we can fi x these in a judgment such as occurs in the statement, “the white cube- 
shaped object which is now located there is sweet.” The positing contained in the 
judgment – which can prove true or false in a verifi cation process – consists in the 
correlation between places and qualities, as a consequence of which certain places 
are ‘fi lled’ by certain qualities. Accordingly, the qualities and places which are 
asserted to be linked in such correlation must also be ascertainable independently of 
their coordination, for otherwise the assertion would not be testable. But this ‘lying 
ready in the mind’ (Kant) is not to be interpreted as though there were places and 
qualities existing ‘by themselves’ [ für sich ]; their independence from each other is 
not to be conceived as  absolute isolatability  but only as  independent variability , by 
which we want to say that basically any arbitrary place can be fi lled by any arbitrary 
quality. (The surface there is red now, but it could also be blue.) Thus the qualities 
are non-independent objects. But the abstraction by means of which these qualities 
are obtained must not be interpreted, as so often happens, as if, in this way, those 
moments, from which the abstraction is made, were eliminated, for such a concep-
tion would bring the activity of thinking into a false analogy with the external activity 
of acting, by conceiving the former as changing the world; instead they are  left 
open , i.e., they are set as variable. 

 Therefore the qualities are not independent entities ‘beside’ or ‘above’ the real 
things in which they occur: they do not form a world for themselves [ für sich ] beside 
the real world, but they are  dependent  moments in the construction of this real 
world. If we designate these abstracta (Universals), keeping to Plato’s terminology, 
as ‘ ideal  objects’, then consequently we must be most careful to avoid being seduced 
into an extreme dualistic conception with respect to the relation between reality and 
idea, such as was put forth by Plato, and already criticized by Aristotle. As is well- 
known, the question of the manner of existence, of what is general, then became one 
of the basic problems of scholastic philosophy, under the name of the ‘controversy 
over universals’ 11  and it continues to play a role today, especially in the controver-
sies about  a priori  knowledge. 

 The three positions taken in the  controversy over the problem of universals – 
‘universalia ante rem’, ‘universalia post rem’, ‘universalia in re’  – or, rather, the 
arguments raised in support of these, already contain the essential elements for the 
aporetic puzzle of questions and objections to this problem: we want to present 

11   The controversy proceeded from a passage of the Isagoge of Porphyry in the translation of 
Boethius. 
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them here, divested of all nonessential features. From the viewpoint of epistemology 
the thesis of the ‘reality of concepts’ (Platonic),  ‘universalia ante rem’  is based 
upon the argument that in the localization of any thing, and thus in the establishment 
of a space-time localized foundational context in which qualities are based, these 
qualities are already presupposed 12 ; in order to establish that at a certain place there 
is something of a certain kind, one must fi rst know this kind. 

 The nominalist (empiricist) thesis,  ‘universalia post rem’  on the other hand, is 
based upon considerations which concern the ‘origin’ of the universals. Here the 
question is asked: What is the source of universals? And the answer to this question 
must be the experience of ‘concreta’ [concrete objects], i.e., of physical things and 
psycho-physical persons. If, for example, we want to show what a ‘color’ is, then 
we must point to the perception of a colored thing (and to a blind person we cannot 
make this comprehensible); the answer can only be gained from a complex total 
experience through abstraction ‘after the fact’. 

 Finally, the third thesis,  universalia in re’  is guided by the correlation of place 
and quality in an empirical judgment. In every proposition which states the exis-
tence of a thing, it is judged (as has also been established above), that at a certain 
place there is something of a certain kind; in it a ‘now (once, then), here (there) thus’ 
is asserted; the idea of the general cannot be dissociated from the idea of the thing, 
nor the idea of the thing from the idea of the general. 

 We can see that each of the three theses presented has in fact objective founda-
tions and that all of them arise from valid insights into the position of the general 
within the complex of experience. Therefore it is an unavoidable task to ascertain in 
what respect these theses are compatible with each other. Now the key to ascertain-
ing this lies in the refl ections undertaken above about the relation of pre-predicative 
and predicative experience. 

 By means of these, fi rst of all, a distinction between  genetic analysis  and  analy-
sis of origins  becomes possible; the confusion between these has played an impor-
tant role in the prevailing lack of clarity on these issues. By means of the genetic 
analysis of a judgment of perception – for instance, one in which the fi lling of a 
certain position by a certain color is asserted – the act of judgment in question is 
integrated into a causal interrelationship, and its coming-into-existence is investi-
gated in a manner analogous to that employed in the case of facts of the external 
world with respect to their causal explanations. If this point of view were main-
tained consistently, then we would almost always arrive at the result, illustrated in 
particular by the investigations undertaken by  Gestalt  psychologists during the last 
few decades, that the comprehension of a complex phenomenon (in our example, a 
color at a certain place) is genetically prior to that of its elements, which only 
emerge independently into consciousness upon refl ective analysis. Thus if we pro-
ceed from a specifi c act of perception – i.e., performed by a specifi c person at a 
specifi c point in time – then we can say that in it the grasp of the synthetic unity of 
the elements (moments) precedes the comprehension of the isolated elements. 

12   See Husserl,  Logische Untersuchungen , 3rd ed., [Eng. tr. J.N. Findlay (1970)], ( Logical 
Investigations ) 3rd ed., Halle a.d.S., 1922, vol. 2, part I, p. 261 ff. 
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 The  genetic priority of what is connected  ,  however, is confronted by the  logical 
priority of the elements , according to which what is connected can only be described 
with the aid of the elements; and in this description it becomes apparent that in a 
certain sense the elements also have temporal priority over their synthesis in the 
judgment of perception in question. In the light of what has just been established, let 
us consider an example: although a specifi c perception of blue must not be inter-
preted as if it actually came about by means of the completion of a linking of the 
element ‘blue’ with a ‘specifi c location in space-time’, we can still say, on the other 
hand, that by this act of perception, the person who perceives blue not only learns 
what ‘blue’ is, but also possesses this knowledge independently of this act. It is, 
therefore, justifi able to ask from which sources knowledge of the ‘nature of blue’ 
originates; and we will have to answer this question too ‘from perception’. But this 
answer is not intended to mean that a specifi c act, which can be fi xed temporally, 
has caused this knowledge, but rather that the knowledge of what ‘blue’ is points 
back to perceptions as ‘constitutive experiences’ [Husserl]. It belongs to ‘sedi-
mented experience’ in the sense characterized above and as such forms an element 
within the framework of the knowledge of facts that can be isolated in thought. 

 These fi ndings seem to show that the empiricist doctrine  ‘universalia post rem ’ is 
right to the greatest extent, for after all, even ‘sedimented’ – thus not individually 
distinguishable – acts of perception are still acts of perception, and empiricism main-
tains only that the universals are derived by abstraction from such acts. But it charac-
teristically overlooks or misinterprets above all a fundamentally important point, 
namely the circumstance that this sediment of perception is not pure receptivity, but 
as descriptive analysis shows, presents an already complicated synthetic structure. 
From this it follows directly that the subsumption of the individual under the general 
(e.g., this there is blue) can by no means be conceived as a mere harmonization – 
both present and past, but contained in memories – of sense impressions, but rather 
contains within it elements of the “spontaneity of thought” (Kant). 

 The error of empiricism, committed by the various kinds of histories of ideas 
under consideration here does not consist at all in maintaining that all, even the most 
abstract knowledge, is linked to experience. Indeed, in this assertion, which, to be 
sure, requires more careful interpretation, it is entirely right. Instead it conceives 
experience as an  aggregate of pure receptions , and therefore never even catches 
sight of the central question of the theory of knowledge: what is the nature of the 
structure of experience. 

 The fundamental error of the thesis of the reality of concepts  ‘universalia ante rem’ , 
on the other hand, lies in insisting on the  logical priority  of the elements of knowledge 
( Being-thus [So-Sein]  ) over the synthesis of the now, namely, a priority which exists 
only for  one  level of experience, and is thus valid only in terms of one particular cross-
section of total experience, rendering this experience absolute as  ontological  priority, 
and so defi nitive for total experience. By this, the ‘origin’ of the universals is obscured, 
and the structure of total experience cannot be adequately comprehended. A typical 
consequence of the realist doctrine of concepts lies in the attempt to determine the rela-
tion between the general and the individual with the aid of the category of causality, 
and this is the point at which it comes into confl ict with inductive science. 
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 There remain only a few words to be said about the formula mentioned last, 
 ‘universalia in re’ . This fi ts in best with the results of our refl ections, for the inter-
relation just described between the experience of individual phenomena and the 
‘experience’ of the general can most readily be described as ‘within each other’. 
Only of course it must remain clear that this formula only furnishes the point of 
departure for the task of the  analysis of this ‘within each other’ , a task to which [this 
doctrine of] conceptualism has done justice only to a very modest degree, and toward 
the accomplishment of which the present investigation represents only a step. 

 Let us now briefl y summarize the results of our analysis of the concept of reality, 
with a few supplementary remarks. In order to comprehend the ‘nature of reality’, 
we fi rst had to determine the basic form of statements about what is real [ Realsätze ], 
that is of empirical judgments: and in so doing we recognized that these proved to 
be assertions of a certain ‘occupation of fi lling’ of given ‘places’. We say of such a 
place that its occupation is ‘predicated’ and therefore we can designate it as the 
‘logical subject’, and this kind of occupation as the ‘logical predicate’, which should 
be noted in view of the attempts to create an aprioristic grammar. 13  Now if such an 
assertion is consonant or congruent with the context of experience, i.e., with the 
complex of anticipations and the verifi cations pertaining to them, then we say that 
it proves correct (is true), or also, that the state of affairs asserted by it is real 
(belongs to reality, exists). On the basis of this fundamental assumption, which has 
generally proven right but is not capable of an ultimate ‘justifi cation’, that every 
congruent complex of experience can be extended congruently, especially by incor-
poration of new series of verifi cations (types of experience) we can deal with the 
tasks contained in the reality concept and the connotations linked to it. What is 
involved here is that in certain places, or rather (more correctly expressed) in the more 
closely designated environment of these places, new congruent experiences will be 
attainable, experiences that can be more or less clearly determined with respect to 
their kind. The inprinciple limitless expandability of knowledge pertaining to the 
course of reality is therefore linked most closely with the  principium individuationis , 
and with the interpenetration of place and what occupies it; for this reason, it is clear 
that knowledge about the essence (the structure) of these occupations cannot be 
expandable in the same sense. For example, the experience of blue objects can be 
expanded by establishing that in the ‘environment’ of such objects, electrical waves 
of a certain length occur, but in this fi nding the knowledge of what ‘blue’ is already 
presupposed, and this latter knowledge is not enriched by that assertion. 

 This consideration is especially important for methodology because, as already 
mentioned, the  quasi-expansion of knowledge  of ideal objects obtained by refl ection 
on ‘what was really meant’ and by  rational reconstruction,  is confused again and 
again with the  authentic expansion of the knowledge  of facts by means of additional 
experience. Linguistically this confusion is displayed by the fact that ideal objects 
are allowed to occupy the subject position in a sentence, as ‘substantivized proper-
ties’, or ‘substantivized relations’, in the same manner as real objects. If we com-
pare, say, the two sentences: “the wooden cube here on the table is blue” and “every 

13   Ibid. , Husserl, p. 294 ff. and  Logik , p. 259 ff. 

F. Kaufmann



127

blue has a certain brightness”, then the temptation to assume that the relation 
between subject and predicate in both cases is of the same kind structurally is only 
too great; but actually this is by no means the case. For the fi rst sentence is of the 
form: This-there, which has the properties P 1 , P 2 , … P i , also has the property P n ; thus 
a new occupation (fi lling) for a specifi c place is indicated. However, in the second 
sentence, this sort of interpretation is excluded, as the ideal object ‘blue’ is the prod-
uct of an abstraction from every place whatsoever. Thus we state (if we wish to 
designate the form of the empirical judgment as ‘statement’) nothing about the 
color blue in our sentence; for in the concept ‘blue’ the idea of a brightness ampli-
tude is already contained (intended with it), and instead we are only  clarifying  for 
ourselves what we really mean by ‘blue’. When, however, we consider the sentence 
“This blue (localized in a specifi c manner) has a certain brightness”, which obvi-
ously contains an authentic statement, we recognize that the statement is not about 
the color as such, but rather that it states that in a specifi c place a color of a specifi c 
kind is to be found. The meaning of the sentence is thus: This place is occupied by 
a specifi c kind of blue and indeed a blue specifi ed according to its brightness. But it 
is obvious that the kind of statement, ‘blue of a specifi c brightness’, cannot be predi-
cated of the genetic concept ‘blue’, for the meaning of the abstraction, which leads 
from the species concept to the generic concept, consists just in this, that in the latter 
the specifi c differences remain undetermined (variable). Therefore in the two sen-
tences “This blue has a specifi c brightness”, and “Every blue has a specifi c bright-
ness”, the term ‘blue’ has a different meaning. In the fi rst sentence it refers to blue 
places, in the second, to the concept ‘blue’, thus to that which is understood as such 
by ‘blue’. 

 Accordingly, the logician can state that this is a highly dangerous type of equivo-
cation, and seek to pursue the errors in the reasoning produced by it with all possible 
vigor. He will fi nd a rich harvest here. Above all, the  iteration of the concept of 
property  must be mentioned here; ‘properties of properties’, ‘properties of proper-
ties of properties’, etc., which lead to the semblance that a ‘property’ of a property 
is the same thing as the property of a thing. That this is not so, has just been shown. 
In any case, from the viewpoint of the psychology of knowledge this mistake is 
comprehensible, owing to the fact that ‘properties’ of properties are just as much 
products of the process of abstraction as the properties of things. But with the radi-
cal difference that in the fi rst case the abstraction from place is never included, but 
in the second case it always is. The basic error is thus that an insuffi cient distinction 
is made between the grounds of determination that concern a place, and those 
grounds of determination that concern the occupation of a place. Though people 
like to deride the scholastic concept of ‘ haecceitas ’, the conception which is con-
veyed by it by no means appears to be radically superseded. In the next section we 
will have to refer to the fact that the fusion of the concepts of ‘set’ [ Menge ] and 
‘property’ arises from this error as well. Furthermore this lack of clarity is also 
expressed in the ambiguity of the term ‘relation’, for on the one hand sameness of 
properties and difference of properties – similarity and dissimilarity – are desig-
nated as relations; while on the other hand, sameness and difference of position, 
space-time proximity, (coincidence and succession), and also real incompatibility, 
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are also designated in this way. In this connection, then, the remarks are made about 
‘properties of properties’ can obviously be transferred to ‘properties of relations’, 
‘relations of properties’, and ‘relations of relations’. 14  

 Since the preceding results, in which ‘authentic’, empirical judgments, a linking 
of places with qualities, of being-there with being-thus is carried out, are distin-
guished from inauthentic judgments in which the subject is merely analyzed, they 
are of great signifi cance for a theory of the social sciences: for they furnish the basis 
for a radical analysis of the concepts of the highly complicated ideal objects, which 
are under consideration in those fi elds, and together with that make possible – and 
this is especially important – a critique of the  a priori  in the social sciences. 

 It will be no secret to the reader trained in philosophy that a great part of the 
discussion in this section is most closely related to the problems of  a priori  knowl-
edge, and we have not pointed to this connection earlier only because we wished to 
hold at bay as long as possible the many and varied accompanying conceptions 
linked to this  term, which is so much in need of clarifi cation . Now we have to defi ne 
this relation with all possible clarity, and in doing so to examine to what extent these 
conceptions are objectively founded and are compatible with each other. For this 
purpose we want to raise to clear awareness the most important ‘properties’, which 
are linked by ‘a priorists’ to the idea of the  a priori.  

 If, to begin with, we ask ourselves to what extent the designation  a priori  is 
referred, then the answer is (a) to judgments (knowledge [ Erkenntnisse ]), (b) to 
concepts. Thus, on the one hand, the propositions of pure mathematics as  a priori  
judgments are confronted with the judgments  a posteriori  (empirical judgments) of 
the empirical sciences; on the other hand, the concepts of pure mathematics (e.g., 
the concept of number) are also distinguished as  a priori  concepts from empirical 
concepts (e.g., the concept of a table). Whether in this all concepts of ideal objects, 
and thus also concepts with material content (e.g., blue) or only the formal concepts, 
are to be designated an  a priori , depends on whether in the sphere of judgments, as 
 a priori  with material content would be recognized along with the formal  a priori . 
Since, generally speaking, the problems of concepts  a priori  and those of judgments 
 a priori  are correlated, in what follows we can confi ne ourselves to an analysis of 
the latter. 

 A second question concerns the relation of  a priori  to experience. It is most often 
specifi ed by the following two theses: (1) the  a priori  is independent of experience; 
(2) experience is dependent on the  a priori.  

 A third question concerns the validity of  a priori  judgments. Here, as a rule, the 
answer is: judgments  a priori  have apodictic validity; they convey necessary truth. 
This answer then fi nally leads to the two further question concerning the criterion 

14   See Kaufmann,  Das Unendliche in der Mathematik und seine Ausschaltung  (cited subsequently 
as  Das Unendliche ) ,  ( The Infi nite in Mathematics and its Elimination ), p. 18 f. and “Bemerkungen 
zum Grundlagenstreit in Logik und Mathematik” (subsequently “Bemerkungen”), ( Remarks on 
the Controversy about the Foundations of Logic and Mathematics), in  Erkenntnis , vol. 2, pp. 262–290, 
(1930–31) [Eng. tr.  The Infi nite in Mathematics, Vienna Circle Collection, vol. 9, Dordrecht and 
Boston, 1978, p. 23 ff]. 
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and the origin of this validity. The apriorists’ answer to the fi rst is most frequently 
that the truth of  a priori  propositions mainly manifests itself in specifi c evidence; 
the origin of this validity, however, is ‘explained’, depending on whether the ‘objec-
tivist’ or ‘subjectivist’ variant of apriorism is involved, either by the thesis of the 
participation of thought in being, or else by the thesis of the generation of the objects 
of experience in thought. 

 The conceptions very briefl y sketched here are confronted most directly with the 
 empiricist  doctrine, according to which there can be no talk at all of specifi c  a priori  
knowledge. According to this, what is called  a priori  knowledge are only greatly 
 generalized experiences.  Evidence as a ‘source of truth’ is nothing other than an 
expectation developed by habit, which, as is generally the case with habits of expe-
rience, frequently proves correct, but also may lead to disappointments. And so, a 
sharp line of demarcation between propositions generally designated as empirical 
and so-called  a priori  propositions, including the propositions of logic and arithme-
tic, cannot be drawn at all. The latter also derive from experience and can be falsi-
fi ed by experience, and what is true for propositions, is consequently also true of 
concepts. 15  

 Beside these two doctrines, which for their basic theories can, with some justifi -
cation, call upon the authority of Plato, or Aristotle, stands a doctrine, which, in 
spite of a number of attempts in nominalistic philosophy, only received rigorous 
elaboration during recent decades, namely conventionalism. According to this, the 
so-called  a priori  propositions are  conventions , i.e., regulations, and more precisely, 
regulations on the use of certain terms. For example, for any numbers a and b, the 
proposition ‘a × b = b × a’ is valid, but this is neither knowledge  sui generis  (a syn-
thetic judgment  a priori , as Kant thought), nor a generalized experience (as John 
Stuart Mill thought), but this epistemological fact is posited together with the opera-
tional defi nition of the multiplication operator, and therefore included in it analyti-
cally. That this is indeed the case emerges clearly from the fact that this operational 
defi nition can also be changed: for example, it can be set up as ‘a × b = −b × a’, which 
actually does occur in the theory of quaternions, a calculus that is applied particu-
larly in vector analysis. The most famous examples, and also those that are the most 
important for the development of conventionalist theory, can be given with respect 
to geometry, or as one must now say, more correctly, to geometries: we will deal 
with this in more detail in the next section. The conventionalist conception thus 
points out that the secret which lies at the root of  a priori  knowledge is the same 
fundamentally as that which is ridiculed in the verse:

  Das ist doch sonderbar bestellt, 
 Sprach Hänschen schlau zu Vetter Fritzen, 

15   When we speak of ‘empiricism’, we have in view the older empiricism as represented above all 
in the nineteenth century by John Stuart Mill. Modern logical positivism of the Vienna Circle 
(Carnap, P. Frank, H. Hahn, Neurath, Schlick) does not conceive of logical and mathematical sen-
tences as empirical judgments, but (correctly) as analytical judgments, where at times (following 
Wittgenstein) a distinction is made between the character of logical sentences (tautologies) and of 
mathematical sentences (equations). 
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 Dass nur die Reichen in der Welt 
 Das meiste Geld besitzen. 16  

   That is most curiously arranged, 
 Said little Hans to his cousin Tess, 
 That only the rich in this world 
 The most money do possess. 

   According to this doctrine, apriorism is right as against empiricism, fi rst, in 
that the conventions called ‘ a priori  propositions’ are not subject to refutation by 
experience – for they are resolutions and not judgments – and secondly, in that 
they actually do form elements of experience in a quite specifi c sense. For total 
experience – but especially scientifi c experience – is permeated by numerous and 
varied convention, and it is extremely important to distinguish these from the 
‘material of experience’ (in the narrower sense) in order to establish which elements 
fall within the testing of scientifi c judgments. On the other hand, empiricism, to 
which, incidentally, conventionalism is much closer in its basic intellectual atti-
tude, opposes, with complete justifi cation, the aprioristic doctrine that  a priori  
insights offer knowledge fl owing from sources of a distinctive kind. It holds that 
one cannot even talk about such knowledge: on the contrary, every proposition 
which is not empirical is analytic. That in the conventions (defi nitions), which 
form the source of analytic judgments, some content of true knowledge is mistak-
enly supposed to be contained, can be traced back, above all, to this: that the 
conventions are chosen with respect to their effi cacy for gaining knowledge, that 
they are thereby oriented toward experience. 

 Let us now look at these three doctrines with respect to their interpretations of 
the ‘a priori with material content’, again taking as our basis the example of the 
sentence: “Every color has a certain hue, a certain brightness and a certain degree of 
saturation.” For the apriorist of strict observance, the truth of this statement is apo-
dictic, comprehensible by its evidence in the intuition of essence [Wesensschau]. 
It forms a precondition for the experience of color and cannot be refuted by any 
experience. In opposition to this, the empiricist declares the knowledge that color 
can be ordered according to these three variable dimensions to be a general experi-
ence with respect to color, to be gained inductively and in principle falsifi able by a 
contradicting induction, even if from a practical epistemological viewpoint one 
would hardly take this possibility into consideration. 

 Finally, the conventionalist argues: the term ‘color’ has been so  defi ned,  that this 
 triad of variable dimensions  is included in the term; it therefore follows logically 
from that defi nition, and insofar as one retains this defi nition, it is neither capable 
of, nor requires confi rmation by experience. This assertion remains undisturbed by 
the fact that the decision to make a choice, or else a modifi cation of a certain defi ni-
tion will be typically motivated by taking empirical fi ndings and historically pre- 
established goals of knowledge into considerations. 

 In the evaluation of these three doctrinal opinions we can directly invoke the 
considerations we have presented concerning pre-predicative experience and ideal 

16   Cited in Somlo  Juristische Grundlehre , Leipzig 1917. 
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objects. Pursuing this argument rigorously will lead to the following results:  a priori  
propositions can be interpreted in two ways that is either as propositions about the 
world, to which a specifi c immediately characterizable position in the complex of 
experience is attributed, or as conventions (defi nitions). 

 Let us now take a closer look at the fi rst of these interpretations. The position 
within the complex of experience under discussion here is – implicitly or explicitly – 
that of a  fundamental assumption , i.e., a judgment, the truth of which is presup-
posed without further confi rmation within the complex of inquiry concerned, and 
which serves as basis for pertinent argumentation. For our example of the variable 
dimensions of color, this interpretation will be as follows: It is assumed, without 
further examination, that for each given color three series of colors can be con-
structed (in a manner to be more precisely specifi ed), in such a way that in each 
series one of the elements, and a different one within each of the series (i.e. hue, 
brightness, and saturation), will vary, and the two remaining elements will remain 
constant. This assumption will form a basis for further investigations of color. 

 According to the interpretation just described,  a priori  propositions can be des-
ignated as implicit or explicit hypotheses; the testing and possible refutation of 
which has been  suspended.  It is in this  uncontested character  alone then that their 
‘necessary validity independent of all experience’ consists, and their function as 
basic assumptions declares them to be presuppositions for all pertinent experiences. 
But obviously the choice of such basic assumptions does not result from free and 
arbitrary whim, but in most cases virtually forces itself on thought. We can readily 
see that this interpretation is very closely related to the empiricist conception of the 
 a priori : it is distinguished from it only in one point, that empiricism has not prop-
erly recognized the aspect of the  suspension of testing  of basic assumptions, and 
consequently equates them with hypotheses in the ordinary sense. 

 The second of the interpretations mentioned, on the other hand, corresponds com-
pletely with the conventionalist conception. According to this,  a priori  statements are 
 not at all assertions  about the world but  regulations fi xing  the use of a specifi c term. 
Thus our statement concerning the variable dimensions of color does not assert any-
thing about what exists or goes on in the world, but contains instead a regulation 
about the manner in which the term ‘color’ is to be used. Such regulations are usually 
made by taking experience into consideration, and with concern for traditional lan-
guage usage; but for the acquisition of validity, this circumstance is irrelevant: the 
‘validity’ of our propositions – insofar as one can use this expression here at all – is 
‘ validity due to defi nition’  and as such is independent of experience; but therefore 
also no experiential judgments can be derived from it. The confusion arises only 
because the two irreconcilable interpretations are continually confounded; thus 
through interpreting the meaning of concepts one hopes to arrive at knowledge of the 
real world. This confounding, however – and here lies the decisive point – can be 
understood as arising from the  stratifi ed structure of experience . It is the sedimented 
experiences associated with traditional language usage which, clarifi ed in rational 
reconstruction, are codifi ed in the pertinent defi nitions; then this process of rational 
reconstruction is illegitimately interpreted as at once experiential knowledge, on the 
one hand, and insight gained from the ‘essence of the concept’, on the other; from 
this arises the contradiction  in adjecto , ‘apodictic propositions about the world.’ 
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 So, for instance, in our example, the rational reconstruction of the concept of 
color will lead to the result that each individual color is conceived as an element of 
a color system, that thus the three variable dimensions in question, hue, brightness 
and saturation, are a ‘connotative meaning’ of the concept. But from this we cannot 
deduce that the phenomena, whose real interrelationship, according to the defi ni-
tion, is the criterion for the occurrence of color, will always and everywhere ‘neces-
sarily’, appear in the combination in question. However, if such is the case, it will 
not be permissible to speak of the ‘occurrence of color phenomena’ in the sense of 
the defi nition. 

 But aside from this, – and related most closely to the above defi nition from the 
viewpoint of the psychology of knowledge – is the experiential statement that these 
phenomena  actually do appear in combination . This assertion is, in principle, sub-
ject to confi rmation, if confi rmation does not appear suspended. Consequently, the 
fundamental error of the empiricist doctrine with regard to the  a priori  lies in the 
fact that the conventional moment is not taken into consideration; while the funda-
mental error of conventionalist doctrine is that it does not consider the empirical 
aspect which is contained in  a priori  conceptions, and which is to be revealed in 
rational reconstruction. Apriorism, fi nally, errs in that it does not distinguish these 
two viewpoints from each other: they are merged in confused pre-predicative expe-
rience, but in clear thought are irreconcilable, and hence apriorism mistakes an 
‘unquestionable nature’, assured only by the lack of deeper analysis, for evidence 
guaranteeing truth. Nevertheless, the development of the basic conceptions of the  a 
priori  by Plato represents one of the most important turning points in the history of 
philosophy, for here for the fi rst time the problem of the structure of experience was 
raised in its profundity, and the untenable character of the sensualist mimetic theory 
[ Abbildtheorie ], according to which experience is pure receptivity, was made visible. 
A further decisive turning point is the Kantian variant of apriorism, with its union 
between the idea of the  a priori  and the idea of the formal. Considering this doc-
trine, which, to be sure, is not wholly coherent internally, and is, from the viewpoint 
of philosophical insight achieved today, superseded at various points, we may per-
haps say that its most important achievement consisted in directing attention to the 
special place which must be accorded to the formal in the stratifi ed structure of 
experience. 

 This thesis is now to be discussed briefl y. We have already shown that rational 
reconstruction leads to a separation of the receptive and spontaneous elements in 
experience, although the receptive ‘moments’, the unformed material of experience 
(prime material) cannot be isolated. We have further recognized that this formed 
character of the material consists in the lived experiences, with material content 
appearing as already embedded within a  horizon of lived experience , and that with 
these, certain anticipations are posited. But now the question emerges: are the basic 
functions of spontaneity that make such synthesis possible, i.e., which can be shown 
to be essential elements in these syntheses? The refl ection that begins here leads 
fi rst to the recognition that in each such synthesis, the comparability of objects is 
presupposed on the one hand in terms of their qualities, on the other, in terms of 
their place. For indeed every anticipation consists in the assumption, that under 
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certain conditions, at a certain place, something of a certain kind will exist, or will 
happen. Comparability, however, includes the ability to identify and to distinguish. 
Therefore, – expressed in subjectively colored terminology – the cognitive func-
tions of identifying and distinguishing are presupposed in every experience. The 
exceedingly diffi cult, subtle and profound analyses of pure descriptive psychology 
devoted to the constitution of these formal  basic functions  of cognition, in the tem-
poral course of the stream of consciousness, cannot be indicated by us here, even in 
outline, and we have confi ned ourselves to referring to the pertinent fundamental 
investigations of Husserl. 17  One fi nding, however, which should be understood 
without diffi culty in the context of our discussion, cannot be omitted, namely, that 
even these basic functions of spontaneity cannot manifest themselves in isolation. 
For every comparison, every identifi cation or distinction is bound to the material 
upon which it is carried out, and the criteria that in each instance are decisive for 
identifi cation or distinction, are in turn determined by sedimented experience, 
which proves, upon rational reconstruction, to be structured in a highly complex 
manner. 18  Thus the decision as to whether the same thing is being perceived in two 
perceptions, separated to a greater or lesser extent temporally, is based on implicit 
assumptions about objective changes and about the movement of the objects; a dis-
tinction can result with respect to both the dissimilarity of the two perceptual 
images, as well as the discrepancy of the localizations. 

 Therefore also logic and pure mathematics, which involve these formal basic 
concepts (as we shall show in the next section), are not independent of experience 
in the sense that to understand their propositions no knowledge of the world is 
required.  To be sure, no statement about the world is made in them, but they presup-
pose the world.  19  

 In conclusion we have to say a few more words to clarify the problem of the 
 schemata of pure possibilities , as projected in imagination. For it is not only by the 
combination of known elements that the concrete formations of the imagination are 
‘thought out’, for which no examples can be found anywhere in the world (e.g., 
centaurs), but also unknown qualities (more correctly: not completely known) can 
be ‘thought out’, e.g., colors which lie between known colors. In this reference to 
‘anticipation’ of experience in free thought, i.e.,  thought far removed from observa-
tions , lies the strongest argument for apriorism, the one most diffi cult to oppose, 

 We by no means want to presume to solve this far-reaching problem here, in 
passing as it were, but only to indicate the path which, according to our view, can 
lead to a solution. It might well turn out that the freedom of imagination, which is 
confi ned within given limits, can be traced back to the structure of sedimented expe-
rience, in which both narrower and more extensive  spheres of similarity  are set up, 
and which also contains knowledge concerning the interrelationship of these as 

17   [Husserl],  Vorlesungen zur Phänomenologie des inneren Zeitbewusstseins,  [Eng.tr. I. Churchill, 
 The Phenomenology of Inner Time Consciousness , (Bloomington 1964)],  Jahrbuch für Philosophie 
und phänomenologische Forschung , vol. IX, Halle, 1928. 
18   For this, see the investigations in the next section. 
19   Husserl comes to the same conclusion in his  Logik . 
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‘higher level sedimented experience.’ According to this, free imagination would 
only be distinguished from the mere reproduction of constitutive experiences by the 
fact that it is based on  sedimented experience of various levels.  Owing to this, the 
borderline between free imagination and reproduction is assumed to be fl uid; 
‘simple’ reproduction is to be conceived solely as an idealized limiting case. 

 With this clarifi cation of the  a priori  completed, we close this section; it is cer-
tainly not a radical clarifi cation, but should be suffi cient to serve as a basis for the 
investigation that follows. The character of the results gained in it will emerge still 
more clearly in their application to the various partial domains of scientifi c thought.  

    2. Logical-Mathematical Thought 

 The refl ections in the previous section have made it clear that it is the question of the 
nature of logic and mathematics which aims at showing the systematic place occu-
pied by logical-mathematical thought within the complex of experience, for we 
have established that this sphere of knowledge cannot be conceived as a domain 
isolated from experience. Moreover, the conclusions just reached can be applied 
immediately to the question of the meaning of logical and mathematical concepts, 
the character of the validity of logical and mathematical statements, the singularity 
of logical and mathematical procedures. For it is through them that the foundations 
have been laid for understanding both the abstractions that lead to the concepts of 
logic and of pure mathematics, and the meaning of logical and mathematical ‘prop-
ositions’. We can understand this meaning by using the distinction between what is 
‘posited’ and what is ‘presupposed’. 

 Let us begin our investigation with the basic concepts of logic: ‘truth’, ‘judg-
ment’, ‘concept’, and let us examine  the constitutive invariants  for their thematic 
isolation within the framework of the complex of experience. 20  

 For the concept of the truth of judgments – and for the time being let us consider 
only empirical judgments – we arrive at the following result:“A certain judgment is 
true” means “whoever makes this judgment, wherever and whenever, judges 
 correctly  (in accordance with the facts); he asserts what is the case”. We have 
already said what we needed to about the criteria of ‘correctness’ in the previous 
section. Thus as far as the concept of the truth of judgments is concerned, the  invari-
ance of their correctness  is expressed in contrast to the  variations of the facts of 
judgment , such as the person making the judgment, and the place and time at which 
the judgment is made. 

 Now the state of affairs just described has been reinterpreted as if, aside from 
what exists, there were also a  ‘realm of truth’  and as if a judgment were correct only 
if it fell within that realm. But to insert something like that is not justifi ed; there is 
no realm of valid truths which unites thinking and existence [ Sein ]. ‘Judgments as 
such’ and ‘truth as such’ do not stand ‘beyond’ or ‘above’ the facts of judgment: but 

20   See Kaufmann,  Das Unendliche , p. 23 ff. [Eng.tr. p. 26 ff.] 
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by means of these terms, invariance, on the one hand, as opposed to the variations 
of judging persons and of the space-time data of the act of judgment and the mode 
of clarity of thought, on the other, are to be characterized. 

 Proceeding from this insight, the meaning of the expression ‘judgment in the 
logical sense’ can be comprehended directly. An act of judgment is thinking of a 
state of affairs as existent or nonexistent; now, if only the state of affairs present in 
thought is taken into consideration while abstracting from occasional data, i.e. who 
judges, when, and where, and if  completely clear thought is presupposed , then we 
obtain a ‘judgment in the logical sense’, with its ‘truth value’. Accordingly, in fully 
formulated propositions about the truth of judgments, a judgment in the logical 
sense is not the subject, and ‘truth’ is not the predicate, for such propositions must 
read: “Every arbitrarily selected person – whenever and wherever – judges correctly 
when he judges in the manner indicated.” 

 Analogous to the process of abstraction that leads to the ‘judgment in the logical 
sense’ is the process that has, as its result, the ‘concept’. The  concept  of an object 
(state of affairs) is the  clear thought  (intention) of this object (state of affairs). 
 Whoever  thinks this thought, and  where  and  when  it is thought is left open. To be 
sure, these fi ndings, which seem to be obtained so simply, no longer seem so as soon 
as we realize that in the ‘idealization’ contained in the presupposition of clear 
thought, the profound problematic of clarifi cation (to be discussed briefl y below) is 
also contained, as well as the relation between predicative and pre-predicative 
thought. Yet, it is very important, especially from the methodological viewpoint, to 
grasp that the essential diffi culty lies here,  between  the strata, so to speak, and not 
in the problem of the relation of the abstract to the concrete  within  the stratum of 
clear thought. 

 For this stratum, to which all investigations of formal logic refer, one of the most 
signifi cant consequences of the refl ections of the previous section is the recognition 
of the independence of the abstract from the  number  of existing concreta to which 
it applies. Locke, Berkeley and Hume, with their sensualist theory of abstraction, 
erred in their failure to recognize this independence, and from the nineteenth cen-
tury to our own day this failure has continued to have fatal consequences for the 
logical calculus by making ‘property’ the equivalent of ‘set’. This is the error of 
thinking that Husserl has called the fusion of  individual generality  and  specifi c gen-
erality  in his critique of the empiricist theory of abstraction. 21  I have discussed the 
consequences for the problems in the foundations of mathematics more exhaus-
tively elsewhere, and in the present content I must confi ne myself to a reference to 
those investigations. 22  Here I can only mention the critical insight gained from that 
critique: it is completely erroneous to interpret the comparison of the extension of 
logical concepts as if each concept had a specifi c extension determined by the num-
ber of the individuals covered by it. 

 A further question of great importance that must be discussed is what, after all, 
is it that is actually set as  invariant  in those abstractions which lead to ‘truth’, 

21   Logische Untersuchungen , vol. 2 p. 110 f. [Eng.tr. p. 340 ff.] 
22   Kaufmann,  op.cit.,  p. 30 ff. [Eng.tr. p. 30 ff.] 
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‘judgment’, and ‘concept’? This question can also be answered immediately on the 
basis of the preceding considerations. It is those conditions which are declared to be 
 truth-criteria . Therefore if we only know these conditions, in examining the validity 
of a judgment, we do not have to be concerned with the  occasional data  of the judg-
ment at all. So the same process of abstraction leads to ‘truth’ and to ‘judgment in 
the logical sense’: they are correlative concepts. There is also a correlation between 
‘judgment’ and ‘concept’, for on the one hand, judgment is ‘composed’ of concepts, 
but, on the other hand, the ‘meaning of the concept’ is determined by the judgments 
that specify what falls under this meaning and what does not. Accordingly, for the 
abstraction ‘concept’ as well, the uniformity of confi rmation is the constitutive 
invariance. Thus it is clear that within the concepts ‘truth’, ‘judgments’ and ‘con-
cept’ there is the presupposition, as implicit assumption, of the possibility of an 
intertemporally and intersubjectively consonant experience, and corresponding to 
this assumption is the ‘objectivity’ of truth. 

 At the root of the erroneous doctrine of ‘logical  psychologism ’ lies the failure to 
realize that the process of abstraction that leads to logical concepts, disregards the 
occasional data of thought. The basic thesis of this psychologism is as follows: 
concepts, judgments, inferences are all products of thought processes, thus of psy-
chic acts, and therefore are subject to the laws of that science whose task consists in 
the investigation of such acts, i.e., psychology. The noblest tasks of logic consist in 
ascertaining the ‘natural laws of thought’ and especially in interpreting logical prin-
ciples experientially. Thus the law of contradiction is ‘explained’ by an inner com-
pulsion to think in a non-contradictory manner. 

 That such an interpretation is untenable can already be seen from the experiential 
fact that completely normal people often enough think in a contradictory manner. 
But the principal objection against this interpretation is that it does not even make 
evident what is to be explained. For if the meaning of the law of contradiction con-
sisted in an inner compulsion to bring about thought free of contradiction, then the 
validity of this law would be dependent of an empirical investigation of the nature 
and intensity of this compulsion; this obviously is not the case. Thus the critique of 
the psychologistic theory is the  critique of an erroneous rational reconstruction . 

 The critique of psychologism that began prior to Husserl’s  Logical Investigations  
stressed the assertion that the validity of logical propositions is not a ‘must’ like that 
of natural laws, but as ‘ought’ and this distinction then also became of great impor-
tance for the theory of the social sciences as it led to a contrast between the  sciences 
of Being  and  normative sciences . But, as Husserl showed in the fi rst volume of his 
 Logical Investigations , although this distinction constituted great progress in its 
rejection of erroneous psychologistic conceptions, still it could not in any way be 
regarded as a real clarifi cation of the problem. For the norms of logic are not the 
heteronymous norms of an authority that requires no further justifi cation for its 
commands; rather, they are supposed to have their origin in principles of reason, and 
thus normative logic leads back to those principles of reason on which the norms are 
based. A pure logic must be presupposed as foundation of normative logic; to shed 
light on the epistemological character of the latter constitutes the real problem. 23  

23   Ibid. 
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 With that we come to the questions of the meaning of  logical principles  and  logical 
operations . In treating these we must of course confi ne ourselves to a concise for-
mulation of their guiding conceptions. 

 To begin with, as far as logical principles are concerned – and by these are usu-
ally understood the law of  identity , the law of  contradiction , and the law of the 
 excluded middle  – we want to proceed from the distinction, developed in the preced-
ing section, between what is  posited  in an empirical judgment and the  presupposi-
tions  contained in it. This is because the following holds true for  logical principles : 
They contain  nothing at all that is posited ; their knowledge content, insofar as one 
can speak of such a thing at all, instead consists exclusively of the  implicit  presup-
positions contained in them. 

 Let us exemplify this thesis fi rst in terms of the law of identity. It is usually 
formulated thus: “Every object is identical with itself.” What this quite obscure 
sentence means only becomes clear, when we ask  how it is applied : in short, the 
conception current in logic – the one expressed in most presentations of the 
subject – to the effect that the manner of application of a logical law is some-
thing more or less different from its meaning, is completely off the mark and 
dangerous. – Now the application of our law obviously lies in the  indication  of 
the possibility of identifying a real or ideal object of knowledge, either by the 
same person at different times, or by different persons; the presupposition 
implicitly contained in the concept of identity, that there is a  capacity for iden-
tifi cation,  which points back to acts of  retention  and  protention , thus forms the 
real content of the law of identity. 24  

 Just as the law of identity presupposes the cognitive functions of identifying, so 
the law of contradiction – a statement and its negation cannot both be true (are 
incompatible) – presupposes the cognitive function of  distinguishing.  But as this 
law contains not only the concept of  negation , which corresponds to this cognitive 
function, but also the concept of  incompatibility , its content extends beyond this 
presupposition. What can be demonstrated in an especially illuminating manner in 
this law is the nature of the connection between the formal functions of thought and 
the material content of the world; this is a connection that has been treated fre-
quently in the history of philosophical thought under the heading ‘intuition and 
thought’ [ Anschauung und Denken ]. For it shows that negation always points back 
to the presence of incompatibility in material content; to be sure, here the kind of 
incompatibility is left open – and this is what constitutes its formal character. 

 A simple example will make this clear. Of the two sentences: “D (a specifi c 
thing) is red” and “D is spherical”, the one will not be understood as a negation 
of the other; although, without doubt, ‘red’ is not ‘spherical’. While the sentences 
“D is red” and “D is blue” – at the same point of time and in the same place – 
negate each other, i.e., they cannot both be true. 

24   A thorough treatment of the problem of validity of logical principles is contained in my essay, 
‘Über den Begriff des Formalen in Logik und Mathematik’, [published in Travaux du 9ième 
Congrés Internationale de Philosophie, (Paris 1937), vol. 6, pp. 128–135 – Ed.] 
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 Now it is clear that the root of this  incompatibility  is to be sought in the ‘essential 
laws’ of the material sphere of ‘color’, 25  according to which there cannot be things 
of different colors in the same place at the same time. Thus the principle of incom-
patibility and the law of contradiction are, generally speaking, also based on the 
fundamental assumption of the unambiguous determinateness of what exists, that is 
on  coherent unity of experience.  

 In conclusion we want to clarify our thesis still further by a brief analysis of the 
principle of inference: “What is valid for the general is also valid for the particular.” 

 There is  no ‘gain’ in knowledge  if every determination valid for the general is also 
valid for the particular – if the meaning of generals and particulars are presupposed 
as given; for this is precisely what characterizes the pair of correlated concepts. 
Still this principle expresses a fundamental insight: the  presupposed possibility of 
knowledge of the general . The concept of the general derives its meaning from one 
feature of knowledge, namely that it is possible in the thought process to extricate 
the being-thus [ So-Sein ] of something – say, a certain color – from the context of 
reality in which it appears and to consider it in isolation, varying it according to 
certain aspects (hue, brightness, saturation). It is especially evident here that the 
meaning of ‘inauthentic’ logical propositions – and thus not only the meaning of 
‘authentic’ empirical propositions – can only be clearly grasped by going back to the 
 sources of our knowledge.  Thus, it is trivial to assert that the particular is ‘contained’ 
in the general; however, the knowledge of  what the general is  that is presupposed in 
it holds insight of fundamental importance. 

 This insight leads us directly to the understanding of logical inference, of  deduc-
tion,  and teaches us in particular to recognize the most dangerous prejudice con-
tained in the typical conception of logical inference. This is the assumption that 
there is a positing of reality in logical inference – even if only a hypothetical one. 

 Let us leave aside the question, which is not important in this connection, of 
whether all logical inferences can be brought under the form of syllogism; instead 
we shall use a syllogism  (Barbara)  to clarify the above-mentioned erroneous con-
ception. The meaning of the inference: “all men are mortal; Socrates is a man; 
therefore Socrates is mortal”, is interpreted to mean that with the truth of the major 
and minor premises, the truth of the conclusion is necessarily given. ‘Therefore’ it 
could best be expressed by the hypothetical formulation:“If all men are mortal, and 
if Socrates is a man, then Socrates is mortal”. Now in order to recognize that this 
formulation is faulty, we want to compare it with a hypothetical judgment, where 
the truth of the assertion also appears to be linked to two ‘conditions’, namely the 
statement: “If hydrogen is pumped into a balloon, and the hydrogen is ignited, then 
the balloon explodes”. Here an assertion is advanced that can be tested empirically, 
for its validity; our statement therefore contains something that is ‘posited’ with 
respect to the complex of events in the world, and obviously this is also true of its 
transformation. If the judgments “Hydrogen is pumped into balloon” and “This 
hydrogen is ignited” are true, then the judgment “This balloon explodes” is also 

25   Concerning the origin of such essential laws in sedimented experience see above. Part One, 
section “Basic Philosophical Considerations”. 
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true. But this last judgment is  not logically contained  in the fi rst two; what we have 
here is a real relation between facts, not a logical relation between propositions. Just 
the opposite is the case with respect to the link between the three judgments in the 
syllogism. The truth-condition is contained in the premises under all circumstances 
(its meaning is ‘intended together’ with the premises), and this says – under the 
presupposition of clear thinking that is constitutive of logic – that its truth- conditions 
form an (authentic or inauthentic) part of the truth-conditions of the premises. Thus, 
to be sure, the non-existence of the state of affairs asserted in the conclusion is 
incompatible with the existence of the state of affairs asserted in the premises, but 
only because the former state of affairs contains nothing different from the latter 
state of affairs. The principle of the logical syllogism thus does not contain any 
assertion about the world; it only presupposes a world in which identifi cations and 
distinctions are possible. 

 The failure to recognize this epistemological fact, which is also completely valid 
for pure mathematics, has led to a series of inconsistencies in the logical calculus, 
where initially no proper distinction between the two kinds of ‘if-then’ procedures 
between  logical entailment  and  empirical implication  was made. 26  . In order to 
remove these inconsistencies a  modal logic  was created, 27  in which necessary con-
nections (strict implications) were distinguished from merely factual connections. 
Although this distinction is impeccable from the standpoint of logical technique, it 
is nevertheless unfortunate insofar as it does not allow us to see clearly the core of 
the difference between  real relations  on the one hand and  logical relations  on the 
other, which contain no positing concerning the real world and result solely from 
the analysis of judgments. 

 The main reason for the confounding of these two spheres is to be found, how-
ever, in the deep psychological link between deductive and  inductive  thought, with 
which we dealt fully in the last section – although we did not use the term ‘induc-
tion’. In the following investigation, based on the fi ndings made there, we wish to 
use as point of departure John Stuart Mill’s critique of logical deduction, in which 
he asserts the primacy of induction over deduction. 

 In the syllogism, as Mill explains, 28  the conclusion is only apparently derived 
from the major premise; actually the conclusion is already presupposed in it. Thus, 
for example, we must already know that Socrates is mortal, in order to be able to 
assert that all men are mortal . De facto  the assumption that a man now living will 
die is based on the experience of the deaths of many other men. The general state-
ment only expresses the fact that we consider a generalization permissible on the 
basis of available experience. The actual process of (extending) knowledge thus lies 
in establishing the major premise, i.e., in induction; the deduction that follows is 

26   Compare below Part Two, section “The Way to Overcome the  Methodenstreit ”, furthermore, 
Kaufmann [ Das Unendliche ], p. 36 ff. and Carnap,  Logische Syntax der Sprache  [ Logical Syntax 
of Language ],  Schriften zur wissenschaftlichen Weltauffassung,  vol. 8, Vienna 1934. 
27   See for instance Lewis and Langford,  Symbolic Logic , New York and London 1932. 
28   Mill,  System of Logic , vol. II ch. 3. 
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nothing but an interpretation of a notice that we, because of our experience, consider 
ourselves justifi ed in assuming the conformity of further cases. 

 Sigwart 29  attempts to refute Mill’s argument by pointing out that the “universal 
major premise should not be understood as the statement of this  numerical generality,  
it is the statement of the necessity of connecting the predicate with the subject. This 
necessity cannot be attained, even by a complete enumeration; indeed it can never 
be known at all in a directly empirical manner.” 

 But on closer examination this objection does not prove to be sound. For a ‘nec-
essary link’ of subject and predicate is only preset when the predicate has been 
specifi ed by defi nition as property of the subject, in which case the major premise is an 
analytic judgment. The major premise of our example would then state: the property 
‘mortality’ is contained (thought together with) in the concept ‘man’. Now this 
interpretation is obviously not what Mill meant; rather he wanted to have the major 
premise understood as an empirical judgment. Instead, what characterizes the weak 
point of his presentation is that, like almost all empiricists, he was not suffi ciently 
aware of the stratifi ed structure of experience, nor of the cognitive function of sedi-
mented experience, and for this reason the signifi cance of rational reconstruction, 
which is posited with logic as the doctrine of  clear  thinking, remained hidden from 
him. Thus he was not able to do justice to the cognitive achievement that lies in the 
 analysis of judgments . Sigwart’s objection doubtlessly also points in this direction, 
but he misses the mark when he fails to realize, that the transition from the concept 
of a ‘real connection’ to the concept of a ‘necessary connection’ presents itself as 
μ ε τ α β α σ ι Ѕ   ε ι Ѕ   α λ λ ό   γ ε υ ο Ѕ [change to another kind]. 

 Now we can characterize the  relation between deduction and induction  in the 
following manner: in deduction it is shown that certain propositions (conclusions) 
are implicitly contained in other propositions (premises). The truth of the premises 
is not involved in this at all; it is posited neither categorically nor hypothetically. 
Consequently, under certain circumstances, true propositions can be deduced from 
false propositions just as true elements can be asserted in false assertions. On the 
other hand, in induction, general assumptions based on less than general basic 
assumptions (especially individual observations) are established, and the  rules  of 
induction state under which conditions this ‘progression from the particular to the 
general’ can take place. 

 The fundamental error in the conception of induction – which recurs repeatedly 
despite the fact that Hume 30  pointed it out as clearly as possible is the assumption 
that the inductive method can be justifi ed ultimately by reason, or by experience. To 
support the latter assumption, it is argued that induction had proven valid in such an 
exceedingly great number of cases that it could be counted on as a fact that it would 
continue to prove to be valid. In this argument, however – as Hume has shown – the 
supreme principle of induction is already presupposed, namely the basic assump-
tion, essential for induction, that there is a certain  uniformity in the events of this 

29   Logik , 3rd ed., vol. I p. 477 ff. 
30   See above all, his main philosophical work, the  Treatise of Human Nature. 
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world.  Thus to seek the foundations of induction in experience is a  petitio principii , 
as all experience is ‘inductive’. 

 Still less can induction be justifi ed by ‘pure reason’. The thesis that represents it 
as a necessity of thought, because without it experience would not be possible, 
states only that induction forms a constitutive element of experience. This amounts 
to stating that we cannot experience (in our sense) a world in which no induction 
can be made. But it is a fact  that  we live in a world in which predictions gained 
inductively prove to a great extent to be right – or more correctly, that for a long time 
they have to a great extent proven to be right – and every attempt to justify this fact 
leads to a circular argument, as the fact must be presupposed in the justifi cation. Nor 
in this instance may one appeal to Kant’s often misused dictum that human under-
standing prescribes its laws to nature, for if this statement is to stand up to further 
scrutiny, it cannot be interpreted as if experience were  pure  spontaneity: rather 
experience  also  contains spontaneous elements and is not, as the mimetic theory of 
naïve realism has assumed, pure receptivity. Even if Kant did not adequately 
describe the role played by mathematics in the framework of the investigation of 
nature, and therefore arrived at a doctrine of the aprioristic foundations of the 
empirical sciences that requires revision in many respects, he did not overlook that 
the laws of nature have to be validated by observations, and thus by partially recep-
tive acts. 

 Thus, as has been recognized with increasing clarity, especially by the leading 
philosophers of contemporary natural sciences, 31  a  theory of induction  cannot 
consist of a justifi cation of this procedure, but only of a  rational reconstruction  
and systematic ordering of the inductions actually carried out in prescientifi c and 
scientifi c thought. Thus such a theory has above all to ask, what kind of ‘interfer-
ences from the particular to the general’ actually have been carried out – up to now 
successfully – i.e., what constellations of facts have proven necessary and suffi -
cient for this or that anticipation. In doing this it becomes evident that such antici-
pations are by no means bound exclusively (or even predominantly) to the 
occurrence of a certain minimum number of similar observations – as happens 
solely in the elementary case of  inductio per enumerationem simplicem  – but that 
the signifi cance or ‘weight’ of various kinds of individual observations is evalu-
ated quite differently. For their evaluation depends on how they fi t into that sec-
tion of the total system of experience that is considered  relevant  in this context, on 
the basis of an induction that is generally carried out pre-predicatively. 

 The fi rst extensive attempt to set up rules of induction was carried out by Francis 
Bacon, 32  compared to his work, John Stuart Mill’s well-known principles of induc-
tion already represent a signifi cant advance, but modern philosophy of natural sci-
ence has progressed far beyond Mill. In spite of this, there still remains a great deal 
to be done today in the theory of induction in the natural sciences; and for the social 
sciences, the primary area of concern in the present work, the theory of induction is 
still taking the tiny steps appropriate to little feet. 

31   Compare for instance, the writings of Schlick, Reichenbach, Frank, Feigl, Hempel, Popper. 
32   Compare especially his  Novum Organum Scientiarum . 
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 It will already be seen from what has been said that within the empirical sciences 
the deductive method and the inductive are  irrevocably interrelated . For on the one 
hand, the general propositions (principles, laws, hypotheses) from which deductive 
procedures take their departure are the results of induction; on the other hand, how-
ever, general propositions, i.e., the results of induction, are tested by ascertaining 
the correspondence or non-correspondence of certain inferences, deductively 
derived from these propositions, with observations. The idea of a purely deductive 
empirical science, which has played a by no means insignifi cant role in the social 
sciences, also goes back to the erroneous assumption that here are immediately 
evident propositions that do not require further corroboration and which, in spite of 
this, contain knowledge about reality. 33  

 Of course the material connection of deduction and induction by no means rules 
out the possibility that in the course of scientifi c collaboration, one group of 
researchers, the ‘theorists’, is occupied mainly with the derivation of inferences 
from general assumptions, while another group, the ‘empirical investigators’, is 
devoted more to the observation of facts. As we shall have to show in more detail 
below, the quarrel about method between the ‘theorists’ and the ‘empirical investi-
gators’ arises, however, from disagreement about the ‘cognitive value’, correctness, 
fruitfulness, status and sphere of application of the ‘theorists’ ‘general assump-
tions’. The weak points of the ‘theorists’ argument lies in their frequent failure to 
recognize the empirical character of their basic assumptions i.e. their testability and 
refutability – as well as in a false conception of their basic assumptions – i.e. their 
testability and refutability – as well as in a false conception of the relationship 
between analytic judgments and factual judgments. The ‘empirical investigators’, 
for their part, usually overlook the ‘theoretical content’ of facts, i.e., the general 
assumptions implicit and contained in factual judgments; therefore they do not eval-
uate correctly the ‘theorists’ achievement, which lies in the rational reconstruction 
of implied presuppositions. This is especially evident in the empiricist’s objection 
that deduction does not lead to  new  knowledge. What is most important about 
deduction and induction in the present context has probably been said; yet we shall 
have to deal with the latter concept in the next section. 

 The inadequate distinction between empirical propositions on the one hand, and 
propositions in which the result of rational reconstruction (analysis of concepts) 
fi nds its expression, on the other, leads not only to erroneous opinion about the 
character of ideal objects,  a priori  knowledge, and the procedure of deduction but 
also to a lack of clarity concerning the conception of  defi nition.  But here, as we shall 
see right away, a further element of confusion is added. 

 Every defi nition contains a determination of the use of a certain term which, as 
such, obviously contains no knowledge. Thus, for example, the defi nition ‘a 
rhombus is a parallelogram with all sides equal’ states: “we want to call a paral-
lelogram with all sides equal a ‘rhombus’”. Here ‘parallelogram with all sides 
equal’ is called a ‘ defi niens ’ and ‘rhombus’ a ‘ defi niendum ’. ” Now we can recog-
nize at once that the introduction of the word ‘rhombus’ could be dispensed with, 

33   Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, p. 96 ff. 
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without the propositions of geometry being changed in the slightest, as far as their 
content is concerned; we would simply have to replace ‘rhombus’ by ‘parallelo-
gram with all sides equal’ in all of them. However, there are two aspects that make 
it appear as though this imposition of a name signifi es an enrichment of knowl-
edge. One of these aspects relates to the new introduction of terms, the other to 
making existing terms more precise. 

 As far as the fi rst case is concerned, the ‘creation of concepts’, i.e., the intro-
duction of new terms, often marks the conclusion of a process of gaining knowl-
edge, and this gain appears to be captured as it were, in that concept. Thus in the 
concept of thermal equivalents, there is the knowledge (discovered by Robert 
Mayer) of the possibility of comparing the energy of quantities of heat and quanti-
ties of mechanical work. As analysis of this state of affairs leads to the following 
distinctions: (1) the idea (imaginative projection) of searching for a constellation 
of facts, in reference to which a given quantity of heat can be replaced by a pre-
cisely specifi able quantity of mechanical work; (2) the possibility of the empirical 
realization of this idea; (3) the terminological fi xing by means of the words 
‘mechanical equivalent of heat’. 

 It is understood that our term could also be used in an imaginary context, that is, 
the possibility of its empirical aspect is not a necessary condition for a term’s mean-
ingful use. However, the empirical aspect is taken  de facto  as part of the meaning of 
our concept, and because of this, we have the false impression that defi ning, or more 
precisely giving a name, contains knowledge. Here again we encounter the danger-
ous confusion of ‘positing’ and ‘presupposition’, which, as we have previously 
established, also stands in the way of an understanding of logical principles and 
logical inference. The confrontation of ‘ nominal defi nition ’ with  ‘real defi nition’ , 
proposed by scholastic logic since antiquity, does indeed aim at the distinction we 
have just made, but it does not provide a clear expression for it, as if fails to indicate 
that every defi nition, qua defi nition, is a nominal defi nition. This insight can lead 
directly to the understanding of the second major source of prejudice with respect 
to the epistemological character of defi nitions, insofar as they are linked to existing 
pre-scientifi c and scientifi c language use. As we have already anticipated, it consists 
in misconstruing the procedure of concept analysis (rational reconstruction), so that 
the term that appears as the ‘object’ of the analysis is not distinguished from the 
concept symbolized by it (the thought content). Hence comes that fetishism of sym-
bols which has created so much mischief, even in logic and mathematics. Later on, 
we shall have to examine the place of this fetishism in the social sciences. 

 This contrast between ‘deduction’ and ‘defi nition’ also lets us avoid the misun-
derstandings that are linked to the concept of ‘ tautology ’ as understood by 
Wittgenstein. 34  We cannot discuss Wittgenstein’s treatment in detail, which is 
closely linked to his theory of atomic sentences, but shall limit ourselves to the 
assertion that from here on ‘tautology’ means essentially the same thing as ‘analytic 
judgment’. A paradigm example of tautology is the sentence: “It rains or it does not 

34   Compare below, Part Two, section “Remarks on the Methodological Controversy  [Methodenstreit]  
over the Theory of Marginal Utility”. 
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rain.” Such a sentence only apparently contains a statement about the world, but 
actually it is nothing other than an explication of the meanings that are given to 
certain words – in our example, the words ‘or’ and ‘not’ – or certain combinations 
of words. Therefore there is a close affi nity between tautology and defi nition. In our 
section on economic theory 35  we have to show that derived propositions in a deduc-
tive system were mistakenly equated as ‘tautologies,’ so that there is the false 
impression that all propositions of a science constructed as a hypothetical deductive 
system (axiomatized) are tautologies. 

 Now before we turn to our fi ndings about mathematical thought, we still have to 
say a few words about the  formal  character of logic. We have already shown that the 
thought functions of identifying and distinguishing correspond to ‘formal objects’. 
Now it can be shown that the logical concepts, that is, those concepts on which logical 
inference depends (not, and, or, follows, all, some) can be defi ned by means of two 
concept-pairs:’ same – different’ and ‘general – particular’, both of which can be 
traced back to those two thought functions. 36  The formal aspect of logic, not to be 
confused with the analytic character of logical statements, lies precisely in this 
abstraction from any material content found in logical concepts. Here we want to 
say  ‘absolutely formal’ , since the concept ‘formal’, depending on the degree of 
material content, frequently has different  levels of the formal . Thus for every the-
matically coherent science, a  formal theory  can be constructed, i.e., an ordered survey 
can be given of those concepts whose content is contained in the content of the 
fundamental concepts. 

 The absolutely formal concepts determine the content not only of logical propo-
sitions, but also of the propositions of pure mathematics, and here we have the rea-
son why  logic  and  mathematics  in principle form a  unity , as has been shown beyond 
question in the more recent studies of their foundations. However, in mathematics, 
where a multiplicity of complicated symbol connections must be investigated, the 
interrelationships are much more diffi culty to penetrate than in logic. We must limit 
ourselves to indicating some of the most important results, ignorance of which has 
also led to serious misunderstandings in the numerous analogies drawn between the 
concepts and methods of the social sciences and those of mathematics. 37 

    A.    All the concepts of pure mathematics can be traced back to those of the  theory 
of natural numbers  1,2,3, . . . i.e., they can be defi ned in terms of these ‘natural 
numbers’. Therefore the so-called extensions of the number concept – negative 
numbers, fractions, irrational numbers, imaginary and complex numbers – are not 
extensions in the true sense, as every statement about such numbers can be 
 translated back  into a statement about natural numbers.   

   B.    The entire theory of natural numbers can be derived from the following descrip-
tion of the number series: (1) there is an initial element; (2) for every element 
there is precisely one immediately succeeding elements; (3) for every element, 

35   With respect to this point to the reader is referred to my essay mentioned in footnote 24. 
36   See Kaufmann,  Das Unendliche , p. 76 ff. [Eng.tr. pp. 68 ff.] 
37   Ibid. , p. 84 f. [Eng. tr. p. 72]. 
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with the exception of the fi rst, there is precisely one immediately preceding 
 element; (4) by means of the defi nitions (1)–(3) the object of thought ‘number 
series is completely defi ned. 38  

 These defi nitions of the number series, which correspond in essence to 
Peano’s fi ve classical axioms, also allow us to derive all of the propositions of 
so-called ‘higher mathematics’, for, generally speaking, the line of demarcation 
that has been frequently drawn at the infi nitesimal calculus, between lower and 
higher mathematics, for teaching purposes, does not correspond to any funda-
mental differentiation of subject matter.   

   C.    With regard to the  infi nitely small , which allegedly appears in the so-called 
infi nitesimal calculus, what we have here is a mistaken interpretation of a spe-
cifi c symbolism. As has been clear to mathematicians, but not to philosophers, 
for more than a century, we understood the actual sense of the derivative, and, 
thereby, of the entire infi nitesimal calculus, only by translating it back into fi nite 
language. 39  It can be easily shown that all of the concepts of the infi nitesimal 
calculus can be derived from those of the series of natural numbers, and all of its 
propositions from Peano’s axioms.   

   D.    We cannot settle the matter of the  infi nitely great , the  actual infi nite  of Cantor’s 
set theory, as we did that of the infi nitely small. But here too, the breakthrough 
of the  fi nitist  conception, which, in my opinion, is the only legitimate one, has 
become more and more decisive in the last few years. It is my conviction that 
within a short time the assumption that there is yet another kind of infi nity, 
besides that of the infi nite progression of the number series, accounted for by the 
expression ‘there are infi nitely many number’, will be fi nally rejected. 40    

   E.    But now, what  is  the meaning of the concept of natural number and what is the 
 nature of the validity  of mathematical laws? In the analysis of logical laws we 
have established that their validity is based not on act of positing, but on what 
they presuppose. The same is true with the laws of numbers. For it will be seen 
that the abstractions that lead to the concept of natural number already contain 
within them the principles which are then formulated in the laws of  arithmetic . 
The arithmetic laws are by no means about numbers in the strict sense, but laws 
about certain  operations , which regarded from that viewpoint of abstraction, are 
to be considered equivalent or as different, in a manner that will now be pre-
cisely indicated. 41  We wish to briefl y clarify this:    

  In order to describe how thinking proceeds from experience, in a narrow sense, 
to numbers, it is best to take as a point of departure the  process of counting , investi-
gate what implicit presuppositions are contained in it, and then state how one arrives 
at the concept of number from the process of counting. Then, guided by a simple 

38   This was already demonstrated in the nineteenth century, especially in the analyses of Cauchy 
and Weierstrass. 
39   See Kaufmann  op. cit ., p. 135 ff. [Eng.tr., pp. 14 ff.] 
40   See footnote 35. 
41   See footnote 35. 
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example, we should ask ourselves what assertions are made in the process of counting. 
Let us count the people found in a certain room at a certain time. The fi rst assertion 
is: “Here is a person; let us call him ‘A’”. To this corresponds the act of counting ‘1’. 
To ‘2’ corresponds the assertion: “Here is a person who is different from the person 
‘A’; let us call him ‘B’”. Thus the two sentences: On the one hand, “In this room is 
one person A and in this (same) room is a person different from him, ‘B’”, and on 
the other, “In this room are  two  persons A and B” are completely equivalent in 
meaning. The assertion that leads to ‘3’ then states: “In the room there is a person 
who is different from the person B and from the person A, who is different from the 
person B”, and so on, where the limitless progression of this ‘and so on’ expresses 
the insight that any specifi c assertion of difference is  independent  of the assertions 
of the difference previously made. 42  

 What, therefore, is presupposed in the act of counting? First, the knowledge of 
those  features  that are decisive for whether something is included in the count or 
not, further, a specifi c  domain  – in our example, the room – within which things of 
this kind are to be counted; and fi nally the ascertainability of difference within this 
materially and space-time delimited sphere. In principle, it is of secondary signifi -
cance that the act of counting proceeds in this manner; that a certain  symbol  is 
assigned to each epitome [core meaning] of the various assertions of difference with 
respect to the same object just characterized; that objects are thus designed as ‘fi rst’, 
‘second’, ‘third’ – for this assignment is nothing more than the marking of these 
assertions. Now as the two assertions: “A is different from B” and “B is different 
from A” have the same meaning, so the  order  of counting has no bearing on the 
result of counting, as long as  what  is to be counted has been established. For a 
change in order of counting is nothing other than the displacement of the succession 
of the individual assertions of difference. Thus, as soon as it has been established 
unequivocally  what  is to be counted, then the  last thing  counted – if, for instance, in 
any series of counting it is the eighth – then in every other possible series it will also 
have to be the eighth. The  cardinal number  8, for example, expresses the invariance 
of the symbolic mark (ordinal number) of the last counted element, as opposed to 
the variations in the order of counting. To say that there are eight light bulbs in a 
room means nothing other than that the last-counted light bulb will be eighth, no 
matter in what order they are counted. 

 The mathematical operations of  addition  and  multiplication , which are governed 
by the  law of commutation , the  law of association  and the two  laws of distribution  43  
as well as the mathematical laws derived from them, by no means refer to the num-
bers themselves, as the concepts of the numbers are already abstractions of differ-
ences that are expressed in these laws. Instead, the laws are nothing more than 
(statements about ) the invariance of the result of the computation  (of the concept of 
a number) with respect to certain  operational  variations. Thus, the sentence 
‘3 + 5 = 5 + 3’ says nothing about the numbers 3 and 5 as such, but rather about the 

42   See Hölder,  Die Arithmetik in strenger Begründung , 2nd ed., Berlin 1929. 
43   More emphatically than in the fi rst edition of the  Critique of Pure Reason  which appeared in 
1781, this was done in the  Prolegomena  (published two years later). 
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operation of counting, by asserting the invariance of the result of counting with 
respect to temporal variation [ sic ] within the counting process. Accordingly, the 
 ‘arithmetic a priori’  is the totality of those  presuppositions,  which are contained in 
the concept of the series of  natural numbers . In the sense of what has just been said, 
it embraces the entirety of  pure mathematics . 

 But what is the situation with regard to  geometric  knowledge? As was previously 
mentioned, geometric knowledge, especially, in the axiomatic from given it by Euclid, 
was regarded as a model of knowledge that was exact and yet empirically fruitful. 
To begin with, we wish to deal not with the axiomatic mode of presentation, but 
with the problem of the knowledge contained in geometric propositions. The deci-
sive question here is whether the propositions of geometry, or more precisely, the 
propositions of Euclidean geometry, while not derived from experience, contain 
truths about the real world. As is well know, Kant who saw in geometry the para-
digm for synthetic propositions  a priori , and based his ‘transcendental investiga-
tion’ of space on the fact of geometric knowledge, believed that this indeed was the 
case. 44  But this Kantian doctrine, in which geometry was identifi ed simply with 
Euclidean geometry, was already shaky when the so-called non-Euclidean geometries – 
i.e., those for which the Euclidean axiom of parallel lines does not hold – was shown 
to be logically free of contradiction. However, Poincaré’s conventionalist interpreta-
tion of geometry and fi nally Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity, which showed 
that Riemannian non-Euclidean geometry was better suited to the description of the 
physical world than Euclidean geometry, dealt this doctrine its death blow. The rela-
tion between geometry and the physical world was characterized by Einstein him-
self in the famous words: “As far as the laws of mathematics refer to reality, they are 
not certain; and as far as they are certain, they do not refer to reality”. 45  That is: in 
geometry – or, more correctly, in the geometries – one must distinguish carefully 
between their internal formal character and their application to reality; pure math-
ematics is concerned exclusively with the former. 

 Such a system of formal relations does not become a  theory of space  until we use 
it to describe the  relations of positions of objects in the external world.  Therefore 
the relations contained in a geometric system are beyond truth and falsity, they are 
not propositions, but only rudiments of propositions, or, as it is formulated in logistics, 
 propositional functions  (sentential functions). 46  

 Using this concept, we can characterize the following state of affairs: as we have 
seen, in order to comprehend clearly the meaning of an empirical proposition, we 
must ask for its truth conditions, and thus ask under which conditions it would 
be designated as true, under which as false. However, for relations that are conceived 
without reference to the data of experience, verifi cation is not conceivable, hence 
the formulations of these relations are not to be designated as propositions, and no 

44   Geometrie und Erfahrung.  ( Geometry and Experience ) ,  Berlin 1921, p. 3 [Eng. tr., 1922, p. 28]. 
45   For this, see for example, Carnap,  Abriss der Logistik  ( Outline of Logistic) ,  Schriften zur 
wissenschaftlichen Weltauffassung , vol. 2, Berlin 1929 [See also revised Eng. tr.  Introduction to 
Symbolic Logic and its Applications,  1958 – Ed.]. 
46   Carnap, especially, pointed this out. 
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clear meaning can be accorded to the terms contained in them. Thus, in the axiom 
of pure geometry, for example: “Two straight lines intersect at a point”, the concept 
‘straight’ and ‘point’ have no well-defi ned meaning if there is no specifi cation of 
how one is to ascertain whether something is straight or a point. Accordingly, one 
can conceive of both concepts as  variables , which are only accorded a fi xed mean-
ing by having assigned to them an empirical signifi cance. By means of such ‘assign-
ment’, then the  propositional functions  become propositions. The formal internal 
relations of the system, however, remain invariant vis-à-vis these differences of 
meaning and therefore can be treated in isolation, without the need to link any of the 
‘assignments’ to them conceptually. 

 Thus the conception of geometric axioms has undergone a radical change. 
Whereas formerly they were conceived as absolutely valid judgments about the 
external world, it has now been recognized that their ‘irrefutability by facts’ is pos-
sible because they do not assert anything at all about facts, but only represent a 
general schema which permits empirical ‘assignments’ of various kinds. 47  

 Only the argument of empirical suitability – not those of logical necessity – can 
determine whether, on the basis of a convention, we use this or that system of propo-
sitional functions to characterize the relations between the positions of objects in 
the external world, whether we describe these relations in the ‘language’ of one 
geometry or of another. Here and in similar cases we want to speak of ‘ materially 
based conventions’ . For the physics of small velocities (as compared with the veloc-
ity of light). Euclidean geometry is particularly suitable and therefore imposes itself 
on the physics of everyday life as virtually ‘self-evident’, but for high velocity phys-
ics, Riemannian geometry is simpler. Therefore we may say that Riemannian geom-
etry is the ‘correct’ geometry; but in saying this we must recognize clearly that such 
an assertion is not a statement about  a priori  status but about empirical suitability. 
It is also entirely possible to formulate high velocity physics in the language of 
Euclidean geometry; it is just more complicated. There is an analogous relation 
between the two assertions: ‘The earth moves around the sun’ and ‘The sun moves 
around the earth’. Neither of the two is absolutely true; a geocentric astronomy that 
does justice to the facts is quite readily conceivable; but the heliocentric astronomy 
is essentially  simpler.  

 Now a few more words about the  axiomatic method , which was brought to high 
perfection in the various geometries. Even today the use of the word ‘axiom’ is not 
uniform, although the ancient, classical conception that axioms are self-evident 
truths, and Kant’s conception, which is in essential agreement with this, in that he 
designates these axioms as ‘ synthetic principles a priori’ , have become outdated in 
the meantime. For at times, by ‘axioms’ we understand an epitome of those proposi-
tions that stand at the head of a deductive system, and in keeping with this, the term 
‘axiomatic system’ is used synonymously with the term ‘deductive system’. This is 
usually the case where the postulate of ‘axiomatization’ of an empirical science has 
been set up. But as has already been noted, the axioms of geometry are not 

47   In logistic, one speaks of the circumstance that every judgment has one of the two truth values, 
‘true’ or ‘false’. This terminology has nothing to do with axiological considerations. 

F. Kaufmann



149

propositions but propositional functions, and therefore have no truth-value at all. 48  
Thus Hilbert, in his  Grundlagen der Geometrie , the classical work of modern geo-
metrical axiomatization, characterizes his axiomatic system as follows: 

 Consider three distinct sets of objects. Let the objects of the fi rst set be called  points  and 
be denoted by A, B, C. …; let the objects of the second set be called  lines  and be denoted 
by a, b, c,…; let the objects of the third set be called  planes  and be denoted α, β, χ. . . .The 
points are also called the  elements of line geometry ; the points and the lines are called 
the  elements of plane geometry;  and the points, the lines, and the planes are called 
the  elements of space geometry  or the  elements of space.    The points, lines and planes are 
considered to have certain mutual relations and these relations are denoted by words like 
‘ lie ’, ‘ between ’, ‘ parallel ’, ‘ congruent ’, ‘ continous ’. The precise and mathematically 
complete description of these relations follows from the  axioms of geometry . 49  

 Formerly it was said in this context that the axioms are ‘ implicit defi nitions ’ of 
the basic concepts contained in them, and from the erroneous conceptions linked to 
this term, far-reaching conclusions with respect to the theory of science were fre-
quently drawn. By means of the insight that the axioms are propositional functions 
and the basic concepts are variables, the ground has been cut out from under such 
speculations. In addition to the absolute requirement of freedom from contradiction, 
the most important requirements for axiomatic systems are the logical indepen-
dence of the individual axioms from one another, and their completeness. The meth-
odological signifi cance accorded to the axiomatization of a science or of a scientifi c 
discipline lies in the clarifi cation of implicit presuppositions contained in the funda-
mental assumptions, as well as in the individual steps of inference. As far as the 
latter point is concerned, the resolution of the deductive procedure into elementary 
operation was carried out in the logical calculus 50  and elaborated to perfection in 
Hilbert’s theory of proof, 51  with the axiomatization of logic and mathematics. With 
regard to the presuppositions, the extent of the diffi culties confronting their clarifi -
cation can be measured by the fact that it was only at the end of the nineteenth 
century that an axiom of Euclidean geometry was discovered (and named after its 
discoverer, Pasch), 52  which had been used for 2,000 years without anyone being 
aware of it. 

48   See Kaufmann,  Das Unendliche , p. 23 ff. [Eng. tr. p. 26 ff.] 
49   Hilbert , Grundlagen der Geometrie  ( Foundations of Geometry ). [Eng. tr. p. 3] 
50   Main work: A. N. Whitehead and B. Russell,  Principia Mathematica , vol. I, 1910, (New ed. 
1925), vol II 1912 (new ed. Unchanged, 1927) vol III, 1913 (also 1927). 
51   See Hilbert, “Die Grundlagen der Mathematik”, ( op. cit. ) (with discussion by Hermann Weyl 
and an addition ( Zusatz)  by Paul Bernays),  Abh. Math. Seminar der Hamburger Universität , 
vol. 5, pp. 65–92, 1928. 
52   It states: let A, B, C be three points not lying in a straight line and  a  a straight line in the plane 
ABC which does not intersect any of the points A, B, C; if the straight line  a  intersects any of the 
points of the line AB, then with certainty it will intersect either a point on the line AC or a point on 
the line BC. 
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 Finally one more fundamental remark with respect to the  probability calculus,  
which, like geometry, was thought to offer  a priori  insights about events in the 
world. In fact, the probability calculus is the mathematical theory of combinatorics; 
it is this arithmetic in the broad sense, and can no more furnish empirical knowledge 
than can the multiplication table. Here it is especially the fusion of the Bernoulli- 
Poisson  theorem  53 - one of the laws of combinatorics with the  law of large numbers , 
which has created much confusion. But this is, in my view, a  materially based 
convention . 54  

 The preceding discussion is especially intended to delimit the power of the math-
ematical method in the empirical sciences. In this we see that neither logic nor 
mathematics produces  materially new  knowledge, but can only serve to clarify 
knowledge gained elsewhere, and to present it in a more comprehensive and system-
atic form. 

 The analyses in the sections to follow will enable us to make a series of fun-
damental assertions about the character, in a narrower sense, of  empirical  
knowledge.  

    3. Fact and Law 

 While we have recognized that the concept ‘fact’ by no means designates an ‘abso-
lutely ultimate’ given – indeed it seems to involve further diffi cult problems of 
constitution – for the scientifi c endeavour of extracting laws, facts are the  ‘relatively 
ultimate’  given, i.e., the starting point for research. Therefore, in the following anal-
yses of the concept of law, we shall assume that the nature of fact is unequivocally 
determined, but without losing sight of its multi-layered character. 

 First we must determine how judgments that state the existence of a fact are dis-
tinguished from those that assert the existence of a law. The difference is that every 
judgment of fact contains an  absolute localization , while every judgment of law, on 
the other hand, contains only a  relative localization . Propositions of the fi rst kind 
are always concerned with the occupation of specifi c places – i.e., of places ulti-
mately fi xed in relation to the body of the person making the judgment; in proposi-
tions of the second kind, on the other hand, this fi xedness is lacking – in this case, 
only the relative position of phenomena is stated. 

 From this it follows that lawful relations do not exist between individual facts 
or individual groups of facts as such, but between  classes  of facts (groups of 
facts), and thus between any  arbitrary  facts of the kind  E, F, G,… on the one hand, 
and any  arbitrary  facts of the kind  M, N, P, … on the other. Every empirical law 
can thus be put into the form: if facts of the kind  E, F, G, … appear in one given 

53   Compare here also Karl Popper,  Logik der Forschung  [ The Logic of Scientifi c Discovery , tr. 
1959], Schriften zur wissenschaftlichen Weltauffassung, vol. 9, Berlin 1935. 
54   See above, Part One, section “Basic Philosophical Considerations”. 
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domain, then facts of the kind  M, N, P, … will appear in a determinate environment 
of the fi rst- named facts. 

 Every law asserts the  isolatability  of generally designated phenomena or ‘aspects’ 
of phenomena within the totality of events. Whatever else may happen – so the law 
goes – that relation between facts  E, F, G, …  on the one hand and  M, N, P, … on the 
other, remains valid. But, as far as it goes, this formulation is too broad, because 
‘disturbances’ of the lawful course of events owing to the existence of ‘abnormal’ 
conditions (for example, an unsupported iron ball is kept from falling because of a 
nearby magnet) must not be considered incompatible with the idea of the law. 

 The ‘ ceteris paribus ’ clause allows for this epistemological fact in that it embodies 
the condition of  freedom from disturbance  in the law itself. But the formulation of 
this clause, which plays an important role in the  Methodenstreit  in the social sci-
ences, is very unclear.  All  the surrounding circumstances of two  different  events 
cannot be the same, because their occurrence in different space-time or personal- 
temporal places is absolutely nothing, but their occurrence in different surrounding 
circumstances. Strict fulfi llment of the clause would thus eliminate any difference 
between the events in question. 

 In fact, however, the sense of the  ceteris paribus  clause is that certain, more or 
less sharply delineated classes of ‘ neighboring phenomena ’ adjacent to the facts 
under consideration, are to remain  unchanged , while others are considered to be 
 irrelevant  to the casual relation from the outset. This can be seen especially clearly 
in natural science experiments, designed to discover laws, in which the experi-
menter tries to keep a certain small number of magnitudes of the environment 
 constant,  for instance, temperature when measuring lengths, while the remaining 
phenomena are disregarded as they can be expected to be  irrelevant . However, 
should the results of his experiment confl ict with the secured state of theory in his 
fi eld, then one of the experimenter’s most important considerations will be to fi nd 
out whether he failed to account for certain ‘sources of error’. Here he may very 
well be induced to assume that the constancy of some other factor, disregarded until 
then, may be essential for the validity of the law in question. 

 Accordingly, analysis yields the following meaning for the  ceteris paribus  
clause: it does not demand the congruence of the total environment of the phenomena 
under consideration, which is unrealizable in principle, but merely a similarity of 
certain traits of that environment. However, in view of the expected modifying 
experiences no rigid fi nite limit on the number of these elements under consider-
ation can be specifi ed. The sense of the –  prima facie  – transfi nite formulation, 
i.e., the idea of infi nite magnitudes expressed by the word  cetera , is, accordingly, 
 indefi niteness . Thus here we have a case for the application of the  principle of fi nite 
formulation , which we set up in our fi rst section. 

 There is a further application of this principle in the  domain of validity  of laws. 
We have determined that the relation between events, or groups of events, as stated 
in the traditional formulation of laws, refers not to individual events as such, but to 
any arbitrary event of a certain kind; in this lies the general validity of laws. 
However, it is a misunderstanding to say that a law is valid always and everywhere. 
No matter how much one’s powers of observation are increased, such a statement 
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is not verifi able, and therefore completely lacks empirical signifi cance, although, 
of course, it can be refuted by confl icting facts to the extent that it is confronted 
with facts. In order that the meaning actually accorded to a law in the empirical 
sciences emerges in the formulation, a  transfi nite manner of speaking  must be 
 replaced  by an  indefi nite  one, by operating, say, with the concept, ‘ within the limits 
of experience’.  

 A counterpart to the formulations expressed in the terms of the concept ‘always 
and everywhere’ are those that rely on the concept ‘somewhere and sometime’, 
included, for example, in the completely indeterminate link between cause and 
effect, as soon as one asserts nothing more than that events of type  U  will follow 
those of type  I.  While in the one case, verifi cation was impossible, here refutation 
appears to be ruled out, as there is still the possibility that somewhere, at some time, 
event  I  will occur. Therefore, the framework within which the causal events as well 
as those caused must take place, can be extended arbitrarily, yet still must have 
some limit. In the cognitive practice of the natural sciences, these limits are drawn 
very rigorously at most points, i.e., the time and place of the occurrence of the 
event – relative to the time and place of the occurrence of the cause – can be 
computed with considerable precision. 

 The meaning of the assertion of the ‘ hypothetical character’  of laws requires 
clarifi cation no less than the meaning of the assertion of the ‘universal validity’ of 
the laws. This last term contains a mish-mash of various facts concerning knowl-
edge. By distinguishing among the following three sets of questions, we can disen-
tangle these: (1) of what kind are the assertions that form the content of the law? 
(2) what supports these assertions? (3) what are the criteria for verifying or refuting 
the assertions? We can characterize these questions as being directed at the mean-
ing, the origin and the validity of the law. 

 To be sure, these three questions, if taken in pairs, are not independent of one 
another, because for the ideal case of completely clear thought, the assertion of the 
meaning includes the assertion of the domain of validity. But even if we disregard 
this, our grouping will prove advantageous as a means of presentation, because  de 
facto  the formulation of laws is hardly ever carried out with complete clarity. 

 We can already see from the formulation of laws that the occurrence or non- 
occurrence of events of a certain type is asserted only on the condition of the occur-
rence or non-occurrence of certain other events. Therefore, a law, of and in itself, 
does not allow any predications; moreover, an  assertion about the state of the data  
is required. Even for the fi ctional Laplace’s Demon, knowledge of the laws would 
not suffi ce to determine future or past events; rather, he had to possess knowledge 
of the state of the data at some point in time in the course of world events. In char-
acterizing this state of affairs, it would be appropriate to speak of the ‘ conditional ’, 
instead of the ‘hypothetical’ character of laws. 

 We get a different concept of the ‘hypothetical’ when we turn to the second point 
mentioned and ask about the  origin  of laws. By ‘origin’ we do not mean here those 
psychic processes that lead to the formulation of laws, but rather those facts on 
which they are based or, in other words, from which they are derived inductively. 
As we have already outlined the principal characteristics of induction in the 
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preceding section, we can confi ne ourselves here to pointing out that the second 
meaning of the ‘hypothetical character of laws’ consists in the fact that the laws are 
based on general assumptions which are themselves not reasonable  a priori  and 
therefore they can be designated as ‘ mere hypotheses ’. 

 Now for the third set of questions differentiated above: those concerned with the 
criteria of verifi cation or falsifi cation of the laws. From these we will arrive at a third 
meaning of ‘hypothetical’, which is that the validity of an empirical law must not 
only be regarded as dependent on facts with respect to their origin, but also even 
once it has been accepted, it is still the subject of continual confrontation with the 
facts, and will be discarded if it cannot be reconciled with them. Every empirical 
law, then, is a ‘mere hypothesis’ in the sense that eventually it may have to be dis-
carded, and the distinction frequently made between ‘hypothesis’ and ‘theory’, in 
which a defi nitive validity is attributed to the second, but not to the fi rst, is, when 
scientifi c procedure is examined in the long-run, one not of principle but of degree. 

 However – and this assertion leads us to an important new point – even if the 
conception of absolutely valid laws is untenable, still the outstanding signifi cance to 
be attributed to the gradual differentiation of validity must not be underestimated. It 
is extremely important in research, especially as the acceptance of those observa-
tions that do not agree with the hypotheses depends on it. Thus Michelson’s experi-
ment, which led to results that contradicted Maxwell’s well-founded theory of light, 
was repeated for decades, because, in spite of all the precautionary measures taken 
in conducting the experiment, one was more inclined to assume that there was an 
error or gap in observations than that Maxwell’s well-founded theory of light needed 
correcting. Other hypotheses, however, have been given up at once when observa-
tions contradicted them. 

 Under certain circumstances, trust in the validity of a law can be so great that at 
a certain stage of research  every  observation that does not correspond to it will be 
regarded as false or incomplete. In such a case we can say that the possibility of 
refuting a law is  suspended : if an observation cannot be made to agree with such a 
law, but its correctness is completely above suspicion, then additional factors are 
introduced as ‘disturbances’ or ‘data changes’ to eliminate the inconsistency. This 
creates the following cognitive situation which can easily lead to a misunderstanding: 
the given general proposition, i.e., the law, is in the form of an empirical statement, 
because, fi rst of all, it links facts with one another, and secondly, in testing its origin 
we fi nd that it is based on observation. Nevertheless it seems irrefutable, as every 
inconsistency between the law and observations of facts is interpreted as a result of 
an error in, or incompleteness of, these observations. Thus we get the illusion that 
there are absolutely valid empirical laws, whereas in truth what we have are materi-
ally,  factually founded conventions . The history of the concept of the principle of 
[the conservation of] energy during the nineteenth century offers a striking example 
of this. 55  

55   Compare Philipp Frank,  Das Kausalgesetz und seine Grenzen,  ( The Law of Causality and its 
Limits ) , Schriften zur wissenschaftlichen Weltauffassung,  vol. 6, 1932, p. 136 ff. [Eng. tr. M. Neurath 
and R.S.Cohen, Vienna Circle Collection, Dordrecht and Boston, p. 138 ff, 1998 – Ed.]. 
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 As for the epistemological signifi cance of assuming absolutely valid laws, which 
then turn up frequently in procedural rules or heuristic postulates, we must consider 
that such assumptions are based on the conviction that the structure of the world is 
uniform and relatively simple, and thus on a conviction that has often been bril-
liantly justifi ed in the history of scientifi c thought. In this connection we have only 
to point out to Galileo’s admirable hypothesis, that the motions of the heavenly 
bodies and those in his physics laboratory obey the same laws. Or his still more 
general assumption that the course of all events in the external world can be traced 
back to uniform principles. 

 But there is the danger that convictions of this kind can degenerate into dogma-
tism, and that all observations that could modify an original formulation are either 
wholly ignored or, at the least, will not be given their due. This danger grows still 
greater because many metaphysicians see very fertile soil for their speculations in 
such general principles. Generally speaking, scientifi c dogmatism, whether the 
apparent consequence of metaphysical doctrine or not, is capable of imparting a 
strong impulse to scientifi c research in that it decrees, with considerable emphasis, 
that one specifi c path of research is the  sole  correct one. In other kinds of cognitive 
situations, however, where a derivation from prevailing methods seems  de rigueur,  
the same attitude can be a serious hindrance to the progress of knowledge. 56  

 From what we have established up to now certain methodological consequences 
follow which are of great importance for the  Methodenstreit  in the social sciences. 
Insofar as they are more closely linked to these sciences, we shall have to deal with 
them in the second part of this work; here only a few general results will be stressed. 

 First of all it follows from our deliberations that the sharp  break  between strict 
 laws  and mere  rules or tendencies  – a break seen as marking a fundamental differ-
ence between method in the natural sciences and in the ‘sciences of the mind’ – cannot 
be maintained for as has just been established, the laws of nature can only be con-
sidered as ‘inviolable’ insofar as they are fi xed by convention, i.e., no experience 
will be recognized as a counter-example. However, once we realize the untenable 
character of this fundamental separation, we are faced with the task of analyzing the 
natural-scientifi c laws and the social-scientifi c laws in terms of their  specifi c  differ-
ences, for, once they are  no longer totally different  entities, they can no longer be 
barred from all comparison with one another. And such an analysis (which we shall 
outline in the second part of this book) will yield important insights into the proce-
dural distinctiveness of both groups of science. In particular it will prove that certain 
conceptions about the signifi cance of mathematical method are wrong, especially 
the one that attributes the rigor of natural-scientifi c knowledge to the applicability 
of mathematical method in the natural sciences, said applicability – and this, too, is 
a mistaken view – being based, supposedly, on the spatial structure of the external 
world as opposed to the psychic-cultural [ seelisch-geistigen ] sphere. Our refl ec-
tions, however, have made it clear that the alleged epistemological fact of the 

56   Thus, since the circular orbit was considered the most perfect and therefore the only suitable 
orbit for the courses of the stars, it was only with great diffi culty that Kepler struggled to teach the 
knowledge that the planets moved in elliptical orbits around the sun. 
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absolute rigor of natural laws, supposedly justifi ed by recourse to mathematics, 
does not exist at all. 

 Now we can deal successfully with a further question, which in its time played a 
big role in the natural sciences and today, after having undergone necessary clarifi -
cations there, still arouses considerable confusion in the methodological controver-
sies surrounding the social sciences, namely the question of the relation between 
 causal laws and functional laws , or, the replacement of the concept of cause by that 
of function in the formulation of laws. 

 Thus Mach’s defi nition:

  The laws of nature are equations between the measurable elements α β γ   λ  μ  ν of pheno-
mena … if we know  all  the values of α β γ by which, for example, the values of λ μ ν … are 
given, we may call the group of α β … the cause and the group λ μ ν …the effect. 57  

   In order to understand the meaning and direction of the struggle against the con-
cept of causality, we must remember the  intellectual-historical roots  of the concept 
of ‘law’ on the one hand, and of ‘cause’ on the other. To begin with, as far as the 
concept of ‘law’ is concerned, its origin does not lie in the natural, but rather in the 
mental sphere. The archetype of the law is the  norm  and every observed regularity 
in natural events is traced back to such a norm. 58  Thus a famous fragment of 
Heraclitus states: “The sun will not transgress his measures. If he does, the Furies, 
ministers of Justice, will fi nd him out.” From this also comes the idea of the absolute 
and perfectly exact validity of laws, which is nothing but a correlate of the perfect 
precision of the plan of a Supreme Being and of unlimited power in the realization 
of this plan. This explains the great signifi cance that the discussion about the nature 
of miracles, as the violation of natural law, acquired for the philosophy of nature. 

 It is understandable, then, that with the secularization of natural science, the idea 
of necessity, being linked to the concept of law, was subjected to critical analysis. 
Its most radical critic was the father of modern empiricism, David Hume. However, 
since ‘law’ and ‘causal law’ were almost always identifi ed with each other, Hume’s 
critique of the concept of law found expression in his critique of the traditional 
conception of cause. 59  We will now have to say a few words about the history of this 
concept. 

 Just like the concept of law, which is most closely linked to it, the concept of 
causality is of  anthropomorphic  origin. The archetype of causality is the effect 
brought about by human force directed by will, and, at a somewhat later stage of 
thought, also the relation between will and bodily motion. As far as the explanation, 
of nature is concerned, this produced the dictum to interpret the regularities of natural 
events in such a way that forces working as  qualitates occultae  [hidden qualities] 
were attributed to bodies and formed the center of causality. The natural science and 

57   Die Mechanik in ihrer Entwicklung historisch-kritisch dargestellt ,  4th ed. 1901, p. 356. [ The 
Science of Mechanics.  5th English ed., tr. T.J. McCormack, pp. 605–60, Chicago 1942]. 
58   This has been pointed out on numerous occasions, among social scientists, for example, by 
Eulenburg and Kelsen. 
59   Compare especially his main epistemological work, the  Treatise on Human Nature. 
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natural philosophy that were developing in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
most decisively turned against such  qualitates occultae  .  Thus Newton, in his 
 Opticks , 60  writes:

  To tell us that every Species of Thing is endowed with an occult specifi c Quality by which 
it acts and produces manifest Effects, is to tell us nothing: But to derive two or three 
general Principles of Motion from Phaenomena, and afterwards to tell us how the 
Properties and Actions of all corporeal Things follow from those manifest Principles, 
would be a very great step in Philosophy, though the Causes of those Principles were not 
yet discovered… 

   David Hume sets forth the critique of the principles underlying the scholastic 
conception of causality when he shows that using the concept ‘necessity’ or ‘impos-
sibility’ (as the case may be) to defi ne the concept of cause does not furnish any 
empirically specifi able meaning, for as we only have one world, we can only ascer-
tain in each instance that, of two events or groups of events, E 1  and E 2 , E 2  did actu-
ally follow E 1 . Thus the  ‘post hoc’  we can establish directly; it is, however, in the 
conclusion  ‘post hoc ergo propter hoc’  that the problem lies. When we consider 
this, we see the decisive turning away  from  naive Realism, where the world with its 
laws is asserted unequivocally, to be simply accepted,  toward  a critical approach to 
knowledge, which characterizes Hume (next to Leibniz) as the most important pre-
decessor of Kant. 

 Incidentally, Hume’s critical results were by no means refuted by Kant’s analyses 
of the concept of causality, as has often been erroneously asserted. Rather, Hume’s 
 ‘Copernican Revolution’ , according to which the world is to be constructed from 
experience, i.e., described by means of the elements of experience, is carried out 
precisely in terms of causality, as the relation between causality is reversed. It is no 
longer assumed that causality is to be attributed to the things-in-themselves, a cau-
sality that can be discovered by certain rules presented as instruments of inquiry. 
Instead, what causality means in each instance becomes clear only when the criteria 
that characterize the specifi c kind of induction are indicated. At fi rst Hume replaced 
‘necessary’ relation with ‘constant relation’ in his analysis of the concept of causal-
ity, thus removing the idea of an absolute principle ‘lying behind the phenomena’. 
But in doing that, little was done for empirical research, for an event is not repeat-
able in its full concreteness. Therefore the concept of causality is formulated in such 
a way – and this is a decisive step forward – that it no longer refers to individual 
phenomena but rather to  classes of events.  Because of this, the problem that now 
comes to the fore is the determination of the principles, according to which the 
grouping into classes is to be carried out, in order that the laws of nature can be 
formulated in the most uniform and simple manner possible. This, in turn, makes 
two things possible: (1) the emergence of the idea of the  spontaneity of thought , 
given its classical formulation in the  Critique of Pure Reason ; and (2) the fi rst prom-
ising step toward a theory of induction. The basic task is to make explicit the implicit 

60   Newton, Optics, [Eng.tr.1931], pp. 400–402. 
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presuppositions hidden in scientifi c induction. Hume himself, like Leibniz, gives 
 contact action  as the most important principle implicit in the concept of causality. 
Every action at a distance must be mediated by a continuous transmission of the 
action. Furthermore, the need for constancy also applies, namely that suffi ciently 
similar causes will have similar effects and that bodies and events remote from one 
another will exercise no noticeable effect upon one another. 

 We cannot treat here in detail the most recent modifi cations that these postulates 
of contact action and constancy have undergone in modern physics. However, we 
should like to clarify our present discussion by pointing to the stages in the forma-
tion of scientifi c concepts and, together with them, in the formulation of the laws of 
nature. These are described below by one of the most important contemporary 
mathematicians and theoretical physicists, Hermann Weyl 61 :

   1.    Dissection of the three-dimensional spatial reality into single partial systems (bodies 
or things), each forming an intuitive spatially isolated and relatively constant unit. 
In its behavior each is considered as  independent  of the others, unless progressive 
analysis calls for corrections. Closely connected with this is the dissection of the 
four-dimensional spatio-temporal reality into single isolated  events  that form natural 
intuitive units.   

  2.    The conception-of an intuitively experienced event as having come about by spatio-
temporal coincidence and  amalgamation  of several simple phenomena (each of which 
would produce other perceptions than the phenomenon as a whole if the others were 
‘erased’ or replaced by ‘normal conditions’; e.g. the sun setting behind a gold-edged 
cloud).   

  3.    Apperception of the ‘being-so’, bringing out the characteristic features (self- insuffi cient 
parts) of the phenomena. Upon this procedure is based the grouping together of similar 
things, the subordination under concepts, in one word:  classifi cation . Such classifi cation 
will correct itself as the wealth of our experience increases. It will thus learn to distinguish 
better and better the truly essential from the inessential and progress to the formation of 
more and more ‘natural’ classes. A concept is the more essential the more connotations 
it entails according to the evidence of experience, namely the more characteristics not 
contained in the concept itself are empirically found to be common to the objects falling 
under the concept.   

  4.    We are not satisfi ed with intuitively isolable elements but interpret a series of properties, 
which always appear together as an indication of a concealed something. This leads to 
 hypothetical elements , such as atoms, forces, electro- magnetic fi eld, etc. Moreover, we 
learn to interpret not only the observable properties but also the reactions that occur if 
one system is brought together with another as manifestations of such hypothetical 
elements and of their intensive and quantitative values. (Reactions instigated at will are 
the essence of  experiments. ) Finally, we do not hesitate to dissect hypothetically even 
the intuitively simple, e.g. the white sunlight into the colors of the spectrum, or the 
acceleration of a planet into the partial accelerations brought about by the sun and the other 
planets.  It is  evident that along with the dissection the  synthetic principles  also have to 
be established according to which the elements unite into a whole (e.g., formation of 
the resultant of forces).    

61   Hermann Weyl,  Philosophie der Mathematik und Naturwissenschaft  [Eng.tr.  Philosophy of 
Mathematics and Natural Science,  Princeton 1949] in  Handbuch der Philosophie , Munich 1927, 
p. 107, [pp. 145–146]. 
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  The fi rst three steps still belong to the pre- scientifi c stage. 
 Of course we recognize that the primitive conception of causality as  substances  

acting upon one another is inconsistent with such a demonstration of the principles 
governing pre-scientifi c and scientifi c thought, for the entities representing the act-
ing substances, i.e., the solid bodies, when viewed in this way, are broken down into 
moments that are  not independent.  Since Galileo, the ‘ dissecare naturam’  has 
become the principle of inquiry in what are (for this very reason) the  abstract  natural 
sciences. Hence, faced with the concept of ‘lawfulness’, the concept of ‘causality’ 
is pushed increasingly into the background. 

 The contemporary conception is well characterized by Bavink’s formulation 62 :

  To explain natural phenomena in causal terms means to bring them into lawful relationships 
with other phenomena, relationships whose validity is conceived as somehow logically 
justifi able, even when the laws are not yet actually justifi able. The direction of the causal 
relation then tends to coincide in some way with the meaning of the logical relation (ground – 
consequence). However, physicists as well as philosophers have always and repeatedly 
regarded order in time as determining this tendency because in by far the greater number of 
cases, and just in those of greatest practical importance, the general laws which enter into 
the question are of the kind which appear to connect the momentary values of certain mag-
nitudes with their changes with respect to time, a point mostly clearly recognized with 
regard to the fundamental laws of mechanics. It is in this way that time actually comes into 
the content of almost all, or at least of the most important and frequent, causal judgments, 
and this has led to the error of including it in the form, the structure, of the causal relation-
ship itself, instead of in its content. 

 By far the most important for us are those causal judgments which allow us to predict in 
advance a certain course of events; much less frequently do we need those which allow us 
to conclude from a state of affairs at one point or another, what is happening simultaneously 
elsewhere. But in principle, these two cases of ‘dynamic’ and ‘static’ causality, as we might 
call them, have no priority one over the other. The essential feature, the conclusion from a 
determined A to a co-determined B, is in both cases exactly the same, only that in one case 
time occurs among the necessary variables, and not in the other case .  

   However, the postulate that causal law is to be replaced by functional law refl ects 
not only a turning away from the primitive conception of causality as substances 
acting upon one another (where the mental image of the experienced effect of living 
force appears) but also the need for the  mathematical formulation  of the laws. This 
part of the postulate becomes especially decisive for its signifi cance within the 
social sciences, above all in economics. The dominant conception here has been that 
one could speak only of exact laws, where a numerical relation between magnitudes 
is specifi ed; otherwise it was just a question of rules. We can easily see that the idea 
of absolutely exact laws also originates in pre-scientifi c conceptions, since it is 
based upon the conviction that the laws represent the principles of a divine plan of 
creation which, being perfectly rational also has to be perfectly exact. A famous 

62   B. Bavink,  Ergebnisse und Probleme der Naturwissenschaften , ( The Natural Sciences , partial 
Eng.tr.) 5th ed., Leipzig 1933, pp. 74–75; [S. Drake ed.  Discoveries and Opinions of Galileo , 
pp. 237–238 N.Y.1957]. 
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example of this conception, which gave a powerful impetus to the seventeenth- 
century investigation of nature, is found in the words of Galileo 63 :

  Philosophy is written in this grand book, the universe, which stands continually open to our 
gaze. But the book cannot be understood unless one fi rst learns to comprehend the language 
and read the letters in which it is composed. It is written in the language of mathematics, 
and its characters are triangles, circles, and other geometric fi gures … 

   However, the most recent developments of physics, as shown by  quantum theory , 
have made it clear to natural scientists that the ‘exactness’ which is the goal of the 
methods of measurement can by no means be understood as a completely precise 
determination of the objectively existing magnitudes of nature. A thesis of the abso-
lute exactness of the laws of nature interpreted in this way is just as untenable as the 
assertion of their absolute rigor (rational necessity). What remains is the discovery 
that natural phenomena can, for the most part, be described by means of relatively 
simple mathematical functions. In this regard we may point once more, and most 
emphatically, to the error of confounding the immanent ‘exactness’ that character-
izes the deductive relationship – essential for the mathematical method – with 
empirical ‘exactness’. 

 Thus, from the standpoint of logical exactness, the statement, ‘The attraction of 
two masses is inversely proportional to the cube of their distance’ is just as valid as 
the statement that, following the Newtonian principle of gravitation, asserts the 
inverse proportion of the attraction to be equal to the square of the distance. Hence, 
two deductive systems can be set up side by side, in complete conformity, except in 
the manner just specifi ed, and no one can decide on the basis of internal analysis 
which of the two explanations of nature is to be preferred. The decision about this 
can only be made by means of experience based on observation. Today, only a handful 
of natural scientists will doubt that this is the case. But things are not so clear in the 
social sciences, where there are a number of complications, which will be discussed 
later. When dealing with laws, then, we must very carefully consider what kind of 
facts are to be regarded as criteria for their verifi cation or refutation. In particular, 
we will have to determine whether the law whose validity is to be tested is to be 
confi rmed by (relatively) isolated observations, or only in conjunctions with other 
laws, as, for example, the law of falling bodies can only inform us about the actual 
behavior of falling bodies in conjunction with the laws of friction and air resistance. 
Problems of this kind especially affect the analysis of the method of ideal types in 
the social sciences. 

 By clarifying the concept of law in general, and the law of causality in particular, 
the old confl ict between a  deterministic  conception and an  indeterministic  one pres-
ents itself in a different light as well. As will become clearer in what follows, the 
debate about determinism should by no means be viewed as an essentially homoge-
neous set of problems. Various levels of problems are interwoven, and they must be 
 isolated  if we are to assess their signifi cance for the methodology of the social 

63   Opere  ed. Alberi, III, p. 355 (cited in Weyl, op. cit., p. 242). 
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sciences. The basic level of these problems is defi ned by the deterministic concep-
tion of the law of causality as a law of reason with  a priori  validity. Against this, as 
we have just explained, Hume had already shown that there could be no question of 
a rational necessity in the case of the law of causality. Further, the most recent 
developments in the natural sciences have led to the conclusion that there are certain 
fi nite limits even to the unequivocal physical characterization of facts, which forms 
the precondition for every investigation of cause. Thus, determinism, in its most 
exaggerated (transfi nite) formulation, must surely be regarded as conclusively out-
dated. Modern formulations of the principle of causality by natural scientists show, 
by their modesty, the great change that has taken place here because of compelling 
results in the natural sciences. Philipp Frank states the law of causality as follows: 
“Every state can be determined by relatively few variables of that state 64 ”. This 
statement is by no means proclaimed as a directly evident principle of reason, but 
rather as a maxim of the investigation of nature, which has been confi rmed up to 
now. However, corroboration lies not in a direct application of the principle, for that 
leaves the kind of phenomena to be linked as well as the more precise circumstances 
of the links themselves entirely undetermined, but rather in the discovery of particu-
lar causal laws. In keeping with this Frank 65  remarks: “In practical life we never 
trust in the general law of causality, but in our knowledge of the particular relation.” 
Therefore the causal  principle  has appropriately been called the  general form of 
particular causal laws  (Wittgenstein), 66  which was intended above all to express the 
fact that it cannot be coordinated with them. The statement: ‘A phenomenon of kind 
 U  is the cause of a phenomenon of kind T’ thus requires supplemental specifi cation 
concerning the character of the empirical relationship in order to have empirical 
content, i.e., in order to be testable. 

 Just as the statement that a certain phenomenon has causes can only make scien-
tifi c sense when the nature of these causes and their relationship are characterized 
in a certain manner, so the concept of  chance  and thus the absence of causal lawful-
ness can only make sense in relation to a specifi c causal law or to a specifi c group 
of such laws. As the treatment of the problem of accountability in the second part of 
this book will clearly show, it is especially important to be very clear about the 
causal relationships involved in each case, where independence from these relation-
ships is to be understood as ‘chance’. 67  

 This  need for a supplement  which is thus inherent in the concepts of cause and 
chance, also extends to that of  explanation . If ‘explanation’ is defi ned as ‘incorpora-
tion in a general context of experience’ – and this is the defi nition which presents itself 
as soon as the prejudice of the existence of a single  causa effi ciens  is overcome – then 
one will recognize that this concept only gains a clear-cut methodological meaning by 

64   Compare  Kausalgesetz , p. 242. 
65   Ibid. , p. 287. 
66   Tractatus , p. 172. 
67   For this, compare the lectures of Reichenbach, Mises, Waismann, Feigl, at the fi rst conference on 
epistemology in the exact sciences in Prague (1929), reprinted in  Erkenntnis , vol. I, 1930. 
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specifying the system of reference, that is, by determining  out of what  and  by means 
of what  an explanation is to be made, in other words, what data and what general laws 
are to function as the basis of the explanation. As can be readily seen, in the  choice  of 
such a reference system, however, lies the crucial decision for the method of an 
explanatory empirical science, and consequently the investigation of the material 
motives, i.e., those oriented toward the goals of knowledge that infl uence this decision 
in one sense or another, forms an important task for methodology. In the second part 
of this book, we shall have to fi nd a way to account for the epistemological fact that 
while in physics the epistemologically relevant frame of reference underlying an 
explanation appears to be determined in a relatively homogeneous way at every stage 
of research, in the social sciences, typically, a considerable variety of types of expla-
nation compete with one another. 

 If I may close with a few words to clarify the relation between  ‘explanation’  and 
‘ description’ : The confusion here stems primarily from the fact that the term 
‘description’ is not used unambiguously. For on the one hand, we speak of the 
description of individual things, conditions, processes; on the other hand, we also 
speak of description (descriptive analyses) of  types , kinds, species. We can easily 
see here again that fusion of empirical statements and conceptual analyses that we 
have dealt with repeatedly above. ‘To describe a thing or a process’ means to state 
how certain positions are occupied, and such specifi cations can be extended  ad 
indefi nitum . However, ‘to  describe a type’  means ‘ to give a defi nition of a concept, 
which displays a specifi c number of fi rmly delineated features and besides this, an 
undetermined number of undetermined features, which taking additional experience 
into consideration can be determined at a later time.’  

 According to this statement, from which it follows that the description of phe-
nomena is no less empirical than their explanation, the relation between these two 
operations can be described as follows: the subject of descriptions is the  individual  
qua  individual ; they indicate that specifi c places are occupied in a specifi c manner. 
An explanation, on the other hand, incorporates individual phenomena into the 
order of ‘general relations’, i.e., it pinpoints certain  phenomena in the environment  
of the fact to be explained – mostly those prior in time – with the attribute that phe-
nomena of this kind are ‘generally’ linked with the facts to be explained, in the 
same way. 

 To be sure, this  caesura , which is analogous to that between fact and law, is 
made relative by the fact that qualities, strictly speaking, contain implicit refer-
ence to the general relations of experience 68 ; nevertheless it is essential for scien-
tifi c-theoretical analysis, which must always presuppose a certain relatively fi xed 
sediment of pre- predicative experience. This will have to be taken into consider-
ation in what follows, especially in our analyses of concept formation in the social 
sciences.  

68   Compare above, section “Basic Philosophical Considerations”. 
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    4. Life and Consciousness 

 The debates concerning the relation between  inanimate  and  animate  nature, as well 
as between the  physical  and  psychical , can demonstrate especially forcefully the 
confusion that arises from the intermingling of factually different strata of prob-
lems, although from the viewpoint of the psychology of knowledge they may belong 
together. We wish to clarify this initially in terms of the fi rst-named range of prob-
lems, which form the subject of the  debate on vitalism.  Within the framework of the 
present work this controversy deserves special attention, because the conceptual 
motif that has come to occupy an increasingly central place in it, namely, the 
psycho- vitalistic argument, also plays an important role in the controversy about 
method in the social sciences. The following presentation will therefore seek fi rst to 
show how most of the vitalists’ other arguments had to be discarded as untenable. 

 In a fi rst approximation, the question under discussion in the  vitalist debate  can 
be made more precise as follows: are vital phenomena  sui generis  or are they merely 
highly complex physico-chemical phenomena, that is, phenomena explicable 
entirely by the methods of physics and chemistry? Vitalist doctrines affi rm the former 
alternative, mechanist theories the latter. 69  

 Now when we examine the  vitalist argumentation , we will have to ascertain fi rst 
that these by no means seek to deny that physical and chemical processes  also  play 
an important part in explaining the phenomena of life. No vitalist who is to be taken 
seriously will deny, say, that studies of the optical structure of the eye, the lever 
activity of the joints, diffusion and osmosis, and the chemical analysis of organic 
compounds, and the chemistry of colloids have made substantial contribution to the 
investigation of vital processes. What the vitalists deny was that this kind of research 
was  suffi cient  for an understanding of vital processes. In order to substantiate their 
claim, the vitalists offered various arguments. We shall refer fi rst to the older and 
now outdated ones. 70  

 The fi rst argument concerns the  complexity  of organic compounds. During the 
early decades of the nineteenth century it was asserted that chemists would never be 
able to produce organic matter artifi cially (synthetically). A special  vital force  was 
thought to be required, an agent the creation of which is beyond human capacity. 
This theory was refuted in 1828 when Wöhler produced synthetic urea. Soon other 
organic substances, like acetic acid and alcohol, and, recently, hemin, a principal 
component of hemoglobin, were produced synthetically. 

 Nevertheless, vitalists did not admit defeat even though they had to make suit-
able modifi cations of their thesis. They now argued that the  fact  of synthetic produc-
tion of organic substances in the chemical laboratory was to be conceded, but that 
the  manner  in which these syntheses occurred was entirely different from their pro-
duction in nature. The classic example adduced was the transformation of carbon 

69   The expression ‘mechanistic’ in this context has come down from a time when it was believed 
that ‘mechanistic’ could be used interchangeably with ‘physical’. 
70   Here we follow closely the excellent exposition in Bavink,  Ergebnisse , p. 293 ff. 
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dioxide into sugar, of particular importance in plant life. From the fact that yeast 
was indispensable in this process it was concluded that it contained the vital force 
required to start the process. But this assumption also proved untenable. Zymase, 
isolated from dead yeast, is able to bring about fermentation. It is now established 
that catalytic effects are involved, and, although the role of catalytic agents in chem-
istry is in need of further explanation, every chemist knows that catalytic processes 
are by no means confi ned to the vital sphere. 

 Besides this fi rst  biochemical  group of vitalists, there is a second group that sup-
ports its thesis by reference to the  specifi c mode of functioning  of living bodies or 
their constituents, cells. They stress nutrition, growth, reproduction, and response to 
stimuli. In opposing them the  mechanists  tried to provide mechanical analogues of 
these processes. To this end, great ingenuity was exercised in the construction of 
‘artifi cial cells’, hardly distinguishable from natural cells with respect to observable 
moments. The analogies, to be sure, cannot be carried very far, because the vital 
processes copied in this way certainly do exist in different interconnections, but 
they are not without signifi cance, since they caution the vitalist against hastily 
claiming certain kinds of phenomena as peculiar to life processes. 

 We cannot discuss in detail here the vitalists’ various other arguments, which are 
intended to call attention to the special features of life processes, for example, their 
 irreversibility  or the phenomenon of  death . 71  By way of summary we can state that 
as far as the authoritative vitalists among biologists and philosophers are concerned, 
this kind of argument has receded more and more into the background, as almost 
every assertion of this kind was experimentally or theoretically refuted by the mech-
anist opponents. By contrast – and here we return to our point of departure – more 
recent vitalism does not see the characteristics of life in certain individual phenomena, 
but rather in  complexes of phenomena  to which, accordingly, only a  teleological 
approach  can do justice. As the most eminent representative of this  neovitalist  ten-
dency (which for reasons to be indicated immediately below can also be called 
 psycho-vitalism  )  we should mention Driesch, whose well-known arguments for the 
autonomy of life form the core of vitalist doctrine today. 

 Among these arguments we should mention fi rst the principle of  ‘organic regula-
tion’ . Using experiments on sea urchins’ eggs, Driesch showed 72  that fragments of 
widely differing form and size were able to regenerate complete and typical organ-
isms. This seemed to provide a signifi cant example of  teleological  regularity, for the 
initial states might vary to a great extent and yet the developmental idea ‘residing’ 
in the sea urchin always led to the same result. On the other hand, Driesch argued, 
we cannot conceive of a machine that, after small parts had been removed, could 
restore its previous form and function by utilizing surrounding materials. 

71   Ibid. , p. 315. 
72   Especially in Driesch’s Gifford Lectures delivered at Aberdeen University, 1907–1908 and pub-
lished fi rst in English as  The Science and Philosophy of the Organism  (Aberdeen 1908–1909 and 
later in German as  Philosophie des Organischen . See Section A, Part I, B: “The experiments on the 
egg of the sea-urchin”, pp. 59 ff. of the English edition. Kaufmann cites the 4th German edition 
(Leipzig, Engelmann, 1928). 
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 Concerning this argument Bavink remarks quite aptly 73 :

  We know only so much from these experiments, namely that organizing effects are exerted 
by certain groups of cells, particularly in the vicinity of the blastophore upon other cells, 
and that this appears to take place according to quite strict laws, so that the result may be 
calculated ahead if the conditions are correctly controlled. This whole thing by no means 
gives the impression of purposiveness, but rather of purely mechanical causality. On the 
other hand, it seems just as certain that we cannot imagine machines, which, as Woltereck 
says, ‘stimulate themselves, regulate themselves, construct themselves, gear themselves up, 
and multiply.’ The very idea is absurd, as is clearly shown by increasingly close observation 
of the incredibly complex relations within an organism. However, when examined more 
closely, this only proves that we can by no means compare an organism with a  machine ; it 
does not prove that organisms cannot be understood in terms of physics and chemistry, for 
the physico-chemical ‘sphere’ includes things other than machines. There are systems of 
so-called ‘mobile equilibria’ in physical chemistry that constantly maintain a certain state 
of equilibrium in spite of continual changes in the relative positions of particles. They also 
reconstitute this state after the particles are removed. We may doubt that this comparison 
helps us understand the nature of organisms better than the comparison with a machine 
(there are many things both for and against this) but in any case this illustration does prove 
that the failure of the machine comparison by no means allows us to conclude that nothing 
at all can be achieved here with physics and chemistry. In order to maintain this, we would 
have to know far more about the possible physico-chemical relations within these compli-
cated organic systems than we actually do know. 

   Driesch considered his ‘ proof from the genesis of equipotential systems’  ( hered-
ity ) a second conclusive argument for the  autonomy  of life. 74  He thought it absurd to 
suppose that a machine could divide itself into several parts from each of which a 
whole could be regenerated. Here too there must be regulative forces guiding bio-
logical processes toward a predetermined end. 

 Bavink’s objection to this thesis 75  seems altogether appropriate to us and there-
fore we want to quote it verbatim:

  Driesch again incorrectly ties this mechanism to the image of the machine in order to show 
then that this will not do. We can readily conceive of any number of physico-chemical 
systems which, when divided again and again, still retain their ‘Gestalt’, that is, they always 
retain the relative disposition of their parts toward one another, even though we cannot 
conceive of any such ‘machines’. The physico- chemical systems mentioned above, a sus-
pension, for instance, fulfi ll this condition too. To be sure, they do not divide themselves of 
their own accord. But that is not the point. Lehmann’s fl uid crystals, on the other hand, very 
clearly showed the capacity for fusion in the reconstitution of the original form (the coun-
terpart to the division of cells) that was realized in Zur Strassen’s experiment. It is quite 
evident that here and in the problem of morphogenesis we are basically faced with only one 
problem, for, as we have already remarked above, the ‘gene’ of heredity and Spemann’s 
‘organizers’ are in all probability siblings. We know just as little about how they carry out their 
morphogenetic activity as about how they divide quantitatively in chromosome division, 
while preserving themselves qualitatively, obviously in order to replenish themselves again 
quantitatively. However, as Goldschmidt in particular has shown in detail, we can readily 
invent hypothetical physico-chemical systems that display similar behavior. We need only 

73   Ibid ., p. 373f. 
74   Philosophie des Organischen , Abt. A, Teil I, ID. 
75   Ibid ., p. 373. 
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to assume that, on the one hand, substances are present in such systems which possess the 
capacity for assimilation in the sense mentioned above, and that, on the other hand, as a 
consequence of the changing equilibrium state, which varies with the relation of surface to 
volume, division necessarily takes place when a certain magnitude is attained. Such a sys-
tem already possesses a whole series of properties, which, according to experience, are 
attributable to living cells. Of course it would be saying much too much if, as a result, we 
tried to maintain once again (as the old mechanists did) that everything had thereby been 
explained in physico-chemical terms. However, such a consideration is in any case suffi -
cient for us to understand that Driesch’s second proof is just as unsound as the fi rst. 

   The general, fundamental conception, found not only in Driesch but in almost all 
neovitalist doctrines, maintains that life phenomena must be explained in a manner 
such that the principal insights of physics can also be exploited to explain life pro-
cesses, but that a specifi c vitalist principle must be invoked  with  these, and that 
means a  teleological principle.  But now, just as classical physics attaches pre- 
eminent signifi cance to the principle of the conservation of energy, so the main 
thrust of vitalistic attempts at explanation has been directed toward making the dis-
tinctiveness of life processes comprehensible in such a way that active, vital factors 
intervene in the physico-chemical processes underlying the life processes  without 
changing the balance of energy.  

 Sound objections can also be raised against this conception, but we cannot deal 
with them in detail within the present framework. 76  Nor we can deal with the trans-
position of the vitalist controversy into the sphere of genetics and thus take up ques-
tions concerning the origin of life, where the following two alternatives can be 
stated: Is life as old as the world? Or did life arise from inanimate matter through 
 spontaneous generation  ( generatio aequivoca )? 

 In the present work, however, we cannot pursue biological problems for their 
own sake. What especially interests us are the diffi culties in the vitalist controversy 
that arise from a lack of precision in posing the question. For the question which 
forms the main theme of the vitalist controversy – “Can the processes of life be 
explained completely by means of the laws of the sciences of inanimate nature?” – 
lacks precision in two respects: First, the concept of explanation as such requires 
supplementary clarifi cation as long as it is not specifi ed as to what the explanation 
is to achieve or, in other words, under what conditions an explanation is to be 
regarded as adequate. In relation to our problem the following alternatives emerge: 
Should we demand of the explanation only that any given variations of the life phe-
nomena to be explained be coordinated with certain variations of physico-chemical 
phenomena in such a way that for every vital change a corresponding ‘cause’ in 
inanimate nature be shown? Or should we also require of the explanation that it 
specify the path pursued by the  synthesis of life  from inanimate matter, in order to 
produce thereby the experimental proof that physico-chemical fasts are not only the 
necessary, but also the suffi cient conditions for life? A similar question arises within 
physics itself as soon as one asks to what extent a physical explanation contains the 
possibility of experimental confi rmation. As it well known, the latter is not possible 

76   Compare Bavink, op. cit., p. 374 ff. 
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at all for a large number of astronomical hypotheses, particularly in the astronomy 
of fi xed stars or only very indirectly. The mechanists can point to the fact that a 
considerable number of explanations (in the fi rst sense) exist for life processes, 
while against this the vitalists can argue that the generation of life  solely  from inani-
mate substances has not been achieved until now. 

 The second point for which the formulation of the fundamental vitalist problem 
offers no resolution is the question of whether the reduction to physico-chemical 
laws is supposed to refer to presently known (presently valid) physico-chemical 
laws, or to  possible  laws established at some future date. This distinction is of 
special importance for what follows as it produces a clarifi cation which affects the 
form assumed by most discussions of the vitalist debate. 

 The problem corresponding to the fi rst alternative can be rendered more precise 
as follows: Can physiologico-biological laws be derived from the general principles 
of physics in the same way that special physical and chemical laws are derived from 
them? Or to put it another way, does a hypothetico-deductive system, dominated by 
the principles of modern physics also embrace physiology and biology? Now one 
can deny this and still hold that there is just as little reason to draw a sharp dividing 
line between physiologico-biological research and research in the physico-chemical 
sphere, as between physics and chemistry, although for a long period during the 
development of those two sciences such a division seemed likely. Here one could 
argue, say, in favor of the assumption that the laws of physics as presently known 
are still not general enough to embrace the life processes, and yet entertain the hope 
that the progress of science will bridge the gap existing between these two domains 
today as happened in the case of physics and chemistry, or in the subdisciplines of 
physics, for example, in mechanics and optics. 

 But the second alternative does not in fact refer to the reduction of physiologico- 
biological  laws  to physico-chemical  laws , but rather, as one will recognize upon 
closer examination, to the reduction of physiologico-biological  concepts  to physico- 
chemical  concepts  77  In order to understand that, we must refl ect on the following: 
When we describe a biological process, for example, metabolism, reproduction, 
fertilization, or growth, as is done in biology textbooks, we fi nd that as a rule such 
a process is characterized as an event in the external world. (Thus fertilization is 
described as the spatial union of the spermatozoon with the ovum). So, looking at 
this from a purely morphological point of view, the life process characterized is not 
distinguished from any of the other events in space and time that are subject to 
explanations in terms of physics. However, on the other hand, there can be no doubt 
that the neovitalist approach – and that of older vitalism too, insofar as it operates 
with a specifi c vital force – alters our perspective considerably by introducing an 
element which, even if it is not inherent in every single elementary vital phenome-
non, still inheres within the nexus of these phenomena. That Reinke’s  dominants  
and Driesch’s  entelechy  are not physical forces is an assertion essential to the basic 

77   For this compare Carnap, ‘Die physikalische Sprache als Universalsprache der Wissenschaft’, 
(The Physical Language as an intersubjective Language) [Eng.tr. Max Black,  The Unity of Science , 
London 1934, pp. 52–66],  Erkenntnis  II, pp. 432–465, p. 449. 
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position of neovitalism. Given this ambiguous perspective, it is indeed understandable 
why neovitalism tries principally to explain the role of vital factors in such a way 
that they become purely regulating factors, as it were, merely fi lling in the gaps in 
physical lawfulness. In this way it tries to eliminate the conception that extra- 
physical forces intervene in physical lawfulness. 

 Thus one sees that the ‘philosophical’ questions, strictly speaking, in vitalist 
debate do not raise the issue of whether, given the present state of research, the 
integration of biology into physics and chemistry can be carried out, or better 
whether important indices for such an integration already exist, but rather whether 
this is possible in principle, or whether such an integration would appear to be 
excluded from the outset because the categorical apparatus of physics does not con-
tain the fundamental concepts of biology. 

 However, as meaning can only be linked to terms in general (and hence to ‘domi-
nants’ or ‘entelechies’) by coordinating models of experience with them, we can 
readily understand why every consistent vitalism that maintains the inadequacy of 
the categorical apparatus of physics for biology must become a  psycho-vitalism . For 
if the data of external experience are included within the system of physics and if no 
sources of knowledge exist other than external and internal experience, then any 
phenomenon that cannot be grasped by means of external experience, or only inad-
equately so, can only be characterized with the help of internal experience, unless, 
of course, it is seen to be transintelligible and thus beyond all scientifi c knowledge. 
Thus it is obvious that vitalism characterizes the relation between the physico- 
chemical and the specifi cally vital factors involved in life phenomena in terms of an 
analogy with human behavior, even though this analogy, insofar as it is explicitly 
formulated at all, appears generally to be linked with certain reservations. 

 Let us take human speech acts as an example. These acts also have their physical 
side and can be described and explained coherently in physical terms. But in spite 
of this, the description or explanation cannot be conceived as description (explanation) 
of speech acts as speech acts. Rather, such a description will have to make reference 
to the  meaning  of what is said, that is, to the  data of inner experience.  

 At this point we are obliged to defi ne clearly the relation between the  causal  and 
the  teleological  method, 78  which is of the greatest signifi cance for the range of prob-
lems involved in the vitalism debate. To begin with, we must state here that the 
juxtaposition of causality and teleology as opposites is misleading insofar as the 
causal approach is  contained  in the teleological. In analyzing purposive action we 
can see two causal relations: (1) the causal relation between consciously posited 
facts (means) and the facts resulting thereby (ends); (2) the causal relation (motiva-
tion process) between the, possibly emotionally charged, conception of ends and the 
positing of means. It is especially important to keep these two causal sequences 
distinct; for in the mixing of ‘end’ as the content of our conceptions and ‘end’ as a 
real phenomenon that becomes still more obscure through the reifi cation of cause 
and effect lies one of the main roots of dangerously mistaken metaphysical and 

78   In the  Methodenstreit  in the social sciences, this question plays an important role. 
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scientifi c (pseudo-scientifi c) doctrines in which it seems that the real end is the 
‘creator’ of the means. 

 However, frequently juxtaposed to the ‘ subjective end’  just characterized is an 
‘ objective end’  that does not arise solely out of the positing of ends, i.e., out of the 
purposes of certain persons, but rather is claimed for all human endeavor and action 
as something to strive for. This normative (ideal) quality of the end as given then 
appears as cause with respect to the human action directed towards its realization, 
so that here,  prima facie , the causal sequence (or its recognition) seems to be 
reversed, since it is apparently by means of the as yet unrealized effect that its 
causes, namely the striving toward realization and the actions proceeding in this 
direction, are realized. This is the  Aristotelian  notion of  entelechy , which again 
plays a big role in recent speculative philosophy, especially insofar as it is oriented 
toward biological facts (Driesch). In what follows we shall see that the idea of the 
objective ends (goals) as a given has various roots, of which the most important lie 
in the realm of social conventions and codifi cations. The objectivity attributed to 
them is conceived as a validation of values that exist independently of the will of the 
individual. While the problems connected with it will therefore have to be treated in 
the next section, where we shall analyze the concept of value, we can already state 
here that, on the basis of the insights just mentioned, one can by no means speak of 
an inversion of the causal sequence, as the conceptualized ‘end’ does not correspond 
to the end actually realized. 79  

 Now we will best understand the sense of the controversies that have developed 
with respect to the application of the causal or teleological method, if we fi rst try to 
determine what  attainment of knowledge  is  reserved  for the teleological method, 
according to its proponents, as opposed to the causal method. Here we want to dis-
tinguish two cases. The fi rst case occurs when, in explaining facts by means of the 
teleological method, we do  not know  (for the time being) the  end  that is supposed to 
be served by the facts to be explained, rather we only assume that the objects in 
question are purposive creations or that the processes in question are goal-oriented. 
For example, that is the situation of the archeologist who in the course of excavation 
comes across an object he assumes is a human creation ( artifact ) without, however, 
knowing more specifi cally the purpose it was supposed to serve. On the other hand, 
in the second case, one is  also  supposed to know the purposes which the objects 
serve or according to which the processes occur. 

 To begin with there is no such thing as ‘absolute’ utility. Rather, utility is always 
related to more or less specifi c ends. The concept of utility with respect to an end is 
a  relational concept  and consequently one requiring completion. Therefore the heu-
ristic function of any hypothesis concerning utility can only lie in making guesses 
or hypotheses as to what the basic notion of purpose might be, based initially on 
certain morphologically accessible traits of the object in question, and then we can 
verify whether the remaining traits fi t this interpretation freely. A similar thought 
process is also in evidence when we draw conclusions about the frame of mind of 

79   For this, compare the detailed discussion in the next section. 
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the actor from certain traits of an event interpreted as human action and we then test 
it to see whether this frame of mind manifests itself in other traits of the action. 80  

 From what has been said, one can already recognize that as far as the division 
between the causal and the teleological method is concerned, the role played by 
inner experience in the latter is very signifi cant. Of course, such a division presup-
poses fi rst that the concept of causality has been limited to that of causality in nature, 
i.e., the relations between spatial-temporal events; still, this is almost always the 
case in pertinent debates on method. If this is not done, then the teleological method 
is only a special case of the causal method, and as will be shown later, understand-
ing is only a special case of explaining. Therefore the greater achievements which 
the teleological method can attain, as compared to the causal method, can consist 
only in the contributions that inner experience makes to it. 

 Of what do these contributions consist in the two cases we have differentiated, or 
rather, as we can say now, in the  two stages  of teleological explanation? The role 
played in the fi rst case by inner experience is roughly the same role played in the 
empirical sciences by the assumptions that world events are lawful events from 
which, accordingly, inductions can be made. The fact that a thing is regarded as an 
artifact, or a process as goal-directed, without one fi rst knowing what the goals are 
means nothing more than that one is  looking for  goals and that one will therefore 
seek to interpret the individual parts of a thing (of a machine, for example) or also 
the individual phases of an event as symptoms of such purposefulness. In a cosmol-
ogy oriented to a theological statement of faith, all events can, in principle, be com-
prehended as symptoms of the idea of the plan of creation, and thus of the world’s 
purpose; and then from the results of such considerations, further inference will be 
drawn concerning predictions about future world events. An especially striking 
example of this is astrology. But here too it must be carefully borne in mind that 
nothing can yet be stated about the world from the idea of a world plan as such. The 
contrary impression arises only because as a result of other considerations, the plan 
is thought to be already characterized in some specifi c manner. 

 However, once one has arrived at a complete specifi cation of the ends and an 
ordering by rank of the means (for example, the development of the greatest possible 
simplicity), then no further reference to inner experience is required. The assertion 
that certain processes take their course in a purposive (goal-directed) manner means 
nothing more than that certain effects are attained under certain conditions. But this 
state of affairs must not be interpreted as if there were a lawfulness of ends as well 
as a lawfulness of means. As soon as one has freed oneself from the attendant 
anthropomorphic conceptions regarding the causal and fi nal forces, one will see that 
in principle there is no difference between causality and fi nality. Thus the two state-
ments: “the inclination of the two optic axes toward each other serves for binocular 
vision,” and “without the inclination of the optic axes toward each other, binocular 
vision would,  ceteris paribus,  be impossible”, mean the same. Let us clarify what 

80   Compare Kaufmann  Die philosophischen Grundprobleme der Lehre von der Strafrechtsschuld  
( The Fundamental Philosophical Problems of the Doctrine of Guilt in Penal Law ), (cited hereafter 
as  Strafrechtsschuld , Vienna 1929, p. 89 ff. 
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has been said with the important example of the relation between  organ structure  
and  organ function.  Certain functions of organs, i.e., modes of behavior, are known 
and from this inferences concerning their structure are drawn. It would be wrong to 
treat this cognitive process in terms of causality, as if cause were here explained by 
effect, while in causality, on the contrary, effect is explained by cause. The root of 
this erroneous interpretation lies in the fact that peculiarities of organ structure can 
often be  discovered  because certain determining grounds are still required to explain 
the function. However, this kind of interpolation of causes is by no means confi ned 
to the vital sphere but is, rather, a general principle of research. 

 Now we are able to take a position on the frequently raised question especially in 
Kant’s investigation of teleological judgment in his  Critique of Judgment  81  as to 
whether ends are  found  in phenomena or  placed  in them by us in our thought? Here 
the following is to be noted: What we ‘fi nd there’ is a complex of especially close 
mutual interactions of the parts of an organism or its spatial substrate, and the fact 
that to a great extent the causes of various ‘functions’ can be spatially localized. For 
this reason, an approach that takes the functions as its starting point and from these 
functions draws inferences with respect to the morphology of organs has proven 
especially fruitful. In principle, we are faced here with the same state of affairs as in 
the general question, namely whether laws are contained in the phenomena of nature 
or whether they are placed there by the thoughts of the human mind. As we have 
seen, every law is a hypothesis (in the broadest sense), and thus an ensemble of 
assumptions; its objectivity, however, lies in its real verifi cation, i.e., in the fulfi ll-
ment of predictions directly or indirectly based upon it. 

 What we have just explained about the character of the teleological method, by 
using the example of the relation of organ structure to organ function, can also be 
applied to an analysis of the idea of the universal goal that is supposed to govern all 
vital events, namely the  preservation of the species . Here we must ascertain that the 
following two statements mean the same: ‘The specifi c behavior of an animal or 
plant organism serves the preservation of the species in question’ and ‘Without that 
behavior the species in question would,  ceteris paribus , be doomed to an early 
death’. The accuracy of such a statement is verifi ed by testing experimentally or at 
least in a thought experiment, the consequences that a variation of behavior would 
have for the preservation of the species. 

 We can now summarize our refl ections in the following  conclusions : 
 The idea of a teleological method implies that inner experience helps to explain 

phenomena, and the distinction between the teleological and causal methods is 
based on the ‘ use or non - use of inner experience’ . However, there is no such distinc-
tion between the causal and teleological approaches; the latter is rather a specifi c 
kind of causal aspect which can be compared with other such aspects in terms of its 
heuristic usefulness. 

 Finally, we must still ask under what circumstances we would draw upon inner 
experience to explain certain  phenomena of the external world . As we know, primi-
tive people tried to interpret phenomena by using an analogy to inner experience, as 

81   In his investigation of teleological judgment. 

F. Kaufmann



171

Lévy-Bruhl and others have shown, but to their increasing disappointment they 
soon became aware that no reliable  predictions  could be made in this way. 82  The 
apparently trivial answer to our question is that the inclusion of inner experience in 
an interpretation, i.e., the assumption of a psychical agent, will be done where expe-
rience has proven it valid, but it is precisely modern animal psychology that has 
shown that we must be very careful in setting up psychical analogies. 

 Because of the dominance of psycho-vitalist arguments on the vitalist side, the 
vitalist debate is closely connected with the second great debate, which we will have 
to treat in this section, namely the debate that has raged about the so-called  psycho- 
physical problem . An analysis of this problem shows that because of a similar con-
fusion in the various levels of questions such as we identifi ed in the problem of 
vitalism, research has been complicated to a considerable degree. In this context, 
then, the two questions that have often been entangled need to be distinguished:

    1.    Can the laws that link psychical facts with one another be reduced to  laws  about 
processes in the external world and thereby ultimately to laws of abstract natural 
science (physics)?   

   2.    Can the concepts of psychical facts be reduced to the concepts of physical facts 
and then further to the concepts of physics? (The genetic paraphrase of the ques-
tion plays a special role here: how can the psychical arise from the physical?)    

  This manner of posing the problem and its pertinent treatment contains a pecu-
liar mixture of legitimate scientifi c requirements for the greatest possible continu-
ity in following the course of events as well as the most complete specifi cation 
possible for laws of coordination (laws of covariance) between the physical and the 
psychical  and  the old speculative dogma that the effect must be contained in the 
cause. The analogy with the seed of plants and animals provides a familiar example. 
From the two theses – ‘the physical and the psychical are essentially different’ and 
‘the essentially different cannot affect each other’, together with their correspond-
ing antitheses – we can form four basic positions with respect to psycho-physical 
problems:

    1.    the psychical and the physical are essentially different and do not interact (doc-
trine of psycho-physical parallelism);   

   2.    the psychical and the physical are essentially different and do interact (doctrine 
of psycho-physical causality);   

   3.    the psychical and the physical are not essentially different, because the psychical 
can be reduced to the physical, as it is ‘essentially’ physical (materialism);   

   4.    the physical and the psychical are not essentially different, because the physical 
can be reduced to the psychical as ‘essentially’ psychical (spiritualism, absolute 
idealism).    

  The leading exponent of the doctrine of  psycho - physical causality  in modern 
philosophy is Descartes, who, to be sure, maintained a sharp distinction in essence 

82   Compare especially Levy – Bruhl,  Das Denken der Naturvölker  ( Thought of Primitive Peoples ) ,  
translated from the French by Friedländer, 2nd ed., Vienna 1926. 
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between the  substantia extensa  and the  substantia cogitans  ,  but in spite of that 
assumed an  infl uxus physicus  through the pineal gland. However, precisely because 
this thesis of the  infl uxus physicus  could not be consistently accommodated within 
the great Cartesian system, it was soon regarded as a solution adopted only out of 
embarrassment. Thus the Occasionalists, Geulinx, Malebranche and others, who 
depended on Descartes to a great extent, founded  the doctrine of parallelism , the 
leading proponent of which was Leibniz. 83  

  Materialism  fl owered in France in the eighteenth century and in Germany around 
the middle of the nineteenth. The doctrine of behaviorism, closely related to mate-
rialism, has gained in signifi cance in the last two centuries. It found its logically 
sharpest formulation most recently in  Physicalism  (Neurath, Carnap). 84  

 Finally,  Spiritualism  had its most important representative in Berkeley. Mach’s 
positivism which for the most part differs from Berkeley’s ‘absolute idealism’, still 
shows an affi nity with it with respect to the psycho-physical problems, insofar as it 
conceives of things of the external world as complexes of psychical elements (sen-
sations) and consequently, in the absence of an essential difference between the 
physical and the psychical, considers the psycho-physical problem non-existent. 85  

 If now, after this sketchy survey of the four main tendencies in the treatment of 
the psycho-physical problem, we take a position ourselves, we must fi rst of all 
remove the  speculative prejudices  contained in the theses and antitheses we have 
presented. In line with this we must fi rst establish that, as soon as the speculative 
idea of causality as an active force is abandoned, the confl ict between the doctrines 
of psycho-physical causality and parallelism turns out to be just a pseudo- opposition, 
because ‘interaction’ is nothing but a ‘lawful correlation between groups of pheno-
mena.’ For the modern conception of lawfulness, therefore, the contrast ‘parallelism’ 
and ‘interaction’ loses its meaning, because what always remains decisive is that 
the phenomena of one group can be determined (calculated) once we know the 
phenomena of the other group. It is obvious, that in the sense of the contemporary 
conception of causality, there exist relationships between physical and psychical 
phenomena: take the anxiety attendant upon cardiac arrhythmia as an example 
of the effect of the body on the psyche (from the physical to the psychical) and 
resultant action on the part of the will as an effect in the opposite direction [from the 
psychical to the physical]. 

 Nonetheless, the confl ict we have mentioned still plays a great role today in the 
 Methodenstreit  in psychology and the sciences of mind which is understandable in 
view of the following considerations. From the assertion that no causal relationship 

83   Well-know is the analogy of the clocks – which incidentally can already be found in Geulinx. 
The synchronized course of two clocks can be explained either through the mechanical depen-
dence of the one on the other, or through continual regulation, or also through the circumstance 
that both were set at the same time to begin with and have the same motion. Leibniz considers the 
third possibility to be the one that is realized in a pre-established harmony). The same would hold 
for the relation of body and soul. 
84   Compare below. Part Two, section “The Social Sciences and the Natural Sciences”. 
85   Compare his  Analyse der Empfi ndungen  [Eng.tr.  Analysis of Sensations , (1914; new ed. 1959)], 
6th ed., Jena 1911, especially pp. 1–30 and p. 289 ff. 
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exists between psychical and physical phenomena it follows, persuasively, that 
physical facts are only to be explained in terms of physical facts and psychical facts 
in terms of psychical facts. The fi rst of these postulates has become so dominant for 
the natural science of the last centuries that it is regarded as ‘self-evident’ today 
among natural scientists, while the corresponding postulate for psychical facts 
stands at the center of a scientifi c controversy. After all that has been said in the 
preceding sections, there is no particular need to substantiate the fact that what is 
involved in both instances are proposals for procedures, hence a suggestion for  reg-
ulations  [ Festsetzungen ] (conventions), which are wrongly presented in the guise of 
 statements  [ Feststellungen ] (knowledge). 86  

 Refl ections concerning the problem of the  essential difference between psychical 
and physical phenomena , hence the question of the relation of psychological con-
cepts to those of natural science, go further. This much is clear at the outset: the 
assumption that there is a difference  toto coelo  between the two groups of phenomena, 
and especially between stimuli and sensation, requires revision. For as soon as we 
have freed ourselves from naive realism and have realized that the ‘nature of the 
world’ cannot be comprehended in any way other than through an analysis of expe-
rience, then it becomes clear that the things and phenomena of the external world 
are woven from the material of experience. To be sure, Mach’s doctrine, according 
to which things are complexes of sensation, is not tenable, and this is because he 
does not take at all into account – or only very inadequately – the spontaneous element 
in knowledge. He therefore arrives at an inconsistent conception of the  I  (the think-
ing subject), which has since been repeatedly criticized quite aptly. 87  In this regard, 
a more thoroughgoing analysis will have to start from the fact that the  physical is 
regarded as a correlate of external experience  and the  psychical as a correlate of 
inner experience  and that therefore the relation between the physical and the psychical 
is to be characterized in conformity with the relation between external and inner 
experience. Here, however, pertinent analyses prove especially diffi cult, not only 
because it is not possible to ascertain the absolute primacy of one or the other of 
these two kinds of experience, but also because they cannot be isolated as being 
independent of each other. Not only does inner experience refer back to inner expe-
rience, but external experience refers back to inner experiences as well. 

 First, with regard to  external  experience as an  element involved  in inner experi-
ence, we can easily see that not only memory and reproduction but also free imagi-
nation refer back, with respect to their contents, to facts derived from experience of 
the external world in the narrow sense, thus to sense data or to facts drawn from the 
experience of one’s own bodily states (feelings). This insight forms the central 
theme of the doctrine concerning the relation of sensation and refl ection developed 
by British sensualism [sense-data empiricism], in which the primacy of sensation 
over refl ection is declared. This is also taken into account in the above-mentioned 
designation of the data of perception as the data of  constitutive  experience, in the 
extraordinary refi ned analyses of Husserl. 

86   Compare above, section “Basic Philosophical Considerations”. 
87   Compare, for example, B. Hönigswald,  Zur Kritik der Machschen Philosophie,  Berlin 1908. 
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 On the other hand, though, it should not be overlooked that all external experience, 
insofar as it identifi es and differentiates objects, already  presupposes  the possibility 
of retention and reproduction, thus, of  inner  experience. From this it follows 
again – in conformity with the results of the refl ections presented in the fi rst sec-
tion– that the appropriate way of treating the psycho-physical problem consists in 
unearthing the various  strata of experience.  Here insight into the interrelations of 
the strata is gained by ascertaining their reciprocal implications. The most diffi cult 
part of this task, to which Husserl devoted himself especially during his last years, 
lies in differentiating the various strata of the concept of time, which have to be 
taken into consideration in this investigation. 88  

 All this already points to the correct conception that the physical and psychical 
cannot be coordinated with each other, as if an independent physical object corre-
sponded to an independent psychical one, but that the physical must be contrasted 
with the  psycho-physical . Descartes’ ideas, to the effect that thinking about the  ‘ego 
cogito ’ involves a pure  substantia cogitans , apparently – but only apparently – 
contradict this conception. For if we consider that the  ego cogitans  is at the same 
time the  ego agens , then the appearance of this independence vanishes. Then we 
recognize that the disengagement of the psychical from the complex of the psycho- 
physical is, when considered formally, an abstraction not unlike the abstracting of a 
color from its embeddedness in physical objects. 

 To make this clear requires a profound and diffi cult analysis of  thinking , which 
appears as the psychical in its purest form. We cannot deal with this in detail, but 
must confi ne ourselves to indicating the decisive point in a few words. 

 In the sense of the fi ndings just presented, cognitive acts are never considered 
independent, but belong rather to a psycho-physical unity as acts ‘carried out’ by 
this unity; as already emerges from our refl ections in section “Basic Philosophical 
Considerations”, the nature of cognitive acts is such that they comprehend an 
‘object’, something beyond consciousness, something transcendent. In the percep-
tion of a house, in thinking about one’s mother, the ‘perceived house’, the ‘mother 
thought about’ are by no means components of the cognitive acts that refer to them. 
Rather, it is precisely in these acts in which they are comprehended that they are 
comprehended as independent of the acts. Franz Brentano, who was the fi rst to 
make this essential state of affairs clear, invented the term  ‘intentionality ’ for it, in 
order to express the ‘directedness’ of the act towards its object. Since then this des-
ignation has prevailed in philosophical terminology. The concept of intentionality, 
the elaboration of which may well be called one of the most important results of 
more recent philosophical thought, today forms one of the crucial points for the 
descriptive analysis of psychical phenomena. 

88   Until now [1936], of Husserl’s profound and    comprehensive analyses only the lectures of the year 
1904 have appeared under the title  Edmund Husserls Vorlesungen zur Phänomenologie des inneren 
Zeitbewusstseins,  ed. by Martin Heidegger in  Jahrbuch für Philosophie , vol. IX, Halle a. d. Saale 
1928; however a large work devoted to these problems is in preparation with the collaboration of 
Eugen Fink [Cf. Part One, section “Basic Philosophical Considerations”]. 
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 The analysis of an act can either be directed toward the act as a whole, thus 
determining above all that it is an event taking place in the inner time of a certain 
human being; or, it can disregard these real aspects of the act and limit itself exclu-
sively to its  content  (meaning), thus considering only the intentional (objective) 
aspects of the act. We have suffi ciently clarifi ed how this is to be understood in the 
investigations of the concept of the meaning of judgments in section “Basic 
Philosophical Considerations” and section “Logical-mathematical Thought”. 
Accordingly, wherever one believed that the psychical was being comprehended 
independently, the isolation of the contents of thought had to be borne in mind as 
guiding conception. Also included in this  isolation , as we have determined, is an 
 idealization , namely, the  presupposition of completely clear thought  (whose sig-
nifi cance for logic we established above), so that confused thought appears linked 
to the body, while completely clear, ‘pure’ thought is assumed to be free of all con-
nection with the body. Here is one of the essential conceptual themes in the treat-
ment of the mind-body problem in neo-Platonism, in scholastic philosophy and in 
Leibniz’s doctrine of the monads. 

 These considerations will also lead to an understanding of the  emotional  acts of 
consciousness, i.e., those laden with  feeling,  for example, those of the  will , where, 
under ‘feeling’ in the narrowest sense, the experience of one’s own bodily states is 
to be understood. What is, strictly speaking, psychical in the will is the  projection of 
one’s behavior.  Hence the question, what is being willed? is nothing other than the 
question, what sort of behavior is the individual thinking about realizing? The deep 
emotion of the will and the causal relation in which it is brought to ‘external action’ 
allow the psycho- physical  character of this act to emerge more strongly than in the 
case of pure thought, where the bodily state does not appear to be brought out in 
experience. 

 This has a very important, direct bearing on the theory of the social sciences in 
that the opposition between the will as a psychical phenomenon and action as a 
physical phenomenon is incorrect.  Will as well as action  are  psycho-physical phe-
nomena.  A sharp distinction between the two only occurs, fi rst, because action – or 
more correctly, the bodily motions belonging to action – can be directly observed by 
an  alter ego , while the will cannot; and secondly, only actions produce direct effects 
in the external world. For this reason actions are usually characterized in terms of 
their typical effects. It is especially important to recognize clearly that action is 
never solely an external process. Thus that it can never be interpreted simply as a 
physical process. The opposite conception has created a great deal of confusion, 
with considerable practical consequences. Thus, the really unclear distinction, 
which plays such a great role in criminal law, between the external and the inner 
facts of a case are closely related with this. 89  

 The insight that the psycho-physical presents itself as a unity should also further 
our understanding of the phenomenon of the  unconscious , which has recently been 
subjected to systematic exploration especially by  psychoanalysis . For the more 
recent ‘philosophy of life’, which found its most profound expression in the works 

89   Compare Kaufmann,  Strafrechtsschuld , p. 83 ff. 
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of Bergson 90  and was elaborated in the last decades particularly by Scheler 91  and the 
 philosophical anthropologists  92  infl uenced by him as well as by Bergson and in part 
by Kierkegaard 93  this insight forms one of the most important conceptual themes. 
From such analyses the theory of science can hope to gain progressive clarifi cation 
of the fundamental epistemological question of the relation of bodily experience to 
external experience on the one hand and to inner experience on the other. We have 
to forego even the sketchiest presentation of the central thought of Bergson, 
Scheler, and the younger philosophical anthropologists. We can do so because these 
conceptions, for the time being, have had only a limited effect on the treatment of 
methodological problems in the social sciences. In any case, recently a  soul - mind 
dualism  has emerged, where the soul is conceived as a sort of center of life  (vital 
soul)  and has been opposed to pure mind. Here the concept of mind is generally 
understood as a concept with  value content , and thus all the prejudices enter into it 
that are linked to the value concept in general.  

    5. The Concept of Value 

 In treating the problem of the ‘nature of value’ we wish, to begin with our consider-
ations concerning the transcendence of the world. Carrying out our critique of naïve 
realism, we designated this as  ‘immanent transcendence’  in order to emphasize the 
relatedness of all being to consciousness, and have recognized that even so-called 
ideal objects participate in this relatedness of consciousness, that therefore naïve 
Platonism (for which, to be sure, Plato himself cannot be made fully responsible) is 
subject to the same objections as naïve realism. 

 Now it will be seen that the pre-critical conception of absolute transcendence, and 
the conclusions drawn from it relating to the character of knowledge, fi nd a precise 
analogy, in a great part of value theory, as transmitted in the history of doctrines, and 
even in its modern form. If –according to this conception – the human  sensibility  is 
‘affected’ by transcending things, by which a more or less faithful copy of what has 
Being is produced, so here too, allegedly, human  feeling  is affected by transcendent 
values, the comprehension of which, according to this doctrinal view, is presented as 
passive acceptance. Just as the evidence of perception serves as assurance of the 
existential truth, so, correspondingly, the evidence of feeling serves as assurance of 
the truth of value. Therefore our critique of the principles – especially those of the 

90   Especially his  Évolution creative, [Eng.tr.  Creative Evolution ; also appearing in German under 
the title Schöpferische Entwicklung] has had an enduring intellectual infl uence. 
91   A brief summary is contained in the work published shortly before his death,  Die Stellung des 
Menschen im Kosmos  ( Man’s Place in the Cosmos ), Darmstadt 1928. There are said to be exten-
sive investigations on philosophical anthropology in the papers Scheler left behind. 
92   The  Gesammelte Werke  were published by Diedrichs in Jena. 
93   Thus in Martin Heidegger’s  Sein und Zeit (Being and Time)  (which fi rst appeared in the  Jahrbuch 
für Philosophie , vol. 8) we can see, besides the infl uence of Edmund Husserl, that of Kierkegaard. 
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concept of evidence – will fi nd similar application here, and it will be recognized that 
the question of the ‘nature of value’ points to  an analysis of the meaning of value 
judgments.  The by no means inconsiderable additional diffi culty of this rational 
reconstruction – as compared to that of typical empirical judgments – lies, however, 
chiefl y in the traditional confusion over a number of different questions, independent 
of each other – even if not pair wise – which we will have to distinguish from each 
other terminologically, in the imprecise form in which they have played their role in 
the history of ideas, and then seek to render them more precise, and fi nally seek to 
answer each separately.

    1.     The problem of the transcendence of values : Is there a sphere of values which 
exists ‘in itself’ which, though it can be comprehended – to a certain degree – by 
human reason, still remains totally unaffected by the fact of this comprehension 
(value realism, Platonism); or is this sphere of values nothing else than the 
hypostasizing of certain emotional acts of human beings (value psychologism)?   

   2.     The problem of the independence of values : Is there an independent sphere of 
values beside the sphere of real being; or – subjectively phrased – is there spe-
cifi c knowledge of values besides knowledge of that which has (real) Being?   

   3.     The problem of the absolute status of values (absence of presuppositions in knowl-
edge of values) : Are there value judgments whose validity has no presuppositions – 
supposedly, like the propositions of logic and mathematics – or are all laws of value 
based in a analogous manner on hypothetical assumptions of value, as the laws of 
nature are based on hypothetically assumed principles?   

   4.     The problem of the relational character of value concepts : Are value judgments 
judgments of qualities, or judgments of relations; is a quality of value attributed 
in them to the (valued) objects, or is a certain relation between the (valuing) 
subject and the (valued) object asserted in them?   

   5.     The problem of the hierarchy of values : Is there a highest value or a plurality of 
highest values, such that all other values derive their validity from them?   

   6.     The problem of the objectivity of values : Can we speak of the truth of value judg-
ments in the same sense as of the truth of judgments of factual Being which latter 
imply intertemporal and intersubjective agreement about the series of verifi ca-
tion? Are value ‘judgments’ true judgments at all?    

  The clarifi cation of these problems has to be carried out by means of a rational 
reconstruction of the meaning of value judgments, and it is to this that we now turn. 
To be sure, in actually carrying out such a rational reconstruction the  sequential 
order  of the problems, as they are listed above, cannot be preserved. It will only 
re- emerge in the formulation of the results. 

 Let us begin with the consideration, whether in a value judgment, something 
else, that is,  more , is asserted, than a  specifi c effect  of the valued object on the valu-
ing person, and on the majority of the human beings who come into contact with the 
object. Is, for instance, the aesthetic value judgment ‘The picture P is beautiful’ 
equivalent in meaning with the judgment: ‘The picture P arouses general (disinter-
ested) pleasure’? A little deeper consideration will show that this ‘translation’ of the 
value statement cannot be accepted as completely appropriate. For if the two 
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sentences ‘The picture P is beautiful’ and ‘The picture P arouses general pleasure’ 
had the same meaning, then the sentence ‘The picture P is certainly (or, probably) 
beautiful, although it does not please me, nor most other people’ would be contra-
dictory. Yet it is not commonly understood that way. Instead, we would interpret it 
to mean that though the picture does not please most people (including the person 
making the judgment), who only possess a slight understanding of art, it would 
please the few who are truly experts. This would point back to a defi nition of the 
following sort: ‘A work of art is beautiful insofar as it gains the approval of those 
who truly understand art’, or, ‘an action is good insofar as it has the approval of 
those who think righteously.’ But would not such a defi nition be circular? Aren’t 
those who truly understand art characterized solely by the fact that they judge art 
correctly, and those who think righteously by the fact that they make the right moral 
judgments, and thus approve of what is deserving of approval and disapprove of 
what deserves disapproval? 

 The consideration above already permit us to see that the main problem – or at 
least one of the main problems – within the framework of the analysis of value judg-
ments, lies in the characteristic  specifi c element of correctness  contained in them. 
We now shall carry out such an analysis. 

 Let us depart from the concept of  correct assertion . An assertion is correct only 
when the state of affairs about which something was asserted, is indeed such as was 
asserted, i.e., when the assertion fi ts coherently – in the manner characterized above – 
within the complex of experience. After our critique of naïve realism, we can speak 
of the ‘correspondence of the assertion with the facts’, without fear of being misun-
derstood. The formal core of this concept of  theoretical correctness  thus is ‘corre-
spondence’. But even in this context an ambiguity still adheres to our concept. For, 
as the goal of intending to make an appropriate assertion, the verifi cation of the 
assertion at the same time represents the realization of that goal. Thus here, there is 
a second kind of correspondence, that we will call appropriateness to ‘ goal fulfi llment’  
or appropriateness to ‘fulfi llment of purpose’. Accordingly, with a view to this goal 
of fi nding the truth, the  theoretical  correctness (validity) of the assertion – its cor-
respondence with the facts – forms the criterion for the goal fulfi llment (its  practical  
correctness) of an act of assertion. 

 Now, how is the relationship of these two ‘aspects’ of ‘correctness’ shifted for a 
human activity which is oriented toward other goals than fi nding the truth? Here, 
theoretical correctness is not always the criterion for practical correctness; it is thus 
possible that action proves appropriate to fulfi lling a goal although, or even because, 
it is based in false assumptions. For example, the following judgment relates to one 
such case: “I would never have undertaken this dangerous venture, which I have 
now accomplished entirely successfully, had I foreseen the diffi culties and dangers 
involved.” Still in the overwhelming number of cases, experience teaches us that 
fulfi llment of the goal of action tends to increase with the degree of correctness of 
the assumptions contained in the design. For this reason, predictions of success in 
action, by an observer who knows the design, or can infer it from the initial stages 
of the action, most generally depend upon whether, in his opinion, the action in 
question is guided by correct assumptions. 
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 Such an evaluation can, in turn, itself be subject to evaluation by a third party 
with respect to its theoretical correctness, and here objections of two sorts are pos-
sible: If we call the acting person A, the evaluator of A’s action B, and the evaluator 
of B’s evaluation C, then we can formulate the objections as follows: (1) B has 
comprehended the goal of A’s action correctly, but has wrongly evaluated the appro-
priateness for goal fulfi llment of the means applied; (2) B has not evaluated the 
action of A appropriately, because he has not understood A’s goal, and therefore has 
examined the appropriateness for goal fulfi llment of his action, with respect to goals 
which A did not set at all. 

 If B now doubts whether he has understood A’s goal, then as a consequence of 
this doubt, he will perhaps arrive at the following judgment: ‘If A pursues goal G, 
then his action is correct.’ This means: According to B’s conception, A’s action is 
appropriate to its goal with respect to goal G, but B does not know whether A does 
in fact strive to attain goal G. Through this the false appearance might easily arise 
as though the relation between the setting of a goal, and appropriateness to goal 
fulfi llment (practical correctness), were the relation of that which conditions a thing, 
to that which is conditioned by it; while in fact the concept of  appropriateness to a 
goal  is a  relational  concept (thus an  incomplete  concept), and the specifi cation of 
the goal belongs to the defi nition of this concept. The false interpretation just indi-
cated would correspond to the following [false] interpretation of the (directional) 
concept ‘right’: ‘If P 1  sits right of P 2 , then P 2  sits left of P 1 ’, where the conjunction 
‘if – then’ is conceived as empirical condition. For in both cases we have the confu-
sion of  empirical judgment  with  concept analysis  discussed at length above. That 
the goal-related character of the concept of  correctness  is so often overlooked, how-
ever, has other special reasons too. One of these lies in the confusion of ‘theoretical 
correctness’ with ‘practical correctness’ already mentioned. Let us once more 
clearly state the meaning of these two concepts. We designate a judgment as ‘theo-
retically correct’ – independently of reference to any goals – when it ‘corresponds 
with the facts’. However, once the goal is set of arriving at a correct judgment J of a 
certain kind (theoretical goal), then every correct judgment J 1 , which represents a 
step in the cognitive process leading towards J 2 , is also practically correct. Although 
theoretical correctness in this case forms a criterion for practical correctness, it does 
not coincide with it, because it does not refer to the same goal. Due to the confound-
ing of these two, the declaration of truth as an ‘absolute value’ has come about. 

 In other cases, again, the goal-relatedness of practical correctness has not been 
recognized because the goals in question were ‘self-understood’ and therefore fre-
quently did not come to our attention at all. Using a term applied by Max Scheler, 94  
we can speak of  unquestioningly  given goals. Such goals are, for instance, the pres-
ervation of life, of freedom, of health, the attainment or preservation of a position of 
respect within a narrower or broader social circle, the avoidance of pain. The con-
cept of goal is of course to be understood in such a broad sense that the prevention 
of certain events can also be set as goal. 

94   Die Wissensformen und die Gesellschaft  ( The Forms of Knowledge and Society ) 1926, p. 59. 
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 However – and with that we arrive at an important new point in our refl ections – this 
‘taken-for-grantedness ’  of goals disappears whenever these come into  collisions  
with other goals. We speak of a collision between two goals G 1  and G 2  of a person 
P if (or insofar as), the realization of G 1  and the realization of G 2  by P are incompat-
ible. Here we have to distinguish between  direct  and  indirect  collisions. The fi rst 
will be the case if the incompatibility presents itself without reference to the causal 
nexus of each of the two goals. Thus the two goals of being at a certain place P 1  at 
a certain time, and at another place P 2  at the same time, are directly incompatible. 
We would speak of an ‘indirect collision’ however if in general experience, the 
accompanying circumstances of one of the two goals frustrate the achievement of 
the other goal. In both kinds of collision, we must decide which goal we wish to 
pursue at the cost of relinquishing the other goal. However, the collision between 
two goals which can be (relatively) readily isolated, is only the simplest case of col-
lision between goals; in the face of the circumstance that human action is oriented 
to a – more or less ordered – multiplicity of goals, very frequently we have to make 
a choice between the realization of one goal and the realization of a group of other 
goals; and here the situation is often complicated even more by the fact that for both 
eventualities of realizing the goals, there are different  degrees of probability , which 
have to be taken into account. For this it follows that in many cases the question of 
appropriateness to goal fulfi llment arises not for an isolated goal but for a  system of 
goals . For systems of goals, what we have said concerning their ‘taken-for- 
grantedness’ also holds true; it will frequently happen that such goal systems are not 
apperceived at all, due to which the false interpretation of the ‘correctedness of 
human action with respect to such a system as absolute correctness’, becomes 
understandable. 

 The preceding considerations can be applied to the setting of goals itself. For 
rather rarely are goals set which are to be realized ‘at any price’. Therefore we can 
speak of the ‘correctness’ of a goal, and measure this by how the goal fi ts into the 
system of other goals. Here not only the collision of goals has to be taken into con-
sideration, but also its counterpart, the (positive)  goal-interrelation  which exists 
between two goals, whenever the realization of one goal presupposes or entails the 
realization of the other. 

 In all our entire refl ections up to this point the concept of practical correctness of 
an action, or the setting of a goal, referred to the goal system of the person acting or 
setting the goal at the time of the action. In what follows we shall speak of the actor 
and include the person setting the goal. The evaluation of an action, either by the 
acting person himself at a later point of time, or by a third person, as incorrect, in 
this sense thus indicates that it does not fi t into  this  system of goals. Now a compli-
cation arises due to the fact that in both cases, an evaluation frequently results, 
consciously or unconsciously, on the basis of  another goal system . 

 Let us fi rst consider the case of this  shift of the basis of evaluation  – referring to our 
own past action. Here, on the one hand, not infrequently – and mostly inadvertently – 
the goal system held at the time of evaluation is taken as the basis of evaluation. On 
the other hand, even where reference to a goal system that faithfully refl ects the 
conditions at the point of time [of the action] is explicitly intended, another goal 
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system, to be characterized more precisely immediately below, is frequently substituted 
for the goal system that determined the design and carrying out of the action. The 
latter substitution takes place most frequently when the reproduction of the relevant 
design for action, on which the evaluation is based, shows that the motivation was 
evoked by a system of goals which only has validity for an extraordinary psychological 
situation – for example, violent passion or desire. In such cases the evaluation of the 
correctness of one’s own action is usually made relative to the  normal  goal system of 
the acting person. The appropriateness of the action with respect to goal fulfi llment 
is evaluated with reference to that goal system which would have been determining 
for the acting person during the period of time in which the action occurred – that is, 
according to his conception at the time at which he is making the judgment – had he 
then had presence of mind. Among these goals, those which concern conduct toward 
one’s closer or broader [social] environment (family, professional community, reli-
gious community, political community) play a special role. 

 Appropriateness with respect to these goals very frequently forms the criterion 
for evaluating the correctness of one’s own past actions. Here the person making the 
judgment is aware that his conduct, should it be evaluated, would also be evaluated 
in conformity with such criteria by other members of his circle. In this case he 
relates his behavior to goals which for the most part are  unquestionably  given to 
him, preselected by moral precepts, by tradition, and perhaps also by hereditary 
disposition; an in addition he knows himself to be in far-reaching agreement in this 
with members of his social environment, beyond which he will hardly transgress in 
his thinking. 

 With what we have already designated, to a fi rst approximation, an ‘ intersubjec-
tively valid’  system of goals that is to a large extent uniform for certain social 
spheres. This is then regarded as so self-evident by the overwhelming majority of 
the members of the community that the correctness or incorrectness of an action 
relative to his system of goals is considered to be simply correctness (or incorrect-
ness) as such. Here the following must be added: the actor is aware that the result of 
the evaluation of this action by members of his social circle will frequently bring 
consequences with it which will closely touch on the other partial domains of his 
overall goal system. If, for example, his action could be judged as ‘illegal’ or 
‘immoral’, then there is a chance that certain members of his circle would behave 
toward him in such a manner, that his (external) freedom or his capacity to earn a 
living would be restricted. Therefore, if he judges such conduct relative to  these  
goals, he too will say that it was incorrect. If recognizing incorrectness of our own 
past conduct is accompanied by painful feeling, we call this ‘ remorse’ . 

 Concerning the evaluation of the actions of other human beings with respect to 
their practical correctness, the following must fi nally also be said: even where we 
endeavor to evaluate such action with reference to the goal system of the actor at the 
time of the action – for example, in certain historical analyses – it will be seen that 
the evaluation will be made with reference to more or less general goal systems, and 
indeed must be made in such a way, because the goals of the person in question are 
only accessible to a small degree to the person making the judgment.  Atypical 
(abnormal)  behavior is therefore not ‘measured by its own standards’ in most cases, 
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even when there is an effort ‘to do it justice’. Therefore a critique of the ‘correctness’ 
of such evaluations will frequently maintain that they have been based on an  inad-
equate goal system . 

 The results of our refl ections carried out so far sought to shed light on the various 
meanings of the concept of ‘practical correctness’ of human action and with that on 
the criteria for the ‘correctness’ of evaluation of such action; at the same time, they 
have shown the  relational character  of all these concepts of correctness, so that the 
idea of an absolute, i.e., relation-free, correctness has proven to be a  contradictio in 
adjecto.  We will soon recognize that this result has decisive signifi cance for the 
solution of the question concerning the meaning of value judgments as such, but for 
this purpose, we will fi rst have to analyze the  meaning of the goal concept , which 
we could only provisionally assume to be well-defi ned in our previous refl ections. 

 To begin with we can propose the following formulation: “I set a certain state of 
affairs as my  goal , if I decide to  endeavor  to  realize  this state of affairs, i.e., to direct 
my activity in such a manner that the chance of its realization becomes as great as 
possible.” To be sure, in keeping with our exposition above, we fi nd here that the 
setting of most goals is only  conditional , that the endeavor to realize the state of 
affairs will only go so far as it can be carried out, according to certain assumptions, 
with the investment of certain means and the avoidance of certain secondary effects. 

 Setting a goal means a  resolve about future conduct.  It says: through my conduct 
I want to effect the occurrence (non-occurrence) of a state of affairs of a certain kind 
at a certain place. We cannot explore in detail the diffi cult question whether, or to 
what extent the resolve (decision, will), is to be comprehended as an independent 
phenomenon, or falls into the sphere of judgments – judgments about one’s own 
future action. Instead, in what follows we will operate with these concepts, regarded 
as synonymous, as basic concepts and seek to clarify for ourselves to what extent 
other concepts in the emotional sphere can be traced back to these. 

 Let us begin with the concept of  choice . A resolve is called an act of choice if its 
content is: “Realization of the state of affairs S 1  and nonrealization of the states of 
affairs S 2 , S 3 , … S n , because of their – direct or indirect – collision with S 1 .” We can 
say then that one  renounces  S 2 , S 3 ,…S n   in favor  of S 1 , (that one  sacrifi ces  S 2 , S 3 , …
S n  for the sake of S 1 ). 

 It is important to note that the object of choice is not a thing but a condition (state 
of affairs) – expressed more correctly, the chance of  bringing about a condition , or 
a multiplicity of empirically correlated chances. So, say, the ‘choice of a dish in a 
restaurant’ means the resolve to eat that dish and not the available alternatives on the 
menu. Now we could say that basically every resolve is an act of choice, as every 
decision to realize a specifi c state of affairs entails renouncing the realization of 
other states of affairs: however only such resolves are customarily called ‘acts of 
choice’ for which the renunciation is  consciously  made. To be sure, in view of the 
various levels of consciousness, this is variable. 

 Most closely linked with the concepts of resolve and choice, are those of  wishing  
and  preferring.  ‘I wish the state of affairs S’ means ‘I would realize S if I were 
capable of doing so’. ‘I prefer condition C 1  to condition C 2 ,’ means ‘In case I had to 
choose between the two conditions, I would decide in favor of bringing about, or 
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else maintaining, C 1  and sacrifi cing C 2  for its sake’. The relation existing between 
wishing and willing, is most strikingly expressed in the confrontation of ‘willing’ 
with ‘ mere  wishing’. 

 Understanding the complex of relations just presented, has been obscured by 
intermingling the contents of the acts analyzed in an uncritical manner with the 
 lived experiences of the bodily states  that generally accompany these acts. Thus the 
experience of the nerve impulse, regarded as the starting point for the bodily move-
ment belonging to the action, was considered to be a constitutive element of the act 
of willing. To characterize the wish, on the other hand, the ‘feeling of pleasure’ was 
adduced, to be sure without in general specifying whether the feeling of pleasure 
was  associated  with the mental image of the realization of the desired condition, or 
whether the feeling of pleasure accompanying the realization of this state, was part 
of this ‘mental image’. 95  

 But taking into consideration these lived experiences [ Erlebnisse ] in the defi ni-
tion of acts of will, and acts of wishing, leads us to  inadequate  defi nitions. This is, 
because the question whether an act of will or an act of wishing of a certain content 
is occurring at a certain personal-temporal location, never aims at ascertaining 
whether the mental image of these contents is accompanied by certain nerve 
impulses, or ‘emotionally laden’ in a certain manner. Thus the question, ‘Did you 
wish for the condition C?’ means nothing else than ‘Would you have decided to 
realize C, if you had had a chance of realizing it?’ 

 But with respect to the problem of  ‘feelings of pleasure’  ( ‘feelings of displea-
sure’ ), the following is to be noted: it is a general, but nonetheless erroneous con-
ception that the pleasure – or else, displeasure – content of a feeling is an internal 
quality of this feeling. In fact, the judgment that a certain feeling, or a feeling of a 
certain kind, was a feeling of pleasure, states nothing else than the assertion, that the 
occurrence or continuation of a feeling of this kind is desired. 

 In the same way, the designation of a feeling as a ‘feeling of displeasure’ cor-
responds to the judgment that the disappearance of this feeling, or of a feeling of 
this kind is desired. 96  Thus it does indeed depend upon what kind of feeling it is, 
whether its continuation or disappearance is desired, or whether neither of these 
wishes is aroused, but just because of that, the judgment concerning the occurrence 
of one of these two wishes, is still not a judgment concerning an  isolated quality of 
feeling . However, that judgment forms the criterion for assigning a feeling to one 
of the two classes ‘feelings of pleasure’ and ‘feelings of displeasure’. Now whether 
there is a wish to have, or not to have, a feeling of a certain kind, whether it is a 
feeling of pleasure or displeasure, does not depend solely on the internal quality of 
the feeling, but on the overall psycho-physical situation, within which it appears to 
occur. The fundamental insight that the  quality  of feeling and the  tone  of feeling 
(pleasure- displeasure), can vary independently of each other – this insight cannot 
be affected (changed) by the fact that biological-psychological automata exist, 

95   A painstaking analysis of the concept of wishing is contained in Sander,  Allgemeine 
Gesellschaftslehre , Jena 1930. 
96   Compare Kaufmann,  Strafrechtsschuld , p. 18. 
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which in many cases produce an extremely close empirical connection between 
feeling and the arousal of desire (wishes). The opposite conception is a special case 
of the erroneous commingling of  experiential  simplicity (or complexity) with 
 structural  simplicity (complexity); the latter can only be judged after the comple-
tion of a rational reconstruction. It must also be taken carefully into consideration 
that the division of feelings into feelings of pleasure and displeasure does not rep-
resent a dichotomy, as by no means every feeling is either pleasurable or displea-
surable. Rather there appear to be a large number of feelings, which we would 
want to call   neutral  feelings, feelings that are neither associated with a wish in one 
direction, nor in the other. 

 From these considerations fl ow the following important consequences:

    1.    It is not proper to defi ne the concept of the wish (endeavor) with the help of the 
allegedly elementary concept of feeling of pleasure; rather, on the contrary, the 
concept of wish (endeavor) enters into the defi nition of ‘feeling of pleasure’.   

   2.    The ‘apodictic character’ of propositions such as ‘The occurrence (continuation) 
of pleasant (pleasurable) feelings, and the non-occurrence (disappearance) of 
uncomfortable (unpleasant) feelings are desired (wished)’, ‘The pleasant is pre-
ferred to the unpleasant’ results from the fact that we are not dealing here with 
propositions about reality, but with the analysis of concepts.   

   3.    The eudaemonistic doctrine, that all endeavors of human beings are directed 
toward procuring pleasure and avoiding pain, has its main source in the failure to 
recognize the relation between endeavor (or also wishing) on the one hand, and 
‘pleasure’ or also ‘displeasure’ (pain), on the other. For this doctrine seeks to 
comprehend in terms of ‘rational grounds’, i.e., by pure refl ection, why the 
bringing about (or preservation) of conditions of a certain kind, and the avoid-
ance (disappearance) of conditions of another kind, is typically or ‘correctly’ the 
goal of endeavor. 

 Here the following aspects are confounded:

    (a)    The fact that in the act of striving, the  mental representation  of attaining the 
desired condition is often linked with the mental representation of feelings 
of pleasure.   

   (b)    The fact that very frequently the attainment of the condition for which one 
strives, is linked with feelings of pleasure, where it may either be this condi-
tion as such, or else the consciousness of having attained it by one’s own 
powers which is a source of pleasure.   

   (c)    The connection between the concepts ‘endeavor’ and ‘pleasure’, according to 
which ‘pleasure’ is necessarily, i.e., by defi nition,  something one strives for.  

From this confounding arise the two basic errors of the  eudaemonistic doctrine.  
The fi rst consists in misconstruing empirical fi ndings (see (a) and (b)) as  apodictic 
statements; the second error, closely related to this, consists in inverting the relation 
between the concepts of ‘endeavor’ and ‘pleasure’, from which it is then concluded, 
that ‘in its essence’ all striving has pleasure as its (ultimate) goal. But  de facto  the 
goal of striving is by no means always, or even in the majority of cases, the 
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occurrence or continuation of a feeling with a specifi c coloration. The striving for 
knowledge, for power, for wealth is not a striving for pleasure, as would have to be 
the case according to the eudaemonistic doctrine. 97        

   4.    Feelings of pleasure and displeasure can no more serve as criteria for ‘practical 
correctness’, than the perceptions (sensations) can for theoretical correctness. 
To be sure – similar to perceptual judgments – certain judgments about emotion-
ally charged positions will form nodes in the system of evaluation of practical 
correctness, but these must never be seen as ‘absolute’, or ‘ultimate’ in principle, 
criteria for these evaluations.     

 With these assertions, the preconditions for an understanding of the  meaning of 
value judgments  have been created; for the judgment ‘D is valuable’ states nothing 
but that it is correct to endeavor (wish for) D, and the judgment ‘D is more valuable 
than E’ states that it is correct to prefer D to E. From this, the root of the ‘apodictic 
validity’ of the following statements emerges directly: “It is correct to endeavor to 
achieve the valuable”, and “It is correct to prefer the valuable to the less valuable”. 
These are tautologies. The real problem, however, hidden in this, is the problem we 
have discussed in our analysis of the concept of practical correctness, namely: what 
are the criteria for judging whether D is correctly subject to endeavor, or D is cor-
rectly preferred to E? 

 It emerges directly from our refl ections that these criteria refer to statements of 
the relative positions of D and E in pre-established systems of goals (systems of 
desires). In making these statements, we must take account of the ambiguities of the 
goal systems to be chosen as the basis of evaluation discussed above. However if a 
 certain goal system  is presupposed as the constant system of reference, the value of 
D, and the preferability of D to E, depend  solely  on the qualities of D and of E 
(in the broadest sense, including their typical effects). This easily leads to neglect of 
the relational character of the concept of value and to the false assumption that 
objects possess ‘value qualities’ which justify their respective value ‘objectively’, 
i.e., without reference to a subjective system of reference. 

 To remove the roots of this error was made still more diffi cult by the following 
circumstance: – In the value judgments of pre-scientifi c, and also of scientifi c lan-
guage, it is not only conditions which appear as ‘possessing value’, but also  persons 
and things . Thus persons are also designated as ‘of moral value’ (‘virtuous’, ‘noble’, 
etc.), and therefore the question arises whether value judgments of this kind can be 
incorporated (fi tted) into the schema of meaning for value judgments, which we 
have just characterized. This is in fact the case. 

 The criteria for whether a thing can be called ‘beautiful’ result from the observa-
tion of the thing, and for whether a human being can be called ‘good’, from the 
direct or indirect observation of his external and inner conduct; and from here the 
bridges to the system of goals (or wishes), which in this case forms the reference 
system for evaluation, can be built. 

97   For this compare the critique of eudaemonism in Scheler’s work  Der Formalismus in der Ethik 
und die materiale Wertethik , 2nd ed. Halle a.d.Saale 1921, p. 245 ff. 
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 Finally, in this connection we must also indicate the following point: the analysis 
of value judgments found itself confronting a diffi culty which is by no means 
slight: that the meaning associated in  language usage  with value concepts (good, 
beautiful, etc.)  vacillates  greatly with respect to the  emphasis  placed on the aspect 
of ‘ correctness ’. We wish to illuminate, by means of examples, what is meant here: 
when during the enjoyment of a dish we declare it to be ‘good’ (tasty), then in most 
cases we do not wish to assert anything more than that at just this moment it tastes 
good to us; the assertions that the same dish will again taste good to the person on 
subsequent occasions and that it will also taste good to other human beings with 
normal sensations of taste, only appear to be linked to the statement as background 
meaning. Therefore, any challenge to the evaluating person to offer a reason for his 
value judgment will be regarded as misplaced, and will be rejected with the reply 
‘because it just tastes good to me’. No infrequently there will be a similar response 
where certain phenomena of nature, say, clouds illuminated by the setting sun, are 
described as ‘beautiful’. Here the companion who reacts to this value judgment 
with the question: ‘Why is that beautiful?’ must be prepared for the reply: ‘If you 
do not feel (perceive) it, I cannot explain it to you.’ But already the matter will be 
typically different in the case of those aesthetic value judgments which refer to the 
human body – and especially the human face. Still more far-reaching justifi cation 
will frequently be felt to be required for the aesthetic judgment of works of art and 
the moral judgment of human actions, or of persons acting or having acted in a 
certain way. Here rational reconstruction can reveal in what manner the various 
points of view, on the basis of which judgments are made, interpenetrate. Thus for 
instance in the judgment of a painting we may ask what  task  the artist set for him-
self in the creation of the picture, and then evaluate, on the one hand, the idea, and, 
on the other, the actual achievement in solving the task. That is why the question 
of  originality  also frequently plays a great role in the aesthetic judgment of works 
of art. Often in aesthetic judgments, the evaluation of the achievement overwhelms 
the evaluation reached on the basis of unrefl ecting sense impression to such an 
extent, that the representation of the ugly is adjudged as ‘beautiful’. In such cases 
we say – quite imprecisely – that the ugly has been ennobled by art. 

 In the  ethical  evaluation of human actions – or also, of actors – the evaluation of 
the achievement (attainment) on the basis of either individual or collective goal 
systems, and evaluation of the [moral] disposition and qualities of character which 
are manifested in the action typically interpenetrate. However, when looked at more 
closely, the disposition and qualities of character in turn appear to be sources of 
behavior of a certain kind. The various ethical systems differ, above all by the goal 
systems they use as the basis of evaluation, and the aspects forming the criteria of 
evaluation (for example, personalistic ethics, eudaemonistic ethics). Clarity on this 
point is important for many social-scientifi c analyses. 

 According to these considerations, we can say: Among the sentences which 
appear linguistically as ‘value judgments’, we will discover sentences that either 
only assert a momentary emotional relation on the part of the evaluating person 
toward the object evaluated, or on the other hand, assume a  typical  relation of this 
kind to exist for the person making the judgment, and possibly also for a larger or 
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smaller circle of other persons. A deeper analysis of the pertinent problems, which 
seeks to comprehend the ‘nature of values’ need not refer to such statements at all 
for they are obviously either individual judgments or general  judgments about psy-
chical facts.  Instead, the essential problem in the philosophy of value arises – as we 
have already emphasized at the beginning of this section – only where the ‘objective 
correctness’ of taking such positions is asserted. Then it must be shown that this 
‘correctness’ is a relational concept, which requires speaking of the goal system as 
one of the  termini relationis.  

 Now we have created the conditions for answering the questions posed at the 
beginning of the section, concerning the ‘nature of value’, and thus we want to for-
mulate our answers as concisely as possible:

    1.    The Problem of the Transcendence of Values
   The idea of an absolute transcendence of values can hold up under refl ection just 
as little as a similar idea with respect to real and ideal objects in the ‘sphere of 
Being’. Our refl ection, carried out with respect to this in section “Basic 
Philosophical Considerations”, fi nd an analogous application here. It cannot be 
said, however, that ‘value’ is simply a hypostatization of wishes, endeavors and 
sets of preference so that what is valued simply corresponds to what is in fact 
wished or striven for, while that accorded higher value corresponds to what is in 
fact preferred. For only those among such expressed attitudes, or opinion-telling 
acts which display a certain degree of intertemporal and intersubjective consis-
tency, will be considered as correct, as positions that actually represent values. 
Here an extensive analogy with the incorporation of the data of perception into 
the context of experience readily suggests itself.      
   2.    The Problem of the Independence of the Sphere of Values
   In seeking to maintain that there is a sphere of values independent of the sphere 
of Being, the idea of absolute transcendence is usually also involved. But even if 
the latter has been relinquished, and therefore independence is merely conceived 
in such a manner that a special source of knowledge is claimed for the recogni-
tion of value, this still is not tenable. Against the assumption of a specifi c ‘evidence 
of feeling’ which accords to an ancient doctrine – in the recent decades elabo-
rated especially by Franz Brentano, 98  Max Scheler, 99  Dietrich von Hildebrand, 100  
Nicolai Hartmann, 101  – seeks to justify the intuitive comprehension of values, the 
same objections arise, to begin with, as against evidence as an isolated 
 truth- criterion in general. It does not go to the basic issue of the question: what 
actually is supposed to be revealed by this evidence? Thus it closes itself off to 
understanding axiological (practical) correctness, which is defi ned only relative 
to certain goal systems (systems of wishes) and changes its meaning as these 
vary. Accordingly, we can speak of the independence of the sphere of value, only 

98   Brentano,‘Vom Ursprung sittlicher Erkenntnis’, Scheler , Phil. Bibl , vol. 5. 
99   See Scheler, note 97. 
100   von Hildebrand, ‘Die Idee der sittlichen Handlung’,  Jahrbuch für Philosophie,  III 1916, p.16 ff. 
101   N. Hartmann,  Ethik , Berlin 1926. 
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insofar as by this we understand its relatedness with specifi c acts of endeavoring, 
wishing, preferring (the so-called  attitude-taking acts ). 102   

   Thus all concepts of value are reducible to ‘concepts of Being’, i.e., defi ned in 
terms of them , and the ‘ value judgments ’  are subject  in principle to the  same 
procedures of verifi cation as  ‘ judgments of Being ’ – insofar as they do not turn 
out to be defi nitions. To be sure, due to the usually very slight degree of clarity 
of the attitude-taking acts, the sort of confi rmation required for value-judgments 
will, as a rule, only emerge after rational reconstruction.      
   3.    The Problem of the Absolute Character of Values (Absence of Presuppositions 

in Knowledge of Value)
   With the removal of the basis for assuming a specifi c sort of evidence that grasps 
values, and with the insight into the reducibility of value judgments to judgments 
of Being, the thesis of the absence of presuppositions in knowledge of values, 
and the existence of an intuitively comprehensible sphere of values is also dis-
posed of. But in the confused conception of absolute values, the  idea of absolute 
goals  is most frequently retained, and for this a clear meaning can be secured. 
For under absolute goals we usually understand such goals as satisfy both of the 
following conditions, or, – as language usage vacillates – at least one of these:

    (a)    Such goals are – to a large degree – goals which can be isolated, i.e., they are 
not bound to one fi xed place within a goal system, where they would be 
inseparably linked to other goals; and especially, they are not merely mediate 
goals for certain fi nal goals, but are themselves fi nal goals.   

   (b)    They are unconditional goals, i.e., goals whose realization will be pursued 
‘at any price’.    

      Although conditions (a) and (b) are frequently both fulfi lled together – especially 
where the satisfaction of a violent passion is presented as a goal – still they are 
logically independent of each other. Sometimes talk of ‘absolute goals’ relates 
exclusively or predominantly to criterion (a), sometimes, on the other hand, to 
criterion (b). However to the setting of an absolute goal –  qua  absolute – in the 
sense of criterion (a), the question about its correctness is not applicable, for this 
question, as we have shown, is directed toward ascertaining the relationship of 
coherence of the goal in question with other goals. This circumstance is usually 
not recognized when such goals are ‘pre-determined’ in such a way (especially 
by tradition), that it is diffi cult to become clearly conscious of the freedom to set 
or change goals. This freedom only emerges into the foreground of awareness 
when the goal is questioned. ‘To question a goal’, however, means ‘to weigh it 
against other goals’, and thereby it loses its absolute character in the sense of 
criterion (a). This must be kept in mind when we are tempted to identify ‘abso-
lute goals’ too hastily with ‘correct goals’.      
   4.    The Problem of the Relational Character of Value Concepts
   We have already established that value concepts are relational concepts, and that 
the appearance of the opposite arises only because the reference systems of goals 

102   The dualism of the acts of taking a position and acquiring knowledge is developed by Diedrich 
von Hildebrand, following Husserl. 
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very frequently remain outside the sphere of clear awareness. As the attribution 
of a (positive or negative) value-predicate to an object on the basis of a constant 
reference system, only depends on the properties of this object, (apparent) value 
judgments frequently appear in the following form: An object is valuable when 
it possesses the features F 1 , F 2 , etc. Thus one can declare: ‘The body of an adult 
human being is beautiful if it approximates certain measurements.’ It will readily 
be seen on the basis of our previous refl ections about the meaning of empirical 
judgments, on the one hand, and defi nitions, on the other, that such a statement 
if  not a judgment  but a  defi nition , and that it is a question of interpretation, 
whether it is understood as a nominal defi nition or a real defi nition. On most 
occasions the latter will be the case. But even then one could not say correctly, 
that a concept of  value  is defi ned by that defi nition, but only that in the defi nition 
the ‘objective’ criteria – those attributed to the object – for the recognition of a 
certain synonymous value predicate (for example, ‘beautiful’), are given. For if 
the defi nition is to be consistent with what we ‘essentially’ mean by a value con-
cept, then it is inadequate if it does not defi ne the concept as a  relational concept  
of the kind just characterized.  

  In this connection, the vacillating position of the real defi nition, characterized 
in our second section, forms a source of dangerous confusion. For on the one 
hand such a defi nition of value,  qua  defi nition, is regarded as irrefutable; on the 
other hand,  qua  assertion, that with the term in question generally a certain 
meaning is associated, it is regarded as containing knowledge. In addition, 
increasing the confusion still more, there is the circumstance that concepts of 
value are ‘really’ comprehended as relational concepts, and that in them refer-
ence to a system of goals (wishes) is implicitly included in the intended meaning. 
However, this relational character is misinterpreted as a conditional relation in 
the manner described above.  

  The most important example of this amphibole, from the history of ideas, is 
offered by Kant’s categorical imperative: “So act that the maxims of your will 
could always hold at the same time as the principles of a universal legislation.” 103  
The clarifi cation of the character of validity attributed to this can be found in the 
“second remark to the deduction from the categorical imperative,” which states: 
“Pure reason is practical of itself alone and it gives (to man) a universal law 
which we  call the moral law .” We add the decisive passage to this: 

The fact just mentioned is undeniable. One need only analyze the sentence which men pass 
upon the lawfulness of their actions to see in every case that their reason, incorruptible and 
self-constrained, in every action confronts the maxim of the will with the pure will, i.e., with 
itself regarded as a priori practical; and this it does regardless of what inclination may say to 
the contrary. Now this principle of morality, on account of the universality of its legislation 
which makes it the formal supreme determining ground of the will regardless of any subjec-
tive difference among men, is declared by reason to be a law for all rational beings in so far 
as they have a will, i.e., faculty of determining their causality through the conception of a 
rule, and consequently in so far as they are competent to determine their actions according to 
principles and thus act according to practical  a priori  principles, which alone have the 

103   Kritik der praktischen Vernunft  [ Critique of Practical Reason ] ,  Book I, Part 1. 
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necessity which reason demands in a principle. It is thus not limited to human beings but 
extends to all fi nite beings having reason and will; indeed, it includes the Infi nite Being as 
the supreme intelligence. 104   

  For exemplifying what we are expounding, it is crucial in the above passage 
that Kant wants to gain confi rmation of the moral law by means of  analysis  of 
the judgment which human beings make about the lawfulness of their actions. 
His theory that all human beings, indeed all beings endowed with reason, 
will regard an action as corresponding to morals, i.e., as moral, when it corre-
sponds to the criteria contained in the categorical imperative, is nothing else than 
recourse to the  consensus  which exists in each being with respect to the charac-
terization of an action as ‘morally good’, insofar as they overcome  perturbationes 
animae , the disturbing passions and inclinations; for the idea that also resonates 
here, that to the consensual agreement of conceptions of rational beings, is 
linked an impulse toward moral action, which could take full effect after over-
coming the opposing inclinations, obviously does not play any role with respect 
to the question of validity. The empirical-psychological fact of impulses of a 
certain intensity – vacillating personally and interpersonally – can have no 
effect on the  a priori  validity in Kant’s sense of the practical principle relating 
to the pure will.  

  Therefore we come to the result: the ‘absolute’ validity of the categorical 
imperative is  validity  by virtue of a  defi nition  which is based upon a – supposed – 
 consensus  with respect to the concept of the morally good. If we investigate 
further what Kant means by the capacity for action according to practical prin-
ciples  a priori,  then we will recognize that by this he means a capacity to guide 
one’s action by general (‘formal’) considerations, concerning the ‘practical cor-
rectness’ of action. The reference system for that practical correctness, however, 
is, as emerges clearly from, especially, Kant’s  political  writings, the existence of 
a society in which peaceful coexistence is guaranteed and each person regards a 
certain sphere of freedom of the others as unavoidable. Practical correctness  a 
priori  in Kant’s sense, thus is nothing else than appropriateness to goal fulfi ll-
ment with reference to the goal of the preservation of human society, and its 
further development in conformity with the goal cited.  

  J.J. Fries, 105  and following him, Leonard Nelson, 106  in their further develop-
ment of Kant’s ethics and theory of law, have carried out the ‘deduction’ of their 
ethical and natural right principles with an orientation provided by the funda-
mental question: ‘How is human society possible?’ They thus asked themselves, 

104   The question of the relation of moral laws as laws of reason and the divine will, already forms a 
major problem of scholastic philosophy. Here the rationalism of Thomas Aquinas confronts the 
voluntarism of Duns Scotus. 
105   Compare  Philosophische Rechtslehre und Kritik aller positiven Gesetzgebung,  Jena 1803. 
106   Compare  Kritik der praktischen Vernunft , with  System der philosophischen Rechtslehre und 
Politik  ( System of Philosophic Doctrine of Law and Politics ), Leipzig 1924. Also compare Erich 
Vögelin, ‘Das Sollen im System Kants’ (The ‘Ought’ in Kant’s System) in  Gesellschaft, Staat und 
Recht. Untersuchungen zur reinen Rechtslehre , Vienna 1931, pp. 136–173. 
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what conditions with respect to the inner and external conduct of human beings 
must be realized (by and large), in order that social coexistence of human beings 
can be maintained, and then set these conditions as practical postulates; from this 
followed the confounding of the relational and conditional, which has already 
been discussed.  

  The preceding explanation should have made the relational character of value 
concepts suffi ciently clear. From this clarifi cation emerges the heuristic postu-
late, to seek for the conceptually presupposed reference system of goals, wher-
ever linguistic expression arouses the false appearances of value qualities 
inhering in the valued objects. This postulate will prove a true thread of Ariadne 
to guide us through the labyrinth of axiological conceptual confusion.      
   5.    The Problem of the Hierarchy of Values
   Here the considerations we have undertaken concerning the incompatibility of 
goals, on the one hand, and the character of acts of preferring, on the other, fi nd 
analogous application. The ‘correctness’ of acts of preferring is always relative to 
a given goal system, structured in a certain manner. Even the (defi nitional) speci-
fi cation of a hierarchy of values reveals the amphibolies just discussed, which 
arise due to the confounding of ‘validity by virtue of  defi nition ’, ‘validity by 
virtue of  consensus ’, and ‘validity by virtue of  justifi cation  by reference to a gen-
erally recognized system of goals, or one assumed to be generally recognized’.  

  The futility of the attempts to fi nd generally persuasive formal criteria for the 
hierarchy of values, was recently made evident in an especially impressive way 
by the fact that two thinkers as important as Max Scheler and Nicolai Hartmann, 
whose value theories have a very close affi nity otherwise, arrived at  opposite  
formulations here: for Scheler the fundamental value is the higher one, while for 
Hartmann it is the one for which a foundation has been provided. 107   

  It must still be mentioned that even value judgments, in which a comparison 
of values does not fi nd explicit expression, frequently are implicitly  compara-
tive , as the attribution of a positive or negative value predicate is made dependent 
upon whether a certain level of value has been exceeded, or has failed to be 
achieved. Thus a teacher usually bases the ‘classifi cation’ of individual 
 achievement – more or less consciously – on its level with respect to the ‘class 
average’.      
   6.    The Problem of the Objectivity of Values (the Domain of Validity of Value 

Judgments)
   This problem is relieved of its diffi culty as soon as we keep rigorously separate 
the question of the appropriateness of goals with respect to a given goal sys-
tem, from the question of the choice of goal systems. Once the goal system is 
established as unequivocally structured, the judgment of the appropriateness of 
the goals can be objectively decided by means of a cognitive procedure (pro-
cess of subsumption); but there is no logical path which leads from this ‘objec-
tivity’ to a thesis in which generally valid goals are asserted. What are 
designated as such goals as a rule are ‘self-evident’, ‘taken-for-granted’ goals 

107   Compare Scheler,  Formalismus , p. 92 ff. with N. Hartmann,  Ethik , p. 230 ff. 
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which become comprehensive in terms either of the vital – in the narrower 
sense – or the psychic- mental constitution of human beings, and fi nd their 
refl ection in the conventions and customs of communal life. To determine the 
interrelation between the setting of goals by the same human being at the vari-
ous stages of his life and under diverse given conditions, and further between 
goals of different human beings, who, as contemporaries, are associated more 
or less closely, and fi nally the goals of human beings in different historical 
epochs – to determine these is one of the most important tasks of research in 
social science. Such a research must presuppose these goal systems as deter-
mined to a large extent, in order to be able to comprehend and to predict social 
behavior.  

  The results of our refl ections in this section will permit us to take positions on 
the cardinal question of the  Methodenstreit : in particular, they will prove to be an 
adequate foundation for the analysis of the relation of ‘is’ to ‘ought’ (descriptive 
and normative methods), the postulate of value-free social science, and the prin-
ciple of value relations in the cultural sciences.         

    6. Metaphysics and the Theory of Science 

 After having discussed specifi c methodological issues in the preceding sections, we 
shall now discuss the signifi cance of methodological thought for science in more 
general terms. In the fi rst place, this signifi cance lies in refl ections on the goals of 
scientifi c thought; secondly, on the road that leads to these goals. After further 
refl ection, and especially when taking into consideration the results of our analysis 
of  a priori  thought, we come to the conclusion, in opposition to the prevailing view, 
that a sharp division between science on the one hand, and methodology as theory 
of science on the other, does not exist; for refl ection on the goals and pathways of 
scientifi c procedure is an indispensable part of scientifi c thought itself. Therefore 
the debate about the signifi cance for science of methodological discussion, can only 
involve the question, how far and how deeply such refl ection should be carried out. 

 This insight makes it possible to take a clear position with respect to the typical 
objections, which have been raised against methodology. In essence, they amount to 
this: that because of the disproportionately great effort he invests in preparatory 
work, the methodologist never manages to arrive at the actual topics of science. 
Epigrams like ‘Because he is continuously sharpening his knife, the methodologist 
never manages to cut anything’ or ‘Because he just keeps on saddling his horse all 
the time, he never gets to ride it,’ express this view. It would be vain to reply to this, 
that the labor of sharpening knives is an effi cacious preparation for cutting, as sad-
dling a horse is for riding; for what is being alleged here is not the superfl uity of any 
and all refl ection within scientifi c thought, but the disproportionate intellectual 
effort in this refl ection as compared to its material results. However, the unsound 
character of these objections against methodology can be shown by the following 
considerations: 
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 The nature of theoretical refl ection is not adequately comprehended if we 
conceive of it as a more or less signifi cant secondary  process that accompanies  the 
attainment of scientifi c knowledge; rather, the higher clarity and distinctness, which 
is the result at which refl ection aims, is also set as a postulate with every purely 
scientifi c posing of a question. Every science  qua  science is never merely concerned 
with the formulation of propositions which will prove themselves in their practical 
application; rather it wants to reach its proposition by way of  insightful grounds , 
and this means it wants to achieve a clear insight into the interconnections of thought 
and being. 

 Because, however, these interconnections of thought and interconnections of 
being, have a multiplicity of levels, persistent refl ection will not be content to stop 
at the point where, by binding a problem to a specifi c material, its structure is 
obscured, but it will seek instead to determine its degree of generality, and with that 
its full scope. It is only in this that the  quasi - independence  of methodological refl ec-
tion lies, as contrasted with specifi c research in the special sciences. But we say 
 quasi- independence, because we have recognized that universals are not  ante rem  
but  in re.  

 This leads us directly to the second decisive argument against the opponents of 
methodological investigation. This lies in that these opponents, in spite of their 
endeavor to remain as close to the facts as possible, indeed because of it, misunder-
stand the essential nature of facts; for they see in these facts, unstructured givens 
grasped by pure receptivity, which are supposed to form the altogether ultimate 
elements of knowledge, and thus they fail to notice how much theory is already 
contained in the facts.  The quarrel between theorists and the opponents of theory 
thus in no way can be characterized by the confrontation ‘here theory – there the 
facts’; in fact this opposition should be formulated to read: ‘here explicit presup-
positions – there implicit presuppositions’.  

 However, it must be emphasized as strongly as possible, that this argument is 
by no means intended to issue a proclamation of freedom for  pseudomethodology , 
which unfortunately occupies a position of broad scope in the social sciences, and 
has contributed much to discrediting the theory of science and philosophical 
investigation in general. Its mode of procedure consists in invoking as ultimate 
arbiter, reason or feeling or existential condition, and thus dogmatically decreeing 
certain goals of research to be the sole essential ones, and certain paths of research 
as the only correct ones. Now, to be sure, speculative dogmatism can be called 
methodology insofar as its results, which consist in establishing goals and paths 
of research, are of the same kind as those of ‘true’ methodology; but in its entire 
tendency, this dogmatism is unmethodological, for methodological refl ection 
means the posing of a  question of confi rmation ; while every question of this kind 
is cut off by dogmatism. 

 Of course, it must not be overlooked, that the two concepts, confronted with each 
other here, of true methodology and dogmatic speculation, must be understood as 
limiting concepts. For the experience of the history of intellectual doctrines, shows 
that in the development of science and philosophy, both ways of thought are almost 
always closely linked. This can even be shown quite readily in Kant’s philosophy, 
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perhaps the most magnifi cent breakthrough of critical refl ection in the history of 
human thought. The epistemological situation becomes still more diffi cult to survey 
due to the fact that dogmatic speculation hardly ever operates in a vacuum, but has 
a broader or narrower  fundamentum in re , which moves it close to scientifi c hypoth-
esis. What distinguishes it from the latter is not the content, but the claim to validity 
of the results, the claim to absolute, irrefutable validity. For if in all other respects 
the term ‘metaphysics’ can hardly be employed unequivocally, there is unanimity 
among almost all philosophical schools, and thus both among metaphysicians and 
antimetaphysicians, that the validity of metaphysical propositions is conceived as 
absolute, not requiring verifi cation by experience and never to be disproved. (Thus 
the difference between metaphysicians and anti-metaphysicians is that the question 
of the existence of metaphysical propositions is answered affi rmatively by the 
former, negatively by the latter.) Differences in opinion, however, arise as soon as 
the sources of this ‘absolute validity’ are to be determined. We have touched on this 
point already at the beginning of our fi rst section, and here only wish to point to an 
especially important distinction, which leads to the confrontation between ‘ irratio-
nal  metaphysics’ and ‘ rational  metaphysics’. 

 For the ‘absolute validity’ of propositions can either be conceived in such a manner 
that these propositions are not only exempted from confi rmation by experience, but 
by any sort of confi rmation at all; while, conversely, any experience that confl icts 
with them is invalidated. Such propositions, we call ‘dogmas’ and emphasize that 
they are comprehensible not by means of reason but by means of faith. Consequently, 
they are distinguished from the basic principles (axioms) of a science constructed as 
a hypothetical deductive system by the fact that their falsifi cation does not only 
appear to be suspended, but is excluded in principle. 

 This claim to validity we want to designate as that of ‘irrational metaphysics’ and 
confront it to ‘rational metaphysics’, which seeks to secure its claims to supremacy 
over all empirical knowledge – a supremacy conceived in the same way as in irra-
tional metaphysics – by pointing to specifi c sources of knowledge, as for example, 
the intuition of essence in Plato’s sense. In pursuit of these efforts on the part of 
rational metaphysics to arrive at knowledge of true being, we then arrive at the for-
mation of ‘meaningless statements’(illusory statements). 

 We now have to investigate the important question of the  application  of the dif-
ferent varieties of metaphysics to scientifi c thought. In this we have to clarify, espe-
cially concerning the manner in which the intelligibility of ‘true being’ in thought 
is conceived in each case, whether it is assumed to be unknowable in principle 
(transintelligible) or only knowable under special circumstances – only by certain 
human beings or only under unusual conditions (for example, ecstasy or mystical 
meditation) – or fi nally, whether it is thought to be accessible to every human being 
in full command of his senses, if he only were to familiarize himself with certain 
presuppositions and (possibly) assume a certain basic approach. 

 A completely consistent agnosticism is only to be viewed as a limiting case, for 
it does not permit any possibility of making statements. Therefore, in practice, the 
assumption of any  transintelligible  always appears in such a manner that though 
human knowledge, or certain parts of human knowledge, like logico-mathematical 
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knowledge, are indeed conceived as points of departure for thought about ‘true 
being’, and that,  per analogiam,  this can be described by means of such knowledge; 
but at the same time it is declared that the human intellect, in its fi niteness, cannot 
progress beyond one stretch of the road which leads to the absolute. In this case the 
typical content of metaphysical statements is, on the one hand, a declaration of the 
limitation of scientifi c thought with respect to its kind (thought which is down to 
earth, this-worldly) and its extension, and on the other hand, an ordering with 
respect to rank within such thought (for example, according higher rank to  a priori  
knowledge than to  a posteriori  knowledge, and to inner experience than to external 
experience). 

 However, more precise analysis will soon show that the relation between these 
metaphysical propositions and consequences drawn from them for scientifi c thought 
are by no means of the kind that the former were unambiguously  prior  to the latter. 
Rather the state of affairs is as follows: The task set for metaphysical thought is not 
different from the tasks of everyday thought or scientifi c thought – it consists in 
explaining certain phenomena which come into view – and the postulates of the 
greatest possible unity and simplicity of the explanation also are the same in both 
cases. 108  Furthermore, as we have emphasized several times already, prescientifi c 
and scientifi c experience also transcend the given, as every experiential rule projects 
an open horizon of results to be expected. This is true even for every ascertainment 
of facts, as the determination of their being-thus-not-otherwise [ So-und-nicht- 
anders-Sein ] contains within it a wealth of anticipations. 

 Accordingly, with respect to metaphysical explanation, we can ask quite analo-
gous questions to those asked with respect to scientifi c explanation, namely: ‘What 
is to be explained?’ ‘On what presuppositions does the explanation rest?’ ‘What 
requirements must the explanation satisfy?’ 

 Now as far as the fi rst question is concerned, we will begin with a brief and nec-
essarily quite incomplete survey of the multiplicity of facts which already impress 
themselves upon the  primitives  requiring explanation. From observation of the 
inanimate external world, which, to be sure, only gradually is distinguished from 
the animate world, and the world of mental/spiritual things, emerge the general 
problems of the way things change in the external world; and correlate to this, that 
of constancy within change. Particular phenomena awaiting explanation include the 
regularities in the course of terrestrial and sidereal events, which already are open to 
simple observation – for example the rising and setting of the sun, the moon and 
the stars, the changes of the tides and the seasons. Among the facts of the animate 
external world that impress themselves on our awareness and demand explanation 
are the growth and decay of plants, as well as procreation, the birth and death of 
animals and human beings. All these phenomena also appear to be marked with 
value quality concerning their utility and harmfulness and the question arises from 
what do these ‘value qualities’ arise? 

108   This was impressively described by Ernst Cassirer for that part of metaphysical thinking which 
can be designated as ‘mythical’ thinking. See his ‘ Philosophie der symbolischen Formen ’. Part 
Two,  Mythical Thinking , (Berlin 1925). 

 Theory and Method in the Social Sciences  by Felix Kaufmann: An English Translation



196

 Of the lived phenomena of inner experience, those of action and of what we 
passively suffer, in the narrower sense, thus our experience of our feelings, and in 
the broader sense embracing our sensibilities as well; further the lived experiences 
of sleep and dreams, of joy and fear, of love and hate, all these are of special interest 
to us, and therefore especially in need of explanation. 

 Of social experiences, those appear above all to be of signifi cance which infl u-
ence the behavior of our fellow human beings, i.e., those concerning friends and 
enemies. 

 Added to these primitive experiences are those which already presuppose a 
 higher level  of the capacity for concentration, and abstraction, as well as critical 
refl ection. Here the following need to be listed; fi rst of all, the known facts of fal-
libility, of distortions of perspective, of the ‘subjectivity’ of sense perception, the 
distinctive character of conceptual thought and the phenomenon of language, 
mathematical thought and its application to knowledge of nature, the discovery of 
self- consciousness, the dualism of body and mind, the distinction between fantasy 
and reality, the characterological differences between prudence and a passionate 
nature, the aesthetic opposition of beauty and ugliness, artistic skill and artless-
ness, harmony and disharmony, and fi nally the teleological distinctions among 
expediency, purposelessness and unsuitability, where the human body appears as 
the model of effi cacy. 

 Now whenever explanations of these are analyzed, it must be taken into consid-
eration that not only do the materials to be interpreted consist of experiences, but the 
principles with the help of which the interpretation is to be carried out – the  sche-
mata of interpretation  – are also derived from experience; for that which transcends 
experience cannot be characterized positively in any way. Therefore the content of 
metaphysical propositions must be composed of the elements of experiential knowl-
edge, not otherwise than the propositions of everyday thought or of science. Thus 
the distinguishing feature must be sought in the kind of linkage that exists between 
these elements, and in this also lies the  root of the meaninglessness of metaphysical 
propositions.  

 In order to recognize this, let us consider the third of the questions we have 
raised, namely,  what requirements are set for metaphysical interpretation ? We have 
just established, that the cognitive endeavor which is supposed to fi nd its fulfi llment 
through the metaphysical interpretation is in principle no different from that which 
is to be fulfi lled by scientifi c interpretation. But what distinguishes the former from 
the latter are the exaggerated requirements – i.e., requirements incompatible with 
each other – imposed upon it. 

 The most important of these requirements are the following:

    1.    The propositions of metaphysics are to have universal validity.   
   2.    In spite of the circumstance that the principles of the world are contained in 

them, they are not supposed to require confi rmation through facts.   
   3.    They are to possess a special inner evidence, that represents an autonomous cri-

terion of truth, or else to be capable of being derived from evident propositions 
by means of rational (discursive) thought.   
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   4.    In contrast to the laws of natural science, which only specify conditional 
relationships between events, they are supposed to make the totality of all events 
comprehensible in terms of a  single  origin.   

   5.    In contrast to scientifi c thought, they are not only supposed to offer the correct 
means for the achievement of given goals, but also point to the ultimately correct 
goals.     

 However, the point of departure of these requirements lies in turn in  specifi c 
knowledge.  Thus the demand for universality appears to be realized in logic and 
mathematics, which are valid for all objects generally. The knowledge conveyed by 
those sciences is regarded as a model for the alleged  a prioristic  character of meta-
physics, and for its inner evidence. Ever since Plato, geometry, especially, has been 
adduced again and again as evidence for the possibility of making  a priori  state-
ments about the world; that is why Kant, in his refutation of metaphysical dogma-
tism, had to show above all in his  Critique of Pure Reason  that the synthetic 
judgments  a priori  of mathematics could fi nd no analogy in metaphysics. To be 
sure, as already noted, post-Kantian developments in theory of knowledge have 
shown that Kant’s theory of mathematics was untenable in the point relevant here. 

 The model for the fourth of the requirements named, according to which meta-
physical propositions were to shed light on the origin of all beings, and thus on the 
 prima causa  of the world, lies in the inner experience of the genesis of action in the 
will. Here too, as in inner experience generally, specifi c evidence is apparently func-
tioning as an unmistakable sign of truth – but as we have seen, only apparently. 

 In the previous section we have already presented what needs to be said about the 
fi fth postulate. 

 If we now test these postulates for their compatibility then we will recognize 
without any diffi culty that it does not exist, that the postulates cannot be combined 
with each other without contradiction. The epistemological fact, however, that this 
incompatibility has been overlooked time and again can only be traced back to the 
failure to recognize that the  validity  of that knowledge which is always presented as 
the model for metaphysical propositions is linked inseparably with the  limits  of such 
knowledge. Thus the universality of logic and pure mathematics is a consequence of 
their formal character, which excludes gaining every and any material consequences 
from mathematical propositions. Their independence from experience is based on 
the fact that logical and mathematical propositions contain no reference whatsoever 
to the factual, and therefore cannot come into contradiction with any ascertainment 
of fact. Finally, the evidence which is attributed to these propositions lies in the 
complete clarity of the presuppositions, on the one hand, and of their links, on the 
other; but in this, again, an important limitation is contained, namely the renuncia-
tion of gaining ‘new’ knowledge during the various stages of the procedure due to 
hidden (implicit) presuppositions – i.e., new knowledge not contained in the 
presuppositions. 

 Metaphysics, however, wants to link universality with material content, and a 
priori condition with reference to facts, and, despite its requirement for the highest 
evidence of its propositions, relinquishes clarity where it establishes the claim that 
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its objects have at least partial transintelligibility for human thought. It is readily 
understandable that these exaggerated requirements must lead to the formation of 
still more excessive – which however also means contradictory – concepts. 

 Requirements (4) and (5) are already inconsistent when taken by themselves. Let 
us begin by looking at the fi rst of these, and then we will recognize that the concept 
of origin as exemplifi ed in the experience of the relation between will and action 
must be conceived as an event in time, and therefore necessarily presupposes pre-
ceding events. The idea of a  prima causa  as an absolute beginning cannot be con-
ceived with  clarity.  

 It is quite similar with the concept of  absolute  correctness, as we have already 
argued in the last section. Because the concept of correctness is defi ned as a rela-
tional concept, every attempt to extract it from the nexus of relations leads to non-
sense; the conception of absolute values, or also of absolutely correct goals, cannot 
withstand refl ection. The status of the rest of the metaphysical concepts which have 
played such an important role in the history of philosophy is quite analogous, as, for 
example that of the ‘Ding and sich’ [thing-in-itself] or of ‘objective spirit’. 

 The considerations just presented permit us now to give a clear answer to the 
question of the  application of metaphysical propositions  to scientifi c thought. 
At fi rst, this question seems to be settled quite readily as a pseudo-problem by 
pointing out that meaningless propositions are not propositions at all. And this in 
fact is the position taken by  positivism  toward this problem. But what occupies us 
here is, after all, not only the epistemological question – in the narrower sense – of 
the content of metaphysical propositions – that, to be sure, is settled by the demon-
stration of their senselessness – but rather the question of the psychology of knowl-
edge, or also, of intellectual history: what signifi cance do metaphysical propositions 
have for the state of knowledge in the social sciences? 

 Therefore we have to consider the following: even if by means of the combina-
tion of mutually exclusive elements, no authentic concepts or propositions can be 
formed, still, propositions can be formed from the  partial conceptions  contained in 
them or from the  associated conceptions  linked to them (in view of the mode of 
obscurity which is characteristic of metaphysical propositions, these two spheres of 
conceptions cannot be clearly distinguished from each other). To be sure, what we 
will have here in most cases will not be true derivations, not deductions in the strict 
sense, but merely considerations of plausibility. The theses involved are frequently 
of great vagueness, often they even lend themselves to opposing interpretations. 

 One of the most important of these theses in the history of philosophy is that of 
the  perfection of the world . Related to nature at fi rst, this can be conceived in quite 
different ways, even when, as has usually happened, consistent lawfulness and the 
greatest possible simplicity were considered to be the ‘attributes’ of this perfection – 
today we would say, the elements of the concept of perfection. This will be recog-
nized immediately once the concept of ‘simplicity’ is clarifi ed. For then it will be 
seen that not even in mathematics is this concept so precisely defi ned ‘from the 
outset’, i.e., without more or less arbitrary conventions, that unambiguous deci-
sions about the relative degree of simplicity of any two arbitrary given functions 
would result from it. We have here the characteristic case for the transition from 
pre-scientifi c to scientifi c thought that we believe we have already clearly defi ned 

F. Kaufmann



199

the extension of a concept if we succeed in stating (concerning certain objects of 
knowledge) that without doubt they are subsumed under the concept, and of others 
that they are not. But this thin appearance of a well-defi ned character vanishes, as 
soon as we attempt to state explicitly the necessary and suffi cient conditions for that 
subsumption. 109  

 But it was precisely the  vagueness  of these principles, which based themselves 
on, or else appealed to, metaphysical propositions, which made it possible that at 
certain stages in the development of the sciences, they could be regarded as signifi -
cant  impulses  for research. This was especially true for the creation of classical 
natural science, for thereby it became possible for the powerful thinkers of that 
time, especially Kepler and Galileo – half consciously, half unconsciously – initially 
to conceive the results of their syntheses of empirical observations, and fundamental 
refl ections about the structure of experience, in terms of metaphysical propositions 
which were accepted by them as traditional beliefs, hardly to be doubted, in order 
then again to ‘deduce’ the results from the principles. This concordance of laws, 
derived from experience with the truths of fundamental beliefs, strengthened their 
faith in the validity of their work and their eagerness to carry on further research to 
an extraordinary degree. 

 Perhaps the most magnifi cent example of this linking of metaphysics and exact 
science is offered by Leibniz. Whoever studies his  Discourse on Metaphysics  will 
fi nd the astonishing results Leibniz arrived at by metaphysical-theological specula-
tion to be amazing – only so long as he does not understand the complex facts of the 
psychology of knowledge we have just briefl y presented. This is true especially for 
the sources of Leibniz’s conviction concerning the constancy of world events (which 
incidentally, from the time of High Scholasticism on, was considered to be an attri-
bute of the perfection of nature), and the far-reaching inferences which he drew 
from this. As is well-known, these also stand in close relationship with those of his 
mathematical investigations, which led him to the discovery of the infi nitesimal 
calculus. 

 But just one of Leibniz’s most important insights, in which he was 200 years 
ahead of his time, namely, that space is nothing other than the ordering of bodies 
with respect to each other, allows us to see how independent, actually, the result he 
secured was from its alleged metaphysical presuppositions. In his third letter to 
Clarke, Leibniz argues as follows: 

 Now from hence it follows, (supposing space to be something in itself, besides the order 
of bodies among themselves,) that it is impossible there should be a reason why God, 
preserving the same situations of bodies among themselves, should have placed them in 
space after one certain particular manner, and not otherwise; why every thing was not 
placed the quite contrary way, for instance, by changing East into West. But if space is 
nothing else, but that order of relation; and is nothing at all without bodies, but the possi-
bility of placing them; then those two states, the one such as it now is, the other supposed 
to be the quite contrary way, would not at all differ from one another. Their difference 
therefore is only to be found in our chimerical supposition of the reality of space in itself. 

109   The lack of clarity just described is also responsible for most of the paradoxes of logic and 
mathematics. Compare Kaufmann,  The Infi nite in Mathematics,  ch. 7 p. 190 ff. 
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But in truth the one would exactly be the same thing as the other, they being absolutely 
indiscernible; and consequently there is no room to enquire after a reason of the preference 
of the one to the other. 110  

 Leibnitz’s great rival Newton, on the other hand, though as pious as Leibnitz and 
taking his departure ultimately from the same theological premises, arrives from 
these at precisely the opposite result, one that has momentous signifi cance for this 
system, in which ‘true’ and ‘relative’ motion are distinguished on the basis of the 
facts of dynamics (for instance, centrifugal forces). For his theses:

Absolute space, due to its nature and without relation to external objects, remains always 
the same and immovable; 

Absolute movement is the transition of a body from one absolute place (the part of space 
which the body occupies) to another absolute place, 111  

is based on the doctrine, infl uenced by the theology of Henry Moore, of space as 
God’s sensorium, which therefore must be conceived as independent of things. As 
is well-known, this basic dogma of classical mechanics was invalidated only by 
Einstein’s theory of relativity. 

 The above should have made clear that the ‘consequences of metaphysical prop-
ositions’, which appear as guiding ideas of scientifi c investigation, can be separated 
completely from their alleged presuppositions. But  de facto  this isolation is rarely 
carried out in such a radical manner that the claim of absolute validity of these guid-
ing ideas would thereby also be shaken. This is shown especially strikingly in, for 
instance, the history of the principle of causality. 112  

 Therefore, wherever propositions with a claim to being irrefutable, or in any case 
of possessing universal validity, appear  within the framework of scientifi c proce-
dure , whether these appeal to their metaphysical origin or declare that they are laws 
of reason, it is the fi rst task of the critique of method to subject these claims as such 
to its critique, and to reject them. But this critique by no means decides anything 
with respect to the  empirical validity  of the theses under discussion, and therefore 
anyone who, after carrying out this critique, considers his task completed is doing 
incomplete methodological work. 

 With this in mind, in the following analyses of the theory of the social sciences 
we will rigorously maintain the separation of these phases of methodological cri-
tique and thus avoid the danger of losing sight of the true problems in the resolution 
of pseudo-problems [ Scheinprobleme ]. This will be especially important when we 
discuss the doctrine that certain research methods are the sole correct ones, and 
where the question of absolute values forms the subject of controversy. When the 
latter is the case, then – in the sense of the analyses of our previous section – the 
chief methodological task will consist most frequently in clearly grasping the under-
lying goals, whereby the character of value judgments, as acts  in which a position  
[ or attitude ]  is taken , will emerge sharply.  

110   Hauptschriften  (Main Works) edited by Cassirer, I., p. 135. 
111   Naturalis philosophiae principia mathematica , pp. 6–12. 
112   This can be shown in particular through the fi ction of Laplace’s demon, by which determinism 
received its classical formulation. 
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    7. Proposal for a Universal Methodological Schema 

 As conclusion of our general methodological analyses, we wish to exemplify the 
signifi cance of methodology further in terms of one of the most important of its 
tasks, namely the  preliminary design of more or less general schemata of problem 
structures.  

 For if we wish to comprehend the substantial issues of the methodological dispute 
[ Methodenstreit ], we must not operate with sloganistic characterizations of the contend-
ing research tendencies, such as ‘research in natural science versus research in the 
‘human’ science’, ‘individualistic versus universalistic method’, ‘value-free versus 
normative science’, without investigating whether certain modes of procedure are 
unambiguously characterized by these terms; for an examination of the history of doc-
trines will show that every single one of these terms urgently requires to be much more 
precise. Such, however, can only be regarded as having been successfully accomplished, 
when the specifi c properties of the methods being characterized appear fi rmly defi ned. 
But what is required, not only for the treatment of questions concerning methodological 
principles of the kind just mentioned, but also for the evaluation of heuristic divergences 
of a more particular kind, is an overview of the  degrees of freedom of the methods.  

 In the construction of such  schemata of pure possibilities,  the signifi cance of 
methodology for scientifi c research may perhaps be seen most clearly. But precisely 
here, methodological thought is in the greatest danger of turning into metaphysical 
speculation, because this domain of pure possibilities may be conceived as a sphere 
lying beyond the experiential world. 

 The following schema is conceived as  universal schema of the theory of science ; 
the schemata which are to represent the structure of specifi c problem domains 
would have to be inserted at their proper place within it. 

 The fi rst point of departure of a systematic ordering of scientifi c research is 
gained by confronting the  posing of problem  with  working on problems . The former 
corresponds to the question: ‘What does one want to know?’ and the latter to the 
question ‘How is this knowledge to be gained?’; thus posing the questions can 
be designated as setting the  goals  of knowledge, working on problems as indicating 
the  paths  of knowledge. 

 If we further recognize that the attainment of knowledge is not an original gen-
esis of knowledge, but takes its departure from what is already known, 113  we will 
understand without diffi culty, that both in characterizing the posing of certain prob-
lems as well as in characterizing certain treatments of problems, the specifi cation of 
what is already known, and is to be utilized in the process of gaining knowledge, is 
required. Thus the following schema of questions is obtained:

    1.    What knowledge is presupposed by the posing of the problem?   
   2.    (Additional) knowledge of what kind will count as solution of the problem?   
   3.    In the treatment of the problem, what kind of knowledge is (a) presupposed, (b) 

acquired?    

113   See above, section “Basic Philosophical Considerations”. 
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  If this division is related to the  stages of research , in which a function, to be 
defi ned more precisely, is assigned to knowledge, then we arrive at a further subdi-
vision – uniform for the individual stages – when we undertake to classify knowl-
edge itself according to its chief varieties. Here we have to distinguish:

    (a)    knowledge of facts;   
   (b)    knowledge of essence (knowledge  a priori );   
   (c)    knowledge of laws (assumptions).    

  Let us briefl y summarize the principal  results  of our refl ection about the relations 
between these three kinds of knowledge: Knowledge of facts instructs us that at a 
certain – spatio-temporal or personal-temporal – place something specifi c has 
occurred or is occurring. ‘Just now a stone is falling from the roof of the house next 
door’, ‘Yesterday I refl ected for an hour about Goldbach’s conjecture’, ‘Last Friday 
the Foreign Minister gave a report about the League of Nations’ – these are sen-
tences expressing knowledge of events which have taken place or are taking place. 
The indication that at a certain place just such an event and not something else is 
occurring or has occurred, thus the indication concerning a now – here (there) – thus 
or at that time – here (there) – thus presupposes on the one hand knowledge of the 
positional order, (of where and when), and on the other hand, knowledge of the pos-
sible occupation of the various points of this order (the how), as knowledge that has 
been required and is reproducible; and it is this knowledge that we want to designate 
as knowledge of essence. It is a prerequisite for all knowledge of facts. That in spite 
of this, knowledge of essence too ‘originates in experience’, and therefore can only 
be characterized by pointing to an example – that, as we have already recognized, 
only seems paradoxical as long as the multiple stratifi cation in the building-up of 
experience has not yet been comprehended, and knowledge has been totally identi-
fi ed with explicit predicative knowledge. Common elements of all knowledge of 
essence are the capacity for identifying and distinguishing, as well as for general-
izing and particularizing; they form, as we have established, the core of the formal 
 a priori  of logic and pure mathematics. 

 Knowledge of facts and knowledge of essence, however, do not exhaust knowl-
edge, for they do not contain statements about  future events ; but it is part of the 
meaning of at least all those sciences which are not historical, 114  that predictions are 
possible. What is still lacking is ‘knowledge of laws’, which is supposed to make 
prophesy of future events possible, as well as statements about past events which 
have not been observed. To be sure, knowledge of laws is not autonomous knowl-
edge; instead, since the laws are to be confi rmed by the facts, it is basically assump-
tions about facts. As in scientifi c thought, however, these assumptions have a 
function coordinated with the knowledge of facts, to distinguish these is justifi ed in 
a proposal for a methodological schema, even when we have grasped that all knowledge 
of fact contains implicit general assumptions. 

114   Concerning the relation of prediction and historical reconstruction, see below Part Two, section 
“The Way to Overcome the  Methodenstreit ”. 
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 By confronting  predicative  with  pre-predicative  experience, we have gained 
sight of a further principle of the classifi cation of knowledge that is of fundamental 
importance for the understanding of scientifi c thought, namely the distinction of 
various  levels of clarity and distinctness of thought.  In accordance with the termino-
logical tradition within modern philosophical schools, 115  an object of knowledge 
will be designated as  clearly  comprehended when it emerges as identifi able within 
the totality of experience, and therefore is distinguishable from any other objects of 
knowledge; however, an object is to be called  distinctly  comprehended when its 
elements and the kind and manner of their connection (synthesis within the object 
of knowledge), can be  clearly  comprehended within that object of knowledge. From 
insight into the existence of a multiplicity of degrees of clarity and distinctness of 
knowledge, emerges the task of clarifying, or making more distinct, knowledge 
which is as yet unclear or indistinct; and this is to be carried out by refl ection on 
such knowledge. 116  

 A basis for further classifi cation is formed by the various  possibilities of ordering  
the knowledge which enters into the procedures of inquiry. Important, to begin with, 
are differences in relative position; for research procedure is not an aggregate of 
cognitive elements without order, but a process with a determinate direction. 
Consequently the kind of ordering (position) an element of knowledge receives 
within the procedure is codetermining for its function within it. For the inductions 
which it grounds can depend on the manner of its connections with other elements 
of knowledge, connections which are determined by this ordering. 

 Another class of ordering principles are principles of  order of derogatio  (order of 
rank) of the elements of knowledge. We defi ne this concept as follows: 

 “We wish to say that in a research procedure, an order of derogation of certain 
elements of knowledge K 1 , K 2 ,… K n  is prescribed if for any three of these, K i , K k , 
K 1 , the following is true: (1) In case K 1  and K k  are incompatible with each other, 
then there is a prescription which decides whether K i  derogates K k  or K k  derogates 
K i . (2) If K i  derogates K k  and K k  derogates K i , then K i  also derogates K 1 .” That a 
known fact is derogated means here that it is regarded as not decisive for the desig-
nated complex of knowledge; this does not necessarily mean however that this par-
ticular knowledge is negated, or even subjected to doubt, but merely that it may be 
reinterpreted; thus, for example by drawing on either real or merely supposed facts 
(disturbances, changes of data), until then not considered, it can be brought into 
conformity with the known fact that derogated it. Recall, say, the changes in the 
quantitative theory of money, by introducing the rate of circulation. Known facts 
whose capacity for derogating within the framework of a procedure is excluded 
altogether, we can designate as absolutely valid facts of knowledge  for this proce-
dure . In case such an order of derogation of the known facts is fi xed within the 
framework of a scientifi c procedure, we wish to call the position which a certain 
known fact occupies within this procedure its  status . Therefore this concept is 

115   It was initiated by Descartes and carried forth in the work of Leibniz as well as Spinoza. 
116   A series of works of Husserl, as yet unpublished, especially his  Logische Studien , which he was 
kind enough to let me see, treat this theme in analyses of fundamental importance. 
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initially defi ned only for known facts within the process of working on problem; for 
only here can we speak of a capacity for derogation in the narrower sense. But it can 
correspondingly also be applied to those known facts which form the solution of 
problems, if we consider that the process of gaining knowledge – insofar as it is 
directed towards acquiring knowledge of facts – can never in principle be consid-
ered as concluded. Therefore every solution of a problem achieved can be relativ-
ized with respect to the ongoing process of gaining knowledge. Thus insofar as this 
relativization is carried out, we no longer see in certain known facts simply the 
solution of a problem but only a step along the path to the acquisition of knowledge 
immeasurable in its full extension. It can then very well be specialized by a rule of 
derogation, which experiences shall lead to relinquishing, or at least modifying, the 
‘solution’. 

 Now, to be distinguished from the order of derogation of known facts within a 
scientifi c procedure is another, ‘ordering by rank’, which we wish to call  ‘selective 
ordering’ . We arrive at this concept through the following considerations: The typical 
pre-scientifi c situation of knowledge, from which the posing of a scientifi c problem 
emerges, is that we want to know the ‘essential’ [facts] about a more or less 
vaguely designated domain of knowledge. The treatment of this ‘essential’ is the 
task formulated more or less sharply in posing the problem; the ‘essential’ becomes 
the theme. Then the decisive question is, according to which viewpoints is the 
‘essential’ selected in each case? This is treated – above all with a view to historical 
investigation – in Rickert’s theory of the value-relation [ Wertbeziehung ]. We will 
have to deal more closely with it in the second part of this work. 

 From the principles of choice constitutive for the theme, the heuristic  principles 
of selection  – in the narrower sense – are to be distinguished; they are frequently 
indicated by those constitutive principles. They determine the treatment of the prob-
lem, i.e., they single out the ‘essential facts’ from the store of available facts of 
knowledge, to be acquired according to rigorous rules. With these, in a narrower 
sense, methodological principles of selection, we will also have to deal in more 
detail later. Here we only wish to mention that the points of view from which the 
selection between the various kinds of problem treatments is made, are not diffi cult 
to typify; we usually speak here of postulates, and accordingly distinguish postu-
lates of  unity ,  simplicity  and  purity of method . The procedural sense of these postu-
lates, however, is only rarely apprehended with perfect clarity. 

 Let us look back at our refl ections up to this point. We have characterized scien-
tifi c inquiry (in a fi rst approximation), as the acquisition of additional knowledge, 
and accordingly distinguished three stages in it: (a) the designation of the knowl-
edge to be acquired, in which both this designation as such, as well as the possibility 
of acquisition, presuppose already existing knowledge (posing the problem); (b) the 
setting up of an ordered chain of judgments, which contain knowledge not already 
(explicitly) present in the posing of the problem (working on the problem); (c) as 
final link in this chain, a judgment which contains the knowledge intended in 
(a) (solution of the problem). 

 Secondly, we have distinguished from each other, three characters of knowledge 
contained in every science, indeed in every authentic judgment; namely, knowledge 
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of facts, knowledge of essences and knowledge of laws; thirdly, we have brought 
into view the varying degrees of clarity and distinctness of knowledge; and, fi nally, 
fourth, have fi xed the three kinds of ordering of knowledge: – order of position, 
order of derogation, order of selection. 

 The schema of variation that can be constituted on the basis of these distinctions, 
which contains those elements of a theory of science which are independent of the 
content of knowledge, and therefore also of the sources of knowledge in each case, 
do not as yet, however, permit the incorporation of those questions – and they 
occupy an important place within the methodology of the social sciences – which 
we can comprehend under the title ‘methods of the natural sciences or the human 
sciences’. In order to do this, we must complete our schema by including the dis-
tinction between the two sources of knowledge,  external  experience and  inner  expe-
rience. Once this is done, however, it is possible to survey possible procedural 
differences within the social sciences, by means of the relevant substitutions. 
Therefore we gain an important guide toward the discovery of the material core of 
the doctrinal views discussed in the  Methodenstreit.  

 This will become even clearer if we proceed now to develop a  schema of the 
objections  which can be raised against a method: (a) objections against the  way the 
problem  is posed: (1) it is contrary to sense (contradictory); (2) it is ambiguous (for 
instance, it does not comprehend enough); (3) it is based on false presuppositions; 
(4) it is uninteresting; (5) it is unfruitful.

    1.    This objection denies that a problem which appears to exist actually is a prob-
lem. It maintains that as soon as one tries to clarify for oneself, what the meaning 
of the question is, that is contained in the way the problem is posed, i.e., what 
criteria will determine the answer – then one will discover that such criteria have 
not been given at all, that therefore no question has in reality been posed. Here 
the reproach of unclear thinking is raised, which falsely believes it has a grasp on 
an object of knowledge. As there is also no reply to a (contradictory) question, 
we do not wish to distinguish it further from a simply meaningless pseudo-question, 
from pure nonsense.   

   2.    Here the objection is directed against the inadequate characterization of the new 
knowledge, the acquisition of which is the task set by the posing of the problem. 
Because of this inadequacy, the undetermined character of this knowledge, resulting 
from the indication contained in the posing of the problem, remains hidden. Subject 
to such objection, for example, is setting the task of explaining a phenomenon of a 
certain kind in a case where it has to a great extent been left undetermined on what 
basis and by what means the phenomenon is to be explained.   

   3.    Here it is maintained that a part of the knowledge contained in the way the problem 
is posed is false knowledge (pseudo-knowledge).   

   4.    This objection alleges that a different selection of topics should have been made, 
as due to the present selection, questions which are not really essential have been 
posed.   

   5.    Finally, this objection is directed against the choice of topics, because in it, ques-
tions are posed which are unsolvable in practice, or at least too complicated.    
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  It is similar with respect to the objections to the  treatment of the problems . Here 
too it can be maintained that among the relevant propositions, pseudo-propositions 
can be found, or that not all the propositions are logically compatible with each 
other, that though the knowledge contained in this treatment is authentic, the desired 
solution will not result from it, that false knowledge (pseudo-knowledge) is con-
tained in the treatment, or that it is too clumsy (inelegant). However, we will not 
speak of an uninteresting treatment of the problem, as analogous to an interesting 
posing of the question; as the (more or less interesting) goal of the inquiry has 
already been set, therefore the treatment of the problem can only be judged accord-
ing to its adequacy to that goal. On the other hand, objections to the treatment will 
be directed primarily against the ordering of the knowledge available for the solu-
tion of the problem, and especially against the manner in which, and the extent to 
which, the various kinds of knowledge are utilized. Here, for example, we will fi nd 
the objections against the degree of abstraction of an investigation, and especially 
objections against ‘excessive formalism’. 

 Finally, objections against the solution of a problem can consist in charging that 
the supposed solution is called a ‘pseudo-solution’, and this either for logical rea-
sons (inconsistency, circularity), or because ‘confronting it with the facts’ shows, 
that it does not fulfi ll what has been demanded by the posing of the problem. 
Finally, objections can be directed against the claimed status of the solution; such 
an objection obtains when, say, it is denied that a solution possesses the apodictic 
and perfect validity claimed for it. Such claims, as we have seen, can generally be 
traced to false interpretations of knowledge of essences, or knowledge of laws; we 
will encounter this repeatedly in the second part of our work. 

 The universal scheme offered above will serve us as a guideline in our examina-
tion of social theory, even on those occasions when we do not explicitly refer to it.   

    Part Two. The Dispute over Method in the Social Sciences 
( Methodenstreit ) 

    Preparatory Remarks 

 One question that has become infl amed again and again is the debate over method 
[ Methodenstreit ] in the most varied domains of research, is whether a group of 
more or less sharply delimited domains and results of inquiry have any scientifi c 
character at all; and if that be the case, whether they constitute an independent sci-
ence, or group of such sciences. Let us leave out of consideration the quarrels about 
the hierarchy of faculties of former times, which largely took place without any 
theoretical basis, and turn our attention exclusively to those confl icts over method, 
which were guided by a viewpoint of a systematic classifi cation of the sciences: 
then, the most important issues in theoretical characterization of the social sciences 
[as sciences] are the following:
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    1.    Are there, beside the  natural sciences , independent  human sciences  
[ Geisteswissenschaften ], or is such a division solely a symptom of the backward 
stage of development at which these so-called human sciences still fi nd them-
selves today, a stage wherein speculative constructions replace the exact knowl-
edge still lacking? This is the thesis of naturalism, most recently in the clarifi ed 
form of ‘physicalism’, which takes into account the results of recent research in 
the natural sciences.   

   2.    Is it not the case that all human sciences (and therefore all social sciences), since 
they are sciences of human beings – whose specifi c character lies in that they are 
beings endowed with feelings and intelligence are only subordinate disciplines 
of  psychology ? As we have already noted [cross reference to page 40 of the origi-
nal manuscript] this question grew especially acute for logic, which was also 
conceived of as a human science.   

   3.    Are the human sciences in their entirety  sciences of Being  [ Seinswissenschaften ], 
or  normative sciences , or should a division be made within the sphere of the 
human sciences into sciences of Being and normative sciences?   

   4.    Are there independent  generalizing  human sciences, or are all human sciences 
 historical  sciences and therefore subject to the general principles of inquiry that 
govern the science of history? Supporting this is the entire experience of the 
mental life of human beings as historical experience, and thus the development 
of the human mind [ Geist ] can be studied only within the framework of its history: 
Therefore there is no possibility of transcending the domain of the historical in 
research in the human sciences.   

   5.    Have the sciences which are usually subsumed under the name ‘ social sciences ’ 
such far-reaching methodological properties in common that a comprehensive ter-
minology will appear to be justifi ed from the viewpoint of the theory of science?    

  The fury with which these battles over method have been waged is comprehen-
sible only in terms of  extra-theoretical  motives, but we shall not concern ourselves 
with these in this work. We are interested in the rational grounds which are brought 
forward for the superiority of any one method,  not  in the  emotional background  
reasons for making such claims. In what follows, we shall deal more with the former; 
here we wish only briefl y to characterize the typical course of such struggles over 
method. 

 The postulate of the  unity of science  [ Einheitswissenschaft ], as it can be estab-
lished either for the entire domain of the sciences, or at least for the entire domain of 
the empirical sciences, or even only for a partial domain of the empirical sciences – 
say, the human sciences – is confronted by the postulate of the  autonomy  of the 
individual sciences in question, which demands  purity of method (avoidance of syn-
cretism in method) . What is regarded in the [unity of science] thesis as ultimately 
belonging together, is considered to be  toto coelo  different in the antithetical view; 
and in so doing, both parties usually call on  logic  to serve as arbitrator between them. 

 And indeed this appeal to logic is quite appropriate for both parties and promises 
success, in a limited sense. For the proponents of the idea of a total or partial unity 
of science, logic as theory of identifi cation and differentiation, is called upon to 
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bring to light, in a rational reconstruction of the intended meanings, what is common 
to the various modes of inquiry; thereby logic shows the absurdity of radical differ-
ences, which would exclude comparison between different modes of inquiry. But, 
with equal justice, logic is deployed upon the fi eld of battle against the exaggeration 
of what is held in common. Such exaggeration leads to neglect of important differ-
ences and only too frequently the consequences are ambiguities, which appear in 
language as  equivocations  and turn up in the conclusions as  quaterniones termino-
rum , thus as fatal errors in thought. To hunt out such errors in scientifi c concept 
formation, and to remove them, forms one of the most important tasks of methodol-
ogy, and in this sense the postulate of purity of method, and the prohibition of syn-
cretism of method, have often proved to be a trail-blazing achievement for the 
progress in scientifi c thought, especially in the last half-century, But, as we have yet 
to see, not infrequently methodological requirements have been set up in the name 
of this postulate, which in no way can claim necessary (logical) validity. 117  

 We have characterized this confounding of problems of clarifi cation with 
empirical problems in the preceding general section, and have pointed to the fact 
that from the viewpoint of the psychology of knowledge they form one of the main 
roots of exaggerated claims of validity made for certain assertions. In the analysis 
of the  Methodenstreit , we will soon fi nd numerous examples of this; at the same 
time we will fi nd that only after the requisite distinctions have been made here, will 
the authentic methodological problems be fully revealed. Among these problems, 
we will recognize that of a clear comprehension of the goals of knowledge, as well 
as of the principles for selecting the paths of knowledge appropriate for the given 
goals; here, to be sure, we will fi nd that the division between the goals of knowl-
edge and the paths of knowledge is by no means rigid. In setting the order for the 
main lines of the following investigation, we wanted to be guided by the cardinal 
questions in the  Methodenstreit , that we have just emphasized.  

    1. The Social Sciences and the Natural Sciences 

 The assertion that a range of problems, work on these problems, and their solution, 
are all brought together under the title of ‘social sciences’ – or also ‘human sciences’ 
[ Geisteswissenschaften ] – only deserve the name of science insofar as the method 
of the natural sciences is used in them, is based on two groups of principal argu-
ments, which, to be sure, are not always kept sharply separated in the actual 
 Methodenstreit . 

 The fi rst group of arguments, which we can call the  behavioristic  arguments, is 
based on the fundamental thesis that objective knowledge is possible only of objects 
of the external world. For while events in the external world could be observed in 
the same manner by all normal human beings, no one has access to the soul or the 
mind of an  alter ego . Therefore the knowledge of experience gained by one human 

117   See below Part Two, section “Social Laws and Ideal Types” 
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being through introspection could not be verifi ed by means of experience of the 
same sort on the part of fellow human beings. With that, the decision about the 
scientifi c character of propositions concerning the life of the soul of any  alter ego  
would already have been decided negatively; for the concept of science already 
contains that of objective knowledge. And the criterion of objectivity is intersubjec-
tivity, especially the intersubjective communicability which allegedly is lacking 
here. For only such judgments about our fellow human beings which refer to their 
bodies would be verifi able intersubjectively. By this the paths and the goals of the 
social sciences are supposed to be prescribed. Their point of departure would have 
to be observation of ‘external’ human behavior and its biological and physiological 
determinations. Its goal, however, would have to be formed by the discovery of  the 
natural laws of human action , by means of consistent observation of typical human 
behavior, observation organized in accordance with the principles of statistics. 
Accordingly, social research would have to take its departure from the results and 
the methods of those of the natural sciences which deal with the human body, and 
above all the human brain. 

 In most of these arguments the scientifi c method is thought to be represented by 
physics, the objectivity of which appears to be guaranteed by its ‘formal character’. 
The great achievement of physics lies in its having organized prescientifi c data of 
sensation into a scientifi c system by means of an appropriate system of coordina-
tion, and this would justify the hope that a similar ordering could be carried out for 
those aggregates of prescientifi c knowledge, which are called the ‘human sciences’ 
or also the ‘social sciences’. 

 From this point of view Fechner’s research in psychophysics 118  was greeted 
with great expectations half a century ago [i.e., 1880], especially his famous  basic 
law of psychophysics , which specifi ed a logarithmic function between stimulus and 
sensation; to be sure, since then these expectation have been fulfi lled only in very 
small measure. A similar [limited] state of affairs holds with respect to the physiol-
ogy of the brain; a solution of the problem of the psychophysical relationship had 
been expected. 

 If the arguments of naturalism concern the criterion of the  objectivity  of knowl-
edge, which is claimed for thought in the natural sciences alone, then the second 
group of naturalistic theses centers on the claim that it is exclusively the methods of 
the abstract natural sciences that are capable of furnishing  exact  knowledge, knowl-
edge in the fullest sense. All other disciplines of knowledge, and therefore also 
specifi cally those of the social sciences, would only be able to set up rules or to 
establish tendencies, insofar as they do not ‘purify’ themselves by adopting these 
methods; thus they remain stalled in the antechamber of scientifi c knowledge. 

 Above all this claim is supported by pointing to the mathematical method, which 
alone would make it possible to achieve exactness, and guarantee it. Therefore 
quantifi cation – the replacement of intensive magnitudes by extensive magnitudes – 
appears to be the true criterion of scientifi c character. In our First Part we already 

118   It hardly needs to be pointed out that the signifi cance with which the word “psychophysical” is 
used in the present work does not coincidence with the use Fechner makes of it. 
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pointed briefl y to the speculative roots which gave this idea such tremendous power 
that it was expounded by the most signifi cant modern philosophical thinkers with all 
their powers of persuasion. Hermann Cohen furnishes a striking example of this. 
For Cohen, intensive magnitudes provoked “the most forceful challenge to pure 
thought.” 119  

 Besides this naturalism that took its orientation from physics,  biologism , which 
works with the analogy of the living organism has played a major role in the various 
disciplines of the social sciences. However, we do not have to deal more closely 
with organismic arguments, because the idea of an end or purpose which form the 
core of the concept of the organism, and is also the basis of the analogies to the 
organism, is itself derived from inner experience; therefore, on closer examination, 
the biological-physiological arguments in the  Methodenstreit  turn out not to be 
naturalistic ones. 

 To the radical arguments on the part of the naturalists correspond the no less radical 
arguments of the  anti-naturalists . But while the naturalistic theses are essentially 
uniform, those of their opponents split into diverse varieties, the most important of 
which we will now have to analyze briefl y. 

 First those investigators have to be mentioned who have set themselves the goal 
of fi nding laws within the social sciences, which are strictly characteristic of them, 
and of establishing the social sciences as  nomothetic sciences , independent of the 
natural sciences (e.g., Carl Menger 120  and his school). The idea of absolutely strict 
laws is decisive here, just as in the natural sciences. The fundamental line of argu-
mentation which is typical of these scholars goes as follows: the attempt to subordi-
nate the laws of the soul and the mind to the categories and laws of the natural 
sciences is condemned to failure from the outset. The investigator in the human 
sciences does not envy the natural scientist the exactness of his laws and his math-
ematical method, because this is based on the measurement of phenomena, and is 
only applicable to such phenomena which, due to their spatial nature, can be mea-
sured. Laws of this kind, however, are essentially different from those which are 
intended to grasp the essential nature of human beings. The natural scientist can 
 register  the validity of his laws, but he cannot in the end  understand  them. In con-
trast to this, the inner experience of one’s own thought and feelings, and empathy 
for one’s fellows, leads to laws, whose validity can be attained by direct insight, as 
they fl ow from sources that lie within ourselves. 121  From this it is concluded that the 
methods of the human sciences should be distinguished most sharply from those of 
the natural sciences. Above all a sharp separation should be maintained between 
 explaining  [ Erklären ] in the natural sciences and  understanding  [ Verstehen ] in the 
human sciences. 

119   Ernst Cassirer, the most eminent among Hermann Cohen’s students (the Marburg school) has 
freed himself from this one-sidedness. 
120   Carl Menger’s two chief works are  Grundsätze der Volkswirtschaftslehre , Vienna 1871 and 
 Untersuchungen über die Methode der Sozialwissenschaften und der politischen Oekonomie ins-
besondere , 1885. 
121   See for instance Wieser “Theorie der gesellschaftlichen Wirtschaft” in  Grundriss der 
Sozialökonomik , I Abt., II. Teil, Tübingen 1924, p. 12. Our next section contains a more detailed 
treatment of the concept of understanding. [verstehen]. 
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 Besides the scientists who see the task of the social sciences as the establishment 
of  laws , there is another group of thinkers, such as Schmoller 122  and his school, 
consisting in large part of historians, who deny in principle the possibility of estab-
lishing laws in the social sciences. To support this thesis, they not infrequently 
maintain that in contrast to the external world, as a sphere of rigid causality, the 
psycho-physical world, and consequently also the social world, would have to be 
the domain of  free will , and therefore of causal indeterminism. Though it might 
be possible, by careful study of historical events, to fi nd rules or tendencies within 
the development of social groups, nevertheless to regard such rules as strict universal 
laws would mean to misunderstand the essential nature of human behavior. Thus we 
see that this group agrees with the naturalists, since they too recognize the distinc-
tion between strict laws in the sphere of nature and mere rules in the sphere of the 
mind; but from this the opposite conclusion to that of the naturalists is drawn. For 
while the latter demand that the method of the natural sciences also be applied to the 
sphere of social knowledge, the  historicists  reject this method in principle as  a priori  
inadequate for the social sciences. 

 Finally, among the historical schools which oppose naturalism, the Southwest 
German school of neo-Kantians (Windelband, 123  Rickert 124 ) must also be named; 
they defend the following thesis: Though the greater part of the natural sciences 
tends towards  generalization , while the greater part of the human sciences tends 
toward  individuation , nevertheless, there are also  generalizing  ( nomothetic ) human 
sciences, as well as  individualizing or idiographic  natural sciences (e.g., geology). 
The goal of the nomothetic sciences is to arrive at statements which are as general 
as possible. This tendency is expressed in the structure of their concepts and the 
formulation of their laws. On the other hand, the goal of the idiographic sciences 
lies in the selection and bringing forth of especially signifi cant facts, where the 
nature of the signifi cance appears determined by the concept of the  value relation , 
which we will have to analyze more closely. 

 After this brief presentation of the principal theses of naturalism on the one side, 
and anti-naturalistic doctrines on the other, we want to take our stand with respect 
to the arguments raised by the two sides. In so doing we shall always have to distin-
guish sharply – in the sense of the refl ections of the First Part of this work – between 
assertions as such and their claims to apodictic or exclusive validity; accordingly, 
when we have invalidated the latter, we will not maintain that the theses as such – 
which method is the correct one, which means, is to be applied with advantage – are 
to be rejected  a limine . 

 Let us begin with the thesis that the natural sciences alone have  objectivity . The 
variant in which this doctrine appears today, is behaviorism, which is the relevant 
form for the methodology of the social sciences and also much more sophisticated 

122   See for instance Schmoller’s  Grundriss der allgemeinen Volkswirtschaftslehre,  1st. ed., Leipzig 
1900. 
123   See for instance his Strassburg rectoral address “Präludien”, 3rd. ed., Tübingen 1907, pp. 
355–379. 
124   See for instance Rickert’s  Die Grenzen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffsbildung,  2nd. Ed., 
Tübingen 1913. 
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in comparison with the eighteenth and nineteenth century naturalism. Within 
behaviorism itself we have to distinguish between an older and a more recent doc-
trine, which diverge broadly in their argumentation. 

 The  older behaviorist  doctrine, whose best-known representative is J. B.Watson, 125  
originated at the beginning of the century in America, in the fi eld of psychological 
research and especially in animal psychology. According to this behaviorism, psy-
chology must limit itself to external facts – thus above all the bodily behavior of the 
research subject – both in its descriptions as well as its explanations, for only such 
facts can be verifi ed intersubjectively. Here we have a radicalized position with 
respect to the controversies that go far back into the nineteenth century about the 
value of  self-observation  [introspection] for psychological inquiry. As a reaction 
against hasty psychic-mentalistic interpretation of animal behavior, obtained by 
‘empathy’, as well uncritical operation with ‘psychic forces’ as explanatory princi-
ples, the achievements of this approach are most praiseworthy; but, as critical analy-
ses have already and repeatedly established, it has never succeeded in carrying out its 
basic program with any kind of consistency. Just at the most important points behav-
iorism no longer remains purely a description of physical (bodily) phenomena, but 
instead the body is treated as  living body  [ Leib ], as the expressive fi eld for interpret-
ing psycho-physical events. But be that as it may, the decision about the signifi cance 
of the behaviorist method, as propagated by Watson and his school, is a question of 
fact; new discoveries for instance in the physiology of the brain, linked to new pos-
sibilities of observing brain processes in living human beings and animals, could 
shift the research situation greatly toward behavioristic doctrine; for, in principle, the 
possibility of explaining the psycho-physical by means of the physical exists no less 
than that of explaining colors and sounds by means of transverse or longitudinal 
oscillations. 

 From the viewpoint of the theory of science, a more recent behaviorism is 
much more interesting: the doctrine called ‘ physicalism ’ by its spokesmen. Its two 
most important representatives are Rudolf Carnap and Otto Neurath, who devel-
oped the fundamentals of their doctrine in a series of articles in  Erkenntnis  and 
other philosophical journals, and defended them against objections. 126  

125   Compare Watson  Der Behaviorismus ,(German translation) Berlin 1930. 
126   The following works must be mentioned: Carnap: 1, ‘Die physikalische Sprache als 
Universalsprache der Wissenschaft’,  Erkenntnis,  2, 432; 2. ‘Psychologie in physikalischer 
Sprache’,  Erkenntnis  3, p. 107; (Psychology in the Physicalistic Language of Physics): 3. ‘Ueber 
Protokollsätze’, (On Protocol Sentences),  Erkenntnis  3, p. 215; 4.  Logische Syntax der Sprache  
(Logical Syntax of Language),  Schriften zur wissenschaftlichen Weltauffassung,  vol 8, Vienna 
1934; ‘Les concepts psychologiques et les concepts physiques sont il foncierement different?’ (Are 
concepts of psychology and concepts of physics fundamentally different?)  Revue de Synthese , vol. 
X n. 1 pp. 43–53. Otto Neurath: 1. ‘Physicalisme’ in  Scientia  , November 1931, p. 117; 2. 
‘Protokollsätze’,  Erkenntnis  3, p. 204; 3. ‘Einheitswissenschaft und Psychologie’, Heft (Number) 
1 of the collection  Einheitwissenschaft  ( Unifi ed Science), Vienna 1933; 4.  Empirische Soziologie, 
Schriften zur wissenschaftlichen Weltauffassung.  Vol. 5, Vienna 1931. For what follows also com-
pare the notable critique of behaviourism by Roman Ingarden, ‘L’essai logistique d’une refonte de 
la philosophie’,  Revue Philosophique  1935, pp. 137–159. 
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 The basic thesis of this doctrine, as it relates to our main theme, goes as follows: 
every verifi able statement of psychology can be translated into a statement of 
physics – without any change in its content. This thesis can be dissected into the two 
assertions: that every statement of psychology can be translated into a statement 
about space-time events, and every statement about space-time events can be trans-
lated into a statement of physics. 

 The second thesis is not directly connected with the problem of behaviorism; 
therefore we will disregard it for the present, and following the language of physi-
calism, call every statement about space-time events a physicalist statement. 

 The crux of the argument of physicalism lies in the analysis of the  meaning of 
sentences , which leads to the result that the meaning of a sentence is determined by 
its  truth conditions , which are determined by the pertinent  control statements . 127  
Accordingly, an (illusory) sentence is without meaning if it is in principle not veri-
fi able through observations, and two sentences have the same meaning only when 
they are true, or false, under the same conditions. In our clarifi cation, we will 
counterpoise two examples to each other, which are taken from an excellent expo-
sition of physicalist doctrine, recently appearing in French, by one of its adherents, 
C.G. Hempel 128 :

    1.     Physicalist sentence :
   The temperature in the physics laboratory in such a location today at 1 o’clock is 

23.4 °C. 
 Examples of control sentences for this statement:

   A mercury thermometer with a Celsius scale shows a coincidence between the top of the 
mercury column at the 23.4° mark.  

  An ‘alcohol thermometer’ shows another precisely established coincidence.  
  The pointer of a galvanometer connected to a thermocouple makes a certain swing if the 

element (couple) is placed at a certain location at the time indicated.         

   2.     Psychological statement : 

 Paul has a toothache.
   (a)    Paul cries and makes gestures of such and such a kind.   
  (b)    Asked, ‘What ails you?’ Paul utters the words ‘I have a toothache’.   
  (c)    Further investigation reveals a decaying molar with exposed pulp.   
  (d)    Paul’s blood pressure, his digestive processes, his reaction show such and such 

changes.   
  (e)    In Paul’s central nervous system, processes of such and such a kind are taking 

place.        

  The argument then states, briefl y summarized: the control sentences for any given 
sentence of psychology are all sentences with space-time determinations: the [given] 
sentence can thus be traced back to (translated into) these: it is an abbreviated 

127   Compare the analysis carried out in our Part One, section “Basic Philosophical Considerations” 
on the ‘meaning of sentences’ 
128   C. G. Hempel, ‘Analyse logique de la psychologie’,  Revue de Synthese , vol. 10, no. 1, pp. 
27–42, p. 33. 
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formulation of these sentences. Pointing to introspection as counter-evidence is not 
valid, as statements based on introspection are only verifi able (intersubjectively 
controllable) when they permit a behavioristic interpretation, and thus only then 
possess the character of scientifi c knowledge. This is then a presentation of the 
fundamental thesis of physicalism; let us now turn to critical analysis of this 
doctrine. 

 The main objection directed against this argument – aside from others to be 
mentioned later – is that the control sentences of psychological statements are not 
exclusively physical statements – even in the broadest sense understood by physi-
calism. For the purpose of giving the reasons for this objection, a fundamental 
remark about the concept of the control sentence as it is understood by Carnap and 
the scholars close to him, must be made. Carnap defi nes this concept as follows:

Given a synthetic sentence (i.e., a sentence about facts), called E, two cases can be distin-
guished, to be sure, without seeking thereby to draw excessively sharp boundaries between 
them. In the fi rst case, E can be controlled by direct experience. In the second case we have to 
control E indirectly, in that we derive from E and other – scientifi cally accepted – statements 
certain directly controllable sentences (control sentences for E). 129  

 Basing ourselves on this defi nition of control sentences which includes a com-
pletely appropriate characterization of the verifi cation process, let us now investi-
gate which control sentences can typically be employed for assertions about social 
facts. Let us take the simple state of affairs of a conversation between A and B: A 
has directed a question to B, and the assertion is made – let us say by A himself – 
that B has understood A’s question. In what manner now will the assertion be con-
trolled in the great majority of such cases? Obviously, by the  answer  B gives. If he 
answers appropriately it will be regarded as confi rmation that he has understood that 
he has been asked, and also that he has understood the  meaning  of the question. 
A control sentence for A’s assertion will thus state: “B will give an appropriate 
answer to A,” and the “scientifi cally accepted sentences” needed for the derivation 
of the control sentence, will in the fi rst place be insights about the kind of relation-
ship holding between thinking and speaking; or also – if one conceives the external 
facts contained in the speech act (body movements) in isolation – the relationship 
between psychological facts and physicalistic facts. Now for the theory of science it 
is a fundamental difference – indeed, that between method in the natural sciences 
and method in the sciences of the mind – whether in the interpretation of the obser-
vations made, i.e., in their incorporation within a complex of experience, general 
statements which concern the  coordination between physicalistic (external) and 
psychological facts , are  also utilized  or not. As is well-known, in the period of  myth-
ical  thinking, natural science was also pursued by the psychological method; it was 
thought that standing behind the individual phenomena of nature, there were ‘nature 
gods’ who determined the course of these phenomena willfully; therefore people 
sought to discover this will (by means of oracles) and to infl uence it (by means of 

129   Carnap (5) p. 44. 
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prescribed magical acts). But the predictions arrived at in this manner did not prove 
correct, or successful often enough, and so it came to “ depriving ” nature of its soul, 
in one sense, and to the separation of nature from psychic-mental phenomena, 
whose description and adequate explanation (i.e., leading to useful predictions) 
could only be accomplished by comprehending them as events of the same kinds as 
one’s own psychic acts given in inner experience (introspection). 

 That this fundamental methodological divergence was overlooked by the physi-
calists, or neglected as inessential – whereby an overextension of the idea of  unifi ed 
science  resulted – probably has its deepest roots in the mistaken conception of the 
structure of experience, which originated as the  sensualist  tradition and has only 
been overcome progressively, but still not radically enough, in recent times. What is 
involved here is the failure to recognize the epistemological fact – a failure already 
criticized in the fi rst part of this book – that all that is given in thought, thus all about 
which statements can be made, already is incorporated within a complex of experi-
ence and thus within general propositions, i.e., laden with interpretation, that thus 
the ‘pure given’ as the correlate of pure receptivity is a fi ction. But according to this 
conception – as we have shown above – all of prescientifi c and scientifi c knowledge 
is an epitome of the logical linking of atomic sentences (statements) in which, 
according to sensualistic prejudice, the elementary propositions are characterized as 
the simple reproductions of external observation, as ‘perceptual protocols’. This 
then leads to the following interpretation of statements about other human beings: 
All knowledge about one’s fellow men arises by means of establishing links between 
observations of their body movements, and thus all control statements must be 
directed toward such observations, and accordingly the thesis, that sentences about 
one’s fellow men have an added meaning that goes beyond that, is uncontrollable, 
unverifi able in principle, and thus unscientifi c (metaphysical). 

 Not many words are required to refute this argument. Though a human being 
 cannot directly experience the thinking of another human being, he can assume 
hypothetically that a process  analogical  to his own thought goes on at another 
‘place’, and this hypothesis can prove right in the same way as a physical hypothesis 
about objects which are not accessible to direct observation, e.g., atoms. To be sure, 
there is the important difference here that the contents of other psyches [ das 
Fremdpsychische ] are  in principle  inaccessible to direct comprehension (observation), 
while in the case of space-time objects, under certain circumstances such access 
appears to be only technically impossible; yet in spite of that the content of other 
psyches is not a  qualitas occulta . For we know very well what the content of other 
psyches is, namely something psychic, i.e.,  something like one’s own psyche ; and 
there is no difference in principle between making one’s fellow man understand what 
‘red’ is and making him understand what ‘thinking’ is. Both have to be ‘shown’, 
where this ‘shown’ is an invitation to assume a certain psychic attunement. 

 Now to be sure, the doctrine of atomic sentences was not accepted by Neurath, 
and also abandoned by Carnap in recent years; but the assertion has been retained 
that the content of knowledge of all propositional statements about an alter ego is 
confi ned to fi ndings or assumptions about his body; although now the main obstacle 
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in the way of a correct analysis of these statements had been removed. Not until the 
most recent paper of Carnap 130  was a decisive turn presented here, although he does 
not appear to be fully aware of its import, as he recognizes expressly the paper of 
Hempel cited above (which appeared at the same time) as a clear presentation of the 
basic ideas of physicalism, as developed by Carnap and Neurath; and he describes 
his own recent presentation merely as an attempt to consider the physicalist thesis 
from a new point of view and to render it more precise. 131  

 Here the identity of meaning of psychological and physicalist sentences (con-
taining solely space-time specifi cations) is no longer asserted; all that is claimed is 
that physical and psychological sentences are  equipollent  (of the same content), 
i.e., are mutually derivable from each other, and that therefore one can be replaced 
by the other. This divergence (or change) is of the greatest signifi cance, for accord-
ing to Carnap’s defi nition, one can speak of mutual derivability not only when each 
of two statements can be deduced from the other by the application of logical- 
mathematical rules alone, but also when beside these rules  extralogical  rules are 
applied, namely rules which are based on generally recognized laws of nature. In 
the fi rst case, Carnap speaks of  logical  equipollence, in the second case of  natural- 
law   (physical) equipollence, and he claims that every psychological statement is 
equipollent to a physicalist statement by natural law equipollence. 

 Before we test this claim, it is necessary to point emphatically to the radical dif-
ference of logical equipollence from natural-law equipollence, a distinction which 
tends to be obscured by making the terminology similar. As follows directly from 
Carnap’s defi nition, two statements have natural-law equipollence when according 
to the contemporary state of science it can be assumed that the facts asserted in the 
two statements always occur together. Here then, we are dealing with a ‘matter of 
fact’ [Kaufmann’s English – Ed.] the assertion of which may prove true today and 
false tomorrow or vice versa. ‘Logical equipollence’ on the other hand is preserved 
against any such change, as it does not refer to facts as such at all, but to proposi-
tions and concepts. We have characterized this difference more precisely above in 
the confrontation of the concepts of implication and logical inference. 

 From this follows the critique of Carnap’s application of the concept of natural- 
law equipollence in setting forth his grounds for physicalism. Carnap gives an 
example of his train of thought with that model clarity that is a characteristic of all 
his writings, with the statement: “Mr. A is angry at present.” To simplify the presen-
tation, a terminological specifi cation is made 

Let us designate briefl y as anger ps  the psychic character of anger, the feeling of anger, the 
state of consciousness that is called anger. As experience shows, a certain bodily state 
(more precisely one would have to say, a certain class of bodily states exists, which appears, 
as one says, parallel to the state anger ps . This bodily state we wish to designate as anger ph . 
Then the two statements: (1) ‘Mr. A is at present in a state of anger ps .’ And (2) ‘Mr. A is at 
present is a state of anger ph ’, are empirically equipollent, as according to the defi nition of 

130   Carnap (5). 
131   Ibid.,  note p. 43. 
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‘anger ps ’ and ‘anger ph ’ the statement (3) ‘When a person at any given moment is in a state 
of anger ps , then he is also in a state of anger ph. ’ is empirically true. 

And now Carnap argues further: Statement (1) can be verifi ed directly as well as 
indirectly, and indeed directly (only by means of introspection by A), and indirectly 
by any person whatsoever, including A. His method of indirect verifi cation coin-
cides with that of the verifi cation (2) if one takes into consideration the parallelism 
maintained in (3) of the facts asserted in (1) and (2). But that for A a different sort 
of verifi cation of (1) is available than for other persons; that – so says Carnap – is 
not of decisive signifi cance: what is decisive is that a unifi ed, intersubjectively con-
trollable method of verifi cation for (1) exists, and as this is the same as the method 
of verifi cation for (2), then the distinction between the concepts ‘anger ps ’ and 
‘anger ph ’ and the distinction between the corresponding judgments represents a 
reduplication that is unnecessary and for that reason was not made by ordinary 
language, not distorted by philosophy. Then according to Carnap, the situation is 
quite analogous for all psychological concepts and psychological propositions. 

 The obvious objection to this line of argument is that the formation of statement 
(3), which enunciates the natural-law equipollence of (1) and (2) includes within it 
reference to the  direct  verifi ability of (1), so that it is incorrect to say the indirect veri-
fi cation of (1) coincides with the verifi cation of (2). Rather, the indirect verifi cation 
of (1) is composed of the combination of the verifi cation of (2) with the application 
of (3), which latter statement is in principle withheld from physicalist transforma-
tion. Thus what may justifi ably be said is merely the following: insofar as we are in 
possession of an empirical procedure which permits us to assume an unequivocal 
coordination between psychic events and space-time events – those accessible to 
external observation – we can fi rst carry out these observations and put them in order – 
and thus for an extensive phase of the procedure operating only with space-time 
facts – and only at the end interpret the result psychologically. As a methodological 
postulate of physicalism – as it already was for the older psychophysics (of Fechner) – 
the aim could then be stated as follows: to seek to discover as many such parallelisms 
as possible, and seek to exploit them in the manner just indicated. 

 In many cases an orientation in conformity with this postulate may lead to 
advances in science, but it cannot play a controlling (decisive) role for psychology 
and for the social sciences as long as we cannot succeed in making even the simplest 
predictions about the behavior of other human beings  without  hypotheses that refer 
to their  thought contents  – predictions which can be made without the slightest dif-
fi culty  with the aid  of such hypotheses, and indeed are made all the time in social 
life. However that may be, with the breakthrough to the insight that psychological 
sentences and physicalist sentences are not logically equipollent, the illusion that 
physicalist doctrine is logically justifi ed or as we would say could be grounded by 
rational reconstruction of the meaning of psychological statements – is in any case 
destroyed. The question, to what extent the methods of natural science prove suit-
able in psychology and the social sciences, can only be decided with the progress of 
empirical research in greater or smaller partial domains. 

 This critique, which is directed against the explicit theses of physicalism, must 
still be supplemented by an examination of the presuppositions implicitly contained 
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in these theses. Above all, the requirement of  communicability  and  intersubjective 
verifi ability  must be looked at more closely here. These two terms  cannot  be defi ned 
in accord with their application without using the concept of an  alter ego . For, oper-
ating with the ‘intersubjective unanimity of experience’ must include operating with 
a plurality of subjects, because it is nothing else than an accord of a certain kind in 
thought-processes. But that in the language employed by physicalism, it is not 
‘thoughts’ but ‘sentences’ that are compared with each other cannot disguise this 
requirement. For the content or meaning of a sentence is nothing else than the 
thought that is conveyed with the aid of the acoustical or optical symbol system. 
 Whatever is sensuously perceivable in a sentence thus has no content: and what has 
content, and therefore is the only thing of concern to investigations in the theory of 
science, is not perceivable by the senses . To be sure, the characteristic thesis of 
physicalism, i.e., that all knowledge consists in a relation between sentences, repre-
sents essential progress vis-à-vis naïve realism which sees in knowledge a corre-
spondence between thought and things, or events independent of thought. However, 
this physicalist thesis brings with it the serious danger of a confounding of two 
different concepts of objectivity, namely that of the intersubjective perceptibility of 
sign material, i.e., of a combination of sounds or fi gures, with that of the intersub-
jective confi rmability of the state of affairs meant and communicated by the person 
employing the signs. Thereby it appears that the meaning (content) was attributed to 
the sign material as a  qualitas occulta . How false this semblance is, we will clarify 
more completely in the next section. The anonymity of conventional signs must not 
lead us to a failure to recognize the epistemological fact, that the meaning of signs 
is a relation between psycho-physical subjects – the sender of the sign and the one 
who receives it – and that therefore substituting semantic terms for psychological 
terms does not eradicate this ‘subjectivity’. 

 A further critical objection to behaviorism is formed by the fi ndings presented in 
our Part One about the interconnection between external and inner experience, from 
which it follows that while the  topic  of the inquiry can be confi ned to the object of 
external experience (as in the natural sciences), yet every external experience con-
tains inner experience within it. This remark leads us now to critique of the thesis, 
according to which even for statements about events in the external world, only 
physicalist statements can make a claim to objectivity and therewith to a truly sci-
entifi c character. 

 After careful examination of the arguments by which this thesis is supported – by 
the way, this is hardly discussed anymore in the writings of the physicalists, but 
simply presupposed as  res iudicata  – I cannot resist the impression that here intel-
lectual motifs are still very infl uential which were characteristic of older naturalistic 
conceptions, while they have already been superseded by Carnap himself in another 
context (in his study  Physikalische Begriffsbildung ). But whether this may indeed 
be the case or not, the second group of naturalistic arguments, which are now to be 
characterized, play an important role in any case in the  Methodenstreit  in the social 
sciences; therefore we shall have to consider them more closely. 

 At the center stands the more or less clearly formulated conception of  measure-
ment  consisting in coordination of numbers which are independent of the subjective 
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factors coordinating the sense data, and therefore intersubjectively valid from the 
outset, without requiring a consensus. Modern technology, with its self-registering 
instruments, apparently gives support to this conception, but only apparently, for in 
and by itself the instrument shows nothing at all. That it ‘shows’ something instead 
signifi es that something can be read off from it; but among other things this reading 
presupposes optical sensation and communication of the result of this reading con-
tains communication about optical data. For, indeed, it is not only sensations of 
color, of sounds, of smell, of taste and of warmth that are ‘subjective’, but also 
 sensations of length . The opposite opinion which involves a distinction in principle 
between  primary  and  secondary  qualities, should today be defended least of all by 
physicists or by other scientists infl uenced predominantly by physics, insofar as it is 
just they who have succeeded to an ever higher degree during the last centuries in 
clarifying the implicit presuppositions of inquiry within the domain they are work-
ing on. But even if measurement were a process that is independent of subjective 
data, still it is not the case that all of physics would be absolved from such subjective 
data. For the physicist’s procedure includes the scientist’s approach and interpreta-
tion. When a physicist seeks, say, to explain acoustic data, he does not begin his 
procedure by measuring certain longitudinal waves, and he does not conclude it 
with the results of the calculations he has made on the basis of these measurements. 
Instead, his procedure is to be described as follows: Acoustics seeks to explain certain 
sense data, called ‘sounds’, by incorporating them within the general system of physics. 
In order to achieve this, acoustics does not stop at the phenomenal level of the data 
themselves, but coordinates them with oscillations which are wave motions. It operates 
with the latter, and fi nally applies the result to the original acoustic phenomena. Thus 
it subdivides the process of inquiry into three stages: (1) a link between the original 
sense data, and the physical phenomena, in a narrower sense, is created; (2) these 
physical phenomena are analyzed; (3) the result is applied to the acoustic data. 

 Now as a rule the second stage plays the major role, so that there is a tendency 
to trivialize the other two. Due to this, not infrequently the mistaken view arises 
that – remaining with our example – the subject matter of acoustics consists of 
 measurable  objects, to which, consequently, mathematics can be applied directly. 
The fi rst and third stages of the research process, however, obviously contain all 
those ‘subjective’ moments which physics allegedly eliminates. Thus in fact the 
tremendous systematic achievement of theoretical physics consists in coordinat-
ing the phenomenal facts within various groups of phenomena and thereby a uni-
fi ed network of relationships is created. But this achievement is misunderstood if 
it is interpreted as though thereby the other levels were proven to be ‘merely 
subjective’. That, with the help of that coordination, and only with its help, it has 
been possible to attain the envisaged goals of research – which, to be sure, are 
already conditioned in part by that epistemological fact – is itself a fact; to seek to 
justify it as logically or epistemologically necessary, will lead on to a false path 
from the outset. 

 The fact that physical inquiry cannot be separated from those ‘prescientifi c’ 
phenomena can be seen most readily when it is clearly recognized that it is precisely 
these phenomena that determine the main task of inquiry, and that inquiry must justify 
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itself again and again with respect to how it solves this task. Thus optics has to take its 
departure from a series of prescientifi c facts concerning light (straight linear propaga-
tion, refl ection, refraction, absorption, etc.) and the achievement demanded of it lies in 
incorporating all these phenomena within a unifi ed complex foundation. The episte-
mological situation is complicated here, to be sure, in that frequently some pheno mena 
to be interpreted only emerge in the course of the more refi ned observations, taken in 
connection with the scientifi c procedure itself; in the case we have mentioned, for 
example, the phenomena of double refraction, polarization and interference. 132  

 These observations have been made above all in order to remove exaggerated 
conceptions about the ‘ exactness ’ of the natural sciences, which have played an 
important role in the arguments of the naturalists as well as of the antinaturalists in 
the  Methodenstreit . But with these remarks, we by no means intend to create the 
appearance of basically no signifi cant differences between a general law of nature 
in theoretical physics and a more or less vague rule in the social sciences. Quite 
the contrary; the removal of that false ideal image is intended to sharpen our percep-
tion of the distinctiveness of physical laws and to make their specifi c features 
recognizable. The actual goal of these observations lies therefore in confronting 
laws of physics with the various types of laws in the social sciences, and thereby to 
obtain points of orientation for research procedures in the social sciences. 

 Let us now, as briefl y as possible, point out those aspects of physical knowledge 
which – with the exaggeration just characterized – have led to the idealized image 
of natural law. 

 To begin with, we have to point here to the  unity  of the laws of physics (I) – and 
here the following moments can be distinguished: (a)  the unifi ed basis of reference 
of physical laws ; (b)  the systematic  ( deductive )  unity of the physical laws .

    On Ia.    The unifi ed basis of reference is characterized by this; that the phenomena 
of the various senses (e.g., optical, acoustic or thermal phenomena) are 
coordinated with spatial magnitudes, so that the empirical fi ndings which 
the physicist has to make in his experiments are in principle confi ned to the 
observation of coincidences between a pointer and certain lines on a scale. 
Though as we have pointed out with respect to erroneous interpretations of 
this state of affairs, the subjective element of sense data is not eliminated by 
this, nevertheless, a unifi cation takes place; the  reference system  is relatively 
 invariant  compared with the character of the  initiating phenomena , although 
naturally their distinctive character fi nds expression within the reference 
system; thus, for example, optical phenomena correspond to other combina-
tions of measured numbers on the scale than to electrical phenomena in the 
narrower sense.   

   On Ib.    The systematic unity of laws of physics for which the unity of the base of 
reference furnishes a necessary but not a suffi cient condition, lies in this, 

132   On this, see Neurath’s instructive essay ‘Principielles zur Geschichte der Optik’, [Eng.tr. ‘On 
the Foundations of the History of Optics’, ch. 3 of Neurath’s.  Empiricism and Sociology , Vienna 
Circle Collection, vol. 2],  Archiv für Geschichte der Naturwissenschaften und der Technik , vol. 5, 
pp. 371–389. 
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that altogether they are derivable from a small number of principles by 
 substitutions  for the variables. This can perhaps be demonstrated most 
impressively in terms of the ‘principle of least action’ of Hamilton. 133     

  The second aspect to be emphasized in this connection is that of the  simplicity of 
physical equations . (II) This is characterized by the following features: (a) a small 
number of parameters; (b) relations of a simple order between these parameters 
(in classical physics, including Einstein’s theory of relativity, second order partial 
differential equations prevail; (c) a small number of constants; (d) functional 
continuity. 

 In relation to these points the following is to be noted:

    On II-a.    The small number of parameters in the laws indicates that in them only a 
few factors (classes of events) have to be taken into consideration. These 
prove to be  dominant , so that other events can be disregarded to a large 
extent, without endangering the fulfi llment of predictions. In what follows 
we shall have to recognize that one of the essential diffi culties in establish-
ing laws in the social sciences lies in this: that in them, such isolation can-
not be carried out to the same extent.   

   On II-b.    As far as the  simplicity  of the relations between the parameters is con-
cerned, we have to be clear that every attempt to arrive at a precise defi ni-
tion of degree of simplicity, that would be in complete agreement with 
scientifi c  practice, fails. Thus we can hardly decide whether an elementary 
trigonometric function e.g., y = sin x is simpler than an algebraic function of 
a higher order, e.g., the 7th degree; still every mathematician will probably 
declare a second degree algebraic function, or a function y = sin x, to be 
simpler that the function y = x sin x. That it is possible to express the rela-
tions between the variables which we have just declared to be the dominant 
variables in terms of functions which display such a slight degree of com-
plication that it is possible to reach mathematical mastery of them in the 
time available, is an epistemological fact which does not permit further 
explanation, just as the small number of these dominant factors does not. To 
be sure, from the outset, scientifi c inquiry, as is understandable, searches 
for laws of such a simple nature, and in the choice between two possible 
formulations of a law it will, as a rule, give preference to the simpler one; 
but saying, that simple formulations are at all available to be chosen, cannot 
be derived from the research goals and research paths set by natural scien-
tifi c thought. Here is one of the points where every conventionalist attempt 
at explanation and indeed every scientifi c attempt fi nds its limitation.   

   On II-c.    The small number of  constants , that is, of numerical factors, which appear 
in physical laws (e.g., gravitational constant, elementary quantum of 
action) is of great signifi cance for physics, and it was one of the remarkable 

133   Hamilton’s Principle states that among conceivable possibilities for a mechanical process that 
one will be realized in which a certain magnitude – namely the integral of time over the difference 
of kinetic and potential energy – is reduced to a minimum. 
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successes of research in physics, that it succeeded in reducing the number 
of independent constants so greatly. But for our refl ections, this point is of 
little signifi cance, and therefore we cannot discuss it further in the present 
context.   

   On II-d.    Finally, in relation to continuity the following is to be noted: Here modern 
physics has removed the basis for one of the fundamental conceptions 
about the essential nature of natural law; for the statements ‘ natura non 
facit saltus ’ or ‘ in natura non saltus, non hiatus, non casus ’ had been guid-
ing principles of scientifi c thought in the scholastic period, and in the clas-
sical physics of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries; this 
conviction appeared to have been defi nitely secured. The application of 
Newton and Leibniz’s infi nitesimal calculus to the natural sciences, which 
led to unforeseen results, appeared to furnish the most magnifi cent confi r-
mation conceivable for these theses. But it has now been shown that this 
principle, formerly conceived to have unlimited validity, is only valid 
within certain limits of natural phenomena, and even within this domain 
its validity must be interpreted as merely the result of a great number of 
discontinuous processes distributed according to statistical laws. Yet in 
spite of this, in view of its close approximation to reality in so many cases, 
the idea of the continuity of natural events retains its great signifi cance for 
inquiry in the natural sciences.     

 Besides the unity and simplicity of natural laws, which appear as characteristics 
of their inner structure, we now have to examine those aspects, which refer to the 
relation of law to the  domain of application . Thus the question at issue is the suit-
ability of those laws to the description of the reality of nature. Here we can distinguish 
the following points: the  domain of validity  (domain of application) of the laws (III) 
where (a)  temporal  domain of validity; (b)  spatial  domain of validity; (c)  density  
of validity; (d)  material  domain of validity, should be considered separately; the 
 precision  of the laws (IV), and here again (a) the  degree  of precision; and (b) the 
 percentage of exceptions , are to be distinguished. Point III refers to the question of 
the spatial, temporal and material limits of the domain within which the course of 
the events is a lawful one – in accord with certain specifi ed laws. Point IV, on the other 
hand, concerns the considerations as to what preconditions must be fulfi lled, in 
order for a domain to be regarded as governed by certain laws. These considerations 
become acute as soon as we have freed ourselves from the illusion of strict law. 

 Let us look at question (IIIa), the  temporal  duration of natural laws, and in close 
connection with this, the magnitude of the time span, for which predictions are pos-
sible. Here, in the sense of our refl ection about natural law in general, we have to 
observe that every prediction can be justifi ed only  relatively , namely relative to the 
assumption of a certain uniformity in world events. This presupposed, we can say 
that those natural laws which contain a greater number of particular data, generally 
show a greater variability. This is assumed, for example, for the magnetic fi eld of 
the earth, which changes quite rapidly. On the other hand, until now little reason has 
been found to assume that the most general laws of nature vary. 
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 What has just been said about the temporal domain of validity of the laws can 
also be applied to their  spatial  domain of validity (IIIb). And here too, this is depen-
dent upon the number of particular data contained in a law, in the same sense as in 
the temporal domain. 

 In order to understand what is meant by the concept of the  density of validity  
(IIIc), the following has to be considered: that within a certain space-time domain a 
law is valid, according to which the occurrence of phenomena of type P is a suffi -
cient condition for the appearance of phenomena of the type Q, allows no conclu-
sion to be drawn as to the frequency of the applicability of that law within the 
domain. For then we know nothing as yet about the  frequency  of the phenomena. By 
‘density of validity’ we will understand now ‘the average number of cases of appli-
cation of the law within the domain within a specifi ed unit of time.’ Thereby this is 
defi ned as a  statistical magnitude . 

 The  material  domain of a law (IIId), fi nally, corresponds to the general delimita-
tion of the defi nition determining the kind of events to which it is applicable. 
Comparison of the magnitude of two material domains of application thus is noth-
ing else than comparison of the logical range of the concepts of those classes of 
facts to which the law refers. Accordingly, the ‘relative magnitude’ holding between 
two material domains of validity is only defi ned when the one includes the other 
logically. 134  (Coincidence of two domains is to be understood as mutual inclusion). 
In other words: the law with the larger material domain of validity is the more gen-
eral law. From this it follows directly that a law with a greater (smaller) material 
domain of validity cannot have a smaller (greater) spatial or temporal domain of 
validity or a smaller (greater) density of validity than a law with a smaller (greater) 
material domain of validity. The task of determining the material domain of validity 
confronts the investigator who must specify to which classes of phenomena a cer-
tain formula is to apply; thus when, for example, it is a matter of establishing that 
not only mechanical masses (in accord with the law of gravitation) but also electro-

static entities (Coulomb’s law) represent  models  of the formula  
mm1

2r
  

  If the concepts of the temporal domain of validity, spatial domain of validity, 
density of validity and material domain of validity are related to the present totality 
of hierarchically ordered natural laws, then it will be seen that only relatively rarely 
are we forced to declare facts still inexplicable today, and thereby outside of known 
natural laws; even for those cases it is assumed that their incorporation will sooner or 
later be achieved. In this sense we can speak of a  universal  or  pervasive validity  of a 
system of relatively few ‘highest’ natural laws. 

As far as the  precision  of natural laws (IV) is concerned, it can be noted, to begin 
with, with respect to the  degree of precision  (IVa) that though this is not, as we have 
already remarked, limitless, still with respect to a large number of phenomena it 
exceeds that measure required by technical practice; while in the case of a number of 

134   [Missing in the original edition – Ed.]. 
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further phenomena, for example those of stellar astronomy, it is assumed that a 
refi nement of measuring instruments could lead to the establishment of laws which 
would also permit a high degree of precision in computation. Finally, there are also 
groups of isolated phenomena which resist their inclusion within the laws of nature 
to a large extent: namely, the motions of single molecules, atoms and electrons; for 
as modern physics has shown, in contrast to older conceptions, the laws of nature of 
the ‘macro-world’ are not composed from independent laws of the ‘micro-world’, 
but are  statistical laws , referring to a great number of individually incalculable ele-
mentary processes. Incidentally, in considerations of this kind, it must always remain 
clearly recognized, that after having relinquished naïve realism, the concept of preci-
sion of laws can only have meaning as correlative either to already existing criteria 
of confi rming observation, or at least to such criteria that still remain to be character-
ized more closely. 

 While the testing of the precision of laws takes place in terms of those cases 
which are assumed to fall under the law, testing the  percentage of exceptions  (IVb) 
aims at estimating the magnitude of the ratio of the exceptions as against the cases 
conforming to the laws within a domain conceived as the domain of application of 
a certain law. What ratio is still assumed to be tolerable, i.e., not affecting the char-
acter of the ‘ domain of application ’, is a question of conventional stipulation. We 
have already pointed to the fact that the conception of the validity of natural laws 
admitting of no exceptions had to be revised, and that therefore also a sharp distinc-
tion between laws on the one side, and rules and tendencies on the other, cannot be 
maintained; but even these gradual differences have to be given great signifi cance 
for the theory of science. 

 Now it will be of considerable importance for the methodology of the social sci-
ences to ascertain to what extent the characteristics of natural laws just briefl y 
sketched also apply to these sciences, or at least to certain groups of them, and what 
consequences follow for scientifi c procedures from the divergences that will appear. 
However, the treatment of these questions still requires a good deal of further prepa-
ration; therefore, it will not be presented until our section “Social Laws and Ideal 
Types”. First, just a few of the principal errors have to be rectifi ed, which have 
obscured the understanding of the extent of the common ground between natural 
science and social science or else, the nature of their differences. 

 The fi rst of these errors, with which we have already dealt in the fi rst part of this 
work, is the assumption that the  exactness  of the natural sciences is characterized 
and guaranteed by the  deductive method . For here logical coherence within the 
deduction, the ‘internal exactness’, is confused with empirical validity of the entire 
deductive system, the ‘empirical exactness’. This error arises, as we have already 
recognized, in the following way: deductive inference is independent of experience 
insofar as its validity does not depend on empirical facts, but results from the logical 
relation between the premises and the conclusion. However, within the framework 
of scientifi c procedure, these premises themselves are already selected with a view 
to their applicability, and consequently this selection appears to be determined by 
experience, and indeed in many cases, by prescientifi c experience. Now this empirical 
content is accepted as established fact, while at the same time the assertion that the 
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premises are subject to empirical verifi cation is rejected by pointing to the  a priori  
validity of the formal theory, i.e., of the deductive structure; in doing so, it is over-
looked that this validity by no means coincides with the empirical validity of the 
premises. On the other hand, it is indeed characteristic of the method of abstract 
natural science, that within it deductive systems of an especially  simple  kind can be 
established, where to the aspect of simplicity just mentioned there is added another 
aspect: namely, that from a relatively small number of principles, the particular laws 
can be derived entirely by the substitutions of constants. No case is known in which 
any particular law that contains a larger number of constants diverges from the gen-
eral system of natural laws, there, as it were, representing an isolated point within 
the sphere of lawfulness of nature. But this is by no means ‘self-evident’. 

 The second error to be mentioned here, is the assumption that a fundamental dif-
ference between research in the natural sciences and in the sciences of the mind 
would consist in the fact that in the former,  experiments  and their results play a 
decisive role, while in the latter, experiments would hardly be possible, to any note-
worthy extent. This conception requires correction in a number of respects. First it 
must be stated, and this has been emphasized repeatedly by natural scientists and 
philosophers of nature, that a great part of natural science research has to do without 
experimental confi rmation. For example, this holds for almost all of the astronomy 
of the fi xed stars. On the other hand, very frequently experiments can be conducted 
with human individuals and groups. 

 It is of fundamental importance to keep in mind that whether they were carried 
out with special technical equipment, say, in a laboratory, is not essential for the 
fruitfulness of a series of observations, made with the intention of gaining inductive 
insight. Rather, what is decisive is solely whether a constellation of phenomena is 
observed, which permits us to consider those groups of phenomena whose relation-
ship is to be tested in relative isolation; and whether this isolation is produced by the 
planned employment of apparatus, or whether it is found to exist independently, 
plays no role for the conclusion drawn. With this we by no means wish to deny that 
the admirable technology of experimentation of the natural sciences has played a 
distinguished role in their development. What these remarks are intended to make 
clear is again nothing else than the impermissibility of interpreting comparative dif-
ferences as distinctions of principle. 

 The third error, fi nally, to which we have to point, lies in the thesis that the rigor, 
or exactitude of the natural sciences from the outset cannot be postulates for the 
sciences of the mind, because causality is valid only for the inanimate world, the 
world without psyche or reason; while the sciences of the mind deal with men 
endowed with reason, and their associations are not governed by the principle of 
causality, but by the principle of freedom. Freedom, however, excludes predetermi-
nation, and with that, predictive calculations of the kind found in natural law. 

 In order to remove the basis of these arguments, we require insight into the ambi-
guity of the concept of freedom in which the ideas of prime cause, of psychic cau-
sality (motivation, i.e., causality due to freedom) and of responsibility interact. For 
this we can recognize that freedom of human action by no means presents itself as 
absence of cause. But as the various levels of meaning of the problem of freedom 
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are signifi cant for the  Methodenstreit  in a number of ways, we want to treat them 
comprehensively (in the section after the next), as soon as we have created the pre-
conditions for their complete understanding. 

If now – looking back upon the refl ections carried out in this section – we want 
to ask ourselves what consequences fl ow from them for the evaluation of the doctrines, 
introduced at the outset, of either naturalism or anti-naturalism, then the answer will 
have to be: A series of prejudices were refuted by our refl ections, prejudices rooted 
in an erroneous conception of the knowledge contained in natural science, and 
which form the basis of one or another thesis, or furnish the basis for their claim to 
absolute validity. The next three sections are devoted to other prejudices, infl uential 
in the debate on method, which concern the fi elds of psychology, axiology, and the 
historical sciences.  

    2. The Social Sciences and Psychology 

    (Meaning and Meaning-Interpretation) 

 It is the main goal of the analyses in this section to show that a major part of the con-
troversies which concern the relation between the social sciences and psychology – 
and especially those which, according to their formulation, appear to contain 
unbridgeable opposed conceptions – can be resolved with little diffi culty as soon as 
certain obscurities have been removed, which are linked to the conception of ‘ mean-
ing ’ ‘ meaning-context ’ and ‘ understanding ’. 

 At the same time these refl ections will furnish us with a striking example of the 
 typical affi nities of meaning of equivocal terms  and show clearly the diffi culties of 
resolving equivocations within such concept groups, which we want to call ‘ concept- 
families  ’. The connection between the concepts of such a group is frequently such that 
the concept most impoverished in content is the element of meaning which all the 
concepts of the ‘family’ have in common; therefore we shall call it the ‘core concept’. 135  

 Now this is also the case with the concept-family designated by the term ‘ mean-
ing ’ [ Sinn ]; here rational reconstruction reveals that the core signifi cance is that 
which is attributed to the term ‘meaning’ in connection with ‘meaning of an act of 
thought’. In our fi rst part, in the brief description of the concept ‘act of thought’ we 
have pointed out how we arrive at the meaning = content of an act of thought by 
abstracting from the occasional moments of this act; and prior to that, in our analysis 
of the meaning of a specifi c kind of acts of thought, namely acts of judgment, we 
devoted special attention to the clarifi cation of this concept. Therefore, here we can 

135   I developed the account of this state of affairs about nine years ago, [1927 – Ed.] beginning with 
the concept of culture (within the framework of a series of discussions held by the 
 Kulturwissenschaftliche Gesellschaft  of Vienna. A similar analysis concerning the meaning of ‘to 
know’ and ‘knowledge’ is contained in the interesting lecture of Isaacs, ‘The Logic of Language’, 
published in the  Proceedings of the Aristotelean Society,  1933, pp. 259–294. 
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confi ne ourselves to developing the relations between those meanings, equivocal 
with this core meaning, which have the greatest importance for us. We will also 
illuminate the degree of affi nity between particular cases among these meanings, 
which may in some cases extend beyond this common property. 

 The principle of these relations is the following: If we attribute to any object a – 
more or less – defi nite meaning then with this is meant the meaning of cognitive acts 
which are empirically linked with this object in a manner that will be characterized 
more precisely immediately. These links we want to call ‘ symptom relations ’ and to 
describe them briefl y. 

 A state of affairs S 1  is called ‘symptom for state of affairs S 2 ’ if from the presence 
of S 1  the – past, present, future – existence of S 2  can be inferred. But that such infer-
ences can be made indicates nothing else than that between S 1  and S 2  a real relation – 
an empirical connection – exists. As follows from the above defi nition, this real 
relation must not necessarily be of the kind that the symptom (epistemic ground) of 
a state of affairs coincides with one of its causes (‘real grounds’). Instead it could 
also be the effect of this state of affairs, or as a consequence of shared causes, a 
regularly accompanying phenomenon. But even where we would have reasons for 
including a symptom of a certain phenomenon among its causes, an especially use-
ful symptom must by no means be a particularly essential cause. From this results 
the meaning of the demand raised again and again in the various spheres of practical 
action, that in order to remove an evil, one must remove its causes and not its symp-
toms. In medical therapy innumerable striking examples can be furnished in justifi -
cation of this demand. 

 Now the  signifi cance [Der Sinn (die Bedeutung)] of the symptom  S 1  is nothing 
else than  the meaning of the judgment about  S 2   which is based on knowledge of  S 1.  
We call such a judgment  an  ‘ interpretation of  S 1 ’; the concepts ‘symptom meaning’ 
and ‘interpretation’ are thus correlative. We can understand without further diffi -
culty that symptom relations are neither one-to-many relations nor many-to-one 
relations. 136  For on the one hand a state of affairs S 1  can function as a symptom for 
various states of affairs S 2 , S 3,  … S n , and on the other hand each of these states of 
affairs S 2 , S 3 , … S n  can, if need be, also be inferred from other states than S 1 . 
Furthermore, the following is to be noted: When we say that from the state of affairs 
S 1 , the state S 2  is inferred, then – as rational reconstruction shows – this is not to be 
understood as though isolated knowledge of S 1  were the epistemic ground for 
knowledge concerning S 2 . For as we have shown, every inference from one fact to 
another fact presupposes  general assumptions  about the connections between facts. 
The real relation, from which the symptom- relation arises, is not a relation between 
two specifi ed individual facts as such, but between any two  arbitrary  selected facts 
of a given kind. The general assumptions on which the interpretation is based are 
called  schemata of interpretation . We shall soon see that the explicit comprehension 
of the schemata of interpretation relevant for knowledge and grouping of social 
facts according to general points of view represents one of the most important prob-
lems in the theory of the social sciences. Here, for the time being, we want to make 
clear that the assertion, S 1  is a symptom for S 2 , is incomplete as long as a schema of 

136   Compare for instance Carnap,  Logistik , p. 46. 
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interpretation establishing the symptomatic connection has not been furnished. 
However, it is to be noted that S 1  can function as ‘symptom’ for S 2  on the basis of 
 various  schemata of interpretation. 

 If, given a schema of interpretation, S 2  cannot be inferred from S 1  alone but only 
from the combination (co-existence or succession) of various facts (S 1 , T 1 , U 1 ), then 
we want to say that the facts S 1 , T 1 , U 1  stand in a  meaning-context . This is to be 
understood in such a manner that the state of affairs S 2  can only be inferred from 
relations of the named facts, that are to be specifi ed. Thus, the meaning-context is a 
symptom for a meaning composed of various different facts, in this case for the 
meaning of a judgment which asserts the existence of the state of affairs S 2 . Therefore 
it makes sense to say that the assertion that a totality of facts stands in a meaning- 
context, requires supplementary information as to  which  meaning is referred to, in 
order for this context to exist, and that furthermore the schema of interpretation 
which constitutes this context has to be characterized. We want to call facts, insofar 
as they stand within a meaning-context,  dependent symptoms ; facts, from which 
something can be inferred without the aid of other facts, we will call  independent 
symptoms . From our general considerations concerning the context of experience of 
facts, however, it has emerged that the dividing line between independent and 
dependent symptoms cannot be sharply drawn, as the concept of fact (of state of 
affairs) itself by no means has precise contours. 

 From what has been said already, it emerges clearly that nothing else to be under-
stood by ‘the meaning of a fact’, within the framework of an epistemic process, than 
the position (function) of that fact within this process. Finally it must be established 
that there is also a signifi cance ‘meaning-context’ corresponding to the core- 
signifi cance of ‘meaning’. It is said that a  judgment  stands in a meaning-context 
with other judgments, if its meaning is supplemented in certain directions by the 
meanings of other judgments. 

 What is required for the analyses to follow concerning the general concept of 
symptom-meaning has now been stated. That, instead of ‘symptom meaning’ we 
frequently speak of ‘symptom-signifi cance’ in order to specify the content of the 
fi rst-mentioned term, must not lead to our failure to acknowledge the known fact, 
that the general concept of symptom is suffi cient to discuss an essential part of the 
problems of the meaning of actions (especially the use of signs) as well as of prod-
ucts of action, i.e., of objects comprehended as bearers of meaning κατ’ εζοχηυ 
[from the beginning]. 

 Now in order to grasp the specifi c  differentia  which lead us to the bearers of 
meaning just mentioned, we fi rst want to recall to consciousness the defi nition we 
gave of the concept ‘symptom-meaning’, according to which by the meaning of a 
symptom is to be understood the meaning of the judgment inferred from this symptom. 
The fact asserted in the judgments can either be a physical or a psychical (psycho-
physical) fact; and according to the narrower signifi cance of the term ‘meaning’ 
which we now have in view, a meaning is attributable to a fact insofar, and only 
insofar, as inferences with respect to psychical facts of psycho-physical beings – 
and thus to thinking, feeling, willing, to character traits, attitudes, etc. – are or can 
be drawn from it. Here we must take especially great care to avoid confusing the 
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meaning of a judgment, which asserts the existence of psychical facts, with the 
meaning of the psychical facts asserted, as happens only too often. Thus, for example, 
when the person P 1 , on the basis of the fact F 1 , makes the judgment J 1 , that at a 
certain point of time the person P 2  has made the judgment J 2 , or is going to make it, 
then the meaning of J 1  and J 2  have to be kept sharply separate. 

 For our investigation of methodology in the social sciences it is important above 
all, to analyze those variants of the concept of ‘meaning’ and ‘interpretation’, which 
are connected with the comprehension of the meaning of  human action . How is 
such meaning-interpretation carried out? Certain phenomena are comprehended as 
movements of a human body or as the effects of such movements – in the latter case 
the phenomena in question are symptoms of the preceding body movements – and 
these body movements are regarded as symptoms of a preceding project, appearing 
as a certain phase of the way toward the goal set by the project. As pure thought, the 
design is the specifi cally psychical element in the psycho-physical process which is 
called ‘action’, and the meaning of the project is the meaning of the action, where 
the word ‘meaning’ is used in its core signifi cance according to which we speak of 
the ‘meaning of a cognitive act’. The meaning of the project is designated as the 
 subjective meaning of the action . It is ‘the meaning which the actor links to his 
action’ (Max Weber), or, expressed more precisely, the meaning to which the actor 
orients his action. 

 As the task of comprehending the subjective meaning of the action of other per-
sons is included in all social science research, and as the numerous obscurities with 
respect to this comprehension form a main point of departure for methodological 
controversies, we must analyze this process in greater detail. Let us mention fi rst 
that the comprehension of the meaning of our own past action is a task that fre-
quently confronts us, especially when we can no longer recall the project of that 
action. It is, however, not always possible to make a sharp distinction between 
inferred and remembered elements of the meaning of one’s own past action. 

 In grasping the meaning of another person’s action, however, this ‘access from 
within’ is eliminated; it is a mediated comprehension in all cases. Therefore the 
investigation of the question, how the truth of assertions about the meaning of 
another person’s action can be examined requires particular attention. Alfred Schütz 
has presented this range of problem for the fi rst time in its full profundity, in his 
work  Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozialen Welt  [ The Phenomenology of the Social 
World ] 137 ; our exposition of this topic which follows immediately below, is based on 
his analyses. One of the most important conceptual motives is his consistently 
developed insight, that the manner of verifying these judgments, and therefore also 
their meaning, depends on the  relative spatial-temporal situation of those acting 
and those making the judgment . Schütz distinguishes here a relationship among 
consociates, a face-to-face relationship where the actor is bodily present to the per-
son judging the action [ Umwelt ], a relationship among contemporaries where actor 
and the person judging the action are at a common time but not space [ Mitwelt ], and 

137   Schutz, Vienna 1932, cited hereafter as  Aufbau,  [to be distinguished from Carnap  Aufbau,  
1927 – Ed.]. 
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the relationship with predecessors where the person judging the action cannot, on 
grounds of principle, enter either of these social relationships with the actor 
[ Vorwelt ]. In contrast to this, relationships among ‘consociates’ and contemporaries 
can merge into each other and also into relationships with predecessors. Instead of 
‘A belongs to B’s world of predecessors’, we can way ‘B belongs to A’s world of 
successors’. 

 To reveal the meaning of another person’s action given in a  face - to - face  relation-
ship, and to verify the pertinent judgments, an inexhaustible multitude of symptoms 
is available. At each phase of the observed action of others, the judging person can 
anticipate, according to his assumptions about the project involved, the subsequent 
phases of the action, and can fi nd his judgment confi rmed by the further course of 
the action, or alternately, requiring vision. Furthermore, from other voluntary or 
involuntary behavior – not directly concerning the presumptive goal of the action to 
be analyzed – especially from facial expression, inferences can be drawn; and 
fi nally, the acting person can be questioned about the meaning of his action. 

 However, this possibility of adapting the schema of interpretation to a continual 
succession of supplementary or corrective experience is lacking in the case of the 
relationship  among contemporaries , to a lesser or greater measure, depending on 
the degree of contact. Therefore the interpretative schema is usually considerably 
more rigid; the interpretation is made according to a (more or less well-founded) 
pre-judgment with respect to the actor, which is supported either by direct knowl-
edge of his person or else by assumptions based on his social positions (nationality, 
religion, class, family, function). In the latter case, it has no effect on the procedure 
of grasping the meaning of the action, whether the action is performed by the person 
A or by a person B who has a more or less similar social position. As has been 
noted, to interpret actions of contemporaries, closer contact with the acting person 
and, possibly, questioning this person about his action, remain in principle possible 
for the person making the interpretation. As a result, far-reaching unanimity between 
the interpretation of an action by contemporaries and consociates, and interpretation 
by those in the immediate environment can be reached in many cases (although of 
course the fact that the action to be interpreted was not directly experienced by the 
person interpreting it cannot be changed after the fact). In the interpretation of the 
world of predecessors by its successors, however, there is no possibility of estab-
lishing the relationship among consociates and yet,  tradition  can build bridges to 
this form of social relationship. 

 The gradations of mediacy of symptoms here sketched is by no means peculiar 
to symptoms from which the meaning of human action can be inferred. For, from 
the insight that no empirical judgment can be conceived as the pure registering of 
an immediate given, and that instead each such judgment contains a chain of 
assumptions within it, there follows as a direct consequence that the grounds on 
which the judgment is based are to be considered as symptoms of the validity of 
those assumptions. There symptoms can be ordered quite uniformly according to 
levels of mediacy. With respect to external experience, immediacy is represented 
by sense perception in this order of mediacy. But for the understanding of the inter-
pretation of action of other persons, taking into consideration the scale of 
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mediations is especially important because it renders understandable that typical 
shift of the interpretation problem, through which the task of grasping the  subjec-
tive meaning  of such action is replaced by the task of grasping its  objective mean-
ing . The question: ‘What is – or else, was – the meaning the actor P connected with 
his action A?’ is replaced by the question: ‘What meaning is attributed to this 
action by the world of consociates, and possibly, by the closer or wider circle of 
contemporaries of P on the basis of the locally dominant rules of interpretation 
(e.g., in ordinary language)?’ Then it is no longer a question of exploring the mean-
ing of the action A, intended by P himself, but of ascertaining how actions of the 
kind A are typically interpreted by the environment of P – or else, correctly inter-
preted on the basis of the pertinent rules in force there. Thus we interpret the objec-
tive meaning of a sentence uttered by A, by specifying how it ‘had to be understood’ 
within the closer or wider environment of P. 

 This statement illuminates the concept of  objective meaning  and shows that it 
requires completion by the  specifi cation  of the  relevant schema of interpretation , 
and consequently its meaning varies with the variation of the schema of interpreta-
tion used. Before we turn to these problems, however, we still have to state some 
preparatory considerations about the ambiguity of the concept of subjective meaning. 
We have shown that the subjective meaning of an action is the meaning of the  project  
of this action, which includes setting the goal and stipulating the way to be pursued, 
in reaching the goal. Now action very frequently serves not merely  one  goal, but a 
series of goals, which can be arranged in part side by side, in part one after another 
in succession. Of special interest in this connection are the goals  arranged in suc-
cession . Consider, say, a  speech  act. The goal of the speaker is, in the fi rst place, to 
communicate something to another human being, i.e., to let him know something. 
But with that, the goals he has set very frequently are not exhausted; rather by 
means of the communication, he seeks to induce the other to engage in certain 
actions, and this, because he desires that a state of affairs of a certain kind be real-
ized by the action. What now is the goal of the action to be called? The transmission 
of the knowledge to another, the inducement of the other to engage in an action of a 
certain kind or the realization of the state of affairs what will be brought about by 
the action? 

 On the answer to this question depends the answer concerning the subjective 
meaning of the speech act as well; for the goal belongs to the meaning of this action. 
At fi rst glance, the answer to this question does not seem in principle to involve any 
diffi culties. For as, so it will be argued, the subjective meaning of the action is the 
content of the project, so the fi nal goal of the action is determined by the ‘span or 
breadth’ of the project (Schütz). 138  The last of the goals indicated in the project is to 
be considered the fi nal goal, those preceding it only the intermediary goals. 

 This argument is entirely cogent; however, it presupposes implicitly that in 
every project of action one goal is clearly delineated as the fi nal goal, or that, by 
means of rational reconstruction, one of the goals set up in succession can 
unequivocally be shown to be the ‘actual’ fi nal goal. But this will not prove the 

138   Aufbau , p. 62. 
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case for a large number of projects; the  goal horizon  of these will be an  open 
horizon  of ever less sharp contours that gradually become diffuse and in the course 
of further steps towards them, they constantly change. That is why not infre-
quently even determination of the meaning of  one’s own  past  actions  must contain 
constructive element. In particular an effect of action that appears relevant to a 
retrospective view is frequently declared to be the ‘originally set goal’ and this 
with considerable arbitrariness. 

 Now it does not require many words to show that the degree of this arbitrariness 
rises immensely, as soon as the  objective  meaning of another person’s action is to be 
comprehended by an  alter ego . Earlier, in the analysis of the concept of ‘practical 
correctness’, we have pointed to the shift of meaning which results in the elevation 
of the action of others, because the person making the judgment refers the action to 
his own goal system instead of to the goal system of the present or past actor. Thus a 
major part of the judgments in the human sciences, as well as a major part of the 
statements in the natural sciences, are valid only  relative to a reference system that 
must be specifi ed , and the problem of the discovery of universal invariants, i.e., prop-
ositions the truth of which is not affected by the transition from one reference system 
to another, has become just as acute in the one domain as in the other. In the social 
sciences, however, this range of problems is rendered especially complicated by two 
further aspects. One of these lies in the dividing line between the immediate given-
ness of the meaning of an action for the actor himself, even in remembrance, and its 
merely mediated givenness for an interpreting  alter ego . The second complicating 
aspect is characterized by the fact that in the human sciences (sciences of human 
behavior) the goals of knowledge usually are isolated to a much lesser degree from 
the system of practical goals, in the narrower sense, than is the case in the natural 
sciences, nor would such isolation be possible. This can be explained in part, though 
by no means exclusively, by a circumstance which frequently is the only one taken 
into consideration: that socialized human beings, who have to orient their own behavior 
constantly to the behavior of others, automatically consider such behavior from the 
viewpoint of their own practical interest. Besides this, two other components also 
play a signifi cant role. First, it must be taken into consideration that the schemata for 
the interpretation of actions of others always ultimately point back to inner experi-
ence, and because of this, the results of the interpretation will depend on the degree 
of essential affi nity between the interpreter and the actor. However, in addition – and 
this point is especially important – on the one hand, the factual basis (symptoms) 
available to the interpreter vary greatly in kind and extent, and on the other hand, 
these symptoms are incorporated into different interpretive relationships depending 
on the specifi c goals of knowledge in each case. Here the circumstance already men-
tioned, and to be investigated more closely in what follows, is of a great signifi cance: 
namely, that in the human sciences – in contrast to the natural sciences – there exists 
no special heuristically preferred basis of interpretation. Later, we shall have to ana-
lyze a series of important consequences which follow from this, and in particular we 
shall investigate the limits of the relativity of interpretations. 139  

139   See below.  Part Two, section “The ‘Historical’ in the Social Sciences”. 
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 In our general exposition of the meaning of human action we already mentioned 
the concept of ‘speech act’ as an example of  sign-setting . Now we must analyze this 
latter concept more closely, and in so doing direct our attention above all to the 
confrontation of  meaning-establishment  and  meaning-interpretation  as well as 
 levels  of interpretation. 

 With the help of signs, rational beings want to communicate something to other 
rational beings, to enable them to take part in knowledge of a certain kind. The sub-
jective meaning of setting forth of signs as a communicative act thus is the transmis-
sion of certain knowledge of one’s own to the person receiving the sign. The purpose 
of letting the receiver know from whom the communication comes can also belong 
to the meaning of sign communication; however this need not always be so, and in 
certain circumstances, hiding this fact can be the goal. As far as the goal of sign com-
munication is concerned, as we have already mentioned, only rarely is this confi ned 
to the transmission of knowledge: rather, as a rule, the intention is to produce a cer-
tain motivation in the receiving person by means of the knowledge transmitted to 
him. In the analysis of the meaning of imperative sentences in the next section, we 
will see that this intention of motivating will under certain circumstances overlay the 
content of communication to such an extent, that the isolation of this content, by 
means of rational reconstruction, can only be carried out with diffi culty. In what fol-
lows, we shall call the above intention ‘ communicative goal ’ and the above content 
‘ communicative meaning ’. As far as the intention of the communication is concerned, 
the person sending the signs can intend either to let it be known to the receiving 
person or to hide it, or else may have neither the one purpose nor the other. 

 Let us turn now to the  interpretation of the sign by the person receiving it : here 
fi ve levels of interpretation can be distinguished, which, to be sure, can coexist in 
time in the actual interpretive process 140 :

    1.    A certain phenomenon is interpreted by the receiver as a sign, as expression of 
the intention to make a communication, the meaning of which is as yet unknown.   

   2.    The phenomenon is interpreted by the receiver as a sign for the communication 
of the certain meaning – i.e., meaning grasped in the interpretation.   

   3.    From the communicative meaning the receiver infers the communicative goal, 
i.e., an inference is made from what the sender of the sign wanted to say to what 
he intended to achieve by saying this on this occasion.   

   4.    The receiver is able to, and not infrequently actually will infer from the commu-
nicative meaning and the communicative goal as grasped by him – perhaps in 
connection with other facts known to him – the circumstances which led the 
sender of the sign to the project of communicating the sign; he will recognize the 
‘because-motives’ of the sender of the sign (Schütz). 141    

   5.    The receiver can, and not infrequently will, infer from the communication other 
aspects too, e.g., character traits, which belong neither to the meaning nor to the 
goal, nor to the ‘because-motives’ of the communication.    

140   For this compare the analysis carried out by Schütz in  Aufbau , p. 120, of the phases of interpre-
tation, exemplifi ed in the interpretation of the activity of chopping wood. 
141   Aufbau , p. 99 ff. 
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  We wish to distinguish these fi ve levels of interpretation in terms of a simple 
example. On August 4, 1914, the captain of a British ship notices certain move-
ments of a colored object and assumes that they are to be interpreted as fl ag signals, 
signs of the optical Morse code (1). He deciphers the words: “Neptun 68° 17′ North 
latitude, 12° 17′ West longitude, with 10 cm of water in the engine room,” thus com-
municative meaning (2). He furthermore infers the communicative goal to be a 
request for aid by his ship (3). He interprets the ‘because-motive’ of ‘Neptun’s’ 
request for aid to be occasioned by a collision with an iceberg, which he knew about 
from a previous signal (4); and fi nally he deduces from the appeal for aid, that on 
board the ‘Neptun’ which he knows is a German ship, nothing has been heard as yet 
of the outbreak of war, for otherwise they would not have requested aid from an 
enemy ship (5). 

 It is obvious that revealing or hiding the ‘because-motives’ of the communica-
tion, and also certain facts to be included under (5), is also part of the communica-
tive goal and (or) can be interpreted by the receiver as included in it. Due to this, the 
relation ‘sign setting forth – sign interpretation’ becomes still more complicated. 

 Now as a major part of research in the social sciences consists in the interpreta-
tion of signs, or in the interpretation of the interpretation of signs and thus is subject 
to these complications, it is especially important to set up a  taxonomical schema  of 
interpretations, which would permit grouping them systematically according to the 
most general possible points of view. It would be appropriate here to assume fi ve 
grounds for this division, which would be determined by the following questions – 
no longer entirely unfamiliar in their structure:

    1.    What facts are to be interpreted?   
   2.    What facts may be drawn upon to aid in the interpretation, and what is their 

weight?   
   3.    What schemata of interpretation are to be utilized, and from what experiences do 

they originate?   
   4.    Under what circumstances is the interpretation to be completed (what is the 

interpretation to achieve)?   
   5.    What status is to be attributed to the result of the interpretation?    

  By inserting in this taxonomic schema the theses and antitheses brought forth in 
the  Methodenstreit , concerning the various problems of interpretation, it will either 
become clear at which points these arguments ‘actually’ diverge, i.e., with respect 
to procedure or else it will be seen that they are formulated in too confused a manner 
to be able to attribute a precise methodological meaning to them. 

 In the preceding analyses we have always operated with the term ‘ interpreta-
tion ’; while we have not used the word so frequently employed in the  Methodenstreit , 
‘ understandin g’. This is because the use of this word is hardly uniform. For some-
times (to be sure not frequently) it is employed synonymously with ‘interpretation’, 
‘interpretation of symptoms’, as such; in what follows we will however not employ 
this usage. At times, in a manner yet less general, it is used synonymously with 
‘interpretation of symptoms of psychical facts’ (meaningful phenomena); further-
more, on occasion, only the interpretation of the meaning that others bestow on their 
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experiences is called ‘understanding’, although ‘understanding another person’ 
[ Fremdverstehen ] is not explicitly expressed; fi nally, not infrequently, only those 
interpretations are called ‘understanding’ in which the psychical facts inferred from 
the interpreted phenomena are comprehended as the real grounds (causes) of the 
interpreted phenomena. 

 Now we will have to add a series of fundamental remarks about understanding; 
they can be formulated very briefl y, because to a large part they represent the evi-
dent consequences of analyses already carried out:

    1.    All understanding that is not understanding of one’s own self implies the basic 
assumption of the existence of other persons; therefore, because of the character 
of these assumptions as presuppositions for every meaning-interpretation, I have 
called them ‘ fundamental interpretations ’; 142  Schütz speaks of the “general 
thesis of the  alter ego ”. 143    

   2.    Just as little as, from the viewpoint of the theory of science, one can speak cor-
rectly of  the  explanation of phenomena, as though there were only  one  kind of 
incorporation of a given fact with the general context of experience, so too the 
 understanding  [ Verstehen ] of an object or a process can hardly be conceived as 
an  unequivocally  determined cognitive process. For every explanation, the fol-
lowing questions have to be answered: (a) on what bases is the explanation to be 
made, i.e., by what data will the explanation be supported? (b) by what means is 
the explanation to be made, i.e., on what general laws of experience (assump-
tions) is the explanation to be based? (c) what is the explanation to accomplish 
(under what conditions will the explanation be considered achieved)? Thus in 
the case of understanding, the questions must also be asked (a) on the basis of 
what psycho-physical facts is the given phenomenon to be understood? (b) on 
what general laws of experience is the understanding to be based? (c) under what 
conditions is a fact (an object) considered to be understood? However, while in 
the case of explanation in natural science one certain kind of incorporation is 
predominant in intellectual practice, namely, the one carried out in physics, in 
the case of understanding, it is by no means always one specifi c kind of direction 
of research which prevails; instead, the direction of research depends to a large 
extent on the specifi c direction of interests. Insight into these relationships leads 
to the problem of ‘value relation’, which we shall have to examine more closely 
in the section after the next.   

   3.    The ‘specifi c evidence’ of understanding [achieved by empathetic emotion] cannot 
be a criterion of truth. Here the results of the pertinent refl ections in our general 
section fi nd analogous application. 144    

   4.    The fact that understanding frequently takes place especially  rapidly , is no 
argument against the known fact that the process of understanding presents 
itself to refl ective analysis as  a highly complex thought-process . It would be 

142   Compare Kaufmann,  Strafrechtsschuld , p. 86. 
143   Aufbau , p. 106 ff. 
144   See above Part One, section “Basic Philosophical Considerations”. 

 Theory and Method in the Social Sciences  by Felix Kaufmann: An English Translation



236

wholly erroneous to assume that the experiential simplicity of an insight, the 
speed of its comprehension, could be regarded as a measure of the simplicity of 
the material content of knowledge. This remark is also directed against the kind 
of argumentation, by means of which Scheler sought to oppose the analogical 
inference theory of understanding, by maintaining that understanding could not 
be conceived as an inference by analogy, because phenomena of understanding 
have been shown in infants and chimpanzees too, and thus the creatures who 
were doubtlessly incapable of inferential thought. 145  But it is by no means 
required that a psychical process, which upon refl ective analysis is shown to be 
an inference, also present itself as such in the process of experiencing it. Instead 
the phylogenetic or ontogenetic automation of a psychic process can leave its 
content essentially untouched. Thus, what is central for a theory of understand-
ing [ Verstehen ] and for a systematic classifi cation of the different variants of 
understanding, is not a dissection of the phases of the process of understanding 
in terms of the experiential [inner] time (of the understanding subject), but the 
discovery of the elements of experience which are contained in this process and 
the manner of their synthesis. 

 Because they did not understand this epistemological fact, those who hold 
various theories of the understanding of other persons did not reach the core of 
the scientifi cally relevant range of problems. This holds in the same way for the 
theory of analogical inference which teaches that understanding lies in the  for-
mation of an analogy  with the events of inner experience 146 ; for the  empathy  
theory 147  which, though it assumes a specifi c cognitive mode for the comprehen-
sion of other minds, attributes this to inner experience insofar as it presupposes 
an affi nity between the person who understands and the person understood as a 
precognition for empathy. And fi nally, it holds for Scheler’s  perception theory  of 
understanding, 148  which not only claims that understanding is a cognitive mode 
 sui generis , but also that it has priority with respect to knowledge of the external 
world. The correct core of the analogy theory lies essentially in the fact that the 
psycho-physical (i.e., something like one’s own ego) becomes thematic for 
understanding, and in this sense inner experience is prior to understanding. But 
this by no means excludes the assertion that more profound knowledge of one-
self as a rule is linked to the results of intensive observation of others. (Compare 
Nietzsche’s statement which is also cited by Scheler: “Everybody is the most 
remote person to himself.”) Unfortunately in his analysis – rich in new insight in 
other respects – Scheler does not distinguish sharply enough between these two 
elements, and this has misled him. 149    

145   Scheler,  Wesen und Formen der Sympathie , Bonn 1923, p. 274 ff. 
146   This theory is the oldest theory of understanding [Verstehenstheorie]. 
147   Its chief representative is Theodor Lipps. 
148   Scheler, op. cit., p. 273 ff. 
149   For he does not succeed in grasping adequately the relation of understanding to external and 
inner perception. The most signifi cant progress beyond Scheler’s work is represented, in my view, 
by the investigations of Schütz in  Aufbau , p. 106 ff. 
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   5.    With respect to the accusation of the ‘ irrationality of the process of understanding ’ 
which some like to confront with the ‘ rationality of explanation in natural 
science ’ and use as an argument for the fundamental difference between method 
in natural science and in the human sciences, and also with respect to the inap-
plicability of ‘the logic of natural science’ to the social sciences, the following is 
to be said:     

 To begin with, we note that even the thinking of the great natural scientists, 
indeed even of mathematicians, is by no means as ‘rational’ as many theorists of 
the social sciences would like to believe. As evidence – to be sure, hardly always 
totally reliable – the reports of their own work by such scientists (e.g., Henri 
Poincaré 150 ) and on the typical manner in which they arrived at their discoveries, 
can be adduced; thus the famous statement of Gauss may be mentioned: “In math-
ematics this happens to me not infrequently: I have the result; only I do not know 
yet how I am going to go about fi nding it.” Yet in spite of this it is by no means our 
intention to deny that a special sensitivity [ Fingerspitzengefühl ] plays a much 
greater role in the understanding of other minds than in mathematics and natural 
science, and that in the former, rational reconstruction may also be much more dif-
fi cult than in the latter. However, this state of affairs should not be interpreted in 
such a way, as though there were  irrational criteria  for the correctness of under-
standing, as though ‘physiognomical tact’ (Spengler) could be regarded as an 
autonomous source of truth. ‘Irrational comprehension of meaning contents’ is the 
comprehension of these in the mode of confusion, and even if the removal of con-
fusion in thought – scientifi c thought, too – is an ‘infi nite idea’; still it is an  error  
to regard  this stage of imperfection of knowledge, as knowledge sui generis . It 
should hardly be necessary to point out, however, that this insight does not in any 
way put into question the importance of the fact of irrational thought, or of action 
motivated by such thought, in the social world. 

 The above remarks concerning the concept of understanding [ Verstehen ] also 
contain the key to the evaluation of the various types of understanding distinguished 
by Max Weber. It emerges, but cannot be presented in more detail here, that a sharp 
distinction between  immediately insightful  and  explanatory or motivational  under-
standing is not possible, that the different variants of  rational  understanding can be 
traced back to  purposive-rational  [instrumentally rational] understanding, and 
fi nally, that between  rational  and  irrational  understanding there are only gradual 
transitions. 151  

 But what follows from all these fi ndings for determining the relation between the 
social sciences and psychology? Our refl ections about ‘meaning’ and ‘understand-
ing’ have made it suffi ciently clear, that meaning-interpretation of phenomena pres-
ents itself as the link between these phenomena and psychical facts. Therefore for 

150   Henri Poincarés ‘Wissenschaft und Methode’ ( Science and Method ), Berlin, 1914. 
151   For this, see Landshut,  Kritik der Soziologie , Munich 1929, p. 34 ff. Good references to the lit-
erature of the work concerning the theory of understanding in Sombart,  Die drei Nationalökonomien , 
Munich, 1930, p. 192. For the history of the doctrines see I. Wach,  Das Verstehen , vol. I, Tübingen 
1926, vol. II, 1929, vol. III 1933. 
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those who conceive the interpretation of meaning to be the essential task of the 
method of social science – and as we shall recognize in what follows, this conception 
is justifi ed – the question about the relation of social science and psychology appears 
to be solved by subordination of the former to the latter. For descriptive analysis 
shows that psychical acts are acts of  meaning-establishment  and that therefore every 
 description  of these acts must contain  meaning-interpretations . Similar considerations 
also lead us to subordinate social facts, the objects of the social sciences, under 
psychological facts, the objects of psychology. For – so it can be argued – what 
makes social facts  social  facts, and distinguishes them from the facts of nature, is 
precisely their meaning-content. This holds not only for social actions, but also for 
artifacts and social collectives (e.g., society, the state). Thus the dividing line from 
the natural sphere, and therefore the constitution of phenomena as social facts, is 
marked (so it is said) by reference to meaning; but reference to meaning is nothing 
else than reference to the sphere of psycho-physical facts. 

 With respect to this, the following should be noted: fi rst, it is necessary to observe 
that the line of argument just presented in no way corresponds to that which was 
brought forth around the turn of the century, when the controversy concerning the 
independence of the social sciences from psychology was at its height, by those 
scholars who wanted the social sciences to be considered as psychological disci-
plines, For at that time Franz Brentano’s analysis of intentionality was hardly known 
by most of the scholars to be considered here, not to speak of its signifi cance being 
recognized. The method of  associationist psychology  was the dominant method in 
psychology then, and it was this above all which was supposed to be applied to the 
social sciences. This has changed completely since then and therefore it must be 
clearly understood that the meaning of our question has undergone a complete 
change during the last decade. 

 The psychologist who is asked today whether according to his conception of the 
method of the social sciences coincides with the method of psychology will fi rst 
have to ascertain  which  psychological method is meant. He will have to see whether 
it is the method of cognitive psychology, of Gestalt psychology, the psychoanalytic, 
the characterological, the behaviorist method or the method of psychological 
anthropology that is to be compared with that (or those) of the social sciences; 
whether the pure description of psychical facts and the pure description of social 
facts, or the explanation of psychical facts and the explanation of social facts, are to 
be brought into correspondence; whether the person posing the question regards 
‘self-observation’ or ‘observation of others’ or a combination of both procedures 
essential for psychology. From this we can see how loosely the question of the rela-
tion between the social sciences and psychology is formulated; yet in spite of this, 
the main conceptual themes which underlie this question can be isolated and clari-
fi ed with little diffi culty. 

 The fundamental problem is whether the comprehension of social facts is accom-
plished with the aid of a  specifi c source of knowledge , or whether it fl ows exclu-
sively from the sources of external and inner experience. As shall become fully clear 
from what is to follow, social facts are either human actions, yet to be characterized 
more precisely, or phenomena which point back symptomatically to such actions. 
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The core of knowledge of social facts – about the character of which the pertinent 
methodological controversies mainly resolve – accordingly is the interpretation of 
the meaning of the actions of other persons, or else, of the phenomena linked with 
these in the manner previously indicated. Now, as we have recognized, a specifi c 
source of knowledge is not contained in this interpretation of meaning. Rather, the 
interpretation is a synthesis of inner and external experience, and accordingly, the 
concepts of social facts can also be constructed by use of physical and psycho- 
physical facts. How this construction is carried out will be shown in our section 
“Fundamental Concepts of the Social Sciences”; but from what has been said up to 
this point, it can already be gathered that  social facts are not intra-mental , and that 
therefore they are not psychological facts, insofar as the concepts ‘psychological 
fact’ and ‘intra-mental fact’ are equated. But dealing with a defi nition of psychology 
which partially includes the theory of human actions, it will not be possible to 
answer the question negatively from the outset. Instead we will have to examine 
carefully – and best in terms of the universal schema presented above – to what 
extent the goals and the approaches to knowledge set on both sides correspond. 
In so doing it will in particular be shown that in the social sciences the systematiza-
tion of observational data and consequently the formation of concepts is carried out 
according to other points of view and that in them ‘historicity’ and ‘value relation’ 
have a different function than in psychology (or the psychologies) of human action. 
But in any case there are gradual transitions between the various specifi c approaches 
in psychology, and the various specifi c approaches in the social sciences. It must 
never be forgotten that the traditional delimitation between the sciences is linked on 
the one hand to specifi c stages in the development of scientifi c inquiry, and on the 
other hand that they are most frequently presented in a mode of considerable confu-
sion. Confronted with this, it is then the task of rational reconstruction to isolate 
from each other the various aspects under which this delimitation is carried out, and 
to analyze each of them individually.   

    3. Value Problems in the Social Sciences 

 Our investigations concerning the concept of value have led to the result that we 
cannot speak of a specifi c ‘knowledge of value’, to be placed in partial or total inde-
pendence beside the ‘knowledge of what has Being’. This result is of fundamental 
signifi cance for the problem of ‘value neutrality in the social sciences’, the (historical, 
juridical, and ethical) ‘attribution of responsibility’ and the ‘value relation’, with 
which we shall have to deal in this section, and also the next. 

 All the basic things we have said about ‘values’ can be applied to ‘norms’; for 
a norm is nothing else than a statement that (future) behavior of a certain kind is 
of value (or correct). Thus the entire critique which we have applied to the idea 
of practical (axiological) correctness, can be transferred quite readily to the con-
cept of norm, and this holds true especially for the insight that there is no ‘cor-
rectness as such’, but that the concept of correctness is a relational concept. 
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Accordingly, ‘ought-statements’ are only accessible to verifi cation insofar as 
they contain specifi cations of goals. For the sake of clarifi cation, we wish to give 
a few examples.

    1.    You ought to follow the marked path if you wish to get to N in an hour’s time.   
   2.    You ought to always speak the truth if you wish to keep the respect of your 

comrades.   
   3.    You ought not to insult your opponent in a legal trial if you wish to avoid a severe 

punishment.     

 We have already discussed fully the complications which arise here due to the 
plurality of the goals involved, their simultaneity or succession, and the intermin-
gling of heterogeneous goal systems. 

 What has just been established about ‘ought’ in the combination ‘you ought to’ 
also holds true for its occurrence in the context ‘I ought to’. ‘I ought to act in a cer-
tain manner’ means ‘it is correct that I act in this manner’, and this ‘correctness’ 
requires completion of the specifi cation of a referential goal system. Again, here we 
must not be misled by the fact that in the ‘ought-[lived]-experience’ these goals 
frequently are not explicitly contained and, that the functioning of psychophysical 
automatism is apt to induce the illusion of the evidence of absolute correctness. 
What is decisive for the meaning of ‘ought’, however, as emerges clearly from our 
general investigations, is not its lived coloration, but the system of truth criteria for 
ought-statements. A ‘feeling of ought to’ (feeling of obligation) is characterized by 
the – more or less strongly – emotionally colored conviction (thus the name ‘feel-
ing’) that a certain conduct is correct, or also, that the contrary conduct is incorrect. 
The meaning of this conviction, however, only becomes clear when the goal system 
is indicated to which the correctness (incorrectness) refers. 

 The range of problems of ‘ought to’ is however further complicated by merging 
of this concept with that of the  imperative , where the person giving the command 
can remain more or less  anonymous . Here we speak of  heteronomous norms , and 
consequently that such a norm exists would mean nothing else than that a command 
(or order) has been issued by a – more or less precisely specifi ed – person. To be 
sure, a more careful analysis that the fact A has addressed an imperative to B is 
considered as a norm-establishment by B or a third party only if one assumes that B 
would do the right thing by obeying the command, so that here too an  element of 
correctness  appears. But in any case the question concerning the meaning of ought- 
statements is so closely linked with that of the meaning of imperatives, which also 
has greatly troubled logicians and philosophers, that we have to pursue these prob-
lems in this direction too, and seek to clarify the meaning of imperative statements. 
This is also important because these questions have played a great role in the theory 
of the law. 

 The problem of imperative sentences arises (in conformity with that of optative 
sentences and questions) from the following considerations: – if we have recog-
nized the connection between the meaning of a sentence and the methods of its veri-
fi cation, then it is incomprehensible how a sentence could be possible for which the 
question of its truth or falsehood could not be posed at all. For instance, the question 

F. Kaufmann



241

whether a command like, say, ‘Come here!’ is true or false appears to be entirely 
inappropriate; in spite of that, we do not hesitate to designate the imperatives as 
‘sentences’. 

 Here it must be observed, to begin with, that not much is gained by the customary 
distinction between judgments (declarative sentences) on the one hand and impera-
tives on the other, according to which we characterize  judgments  as  expressions of 
opinion  and  imperatives  as  expressions  of  willing . For the same sentence can express 
different things, i.e., can be a symptom of different psychical facts. Thus we have to 
ask: are sentences of the kind just named, judgments at all? and (if the answer is to 
be affi rmative) what is asserted in them? Furthermore: if these sentences are judg-
ments and therefore subject to question as to their truth or falsehood, how can it be 
understood that this question is regarded to be inappropriate with respect to them? 

 Let us begin with the fi rst question: here, to begin with, it is easy to realize that 
in case the imperatives are at all judgments, they must be judgments about  one’s 
own inner conduct , and indeed that is the case. More diffi cult, however, is to grasp 
precisely which inner conduct is actually meant. 

 We can hardly doubt that someone who issues a command to another is commu-
nicating something to that person; however, the task lies precisely in determining 
what the specifi c  communicative meaning of the command is . The most immediate 
conception, and one that arises repeatedly, is that the imperative ‘Come here!’ is 
equivalent in meaning with the sentence: ‘I want you to come here!’ But that con-
ception is not tenable, as will become immediately evident from the following 
example. We proceed here, for reasons that will be made clear at once, not from the 
imperative in the narrow sense, but from the imperative in the form of request 
‘Please, come here!’ For the point decisive for our refl ections, however, nothing is 
changed in the slightest by this. 

 Now we can say the following: ‘I wish that you would do this, but I don’t beg you 
to do it.’ This sentence obviously has a perfectly good meaning and corresponds to 
a readily understandable attitude of the speaker toward the person he is addressing. 
It does not contain any inner contradiction, and from this it follows that the second 
part of the sentence cannot be a negation of the fi rst. That we started with a request 
and not with a command, has, as its reason, that we wanted to exclude the problems 
of the ‘willing of somebody else’s action’, which has nothing to do with the ques-
tion that occupies us for the present. But our example, which till now has only 
served to remove an erroneous opinion with respect to the meaning of an imperative 
request and thus of the imperative in the narrower sense, also leads us to understand 
this meaning by rational reconstruction. For we can replace the statement: ‘I wish 
that you do this, but I don’t beg you to do it’ by the following sentence of equivalent 
meaning: ‘I wish that you would do this, but I do not wish to  induce  you to do it’. 
Thus it emerges, conversely, that the  request of A  directed toward B is nothing else 
than the  communication to B of A’s wish to induce B to do something . 

 The same holds true with respect to the command in the narrower sense. Here too 
we have a communication to another person that we wish  to induce  this person to 
engage in a certain behavior. The difference from a request here lies only in that in 
each case the inducement intends to appeal to a different  motive . The person who 
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begs another for something expresses thereby that he presupposes the other person’s 
friendly attitude or goodness of heart, or his desire to observe social forms, to be the 
decisive motive for the fulfi llment of the request. A person giving a command, how-
ever, appeals to the other’s obedience, which can in turn spring from a variety of 
submotives. These can be described by the limiting words ‘awe’ and ‘fear’. 

 Thus command (order), offer, request, imploring (appeal to pity) 152  are distin-
guished by the variety of the motives to which an appeal is made. But the meaning 
common to all these cases is the communication of one’s own wish to induce the 
person receiving the communication to engage in a certain behavior. That we do not 
speak of ‘wish’ but of ‘will’ in the case of command, is only related to the fact that 
as a rule in this case the chance of fulfi llment is so great, or is assumed to be, so that 
the person issuing the command has the belief that, through his command, he is 
 causing  the action of the other, thus determining it in a similar manner to his will 
determining his own action. This is expressed with special clarity in the sharpest 
form of the command ‘You will do such and such a thing’ (‘You will come here.’) 
Here the belief in the obedience of the person addressed to the command is so strong 
that the fulfi llment is unquestionably anticipated. 

 Now in order to comprehend the diffi culties confronting the understanding of the 
meaning of imperatives, we have to recall the  distinction  between  communicative 
meaning and the communicative goal  made in the previous section. The diffi culties 
lie in the apparent correspondence of the sentence’s meaning with the typical moti-
vation for uttering the sentence by way of address to certain persons in certain situ-
ations. Because the  content  of the imperative is: ‘I want to induce you to do this’, 
while the typical motivation is ‘By communicating to you that I want to induce you 
to do this, I want to induce you to do this.’ The danger of confusing these is espe-
cially great because in statements of this kind, the  main attention  passes  through 
their meaning  and is focused directly on the  purpose  they are intended to serve, 
which obscures the clear comprehension of the sentence’s meaning. The question 
which points to the specifi cation of the meaning of a command reads: What, by issu-
ing the command, does the person issuing the command want to let the receiver 
 know ? The answer to this question is obviously that he wants to let the receiver of 
the command thereby know his resolve to induce him to engage in a certain 
behavior. 

 We want to call a sentence, in which the purpose of motivation in the manner just 
described stands in the foreground a  communication  [ Kundgabe ]. The boundaries 
are of course fl uid, for a communicative goal or, stated more correctly, an intention 
extending beyond the mere fact of uttering that sentence underlies just about every 
utterance of a sentence. 153  

 Now we can conduct a test of the result of our analysis by asking ourselves how 
things stand with the  truth  of a command, a request, etc. For with the isolation of 
the sentence-meaning, we should also have specifi ed a method of verifi cation. 
Now this is actually the case. Though one does not say a command is ‘true’ or 

152   For this compare Sander,  Allgemeine Gesellschaftslehre,  Jena 1930, pp. 381 ff. 
153   See above, section “The Social Sciences and Psychology”. 
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‘false’ – which is related to the circumstance just mentioned that the main stress 
is placed on the motives of the command – we can, however, say that someone has 
 deceived  another by means of a command, or that someone has been  deceived  by 
a command. Such deception is at hand when the alleged wish to induce the other 
to engage in a certain behavior does not exist. This is the case, for example, when 
by means of the particular communication we wish to achieve just the opposite 
outcome from the one pretended – say, to induce the person receiving the com-
mand to disobey it, so that one can take corresponding measures against him. In 
this case the command is  untrue , for the alleged will to induce the other to engage 
in a certain behavior is not present. 

 After this excursion about imperatives, let us return to the concept of norm. In 
the analysis of the value concepts above, we have established that their meaning 
varies with the stress placed on the aspect of correctness. This is true especially for 
the concept of norm. In the borderline cases on the one side, the aspect of correct-
ness is hardly considered at all; ‘norm’ is identifi ed with ‘command’; in boundary 
cases on the other side, however, this aspect obviously forms the  core meaning  of 
the norm concept. On the one side stands the commandment which is blindly 
obeyed, and on the other side the guideline for one’s own action established after 
the fullest consideration, 154  i.e., the resolve based on weighing the practical cor-
rectness of keeping one’s own future action in harmony with certain principles. 
Here – in contract to command by others, to  heteronomous  norms, – we speak of 
 autonomous  norms. 

 But even within heteronomous norms, there is still an important distinction to be 
made; its basis is the signifi cance to be attributed to  the fact of issuing orders . What 
is involved here is whether the issuing of the order is regarded as being  constitutive  
or  declarative  with respect to its character as norm. The fi rst case is such that, acting 
according to the guideline presented in the order only (at least predominantly), 
appears correct because this order was issued by certain persons or, possibly, under 
certain conditions; here the belief in its correctness often (but not always) springs 
from the assumption that whoever issues the order will, directly or indirectly, do 
harm to those to whom it is addressed if they fail to obey the command. In cases 
where such harm is already threatened in connection with issuing the order, one 
speaks of  sanctioned  norms. In other cases, however, obedience of a command is 
viewed as correct because we have confi dence in the person issuing the order, that 
(as a consequence of his wisdom, wealth of experience and benevolent attitude) he 
will command the  correct  thing. Thus here the issuing of the order is a  symptom  of 
its correctness. Comparing a police order with a doctor’s order can serve as an 
example of the distinction thus made, and makes the ambiguity of the concepts of 
‘authority’ and ‘competence’ emerge fully. As far as the reference system for practi-
cal correctness is concerned, norms of the fi rst group always require the comple-
ment: ‘If you want to obey the order (or, act according to the will of the person 
issuing the order),’ where in most cases the goal of acting in accordance with the 
order will be incorporated within a further complex of goals (avoidance of harm, 

154   [Missing in original edition – Ed.]. 
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achieving rewards, showing loyalty); in the second case, however, no uniform goal 
can be indicated. It has to be inferred from the context of each case; for example, 
with respect to the correctness of a doctor’s orders: preservation of life, preservation 
or restoration of health, avoidance or termination of bodily pain. 

 From these considerations, combined with the results of our general analysis of 
value concepts, it follows directly that  we cannot speak  of a  unique normative 
method  which would justify a rigid separation between the ‘ normative sciences ’ and 
the  sciences of Being ’. In normative considerations, two kinds of ascertainments 
must be distinguished; fi rst, ascertainment of goals, second, ascertainment of the 
conditions of practical correctness with respect to these goals. Once the goals have 
been set, then the question of the effi cacy of a certain action with respect to the goals 
(correspondence to norms) is a question of fact. Frequently, however, this is not 
clearly understood – especially in the analysis of heteronomous norms – and most 
generally because here too, empirical statements are confounded with the results of 
rational reconstruction. For most frequently the rational reconstruction of the con-
tent of the norm plays a decisive role in the subsumption of actions under norms, so 
that the actual ascertainment of fact, that a certain personally-temporally fi xed 
action satisfi es certain conditions, recedes into the background. But the rational 
reconstruction itself is not infrequently composed of heterogeneous levels of knowl-
edge. Here again it is a question of distinguishing between the meaning of a sign 
(the ‘content’ of a communication) and the purpose – or purposes – of issuing the 
sign. In the interpretation of the meaning of heteronomous norms, the content of the 
order is often separated only with the greatest diffi culty from the purposes of the 
order: the question of which purposes can be assumed to underlie the content of the 
command can at times hardly be answered. The investigative situation becomes still 
more unintelligible due to the fact that the meaning of the norm also has to be 
inferred from symptoms (usually linguistic signs), and that this interpretation of 
symptoms is not properly distinguished from the rational reconstruction. When 
fi nally the erroneous Platonic conception of ‘ ideal objects ’, to which the norms 
belong as ‘ meaning contents ’, is added, the result is a confusion of concepts almost 
impossible to disentangle. 

 An argument brought up again and again in favor of an alleged  dualism of spheres  
between the ‘ought’ and the ‘is’, is that from an ‘is’ no inference of an ‘ought’ can 
be made, and from an ‘ought’ no inference of an ‘is’; it is this thesis that we now 
have to examine: 

 Let us fi rst establish that the thesis has dual meaning insofar as on the one hand 
it can be interpreted as a statement about the relation between ‘ought’ and ‘being- 
there’ [ Da-Sein ] (realization), and on the other hand a statement about the relation 
between ‘ought’ and ‘being-thus’ [ So-sein ] (general determinateness). According to 
the fi rst of these two interpretations our statement says: From the fact that the car-
rying out of an action forms the content of a norm, past or future realization of such 
behavior cannot be inferred, nor is the inverse inference possible. 

 According to the second interpretation, on the other hand, the statement contains 
the assertion: From the fact that an action displays certain general features it cannot be 
inferred (deductively) that the action conforms to a norm and from the statement that 
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an action, generally not precisely defi ned, conforms to norms, it cannot be inferred 
that the action possesses certain features or that it does not possess such features. 

 With respect to the fi rst of these theses, the following is to be said: As we have 
recognized, the meaning of the assertion that an action of a certain kind  ought  to be 
performed, is that an action of this kind is  practically correct , i.e., with reference to 
a goal to be specifi ed it is appropriate to that goal. (The alternate meaning: 
‘norm = imperative’, according to which ‘ought to do something’ has the same 
meaning as ‘having received a command with respect to this’ can be disregarded in 
the analysis of the relation of ‘is’ and ‘ought’). Obviously, from this general charac-
terization, the reality of that which is characterized can be deduced just as little as 
from any other general characterization. On the other hand, from the assertion that 
behavior of a certain kind was actually performed, it cannot be deduced that it is 
practically correct – even in the case of pre-established goals – because from the 
determination of a position in terms of which the statement of facts is presented, no 
general determination of features can be derived – or as it is frequently put, no 
‘being-thus’ assertion from a ‘being-there’ assertion. 

 However, – and now we come to the fi rst part of the second thesis – that from the 
general characterization of an action (the specifying of its ‘properties’), its ‘practi-
cal correctness’ cannot be deduced, follows from the circumstance that in this char-
acterization no determination of the goal system, to which practical correctness is 
referred, is contained. Finally, the fact that from the judgment of an action being 
practically correct – with reference to a given goal system – no further features of 
this action can be deduced, is due to the fact that from a relation the features of one 
of its terms can never be derived. But it must always be taken into consideration that 
in each of the four cases discussed, by ‘inferring’ only deductive inference is to be 
understood; induction is not only possible in all these cases, it forms a core of the 
meaning-interpretation. Failure to recognize this circumstance also has contributed 
considerably to increasing the confusion. 

 These results of refl ection, as well as the relevant ones of Part One, section 
“The Concept of Value”, make it possible for us to take a position with respect to 
the  postulate  (subject to especially heated controversy in the  Methodenstreit ) of 
 value-freedom  in the social sciences. 

 For from these results it follows that this postulate must not be interpreted as 
though there [actually] were knowledge of values, but that the investigator in the 
social sciences had to forego making use of that knowledge in the same way that the 
geometer foregoes the use of compasses as soon as he has agreed to the postulate of 
making certain geometrical construction only by use of the ruler. Instead our postu-
late has to be understood as indicating, that the investigator would have to realize 
clearly that we cannot speak of ‘absolute values’ at all in a meaningful way, and 
accordingly, insofar as he operates with value concepts, he would be obligated to 
specify the  criteria of evaluation . As soon as he is aware of the  relational character  
of value statements, he will also comprehend their  relativity , i.e., grasp the possibil-
ity of different goal systems. 

 What is most important for the methodology of the social sciences in this rela-
tion is already to be found in Max Weber’s methodological essays, especially in 
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 Der Sinn der Wertfreiheit der Sociologischen und Ökonomischen Wissenschaften  
[ The Meaning of  ‘ Ethical Neutrality ’  in Sociology and Economics , tr. Shils and 
Finch, in Max Weber  The Methodology of the Social Sciences.  – Ed.] There the 
chief misunderstandings, to which the postulate of value-freedom has been subject, 
are thoroughly discussed – for example, in pointing to the important role of human 
valuations (this intended as an objection) – in the formation of the social world. 
In their main thrust we agree with Max Weber’s results; but the only diffi culty is 
that he lacks a clearly formulated insight that the alleged dualism of the spheres of 
being and value (validity) does not exist. This may well be explained as due to his 
partial dependence on the current of thought of the Southwest German school of 
Neo- Kantians especially of Rickert). We want to quote an especially characteristic 
passage from Weber’s essay:

  It may be asserted without the possibility of a doubt that as soon as one seeks to derive 
concrete directives from practical political (particularly economic and social- political) 
evaluations, (1) the indispensable means, and (2) the inevitable repercussions, and (3) the 
thus conditioned competition of numerous possible evaluations in their  practical  conse-
quences, are all that an  empirical  discipline can demonstrate with the means at its disposal. 
 Philosophical  disciplines can go further and lay bare the ‘meaning’ of evaluations, i.e., their 
ultimate  meaningful  structure and their meaningful consequences, in other words, they can 
indicate their ‘place’ within the totality of all possible ‘ultimate’ evaluations and delimit 
their spheres of meaningful validity. Even such simple questions as the extent to which an 
end should sanction unavoidable means, or the extent to which undesired repercussions 
should be taken into consideration, or how confl icts between several concretely confl icting 
ends are to be arbitrated, are entirely matters of choice or compromise. There is no (rational 
or empirical) scientifi c procedure of any kind whatsoever which can provide us with a deci-
sion here. The social sciences, which are strictly empirical sciences, are the least fi tted to 
presume to save the individual the diffi culty of making a choice, and they should therefore 
not create the impression that they can do. 155  

   With respect to this exposition it must be remarked, that the function assigned to 
the philosophic disciplines, i.e., to explore the ultimate meaningful structure of 
valuations and their meaningful consequences, is nothing else than the task of ratio-
nal reconstruction of the ‘essentially’ intended meaning of the valuations, where 
consideration must also be accorded to the implicitly intended relationships, along 
with other valuations. 

 Thus we can formulate the core concept contained in the postulate of value- 
freedom to mean that from thought in general, and from thought in the social sci-
ences in particular, ‘ultimate’, ‘absolute’ ends or goals can never be derived. In all 
investigations concerned with valuations these must be assumed to be already set 
(implicitly or explicitly) and thus must be  presupposed . 

 From this insight the task now emerges, that wherever human action is qualifi ed 
as ‘correct’ in social scientifi c investigations, we must clarify, with respect to which 
goal system this ‘correctness’ is to be understood. This task has been neglected 
only too frequently by the proponents of the postulate of value-freedom, and 
thereby they can easily be shown to be wrong by their opponents, by exposing the 

155   Max Weber,  Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre , Tübingen 1922, p. 470. 
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underlying (implicitly presupposed) goals. But we must not overlook the fact that 
value- freedom in the sense just clarifi ed, and ‘reference to goals’ by no means are 
opposed. Incompatibility results only when it is erroneously assumed that some 
sort of (scientifi c, philosophical or metaphysical) knowledge makes it possible to 
comprehend absolute values, or if it is believed that the examination of practical 
correctness with reference to given goals represents a special method of gaining 
knowledge. Only insofar as the opponents of value-freedom raise one of these 
claims – which in addition are sometimes alleged to be supported by misconstrued 
‘ideal objects’ and ‘meaning contexts’ – is their judgment false. 

 In the pertinent controversies, the problem discussed at great length in our 
fi rst part, about the  objectivity of science , very often also plays a role. Scientifi c 
judgments – so it is argued on the one side – are theoretically correct insofar as 
they correspond to the facts; the criteria for this correctness are thus ‘objective’, 
i.e., conditioned by the nature of the objects themselves; subjective  attitudes or 
position- taking acts  play no role here. Values, on the other hand, are character-
ized precisely by taking positions in this very way, and that is why there is such 
an unbridgeable  chasm  between  knowing  and  valuing . 

 This thesis can, however, be invalidated by the opponents by questioning the sup-
posed objectivity of this knowledge: Every assumption that goes beyond the ‘imme-
diate given’ (and this cannot be isolated at all by means of judgments) – contains 
presuppositions – above all of a certain uniformity of world events – which cannot 
be objectively justifi ed, as they are based on spontaneous acts of acceptance, of 
‘belief’ [Kaufmann’s English – Ed.], which must be characterized as altogether 
‘ subjective ’. This characterization is justifi ed not only because these acts of accep-
tance can fi nd no ultimate justifi cation ‘in the thing itself’, but also because the 
motives for these decisions are at least partially conditioned by affect, and thus to be 
found in the subjectivity of instinctual life. It is no different with valuations and 
therefore a sharp delimitation between knowledge and valuing, between  acquiring 
knowledge and taking positions  cannot be drawn. 

 With respect to the arguments just presented, the following is to be remarked, to 
begin with: our investigations, concerning the general theory of science have shown 
that the conception of knowledge as pure receptivity is not tenable, so that invoking 
the spontaneity of knowledge is justifi ed. Furthermore, it must be admitted that the 
syntheses carried out in the pre-predicative and predicative experience can be inter-
preted as  goal-directed acts , which serve the orientation of human beings in the 
world, and therefore the preservation of their vital existence in it. Finally, it is unde-
niable that the same  data  can be systematically  grouped in different ways , and that 
the manner in which this grouping is carried out is to a large extent determined by 
affect-guided, practical interests. 

 But does an invalidation of the entire set of conceptual motifs contained in the 
postulate of the value-freedom of science indeed follow from this? That is by no 
means the case, even if from what has been said it emerges that the justifi cation we 
have cited cannot stand up under criticism. We now wish to extract the correct core 
of the postulate. 
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 To be sure, the processes of knowledge are not to be confronted with purposive 
practical behavior as if they were theoretical ‘activity free from purpose’; however, 
the  purposes of knowledge  can very readily be delimited with respect to other pur-
poses, and here the fact that as a rule these purposes of knowledge are linked to 
‘practical’ purposes does not form a counter argument. What is decisive is that the 
goals of knowledge can be  thematically isolated , and therefore that the ‘correct-
ness’ of human behavior can be ascertained (exclusively) with reference to them. 
The common (essential) aspect of all goals of knowledge, in every-day thought as 
well as in scientifi c thought, however, is forming judgments that prove valid. This 
validation – which, as we have shown, can never be fi nal – mainly consists of more 
or less direct [coherent] agreement with the observation of data of external or inner 
experience. 

 Accordingly we can say that, correctly understood, the postulate of the value- 
freedom of science is a combination of the two following results of refl ection:

    1.     Scientifi c thought , qua scientifi c,  refers solely to the goals of knowledge : what-
ever one may ‘actually’ mean by ‘correctness’ or ‘incorrectness’ (‘truth’ or ‘fal-
sity’) of scientifi c judgments is to be determined exclusively with reference to 
the goals of knowledge.   

   2.    The assertion of  absolute  values, or also  absolutely  correct goals, cannot enter 
into science, because it is contradictory. Meaningful value judgments – that is, 
assertions of practical correctness with reference to given goals – however are by 
all means subject to scientifi c evaluation and have their place in scientifi c 
thought.     

 That  valuations , as historical or sociological facts, can form topics of the perti-
nent sciences is self-evident. 

 However, there are still several words to be said about the grounds, from the 
viewpoint of the  psychology of knowledge  for the  typical linking  of the  postulate of 
value-freedom with naturalistic doctrines , and the typical linking of its rejection 
with the different variants of anti-naturalistic doctrine. Very frequently a merging of 
two conceptual motifs is found. On the one hand, the object of the knowledge of 
nature – which according to naturalistic doctrines must also embrace social facts – 
appears to be  given  without the reference to the setting of goals and thus in this 
sense appears to be  value-free ; on the other hand, knowledge of nature appears to 
possess a method prescribed ‘by the thing itself’, while in the human sciences, 
according to all appearances, the method – and this includes the posing of the prob-
lem as well as its treatment and its solution – are determined by goals that transcend 
knowledge (‘values’). The latter conception, however, is again based on the known 
fact that in abstract natural science we grasp the entire sphere of nature – or, at least 
inanimate nature – by using a relatively uniform procedure, and we can establish 
universally valid principles for it; while in the human sciences a multiplicity of 
aspects coexist side by side, among which a selection according to purely theoreti-
cal considerations is not possible, so that extra-theoretical considerations must 
decide among them. 
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 With that we stand at the threshold of the range of problems of ‘value relations’ 
in Rickert’s sense. But this is so closely linked with the problems of the science of 
history that we will not deal with them until the next section in which the meaning 
of the ‘historical’ for the social sciences is to be discussed. On the other hand, we 
do want to examine the problem of so-called  historical attribution  [ Zurechnung , 
also translated as ‘imputation’ in what follows – Ed.] at this point, as the general 
problems of attribution have been linked most closely, in the history of ideas, with 
the problems of value, by way of the questions of ‘signifi cance’ on the one hand, and 
of ‘responsibility’ on the other. It is toward this, and toward the problems of the 
concept of  freedom  – to a great extent coinciding with it – that we now turn. 

 The core of the concept of  attribution  is the concept of  causal connection . We 
wish to examine the inferences that fl ow from this fi rst, before we turn our attention 
to the axiological connotations of the concept. 

 In the investigations of our fi rst part, we have presented the main misunderstand-
ing linked to the concept of causality. Especially, the conception that the cause is 
contained in the effect, and that accordingly it is objectively and uniquely deter-
mined whether a fact F 1  is the cause of a fact F 2  was shown to be erroneous. Further, 
in the analysis of the ‘ ceteris-paribus  clause’ we pointed to the role of accompany-
ing circumstances in the formation of experiential laws; and here it turned out that 
each law is linked to the presuppositions of a relatively unchanging background of 
‘normal events’. Distinguished from this background of constancy are the variations 
of certain factors F, and (according to the law) the corresponding covariations of 
other factors G. Therefore if we wish to ascertain the signifi cance of the variations 
of F, we have to compare with each other the various constellations which are dis-
tinguished from each other solely by differences in the varying factors. From this, 
in itself, it follows that in examining the question, ‘What effects would there have 
been if event E had not taken place?’, we cannot simply assume a vacuum in the 
place of the event E which has been thought as not occurring, but have to set in its 
place what would ‘normally’ have occurred. Now, due to the relatively unambigu-
ous characterization of the direction in which links between experiences are sought, 
a clear awareness of this known fact plays a much lesser role in the abstract natural 
sciences. However, in the human sciences it is of extraordinary importance, and fail-
ing to take it into consideration leads to the most serious diffi culties, which can also 
have very disturbing effects on the problems of the concept of attribution. 

 In the social sciences, the fact that every attribution contains within it the thought 
of a substitution was only taken account of consistently in the case of attribution in 
economics, and this especially in the ‘ subjective theory of value ’. 156  Here, we examine 
within the framework of the investigation, what share which goods of a higher order 
(especially production goods) have of the value (price) of consumers’ goods, 
whether an eliminated higher good could be replaced at all, and if so by what 
(replaced according to economic principles)? Accordingly the economic signifi cance 

156   Compare below, section “Remarks on the Methodological Controversy  [Methodenstreit]  over 
the Theory of Marginal Utility”. 
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of such a good (its value or price) can only be estimated by means of consideration 
of its position within the system of economic experience. 157  

 From what has been said it follows that questions about the origin of a phenom-
enon have to be answered the more precisely, the more  abnormal  this phenomenon 
is. If, for example, we ask why a certain express train operates on the Vienna- 
Salzburg line, then we will be at some embarrassment to supply a brief answer, as 
we will be confronted by the wealth of conditions required for realization of this 
fact. If, however, we are asked why a certain express train on this line was derailed, 
then, if a switch was set wrong, there will be no hesitation in giving this as the 
answer; for by this, the derivation from the normal constellation of facts which 
appears to be linked with the diversion of the train from its normal direction and 
thus its derailment, appears to be adequately characterized. 

 These considerations enable us to take a position with respect to a series of con-
troversial problems of attribution which are closely related to methodological ques-
tions. One of the most important questions for the science of history is the question 
 what share great men  have in the shaping of historical events, 158  and we now wish 
to examine this, as an example. 

 First, in conformity with the preceding considerations, we have to observe that 
the question ‘What would have happened if … had not …?’ points to the compari-
son of constellations of facts of a  certain kind . Therefore the answers given to such 
questions are not statements about a singularly occurring situation, but about situa-
tions of the kind under discussion. 

 If now we ask what signifi cance Bismarck had for the unifi cation of Germany, 
then we must seek to ascertain which of his plans and measures that were decisive 
for this outcome bear the stamp of his personality to such a high degree that it can-
not be assumed another person could have accomplished something similar in his 
place. To be sure, with respect to the  projection of the background of normality  from 
which the signifi cant personality distinguishes itself, there remains a broad scope of 
possibilities; the question arises especially to what extent we want to avail ourselves 
of knowledge of the concrete historical situation – thus, above all, knowledge con-
cerning the qualities of the men who could have carried out the conduct of Prussia’s 
affairs in Bismarck’s place. The historian will at times defend the view that it does 
not reduce the signifi cance of a man, nor his achievements, to say that other men 
were available who could have exercised his function just as successfully. Thus, 
here in the determination of a person’s historical signifi cance, a measure of the aver-
age is made to serve as a basis. The case is quite different when the question asked 
is to what extent a person was  indispensable  in a certain historical situation; for 
in this case the person’s capacities and achievements presumed to be pertinent 
are compared with those of the  élite  that would come under consideration as 

157   Compare below, section “Remarks on the Methodological Controversy  [Methodenstreit]  over 
the Theory of Marginal Utility”. 
158   For this see also the detailed discussion of this topic in J. Burckhardt,  Weltgeschichtliche 
Betrachtungen , chapter 5. 
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replacements, in which case then the evaluation of their ‘signifi cance’ may produce 
a rather different result. 

 Now as far as the  axiological connotation  of the concept of ‘signifi cance’ is con-
cerned, only a few words are required. The ‘rank’ of the action (achievement) is 
determined according to the place which the imputed facts occupy as positive or 
negative goals within the goal system; and according to the degree of rarity (irre-
placeability) of the action, and this in turn is co-determining for the ‘rank’ of the 
person having acted insofar as he is evaluated on the basis of achievements. 

 From historical attribution, we now want to distinguish that  kind of attribution  
which is designated as specifi cally  normative , and exemplify its nature in criminal 
accountability. We can formulate the general schema for commands [orders] of the 
(objective material) penal law in the following manner: “Under certain circum-
stances a judge ought to order something to be due, to be characterized more pre-
cisely (e.g., putting to death, deprivation of freedom, or of money) to a certain 
person. 159  According to this formulation, a certain behavior on the part of the person 
upon whom the judge orders a certain action in accord with the prescription of law, 
is apparently not presupposed at all; thus among primitive people, an order of law 
could state, say: ‘If it has not rained during the summer for the duration of 4 weeks, 
then a priest, specifi ed more precisely, ought to be put to death.’ In spite of this, in 
such cases, too, it is frequently said that the failure of rain to occur is ‘attributed’ to 
the priest. How is this to be understood? 

 To begin with, two different things have to be observed here: (1) Our conception 
of the existence or non-existence of a causal link between the behavior of the priest 
and the failure of rain to occur must be distinguished from the conception of those 
people in whose social domain the commandment under discussion has validity. 
(2) Besides the ‘verbal meaning’ of the commandment, implicit presuppositions of 
meaning have to be taken into consideration. If killing the priest is conceived in his 
circle as ‘punishment’ ( malum passionis quod infl igitur propter malum actionis ), 
then our commandment receives the following meaning: In case, during the time- 
span named, the priest has not produced rain by means of measures to be more 
precisely characterized, then at the expiration of this time period he is to be put to 
death. Here the failure of rain to occur is actually causally related to the behavior of 
the priest (failure to bring rain); therefore saying that he is made  accountable  for 
this behavior is quite proper. However, should putting the priest to death be con-
ceived solely as a sacrifi ce without being accompanied by any thought of punish-
ment (atonement), then this mode of expression is incompatible with the ‘actual’ 
meaning of our term, to be explicated in a rational reconstruction. But it is to be 
carefully noted – for failure to take this aspect into consideration has contributed 
much to the existing confusion – that even where putting the priest to death is con-
ceived as punishment, the question whether he  could have brought about  the onset 
of rain need not to be raised. For he could have been punished for his incapacity; the 
statement ‘ ultra posse nemo obligatur ’ is not only not an analytic judgment, 

159   Compare for instance Hans Kelsen, Reine Rechtslehre, Vienna 1934, p. 25 ff. [Rev. Eng. Tr. in 
 General Theory of Law and State , Cambridge, Mass, 1946]. 
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resulting from the analysis of the concept ‘ obligatio ’; but even in historically existing 
legal orders, it holds only to a very restricted degree. 

 We had to stay with this point longer, because here lies one of the chief sources 
of the erroneous conception that a ‘normative accountability’ would have to be dis-
tinguished from ‘causal attribution’ in which then again an argument for the exis-
tence of specifi cally normative methods was seen. Here normative accountability 
was such as would follow on the grounds of norms – for example, legal norms – and 
not on the grounds of the recognition of causal relationship. 

 With respect to this it can be said that, the existence of a causal relation between 
the conduct C p  of a person P (as cause) and the fact F (as effect) is asserted in a 
judgment if the judgment contains the thesis that F would not have taken place had 
P conducted himself otherwise (in a manner to be further characterized). Now the 
command, P is to be put to death, can be supported just as well by a false as by a 
true judgment of this kind, and for the question of the legal validity of this com-
mand, it is irrelevant whether the judgment which supports it is true or false, and 
thus whether the person is correctly or incorrectly held accountable. But the infer-
ence cannot be drawn from this, that a normative element is contained in the con-
cept of such accountability nor can it be inferred that the command that upon the 
failure of F to take place, P is to be put to death, contains as such the accountability 
characterized. 

 The difference – to be sure, not a sharp one – between this kind of accountability 
and historical imputation in the narrower sense, lies chiefl y in the different  purposes  
for which the  selection of the  ‘ essential ’  causes  from the multiplicity of  possible 
 causal imputations, is carried out. While in historical imputation,  knowledge goals  
stand in the foreground, on the other hand, in legal accountability, on which imposi-
tion of painful consequences depends, considerations about the chances of  achiev-
ing practical goals  by infl uencing people are decisive. Therefore the main goal of 
penal law is to induce human beings to avoid certain actions; and the means for 
achieving this goal – aside from rendering the individuals incapable of doing 
harm – is the psychological effect on the delinquents themselves, in order to deter 
them from further offenses (individual prevention), and the psychological effect on 
the other members of the community subject to the law (general prevention). Now 
the penalty is to be selected in such a way that it is appropriate to the purpose and 
accordingly, if the penalty appears to be linked to the condition of a certain 
accountability, then the kind of accountability must also take its orientation from 
those purposive viewpoints. That means, that there will be a tendency to hold a 
person accountable for a certain undesirable outcome, when there is a chance that 
his punishment, executed on the basis of this accountability, will lead to the avoid-
ance of similar occurrences by the subject of the penalty, and in any case also within 
the remaining community that is subject to the law. 

 Being contrary to the criminological goals, and prohibited, the conduct which 
has been subjected to penalty, now receives the ‘negative’ value-index of ‘illegal’, 
and as the threat of punishment appears to be linked to the accountability, the false 
semblance arises as though that axiological moment were contained in the concept 
of accountability itself. 
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 But we have not yet arrived at the end of our refl ections. For the following aspect 
also has to be taken into consideration: from the viewpoint of criminal policy, the 
psychological context of the actions subject to penalty in given cases will play an 
important role, and especially the question whether the action was carried out with 
premeditation, whether the actor could have foreseen the outcome to be attributed 
to the action, whether he had known or ‘could have known’ that the action was in 
violation of the law. Now in case the assumption appears justifi ed, that the person, 
who has carried out an action regularly subject to punishment was not capable, due 
to mental defi ciency, of foreseeing the expected outcome (which is the reason such 
action was prohibited), or to clearly realize the illegal character of the action, then 
the interest in punishment from the viewpoint of criminal policy is a much smaller 
one, and therefore frequently there will be a tendency in such cases to exclude pun-
ishment. Viewed in the distorting mirror of the doctrines of absolute value, these 
factors lead to the following construction: The lack of certain intellectual faculties 
on the part of the actor in itself excludes his responsibility (guilt) and ‘therefore’ his 
punishment in such cases would simply be unjust (incorrect). It is this complex of 
conceptions which is typically linked with the term ‘unsoundness of mind’. We can-
not enter into discussion of the multitude of problems linked to the concepts of 
‘[legal] responsibility’ or ‘irresponsibility for one’s action’, but have to be content 
with ascertaining that in them there is by no means any axiological element, any 
 qualitas occulta , free of purposiveness. 

 We still have to pause at one especially interesting point, namely the analysis of 
the interconnections between (moral and legal) ‘responsibility’ and the ‘ freedom of 
the will ’. 

 That such an interconnection exists becomes clear when we consider that the 
question of accountability, which is to decide whether a person can be ‘held respon-
sible’ for his actions, usually is identifi ed with the question of whether this person 
is  capable  of voluntary action, or of  free will . 

 Yet fi rst we shall have to observe, that the concept of ‘freedom’, with which we 
operate in the social sciences, has a number of meanings. The fundamental level of 
the problems is characterized by the opposition ‘causality’ and ‘freedom’. In ana-
lyzing it, it is best that we take our departure from the Kantian distinction between 
‘natural causality’ and ‘causality’ [based on freedom]. 160  A person acting with pre-
meditation is conscious of the fact that the individual stages of his action are not 
entirely determined by the laws of external nature, and to him his own action appears 
to be free insofar as it takes its course undisturbed by external infl uences in the nar-
rower sense, i.e., by natural events which inhibit the execution of his intent, further, 
by actions of others which oppose the realization of his own purpose, and fi nally, by 
inner distraction (passions, habits). Analogously, the conduct of another human 
being is considered to be free when we assume that it takes its course according to 
this person’s intent, from which, incidentally, it follows that the entire range of 
problems of the interpretation of another person’s subjective meaning enters into the 

160   For this see especially the exposition of the Third Antinomy in Kant’s  Critique of Pure Reason. 
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problem of freedom. Consequently ‘freedom’ does not mean ‘unpredictability’, but 
on the contrary ‘predictability on the basis of knowledge of psychical data.’ 

 It is comprehensible, that freedom understood in this way does not contrast with 
natural law in an opposition without transitional gradations. For even disregarding 
entirely that in every realizable intention, the lawfulness of nature must explicitly or 
implicitly be considered in the calculations (since it provides decisive points for the 
‘correct’ way to attain the aspired goals) and the idea that we might not be hindered 
by external disturbances, and especially by intervening natural events, also permits 
gradations. 

 But the assumption of an opposition between freedom and causality contains yet 
another consideration, which we can formulate as follows: The problem of free will 
would not lie in whether one can do as one would wish, but whether one could will 
what one wants. The decisive question is whether the fact that one has a certain 
intention is itself determined by laws, or whether this intention has to be conceived 
as a  prima causa  in the true sense. 161  

 But this way of posing the problem loses its sharpness – as do so many formula-
tions of questions in terms of ‘ aut-aut ’ [either/or] – as soon as we seek to account 
more precisely for the  criteria  on the basis of which judgment, in either of these two 
senses, is to be reached. For as soon as we have clarifi ed the meaning of the causal 
relationship (as we have done in our investigations in the general [fi rst] part of this 
work) we recognize that this relationship is not a pre-established one that can be 
regarded as linking individual things or events unequivocally, but that it represents 
nothing else than the hypostasized assumption of other facts. If we apply this insight 
to the problem of the determined or undetermined character of the will (intent), then 
we will recognize that this problem can be resolved on the one hand into questions 
of the  degree of predictability , and on the other hand into questions of the  kind of 
phenomena  which are to form the  basis for prediction . 

 The thesis that one can will whatever one wants to, would mean, according to the 
traditional conception, that will is undetermined, and therefore insofar as it is related 
to the willed action, as its cause, it must be conceived as the  prima causa  of this 
action, since every attempt to trace beyond it would mean a transgression into a 
sphere of complete indeterminacy. Therefore the assertion of free will, understood 
in this way, coincides – from the viewpoint of the history of doctrines – with the 
assertion that the  will  is the  prima causa  of action. However, in the application of 
this concept of freedom, there is an ambiguity. It results from the fact that the ques-
tion of the freedom of the will – emerging in the framework of a particular treatment 
of problems aiming at an explanation of human action – has more than one kind of 
answer. The answers, as a rule, are made to depend upon whether it is  advisable , in 
dealing with this investigation, to carry the explanation of action only as far as the 
pertinent intent, or whether it is wise to go back beyond that intent. 

 Under certain circumstances it is already to be regarded as an explanation of the 
behavior of a person, when we indicate that this action was intended; in this case the 
explanation can be formulated in terms of the following syllogism:

161   Compare Kaufrmann,  Strafrechtsschuld , p. 133 ff. 
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   The person in question always carried out his intentions.  
  He has resolved on the behavior under discussion.  
  He has carried out this behavior.    

 Most frequently, however, more is demanded of an explanation of human behavior; 
to establish that this behavior was willed (intended) will not (by itself) be satisfac-
tory but, in case the answer to that question is affi rmative, we will further seek to 
incorporate this  intention itself  within a more general complex of experience. Now 
this endeavor can either have the result that this intention is understood as part of a 
more comprehensive intention, i.e., an intention whose partial realization is served 
by the intention to be explained; or, on the other hand, that the latter intention is 
traced back to causes which are  not  in their turn also intentions. And the investiga-
tion, under which circumstances the fi rst or the second kind of explanation proves 
appropriate, leads us to implicit presuppositions which are contained in the prob-
lems relating to freedom of the will, and which have been exaggerated. 

 Now, as we have already made clear in formulating the syllogism, to trace 
back the conduct of a human being to his intention can only count as an explana-
tion when, in the fi rst place, his conduct is of such a kind that one can ‘reason-
ably’ assume it was intended by him, and in the second place, that  as a rule  he is 
capable of carrying out his intentions, i.e., his intentions of the kind in question. 
However, carrying them out can be frustrated by three kinds of factors, (1) by 
external obstacles in the narrower sense, i.e., such as cannot be attributed to one’s 
fellow human beings; (2) by the behavior of other human beings; (3) by one’s 
own irrational impulses. Accordingly, those are called free, who in shaping their 
lives uninfl uenced by external facts, the intervention of other human beings, and 
their own passions,  live according to their plans . At this point, we begin to see 
the contours of the interrelation between the concept of freedom just presented 
and a  rationalist  ethic; this relationship has led to the view that the concept of 
freedom is a central concept of ethics, understood as a system of propositions of 
practical reason. 

 What has just been said can be applied quite readily to the  explanation  of  inten-
tions  themselves. For even a person’s intention can only be explained by means of 
other intentions only insofar as this person lives a planned life, as his conduct is 
‘governed by reason’. From the viewpoint of cognitive practice, an important role 
will be played here if the intention to be explained proves to be a typical means for 
achieving typical goals, and thus whether we can incorporate this intention into a 
more or less specialized rational method, or not. 

 But here lies the second point of connection with ethics. For due to an easily 
understandable change in the meaning of the concept of the  normal , and accord-
ingly of what is understandable and thus rational conduct, it has come about that 
only such conduct is considered to be ‘rational’ (‘reasonable’) which serves the 
pursuit of ‘ well-understood interests ’. Accordingly, only those persons are desig-
nated as ‘truly free’ who act in their ‘well-understood interest’ [‘enlightened self- 
interest’] and that characterizes – especially according to the conception of the 
ethics of antiquity, going back to Socrates – those who act morally. 
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 Finally, the third point at which the concept of freedom merges with ethics is that 
of its link with  responsibility  (moral and legal accountability). Here the argument is 
that a human being can only be held accountable for conduct the causes of which lie 
within himself. However, most frequently the will alone is regarded as ‘cause’. 162  
Due to more profound insight into the psychology of the unconscious, this concep-
tion has recently been recognized as a prejudice. Indeed, it was never able to domi-
nate in a fi eld, where practical regulation of human society is concerned, i.e., in 
juridical legislation. Negligence as well as fraudulent damage was always subject to 
penalty. Initially, above all, this was according to the principle of liability for the 
results alone (without any principle of culpability); later, predominantly it was asso-
ciated with the indication that ‘negligence’ also contained an element of culpability. 
Only in a very limited number of cases and predominantly when typical anomalies 
of the person’s physical constitution or general capacity of understanding rendered 
the abnormality of the person being judged especially evident, was accountability, 
and therefore responsibility for action, considered non-existent. The insight that no 
sharp borderline could be drawn between normality and abnormality, as well as 
between conscious and unconscious endeavor, and that therefore a doctrine of 
accountability based on these distinctions could not draw a sharp borderline between 
responsibility and irresponsibility either, has led to the concept of ‘diminished 
accountability’ which contains in it  gradation of the freedom of the will . 163  

 The decisive insight that results from these considerations is that the problem of 
the freedom of the will, in the form in which it appears in the social sciences, is a 
 pseudo-problem . For acceptance or rejection of the concept of freedom of the will 
is only another expression for the selection or rejection of certain research methods, 
which, under certain circumstances, turn out to be more or less appropriate to the 
goals with respect to given theoretical or practical aims. 164  

 Finally, concerning the  stress on value  in the concept of freedom, it follows from 
our investigations of the concept of value and the problem of accountability, that 
this is methodologically irrelevant. 

 Through the preceding refl ections the most important sources of error underlying 
the untenable assumption of specifi c axiological, or normative methods, have been 
uncovered. But the insight that, from this viewpoint the division of the sciences into 
sciences of being and sciences of value (normative sciences), proves to be inappro-
priate, must not lead us to overlook the signifi cance of psychological-sociological 
relationships, in human valuations (a) as immediate topics of social science investi-
gation and (b) as motives in the choice of method. 

 It must only be noted with care that relationships of this kind cannot be regarded 
as foundations of a  logic of value . In such a misinterpretation, failure to recognize 
the relational character of the value concept again plays a contributing role. Anyone 

162   Recall Kant’s famous dictum in his  Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten  “There is nothing 
anywhere in the world, nor indeed conceivable outside of it which could be considered good with-
out reservation, except only good will.” 
163   Compare Kaufmann,  Strafrechtsschuld , p. 136 ff. 
164   [Missing in original edition – Ed.]. 
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who is clear about his own universal or particular value system, and thus knows 
what he really wants, will (as we have observed), frequently recognize that some of 
his goals collide with certain others, and if he also desires to act with awareness of 
his goals and with consistency, he will have to decide to sacrifi ce some goals or 
other. With reference to those goals G n  which have been accorded precedence, the 
sacrifi ced goals will appear  incorrect , because they are incompatible with the former, 
while on the other hand, the goals G m  whose realization appears bound to the real-
ization of G n , are  correct  goals with reference to G n . As soon as the criticized abso-
lutization of the sphere of values takes place, the false appearance arises that these 
incompatibilities or implications, were internal relations of value qualities and rep-
resent  a priori  norms for value judgments and actions, in the same manner as the 
principles of logic would represent  a priori  norms for thought. 

 Faced with this, in order to counteract this confusion, we want to call the valua-
tions which refl ect the real relationships of the goals ‘ axiologically consistent  valu-
ations’ (or ‘actions’). Now it will readily be realized that in most cases only 
axiologically consistent conduct – conduct taking reality into account – will be 
successful, and that consequently only axiologically consistent valuation will form 
a suitable basis for the design for actions. Therefore it is not surprising that most of 
the automatic taking of positions and automatic impulses for action are to a great 
extent adapted to the principles of axiological consistency and thus – as rational 
reconstruction shows – possess a pervasive rationally-purposive structure. Action 
that is axiologically consistent in this way by no means has to be rational in the 
sense that in the design of the action itself the relationship of the goals has been 
grasped completely, or even only casually. As we wish to point out in advance, this 
is frequently overlooked in investigation of the character of the  ideal type , which 
has created considerable confusion, especially in economic theory. 

 This error in thinking, which presents itself in the failure to recognize the mean-
ing and signifi cance of rational reconstruction, is also responsible for the erroneous 
belief that in pointing to the ‘ irrationality of value ’ a counter-example has been 
found for the claim that a considerable proportion of human valuations is based 
upon strictly  formal  principles. Once we free ourselves from this prejudice, the cor-
rectness of this claim can be readily seen. By the postulate of axiological consis-
tency, the orientation of action and valuation according to the formal viewpoints of 
consistency and of causal relationship of the set goals is required. Quite apart from 
this, a series of formal goals is empirically posited, simply with the general goal of 
making life in a community possible for human beings. These are, on the one hand, 
related to cooperation between the members of the community, and on the other, to 
the protection of the human beings living in the community, from each other, and 
against attacks from outside. Thus the negative valuation of lying ( aliud dicere aliud 
sentire ) to other members of the community is understandable because almost any 
cooperation is made impossible, when one can no longer trust the words of others. 
About the ‘normal’ principles of justice and its teleological background there are 
still several things to be said later. 165  

165   See below, Part Two, section “The Concept of Positive Law and the Pure Theory of Law”. 
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 The relation of ‘formal values’ to their unspoken underlying purposes, however, 
cannot simply be conceived is such a way as though these purposes were the ‘real 
meaning’ of these values, for in the value judgments of human conduct it is not 
necessary to have recourse to them: it is suffi cient to disclose that someone know-
ingly has communicated a falsehood in order to evaluate his conduct negatively as 
a ‘lie’ without fi rst investigating whether by his doing so the goal of cooperative 
living together of the members of the community had been impaired. Rather, the 
goal of truthfulness is understood as an independent goal, as a reference system for 
practical correctness that can be isolated. But in order to  understand  this goal, it is 
important to take into consideration with what basic facts of communal life it 
appears to be linked. In this connection we refer to our considerations, in the fi rst 
part of this book, concerning the relation of the categorical imperative to the condi-
tions for the establishment, or maintenance, of human communities. 

 Finally, a few words of criticism must still be said about the erroneous concep-
tion characteristic of several variants of the  rational doctrine of value  (especially 
rational ethics) according to which formal values were to be seen as rationally 
evident ‘absolute values’. This prejudice can be understood as arising out of a ten-
dency which is closely linked to the striving for a unifi ed orientation of action and 
valuation (axiological consistency), which seeks to deduce the totality of values 
from the smallest possible number of ‘ultimate values’. To these latter, which are to 
serve as a basis for the entire system, absolute value has been attributed in the manner 
described above. The untenable character of this conception follows from our analysis 
of the value concept. 

 The fundamental task for axiology, which ought to form an important instrument 
for research in the social sciences would be to work out a  scheme of types of valua-
tion , which would contain the basic types of ultimate goals and on the other the 
main lines of the empirical connections between valuations. The following would 
be considered fundamental classes of goals:  personality goals , in which the realiza-
tion of a certain ideal personality is set up as the ultimate purpose;  happiness goals  
by which the realization of a certain state or condition of human beings is set as the 
‘highest value’; and fi nally  esthetic goals  in which a certain state of the world 
( harmony ) appears as the desired end, independently of any relationship with moral 
or eudaemonistic purposes, solely for the sake of its ‘inner perfection’. 166  Then the 
most general possible schemata of connections between goals would have to be 
worked out, which would permit a comprehensive survey of the number of degrees 
of freedom to be considered on a certain level of abstraction. Finally one would 
have to coordinate the axiological types established in this manner and the charac-
terological, sociological and historical (in the narrower sense) facts. Much prepara-
tory work for this has already been done, but its systematic unifi cation, free of 
pseudo-philosophical prejudices, is still required.  

166   See Kaufmann, ‘Soziale Kollektiva’,  Zeitschrift für Nationalökonomie , vol. 1, p. 302 ff, (1925). 
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    4. The ‘Historical’ in the Social Sciences 

 In our basic refl ections in the fi rst part of this book, we have placed great emphasis 
on the observation that even in pre-scientifi c concepts of facts, and all the more so 
in scientifi c concepts of facts, it is  not purely receptive fi ndings  that are registered, 
but that they contain assumptions about general interrelations as well. Furthermore 
we have shown how, taking this fact into account, the demarcation between ‘fact’ 
and ‘law’ is to be formulated. These results must also be carefully taken into con-
sideration in determining the concept of  historical  fact, as the topic of the historical 
sciences. The most thorough investigations, and the ones of the greatest importance 
for inquiry into theory of history during the last generations, were those of Rickert 167  
based on Windelband. 168  He defi nes the logical place of the historical sciences in the 
narrower sense – i.e., the sciences of human history – with the aid of classifi ca-
tion according to the paired oppositions: ‘ generalizing (nomothetic) sciences ’  –  
‘ individualizing (idiographic) sciences ’ and ‘ value-free sciences ’  –  ‘ value-related 
sciences ’. For the value-free generalizing sciences, physics can be adduced as the 
model; for the value-related generalizing sciences, economics; for the value-free 
individuating sciences, natural history; and for the value-related individuating sci-
ences, history in the narrower sense of historiography. Now, to be sure, we must not 
misunderstand Rickert by saying that he assumes history is concerned with the indi-
vidual as such, in the sense that no general laws enters into it. There can be no ques-
tion of that in a philosopher of Rickert’s rank, who knows very well that all scientifi c 
inquiry is incorporation into general contexts. But in spite of this, his thesis, which 
recurs in diverse variants, that abstract natural science has as the goal of its inquiry 
the ascertaining of  relative uniformities , while historical science, on the other hand, 
aims at ascertaining  signifi cant singularity , must be interpreted with great caution. 
For the concentration of attention on singular phenomena in history can be traced 
back – insofar as esthetic interest (in the broadest sense) in great personalities is 
disregarded – to the circumstance that in the case of the explanation of historical 
events, or also of historical prediction, it is possible to a much lesser extent to disre-
gard  anomalies  ( singularities ) than it is in physics. The attempts to arrive at laws of 
historical process, such as have been undertaken ever anew for thousands of years, 
down to the present day, make it obvious that interest in the general traits of the 
historical process, and the desire to fi nd as comprehensive historical laws as possi-
ble, are very much alive. Only a closer examination shows that the results of large 
scale historical constructions all too frequently are quite questionable, and that in 
most cases we can only arrive at explanations of historical processes which are 
considered adequate by basing ourselves to a very great extent on detailed descrip-
tions of singular data, i.e., of signifi cant personalities who ‘intervene in history in a 

167   See notes 123 and 124 of our fi rst section. An interesting analysis of Rickert’s theory is con-
tained in Fritz Kaufmann’s ‘Geschichtsphilosophie der Gegenwart’,  Philosophische 
Forschungsbriefe , No. 10, Berlin 1931. 
168   See note 167 above 
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formative way’ (i.e., change the horizon of prediction and of specifi c historical 
situations). Regarded from this aspect, the great interest of historians in singular 
facts is an  interest forced upon them . The epistemological fact that certain of the 
data are singled out as distinct made the question acute, according to by what criteria 
this selection is made. The rational reconstruction of the viewpoints from which the 
historian makes his choices in this respect, fi nds expression in Rickert’s theory of 
 value-relations . 

 The core of his presentation, which is incontestable in its main points, is that in 
this selection the historian takes his orientation from  pre - existing values , i.e., he sets 
as his goal the comprehension of those interrelations of facts that are generally 
regarded as essential (signifi cant, relevant) within his – broader or narrower – circle, 
such as, for example, the development of political relations of power, of religion, of 
art, of civilization (related to technology) in the narrower sense. (The concept of 
 culture  employed by Rickert in this context is only a summarizing concept corre-
sponding to certain maxims for the thematic selection of certain objects for historical 
investigation). Accordingly, the historical fact in Rickert’s sense is a  value-related  
fact – in the manner just characterized. 

 Now, the range of problems of the ‘historical’ manifests itself in the social sci-
ences in various ways. The aim of the brief analysis that follows is fi rst to isolate 
these various meaning strata of the concept of historicity, which are often not kept 
suffi ciently separate, and then to treat one of these problem-complexes, which is of 
special signifi cance for the theory of science, namely the problem of  historicism , 
somewhat more fully. 169  

 The thesis that the social sciences are historical sciences has been justifi ed in 
various ways; the most important arguments are the following:

    1.    The  goal  of the social sciences is the  acquisition of historical knowledge ; for all 
social-scientifi c knowledge aims at determining the cause of human behavior at 
certain historical places and thus at the determination of historical behavior.   

   2.    The  laws  of the social sciences are  historical  laws, because all general assump-
tions which are supposed to make long-range predictions of social events possi-
ble, can only be attained through insight into the principles of the  development  
of mankind, into the ‘meaning of history’, and thus carry an  index of historical 
time .   

   3.    The  laws  of the social sciences are  historical  laws, because the  material  [ basis ] 
 of induction  from which they are drawn, are  entirely historically transmitted 
facts .   

   4.    The  laws  of the social sciences are  historical  laws, because it is not possible to 
establish general laws concerning the course of human behavior during a nar-
rower or broader time span, if they are linked to a specifi c  historical condition of 
the data  as their factual basis.   

169   For the dogmatic history of historicism see Tröltsch,  Der Historismus und seine Probleme,  
Tübingen 1922. 
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   5.    All  social scientifi c knowledge  is ‘historicized’ by the circumstance that it is 
 relative to the historical situation  of the subjects of knowledge; objective knowl-
edge independent of the reference system of the concrete historical situation of 
the researcher is not possible ( fundamental thesis of historicism ).     

 Let us now turn briefl y to the individual theses. Assertion (1) requires no further 
discussion, for it is doubtlessly correct insofar as every social fact is a historical fact. 
But in this sense the assertion becomes quite trivial, because what the question con-
cerning the role of the historical in the social sciences really aims at is the decision 
to what extent  general  propositions about historical-social reality are possible. It is 
in this direction that the theses (2)–(5) cited above, point. 

 First, as far as thesis (2) is concerned, according to which lawfulness within the 
social world is determined exclusively by the predesigned line of development of 
historical events, it can probably be stated today that neither Hegel’s 170  idealist con-
structions of history, nor the positivist historical constructions of Comte 171  and 
Spencer, 172  can be called correct in the sense that reliable predictions could be 
derived from them. 173  The same also holds true for the many earlier and later con-
structions, whether these are based on the optimistic notion of progress or the pes-
simistic notion of eternal return. On closer analysis we soon discover that their 
attempt to incorporate all the heterogeneous spheres of human behavior into the 
same schema of historical development in itself forms a suffi cient ground for these 
speculative constructions to fail when they ‘confront the facts’. To be sure, such a 
‘confrontation with the facts’ can only furnish a test for the validity of the hypoth-
eses, when their combination by the fulfi llment of specifi c  predictions  is required; 
for otherwise it is frequently only too easily possible to rearrange  past  events adroit 
willfulness in order to fi t the sense of the construction in question, and then to 
declare that what has happened had to happen. 

 Therefore in recent times efforts have been under way to treat the various spheres 
of human behavior separately with a view to their laws of development. Here we 
must point above all to Alfred Weber’s distinction between the  social process , the 
 process of civilization  and the  process of culture . 174    Certain investigations of Max 
Scheler 175  on the sociology of knowledge also move in a similar direction. It seems 
determinative for deciding the question whether there is intellectual progress to 
consider, in particular, to what extent the intellectual situation at any time can be 
interpreted as a more or less constant accumulation of intellectual possessions. 

170   Compare for instance Hegel,  Die Vernunft in der Geschichte ,  Einleitung in die Philosophie der 
Weltgeschichte  [Eng.tr. Reason in History, tr. Robert S. Hartman, Indianapolis, 1953], ed. Georg 
Lasson, Leipzig 1920. 
171   Main work:  Cours de philosophie positive. 
172   Herbert Spencer’s main work:  System of Synthetic Philosophy . 
173   About Marx’s historical materialism, see below section “The Way to Overcome the 
 Methodenstreit ”. 
174   Compare Alfred Weber, ‘Prinzipielles zur Kultursoziologie’ , Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft , vol. 
47, p. 1 ff. and  Ideen zur Staats- und Kultursoziologie,  Karlsruhe 1927. 
175   Compare Scheler  Wissensformen , especially p. 64 ff. 
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 In conceiving hypotheses about developmental tendencies in historical reality, 
the requirement of such considerations, oriented toward the diversity of content of 
different modes of human activities, clearly shows that the material for induction, 
from which these hypotheses are constructed, is not drawn exclusively from historical 
experience in the narrower sense. More profound refl ection will soon show that the 
foundations for classifi cations of that kind are to be found predominantly in intro-
spective considerations, which only afterwards are tested on the historical material 
(in the narrower sense). 

 From this follows our evaluation of thesis (3). It presents itself as an application 
of our general fi ndings concerning the  theoretical content of facts , and states that 
fi rst, historical facts as such are impregnated with general insights, drawn to a large 
extent from inner experience; second, the grouping of these, from which general 
laws are then derived is to a large extent imposed on the material by inner experi-
ence as well. To determine this contribution of general assumptions – originating 
altogether from the ‘contemporary experience’ of the historian and the social 
scientist – to social knowledge will be one of the chief tasks of the  theory of induc-
tion in the social sciences . Only such a theory – to be sure, to be worked out in 
rather broad outline – will be able to settle conclusively the controversy between 
the ‘theorists’ and the ‘historians’ in the social sciences. The goal of our consider-
ations here is only to deprive the pertinent controversies of their sharpness by free-
ing the topic of discussion from exaggerated minor conceptions, and thereby 
removing the expectation of a decision which proves one of the parties to be 
entirely and solely in the right. 176  

 A theory of induction in the social sciences will also have to speak the decisive 
word concerning the problem of  historicism . It is to this that we now wish to turn, 
while we postpone the consideration of thesis (4) concerning the role of historical 
data in setting up laws of social sciences. 

 The fundamental historicist thesis, according to which social science research is 
conditioned to an equal degree with respect to the posing, treatment and solution of 
its problems by the ‘ social position of the investigator ’ has appeared in various 
stages of the history of doctrines; we must refrain from even the sketchiest presenta-
tion of these. 177  Thus we cannot enter into either the doctrine of the ‘fraudulent 
priests’ nor that according to which a certain class of people falsify historical knowl-
edge for the sake of their class interest, although undoubtedly the historical roots of 
modern historicism and sociologism are to be found in these. Discussion of these 
doctrines is not required in the context of our considerations, because the question 
whether certain groups of human beings sabotage, or do or did want to sabotage 
knowledge is irrelevant from the point of view of philosophy of science, while it 
may be very signifi cant as a historical or political question. What concerns the 

176   See also below section “Remarks on the Methodological Controversy  [Methodenstreit]  over the 
Theory of Marginal Utility”. 
177   An excellent summary is contained in Ernst Grünwald,  Das Problem der Soziologie des Wissens,  
Vienna 1934. 
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theory of science in this context is the  possibility  of objective knowledge in the 
social sciences; it is this that we now have to examine. 

 It is best to take our departure from the investigations of Scheler 178  and 
Mannheim, 179  in which the problems of historicism (and sociologism) have received 
their sharpest formulation. The fundamental conception here is that human thought, 
and above all human thought about historical-social reality, is infl uenced to an inci-
sive degree by  unconscious  elements, which in turn are infl uenced to a great extent 
by the place the human beings in question occupy within this reality, by the ‘place 
upon which they stand’. Mannheim presents this relationship in such a way that due 
to the placement of a human being within a certain social space, a certain – largely 
unconscious – ‘world-willing’, [ Weltwollen ] a specifi c total world view, i.e., the taking 
up of a certain attitude (position) with respect to the world (and especially toward 
the historical-social world) is formed, which then in turn forms the thought in ques-
tion according to its direction. This formation, according to the conceptions of 
Scheler and Mannheim, who are in agreement here, penetrates so deeply, that it 
even enters into the categorical apparatus of thought. In Scheler this conception 
receives precise expression in the defi nition of the concept of a  relatively natural 
world-view , which we have already mentioned in another context. 

To this belongs all that, which is generally considered to be ‘unquestioningly given’ within 
a group, and every object and content of opinion in the structural forms of what is ‘given’ 
without special acts of spontaneity, and thus generally considered and felt not to require, or 
even be capable, of justifi cation. 180  

These relatively natural world-views mark the limits of the universal validity of 
human knowledge; every attempt at installing an absolute world-view only means 
absolutizing one’s own relatively natural world-view. The same basic conception 
underlies Mannheim’s concept of ‘total ideology’. Here in particular the conceptual 
motif articulated sharply by Dilthey 181  plays a role: that human thought cannot be 
isolated, and that in order to understand it, human beings have to be grasped in their 
totality, i.e., the strata of their nature conditioned by instinctual drives and even 
those inaccessible to their own refl ection must be comprehended. Thus human 
thought is ‘ situation- determined  ’ and only offers a  particular aspect  of the world. 
A  synthesis  of the various particular aspects can only be carried out by a group of 
human beings who are bound by tradition only to a slight degree and therefore 
capable of revealing the implicit presuppositions contained in the various relatively 
natural world-views. Mannheim sees in the ‘ free-fl oating intelligentsia ’ a group of 

178   Compare above all:  Die Wissensformen . 
179   For Mannheim, see among others ‘Historismus’,  Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft,  vol. 52: ‘ Das 
Problem einer Soziologie des Wissens ’,  Ibid ., vol. 53,  Ideologie und Utopie , [Eng.tr.  Ideology and 
Utopia , London 1936] , 1929; Article: ‘Wissenssoziologie’ in  Handwörterbuch der Soziologie,  
1932. 
180   Wissensformen , p. 59. 
181   See for instance Dilthey’s  Einleitung in die Geisteswissenschaften ,  Gesammelte Werke , vol. 1, 
1922. 
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human beings who stand above the particularism of the various aspects; it is possible 
for them to reveal the ideologies that dominate thought. 

 We do not wish to investigate which differences – in part quite considerable – 
there are between Scheler and Mannheim with respect to the kind and extent of 
those traits which the thought of all human beings has in common, nor to deal with 
other more recent work in sociology of knowledge. Instead, we confi ne ourselves, 
fi rst, to bringing out the arguments (shared by) historicism and the sociology of 
knowledge which are relevant to the theory of science, and secondly, to reducing to 
its proper dimension the  exaggerated relativism  expressed in them, in order, fi nally, 
to reveal those aspects of research opened up by the – more carefully formulated – 
theses of the sociology of knowledge. 

 For this purpose we wish to distinguish two partial statements in the fundamen-
tal assumption of the sociology of knowledge concerning the conditioning of 
thought by the social position of the thinker; (1) Thought, and especially thought 
about social-historical reality, contains a number of implicit statements which 
determine its structure in an essential manner, and which cannot be justifi ed cogni-
tively. (2) These implicit presuppositions are common to the thought of human 
beings who fi nd themselves in the same existential situation [ Seinslage ], and can 
be understood by recourse to that situation and to the ‘world-willing’ evoked by it. 

 Now, fi rst, it can be stated that the methodological content, in the narrower sense, 
of the fundamental thesis under discussion, is  contained in toto  in the fi rst of the two 
partial statements, for the question, whence the origin of certain implicit presuppo-
sitions – no matter how important under some circumstances it may be for their 
discovery – is as little a problem of concern for methodology, as the question of 
whence the origin of computation errors is for arithmetic. Therefore in what follows 
we only have to deal with the fi rst part of the assertion. 

 Here the most important question for methodology is, to what extent it can be 
said that the implicit presuppositions in question are ideologies, or points of depar-
ture for  ideologies , and as such deviations from objective truth. This question, how-
ever, leads us directly to the analysis of the role to be attributed to  conventional  
elements in the knowledge of a social-historical reality, and thus to the most signifi -
cant points of contact of the problems of the sociology of knowledge with 
 methodological problems in the narrower sense. 

 Our question can also be formulated in the following manner: Does the preju-
diced attitude of social researchers revealed by the sociology of knowledge merely 
have the consequence that they  opt  for certain among other possible ways of posing 
and dealing with problems by (perhaps unconscious) choice (convention) or is real-
ity actually  distorted  by these prejudices; and how does this come about? 

 Now it will be recognized that this question, so fundamental for the range of 
problems in the sociology of knowledge, can only be answered insofar as the  truth- 
conditions   for assertions about social-historical reality can be stated. Without such 
indication is would not be possible to ascertain at all what the synthesis of the par-
ticular situation-determined perspectives into a total conception was supposed to 
look like, as it would not be possible to know which aspects were to be posited as 
invariant. But once the truth-conditions have been determined, the implicit 
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presuppositions contained in the various particular aspects can be tested to see 
whether they are false assumptions in the narrower sense, and thus to be removed 
unconditionally during the process of revealing them; or whether they merely 
involve a certain one-sidedness of viewpoint which had its rights alongside of 
others; or fi nally whether they point in the right (optimal) direction with respect to 
the cognitive goal.  For the fact that a presupposition is implicit is in no way evi-
dence against its adequacy . Let me refer back to our fundamental remarks in the 
fi rst part of this work, about the implicit presuppositions underlying induction; the 
degree of generality of the preceding considerations follows from them. 

 But two complications, above all, make the pertinent problems in the social sci-
ences much more diffi cult than the corresponding ones in the abstract natural sci-
ences; the fi rst concerns the problem of the interpretation of subjective meaning by 
an  alter ego  (treated in the second section of this part of our study) with respect to 
the question, which moments of the ‘subjective meaning’ of the object of knowl-
edge can be considered invariant as against the plurality and heterogeneity of its 
interpretations. It has shown that even in the interpretation of the subjective mean-
ing of an action by the actor himself, differences emerge according to the relative 
temporal relation between the act of interpretation and the interpreted action, and 
according to the stratum [of meaning] the interpretation is to be referred to. In the 
case of interpretation by another person variable factors were added, those of the 
relative temporal and spatial location of the interpreting person and the person 
whose behavior is interpreted. Taking these into consideration proves very impor-
tant in the comparative evaluation of a plurality of available schemata of interpreta-
tion. A more profound analysis of this epistemological situation will lead to the 
result that a simple distinction between fact-bound and conventional aspects will 
not suffi ce, but that in an adequate description of the problem situation we will have 
to operate with ‘ conventions of the various orders ’. 

 The second main diffi culty which social theory confronts in this respect lies in 
the epistemological fact, repeatedly stressed by us, that an unambiguous explana-
tory direction is not prescribed in the social sphere in the same manner as in the 
natural sphere, due to which the questions of topic selection (value-relation) and 
attribution play an incomparably larger role here. Consequently, in order to examine 
the question of the ‘objective truth’ of statements about social-historical reality, 
these statements will have to be grouped in a corresponding manner. It will then be 
seen that the signifi cance of conventional aspects is different for the different indi-
vidual groups. The most important division in this sense may prove to be the distinc-
tion of  statements of fact  from  interpretations of fact , and fi nally from  attributions , 
the transitions between these groups being gradual. 

 Concerning  statements of fact , we will mainly have to examine the perspectives 
from which sources are selected and their relative weight estimated. We will have to 
examine especially (in the sense of the sociology of knowledge) to what extent com-
munications of persons about their own behavior are to be regarded as credible. This 
investigation will, on the one hand, aim at judging to what extent it can be assumed 
that the person reporting about his own behavior was conscious of the decisive 
motives of his behavior, and on the other hand to ascertain whether it might not have 
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been in his interest to disguise the ‘true motives’ of his behavior. From this will 
result a division of historical facts according to the  degree to which they are 
burdened with interpretations  and this division will serve as an  index  of the  degree  
of their  objectivity . 

 We mentioned, as a second group of problems, the problems of  interpretation , of 
understanding in the narrower sense, though, as we have seen, every statement of 
historical facts already contains an interpretation. We have to distinguish between 
historical facts as such and their incorporation into more comprehensive contexts, in 
the same way as the distinction between laws and facts can and should be made in 
spite of the theoretical content of facts. Within the latter group, ‘subjective’ aspects 
are more important than in the case of mere statements of fact. 

 This share is still more considerable, fi nally, in the third group of the above- 
mentioned problems, that of the  problems of attribution and imputation ; here as has 
been shown, the conventional aspect of the selection dominates. 

 However – and with this we come to a decisive point for judging the philosophical 
signifi cance of the fundamental thesis of historicism and sociologism – it holds true 
for all three groups of problems, that it is possible in principle for the methodologist 
to  maintain the pure attitude of the philosophy of science  in posing the problems. 
The explications (rational reconstructions) arrived at in the execution of this attitude 
make it possible to ‘make one’s own’ the various aspects of research, and with that 
to overcome the limits of ‘aspect particularism’ rooted in social existence. However, 
every investigator becomes a theorist of science as soon as he clarifi es for himself 
his scientifi c activity, his goals and his methods of knowledge 182 ; therefore it is not 
possible to limit him within those barriers which are doubtlessly open for the phi-
losopher. In the theories of history and of the sociology of knowledge, the distinc-
tion has also not been pointed out suffi ciently between the  independent selection of 
topics and methods  on the one hand and the  acceptance  of problems clearly delin-
eated by another person [ alter ego ]. Even if a scientist, due to being captive within 
a certain existential sphere, may not be capable of gaining sight of certain relation-
ships by himself, or of freeing himself of certain presuppositions, nevertheless, 
when the way has been prescribed for him step by step, he will be capable of follow-
ing it, insofar as he possesses the qualifi cation of a thinker at all. 

 In summary it can be said: the real problem of philosophy of science contained 
in the theory of historicism and the sociology of knowledge is that of the ‘objective’ 
and ‘subjective’ components of the knowledge of social-historical reality. This 
problem can be dissected into three levels: (1) the relationship of these factors in all 
knowledge of reality; (2) their relationship within the problems of understanding 
another person, i.e., the ‘objective knowledge of subjective meaning’ (Schütz); 
(3) their relationship in the problems of attribution and accountability. The two last 
points are specifi c to the methodology of the human sciences, as they are related to 
the range of topics of the psycho-physical sphere and to the lack of an unequivocal 
universal order of experience that is characteristic of these. 

182   See above Part One section “Basic Philosophical Considerations”. 
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 The dependence of the considerations of the sociology of knowledge on insights 
of the philosophy of science is revealed most clearly as soon as attempt is made 
within the framework of the sociology of knowledge to salvage the idea of the 
objectivity of knowledge, by means of a synthesis, an  interpenetration of perspec-
tives . In Mannheim, pragmative motives appear in the foreground in this context. 
Objectively correct knowledge, according to this, would ultimately be that which 
proves itself practically, which makes possible an orientation in the world. But if we 
pursue the question as to what conditions this orientation is linked, then it will turn 
out quite readily, that it depends upon the ability to make correct predictions about 
future events. With that, the analyses of the sociology of knowledge – insofar as 
they are not regarded as merely limited to special fi elds – merge with the fundamental 
problem of the methodology of social science, the problem of social laws.  

    5. Fundamental Concepts of the Social Sciences 

 The main problem from which the analysis of social scientifi c concepts has been 
taking its departure for more than two thousand years is that of the relation between 
social collectives – especially society and the state – and the human beings who 
form them. The following considerations sharpen this problem: On the one hand it 
is clear that society is composed of a number of human beings, and that there is no 
society where there are no human beings. We can also readily see that it is human 
beings who act or who suffer when it is said that society acts or that harm has been 
done to society. On the other hand there is the insight, no less clear, that a society 
can continue to exist even when many, indeed all, of its former members have been 
eliminated, or wholly or partially replaced by others. One can point especially to the 
circumstance that the  societal spirit  [ gesellschaftliche Geist ], as it shows itself in 
the language or in the manifold of societal customs, as a rule survives changes in the 
members of the society. Thus we arrive at the antithetically sharpened issue of con-
tention – and as we shall recognize, one that is not unambiguously formulated – 
whether society as a ‘social totality’ has priority of the individual human beings 
conjoined in it (and interchangeable), or whether, on the contrary, we must speak of 
a primacy of the individuals with respect to the society they form. Recently this 
controversy has been designated as one between a  universalist  and an  individualist  
conception of society. 

 The essential arguments of the universalist doctrine concerning the essential 
nature of society 183  can be summarized as follows:  Society  is  not  a  sum  of  indi-
viduals  and the laws of society cannot be discovered by a simple sum of the 
actions of individuals. The individualist thesis according to which the individual 
human beings exist to begin with, and only subsequently form society by a certain 

183   Othmar Spann will most likely have to be recognized as its most signifi cant representative in the 
German-speaking world today. [1936 – Ed.] see for example his ‘Gesellschaftsphilosophie’ in the 
 Handbuch der Philosophie,  Munich 1928. 
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kind of living together, is false. Instead, the individual human being is born into 
society, and we can actually say that he is only a human being insofar as he is, in 
fact, born into society. Aristotle’s thesis that by his essence man is a social crea-
ture (ξωου πολιτικου) is not to be regarded merely as an empirical fi nding but as 
an  a priori  truth. This can be understood most simply when we consider that the 
nature of man by no means lies in a special property of his body – as a hypernatu-
ralism blind to problems and ideas would assert – and thus, for instance, his 
upright posture, but in his participation (understood in the precise meaning that 
Plato gives to this word) in mind [ Geist ]. This participation, which can be exem-
plifi ed most enlighteningly in a language community, shows that the individual 
only becomes a spiritual being, and thus a human being, through belonging (his 
membership) to the sphere of spiritual values. 

 The  individualistic  theses opposed by the above arguments, base themselves, as 
has already been noted, above all on the circumstances that society is nothing else 
than an association of human beings, that thus it is formed by human beings, due to 
which the concept of society presupposes that of the human being; in their basic 
conception, these theses are so simple that they do not require further explanation. 
We can therefore at once specify the position we ourselves take in this confl ict of 
views; it follows from our general refl ections about abstraction and ideal objects as 
such, as well as, especially, about those processes of abstraction which lead to the 
 meaning concept . These in turn allow us to recognize quite readily that the philo-
sophical basis of universalist doctrines is  Platonism  and that the objections to indi-
vidualism are quite in line with Plato’s polemics against empiricism. Consequently 
the resolution of this controversy also presents itself as an application of the results 
of our refl ections on the  debate about universals . For a careful analysis of the con-
cepts of social science shows, that while the assumptions that there are social reali-
ties, or ideal social essences, which are independent in the sense that to them 
correspond specifi c sources of knowledge transcending physical or psycho-physical 
experience, is entirely erroneous, yet such independence must be attributed to them 
as is due a product of abstraction, in contrast to the exemplary experience which 
forms the basis for the abstraction. In designing those empirical points of departure, 
and indicating which aspects of the pertinent experiences are retained as products of 
abstraction, that is, as invariants, accordingly lies the fundamental task of an analy-
sis of  concept formation in the social sciences . It is to this that we want to turn, in 
order to come back again to the controversy between the universalist and the indi-
vidualist conceptions of society but only after these questions of principle have been 
clarifi ed for then we will also be able to shed light on the ambiguity of the basic 
question of the ‘priority’ of either individual or society. 

 This task was clearly grasped by Max Weber and attacked by him with admirable 
intellectual energy. His fundamental investigations, published posthumously in 
 Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft  [ Economy and Society ] have been carried forward by a 
series of scholars among whom above all Fritz Sander 184  and Alfred Schütz 185  were 

184   See especially ‘Der Gegenstand der reinen Gesellschaftslehre’,  Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft , 
vol. 54, p. 329 ff. 
185   Aufbau , p. 161 ff. 
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able to considerably improve several of Weber’s formulations. In the following 
investigation, we want to take up our departure from Max Weber’s defi nitions and 
thereupon take up the reformulations of Sander and Schütz. 

 At the center of Weber’s relevant analyses stands his real defi nition of  social 
action , which reads: “Action is social in so far as, by virtue of the subjective mean-
ing attached to it by the acting individual (or individuals), it takes account of the 
behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its course.” 186  Now, Sander 187  has 
shown when compared to the use which Max Weber has made of the concept of 
social action – in conformity with scientifi c usage, that this defi nition is too broad; 
according to it, even every  perception  of another’s action would be defi ned as such; 
Weber certainly did not want to subsume all this under the concept of social action. 
For the concept designated by the above defi nition of Weber, Schütz suggested the 
term ‘other-orientation’ [ Fremdeinstellung ], in order to examine then which of these 
orientations Weber actually wanted to have designated as ‘social action’.

  … There does seem to be hovering before his mind a specifi c type of connection between 
the social action and a piece of behavior on the part of the other person. Social action no 
doubt exists for him only in the two types of situation: either (a) where the social actor 
intends by means of his action to induce the other person to behave in a particular way – if, 
that is, the goal of his action is to produce a certain effect on the other person’s conscious-
ness; or (b) if this same social action was induced by the other person’s behavior – if, in 
other words, the perception and interpretation of the already enacted behavior of the other 
person is the genuine because- motive of the social actor. Weber’s concept of social action 
covers both these cases. Social action can, as he puts it, be oriented to the past, present, or 
expected future behavior of others. 188  

   The cases designated under (a) Schütz subsumes under the name ‘affecting-the- 
other’ [ Fremdwirkung ] or also ‘social affecting’ [ Soziales Wirken ]; the cases desig-
nated under (b), he subsumes under the name of ‘action affected by others’ 
[ fremdbewirktes Handeln ]. 

 According to this in the action called ‘ affecting the other ’ in the projection of the 
act future conscious experiences of others – of our fellow man or fellow men who 
will be affected by the action – are anticipated. The orientation of one’s own action 
to the behavior of others thus in this case presents itself as including the expected 
behavior of others in the actor’s project. The action  affected by another  on the other 
hand takes its orientation from the behavior of others that has already actually taken 
place – or is assumed to have actually taken place – in such a way that the attention 
to conscious experiences of the other human beings in question forms a ‘because-
motive’ (see above) of the action, so that the project of the action as a whole is 
motivated by that attention, and that thereby appears to be causally determined. 189  

 The distinction thus made between affecting-the-other and action-affected-by- 
another, and any such orientation towards others that is neither of these is also 

186   ‘Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft’, in  Grundriss der Sozialökonomie , Tübingen 1925, p. 1. [ The 
Theory of Social and Economic Organization,  p. 88]. 
187   Sander,  op. cit ., p. 335. 
188   Aufbau , p. 164. 
189   Ibid. , p. 167. 
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important for the analysis of the second (more complex) fundamental concept of 
social science, that of  social relation . The ‘social relation’ is defi ned by Max Weber 
as “the behavior of a plurality of actors in so far as in its meaningful content, the 
action of each takes account of that of the others, and is oriented in these terms”; and 
this defi nition is further clarifi ed by the following statement: 

 The social relationship thus  consists  entirely and exclusively in the existence of a  probabil-
ity  that there will be, in some meaningfully understandable sense, a course of social action. 
For purposes of defi nition there is no attempt to specify the basis of this probability. 190  

 That such a chance exists, however, means nothing else then that under the 
assumption of the existence of such a mutual orientation, the actions in question can 
appropriately be interpreted, where the most important criterion of an appropriate 
interpretation lies in the confi rmation of the prediction of the course of future actions 
based on this interpretation. Now it can be seen, as Schütz has said that

  … any social relationship within which a case of affecting-the-other occurs can be identifi ed 
as such with greater confi dence than a social relationship in which no more takes place than 
intentional acts of other-orientation. The fi rst type of social relationship we shall from now 
on call “social interaction” ( Wirkensbeziehung ), and the second, “orientation relationship” 
( Einstellungsbeziehung ). It is easier to observe the effect that the action of one person 
has on that of another than it is to observe the attitudes they may have toward each other, 
e.g., sympathy or antipathy. In other words, it is easier for me to state with objective prob-
ability that two people are socially interacting than it is for me to say that they are merely 
oriented toward each other in a certain way. 191  

   After the defi nition of the concept of social relation, the  concept of society 
 understood in that broadest sense, which is applicable solely for delimiting the 
spheres of the social sciences – offers no fundamental diffi culties any more. 

 If between a majority of human beings, social relationships of a certain kind – let 
us call them S k  relationships – exist and the interpretation of such relationships can 
be carried out by means of a uniform schema of interpretation, then we want to say 
that these people are members of a K-society. The requirement of S k -relationships 
between individual persons is not to be understood in such a manner, that direct S k - 
relationships must exist between any two of them, but already the incorporation 
within a context of S k -relationships – A stands in an S k -relation with B, B with C, D 
and E, C with F, G and so forth – can be regarded as suffi cient. The possible range 
of ‘indirectness’ and the required minimum of the extension, intensity and duration 
of S k -relationships cannot be specifi ed precisely, and also varies with the kind of 
S k -relationships. If we speak simply of ‘society’ without explicitly indicating or 
implicitly presupposing its kind (e.g., recreational society, economic society, reli-
gious society) we have in mind an indefi nite multiplicity of relatively intensive 
social relations between the persons forming the society. 

 If we now recall our consideration about empirical laws and their fi eld of 
application, then we can say that  society is a fi eld of application of certain schemata 
of interpretation for social relationships . 

190   ‘Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft’, p. 13. 
191   Schütz, op. cit. p. 172. 
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 This insight applies to deciding the question, whether or in how far we can speak 
of a  uniform  method of social science which would encompass the interpretive sci-
ences in the narrower sense, such as jurisprudence, philology, etc., the historical 
sciences, and the theoretical [law-like] sciences [ Gesetzeswissenschaften ] of the 
social world (e.g., economics). It will be seen that an essential affi nity actually 
exists between these groups of sciences to such a degree that bringing them under a 
common name appears to be justifi ed. This affi nity lies in the task common to all 
three groups of sciences, that of the  interpretation of the social behavior  of other 
people. The apparently fundamental difference between meaning-interpretation and 
the empirical investigations of social collectives (society, state, etc.) will be recog-
nized as not too profound as soon as it is realized that the constitutive principle of 
unity of social collectives is the unity of a complex of  meaning  [ Sinngehalte ]. It 
therefore appears to be justifi ed to call all those sciences ‘ social sciences ’ which set 
as their goal the interpretation of social behavior of other people – or the symptoms 
of such behavior. Superordinated to this concept is that of the ‘ human sciences ’, 
whose topic is the interpretation of human behavior as such, and thus also that of 
non-social behavior. 

 We wish to clarify this quite abstract exposition by means of a simple example, 
which is also used by Max Weber, that of the game skat. A game of skat is a game 
society of three persons who have agreed to engage in a social behavior which fol-
lows certain rules, the rules of skat. Within the framework of these rules every 
player pursues his own ends which run counter the ends of at least one of the other 
players. Therefore the pertinent action of the players is also  understandable  for an 
observer in terms of the interpretive schema of the rules of skat, and these rules 
themselves are nothing else than potential maxims for game-playing behavior, or a 
potential interpretive schema for the understanding of this behavior. 

 A certain game of skat  begins  as soon as the behavior of the three persons, ori-
ented to and therefore interpretable in terms of the rules of skat is initiated, and it 
 ends  as soon as this behavior is terminated, usually, but not always, in conformity 
with the rules of the game. The three persons are  actually  skat players in so far and 
only insofar as their behavior can be interpreted in terms of the rules of skat. The 
latter are by defi nition invariant with respect to all variations of the persons of the 
players, and place and time of play. But this must not be interpreted in such a way 
as though the rules of skat were transtemporal and transpersonal ideal essences, 
which are realized on occasion by the particular games of skat, without thereby 
being affected in their ideal being-for-themselves [ Fürsichsein ]. Rather, the epit-
ome of these rules, as the epitome of meaning contents is – as is every meaning – 
 intended  meaning, only that in their application as schemata of interpretation, the 
occasional data of this intention remain open. 

 These considerations can be applied to any social collectives whatsoever. 
Thereby the speculative pseudo-problems are deprived of their basis, which – 
closely linked to empirical investigations – are treated under the title of the ‘rise and 
fall of states’ (‘legal orders’, ‘languages’, ‘economic forms’, etc.) and to a large part 
are rooted in an erroneous interpretation of the  concept of an organism . 
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 A brief analysis of the concept of  legal person , which since immemorial has been 
regarded as very much in need of clarifi cation by legal theory, can serve as example 
for further clarifi cation. 192  

 The problematic nature of this concept is rooted in the cognitive fact, that while 
every legal person is  represented  by ‘physical persons’, its representative ‘organs’, 
it remains the  same , even when these organs change. For instance, whoever has a 
claim against a joint stock company, does not have to be concerned – from the legal 
point of view – with whether the chairmen or stockholders change; if the claim is 
not met on the due date, he will sue the ‘company’; ‘it’ will be convicted, sen-
tenced, and, if necessary penalties levied upon it. But what is this ‘company’ which 
is sued, sentenced, punished? If we refrain, in complete consistency, from all con-
structions that go beyond the recognizable state of affairs, and confi ne ourselves to 
a bare description of the facts, then it will be seen that these measures are always 
carried out against individuals, ‘physical persons’, only that these persons are  not 
individually  specifi ed, but fi xed through the specifi cation of a law of formation, 
 i.e., a general designation , namely, the statutes of the legal person in conjunction 
with the relevant legal order. Thus the legal person acts when persons act who sat-
isfy certain relations, determined by statutes; and measures with respect to a legal 
person are taken by displaying a certain behavior towards these persons. Yet the 
legal person is by no means identical with those physical persons who are its 
organs; rather, these only ‘represent’ the legal person, and this only in so far as they 
exercise ‘ proper functions ’ or, in so far as others treat them as  representatives . 
However, both possibilities are clearly circumscribed by general rules – the stat-
utes and pertinent general norms of the legal order, so that the  legal person  is to be 
defi ned as  the fi eld of application  of certain  rules , which determine the  representa-
tive organ functions . These rules state that with respect to the occurrence of certain 
legal consequences, it is immaterial whether actions of a certain kind, e.g., the 
signing of certain documents, were carried out by person A or by person B, if per-
son A as well as person B satisfi es certain conditions (for example, appointed or 
elected by certain other persons to exercise certain functions). The designation 
‘ persona incerta ’ that was customary in Roman law for the ‘legal person’ is a suit-
able expression for these relationships. But it must not be forgotten that the criteria 
for the unity of a legal person ultimately always do point to certain ‘physical per-
sons’ (human beings) and to certain points in time. We can speak of the ‘rise’ and 
‘fall’ of a certain legal person, in the sense of our fi ndings, when a  fi eld of applica-
tion  for such rules arises or disappears. 

 Taking up the refl ections of our second section about interpretive  schemata  in 
general, important consequences result from what has been said with respect to 
the problem-determinateness or, more correctly, problem-relatedness of concept 
formation in the social sciences. In our analysis of the concept of ‘legal person’ 
we have just recognized that its unity is correlated with the invariance of certain 
legal consequences with respect to certain variations of the persons serving as 

192   See also Kaufmann,  Die Kriterien des Rechts , Tübingen 1924. 
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representative organs. If we ask why precisely these variations in connection with 
this invariance have furnished the point of departure for juridical concept forma-
tion, then at fi rst we would answer quite generally that this would happen because 
those aspects simply would be the ‘ juridically relevant ’ ones. However, this 
answer receives a precise content, only when the reasons for this relevance have 
been determined. Obviously these lie in the fact that in the legal order to be inter-
preted a substantial extent of common legal consequences are attached to the vari-
ous states of affairs within the range of variation, so that it proves useful to 
summarize, in a term, the states of affairs equivalent with respect to these legal 
consequences. Thus the law will generally protect a person’s possession of a thing 
he has bought against the third party in the same way as it will a person’s posses-
sion of a thing which did not have an owner. This similarity is taken account of in 
the formation of the concepts ‘property’ and ‘kind of property acquisition’. 
Whether in such cases the concept was formed by the legislator himself, within 
the framework of juridical codifi cation, or subsequently by the interpreting jurist 
plays no role in our consideration. Very important, however, is to point in this 
context to certain exaggerated interpretations of concepts of social science, 
whereby those concepts are comprehended as ‘ connotative ’ in the sense that one 
attempts to derive ‘from the essence of the concepts’ absolutely valid criteria for 
the judgment of human conduct of a certain kind. Thus it was asserted, for example, 
that it followed from the  essential nature  of property that the proprietor of a thing 
could not be limited in its use; for property was the right of unlimited mastery 
over a physical thing. If the origin of such erroneous interpretations is sought, we 
arrive at the following result: The legislation which links to certain states of 
affairs, designated as kinds of property-acquisition, certain uniform legal conse-
quences is based on the intention of the legislator to endow whoever gains posses-
sion of a thing with the most undisturbed possible enjoyment of it; and rather to 
protect him against being disturbed in this by a third party. However, insofar as 
these motives do not become thematic as such for the jurist, but only their refl ec-
tion in legal propositions, the legal concepts too can only be formed immanently, 
i.e., can express only relations between states of affairs and legal consequences 
and nothing more. The interpretation of legal concepts, as containing purposes or 
ends, is therefore mistaken with respect to this juridical subject-matter, i.e., inad-
equate to the nature of the problem. To be sure, the situation appears different 
wherever decisions of judges are to be rendered in keeping with the ‘intent of the 
legislator’. For here the task consists precisely in recognizing legal regulations of 
a certain kind, for example, the legal orders summarized under the title ‘property’, 
as  symptoms  for certain  legislative tendencies , which then in turn are to be deci-
sive for the case as yet undecided in the law. But justice is not done to even this 
problem-situation by the conception that the juridical concepts themselves con-
tain  unequivocal  tendencies of purpose which can prescribe correct decisions 
‘ praeter legem ’  a priori . For as one can readily recognize, this conception is subject 
to the fundamental critique to which we subjected the  dogma of pre-stabilization . 
In legal practice it leads, as a rule, to one-sided consideration of certain tendencies 
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of legal policy, and neglect of others. In the case of property, this results, as 
already noted, in the most unlimited possible freedom of use of property, with 
neglect of the opposing interests of third parties. 

 But the elimination of misconceptions concerning the immanence of purpose in 
the concepts of the social sciences, must not lead to a failure to recognize the role 
of the goals of knowledge in that concept-formation – and therefore indirectly also 
of the role of practical goals that form the inducement for posing problems in a 
certain way. We have already stated what is fundamental about this in earlier 
sections and can confi ne ourselves to a brief recapitulation of the results. 

 Every empirical object – whether one speaks of objects in the narrower sense, 
or of facts – is determined by a context of experience, as will be recognized as 
soon as one asks for the truth-criteria of judgments in which the existence of 
objects is asserted. However, we can distinguish between contexts of experience 
of various levels – objects of various orders – where the objects of a higher order 
are based on the experiential foundations of objects of the fi rst order. The manner 
in which these ‘higher level syntheses’ are carried out in scientifi c thought depends 
on which contexts the interest of the scientist is focused. This interest itself, how-
ever, is co- determined by objectively founded expectations with respect to the 
results of one or the other direction of research. That is why in abstract natural 
science, where one specifi c path of research has proved especially fruitful, con-
cept formation displays a far greater uniformity than in the social sciences. 
Therefore in the latter the dangers of inadequate, or else ambiguous concept for-
mation are essentially greater and therefore the need for a systematic critique of 
method all the more urgent. As for this critique, our concern is above all to 
describe the topic of inquiry precisely, it will be best for the critique to be guided 
by our  fundamental schema of the degrees of freedom of  [ research ]  topics  which 
we have designed. One of its most important tasks will be in each instance to dif-
ferentiate the scientifi c concepts (system concepts) from the prescientifi c (extra-
systematic) concepts. We will seek to clarify this task in the section on economic 
theory with a striking example (the concept of need). 

 When after all these considerations we return to the  controversy over universal-
ism  characterized at the beginning of this section, we will recognize quite readily 
that the diffi culties in resolving this controversy – disregarding the divergence of 
political tendencies that lie behind it – reside above all in the lack of precision with 
which the problem has been posed. 193  

 If it is asserted that society has priority over the individual, or vice versa, then by 
this priority four different things can be understood, namely: (1) logical-ontological 
priority; (2) methodological-heuristic priority; (3) genetic-causal priority; (4) axio-
logical priority. To be sure, the statement that these four meanings are different from 
each other does not contain the statement that they are pair wise independent of 
each other. Rather, we understand quite readily, that something that is prior 

193   For the following, compare Kaufmann, ‘Soziale Kollektiva’, op.cit. p. 299 ff. The problem of the 
ontology of social objects has recently been treated in detail by T. Otaka in  Grundlegung der Lehre 
vom Sozialen Verband,  Vienna 1932. 
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logically- ontologically cannot be posterior genetically. Furthermore we will see 
right away that even with this fourfold division the question of ‘priority’ has not yet 
been given an unambiguous meaning. 

 To begin with, as far as the ‘ logical-ontological priority ’ of either individual or 
society is concerned, it must be pointed out above all, that we cannot speak of a logical 
relation in the narrower sense, that is of a relation between the general and the 
particular, as for instance that which holds between ‘colored’ and ‘blue’. However, 
two kinds of other criteria for according priority do come under consideration, 
which, in any case, can be called as ‘logical’ in the broader sense, namely fi rst those 
of  degrees of complexity , where the more simple would be regarded as prior with 
respect to the more complex, and secondly that of  degrees of independence , where 
the more independent object would be accorded priority over the less independent 
one. Now with respect to each of these two criteria, the universalist can maintain the 
logical priority of society. With respect to the fi rst criterion this can be done by 
pointing out that the participation of the human being in the spirit which would 
constitute the essence of social being would form a common element of the mem-
bers of society, who would have individual properties, and thus in addition to this 
commonality also would display their individual features. As far as the second cri-
terion is concerned, the universalist can support his position by pointing out that a 
 foundational relationship  exists between the individual and society, so that the indi-
vidual member of society is in need of complementation by the other members in an 
analogous sense to color needing completion of extension. But we have to be clear 
that these two concepts of priority are  incompatible  with each other, for the less 
independent object is always simpler than the more independent one in which it 
forms a ‘part’. Indeed, when the relation between society and individual is sub-
sumed under the general relation of ‘whole-part’, it must not be forgotten that here 
by parts one must not understand concrete pieces, but ‘moments’ (abstract, depen-
dent parts in the sense of Husserl’s  Logical Investigations ); the question, however, 
whether the whole is ‘prior’ to its parts, or inversely the parts ‘prior’ to the whole, 
will have to be decided in opposed ways according to whether by the ‘prior’ is 
understood ‘priority’ in the fi rst or the second of the meanings just characterized, 
i.e., greater simplicity or greater independence. 

 In any adequate treatment of these two questions – after their separation from 
speculative intellectual constructions – the analysis of the ‘share of the individual 
in the spirit of the society’ will play an important role. It will be seen that this ‘par-
ticipation in’ cannot be understood in such a way that thereby the belonging of a 
human being to a  specifi c  community (culture) could be  unambiguously  deter-
mined; rather it will have to be comprehended as a general capacity (disposition) 
to participate in the spirit of the society. From this, diffi cult problems emerge, such 
as, what role heredity and environment play in the origin and development of spe-
cifi c mental capacities, and these questions surely cannot be solved through onto-
logical speculation. 

 The question of the logical-ontological primacy of the individual or of society 
becomes still more blurred because the problems just characterized, which relate 
directly to the structure of social scientifi c concepts, are overlain by another 

 Theory and Method in the Social Sciences  by Felix Kaufmann: An English Translation



276

intellectual theme, as a consequence of which the community of  unconscious motives  
among members of a society (which, as unconscious, appear to be alien to the ego) is 
used as an argument for the super-personal character of society. Frequently the social 
researcher can only classify the social behavior to be investigated empirically in the 
desired manner, by taking into account unconscious motives which are conditioned 
above all by inheritance, tradition and imitation, and thus historically conditioned. 
Accordingly, in his investigations he has to take  social givens  into consideration, thus, 
for example, to turn his attention to religious tradition when he wants to ascertain 
whether a newly introduced legal regulation will have a chance of being implemented 
within a certain social circle. Thus the (relatively) unrefl ective human being, who 
perceives his unconscious motives as fate, as well as the scientist who sees in them 
and their origins essential elements of the determinability of social processes, tend to 
hypostatize these, as a consequence of which the unconscious motives appear as 
developments or emanations of a collective spirit or a collective soul. 

 From such consideration, derives also the assertion of the  methodological prior-
ity  of the investigation of ‘social wholes’ over those which deal with individual 
human beings. For that reifi cation appears to contain a justifi cation of the ‘macro-
scopic method’ in the social sciences, a method urged upon the social scientist by 
other moments, indeed even forced upon him. 194  For he knows that his statements 
about social phenomena cannot count as exact, in the sense that they represent all 
the details of the behavior of socialized human beings. But he is also conscious that 
this does not represent a defi ciency in social research which could be removed or 
reduced by more precise empirical observation, but rather an essential aspect of the 
social sciences. Further he recognizes, if not always with full clarity, that proposi-
tions about the behavior of social groups are not observations about the ‘average’ 
behavior of individual persons in this group, but that here we have the behavior of 
certain ‘elites’ 195  who play a disproportionally greater role than that of the rest of the 
members of the group in question. Finally, he will generally be clearly aware that 
this difference in signifi cance cannot simply be dealt with by employing a ‘weighted’ 
average instead of operating with a purely ‘numerical’ average, but that the problem 
of the signifi cance of the individual for the social group is an eminently  qualitative  
problem. These considerations fall within the general range of problems of the 
value-relation and of attribution and imputation, with which we were concerned in 
the last two sections. In this context, the remark will suffi ce that the insight into the 
varied importance of the behavior of the individual within the group for the ‘behav-
ior of the group’ forms a decisive conceptual theme in the universalist conception of 
the nature of the social. 

 In contrast to earlier periods, the question of  genetic priority  which involves 
whether human beings were animals form the outset, living in herds, or rather, 

194   For this see Simmel,  Die Probleme der Geschichtsphilosophie , 4th ed., Munich 1922. 
195   Concerning the role of elites in social events see especially Pareto,  Trattato di soziologica 
generale . 3 vols. 1923 and Ortega y Gasset,  Der Aufstand der Massen  [ The Revolt of the Masses ] ,  
trans. from the Spanish, Stuttgart. 
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hordes, or whether ‘originally’ they lived as isolated individuals, no longer plays 
any notable role in the discussions of today’s philosophy of science. In particular, it 
has been recognized that no consequences with respect to axiological primacy can 
in reality be deduced from a decision in favor of one alternative or the other, as was 
believed formerly. We do not need to deal in greater detail with these considerations, 
though they are often of some historical interest. 

 There only remains the task of examining the question of  axiological priority  
(axiological primacy). We know from our basic considerations, concerning the 
problems of values, of the impossibility of deducing the higher value of society as 
against its individual members, nor the opposite, relative ranking, from any  a priori  
or empirical presuppositions, without referring to a pre-established reference system. 
Accordingly, the main task of a methodological analysis of this question will consist 
in grasping the  unspoken underlying goals  in each case by means of a rational 
reconstruction, and in demonstrating the relationship between these goals and the 
assertion of the axiological primacy of the individual or of society in terms of the 
psychology of knowledge. We can only sketch the main outlines of such an 
investigation. 

 We can readily realize that a question which aims at examining the signifi cance 
of individual behavior for the social group will tempt one toward the interpretation 
to determine the value of the individual by his  contribution to the group . Here the 
positive or negative evaluation of his achievement is made in relation to group 
goals – frequently power goals – and the rank accorded to the achievement is a 
result of more or less clearly conscious considerations of attribution, characterized 
in more detail in the section before last. From this it is typically inferred that the 
value of the group represents something that is prior with respect to the value of the 
individual, without analyzing adequately the concept of ‘group goal’, the pivotal 
point of the entire consideration, and without comprehending it in its relation to the 
‘goals of the members of the group’. 

 The further choice of the argument generally goes as follows: The achievements 
decisive for the value of the individual appear dependent in kind and extent on his 
capacities, knowledge, character traits and basic attitude, and accordingly these 
form the  actual  criteria of personal evaluation; from this then, as a rule, conclusions 
favoring an  aristocratic  social order are drawn. People generally operate with the 
vague concept ‘value of society’, only to stress the value of society in general, as 
against a state of affairs lacking social organization (usually erroneously equated 
with anarchy), or to simply identify the value of society with the value of a certain 
type of society – for instance, the existing order. 

 While, as we have just noted, the assertion of the axiological primacy of society 
over the individual typically leads to the preference of an  aristocratic order , the 
opposite conception has links to the preference for  democracy . 196  For if the achieve-
ments of the individual are not stressed, then under the infl uence of the visibly 

196   Kaufmann, ‘Soziale Kollektiva’, p. 303. 
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far- reaching similarities between human beings as such, or at least, between those 
belonging to a certain community (state, nation, religion, class) within the visual 
fi eld of the observer, it is plausible to assume a ‘natural’ equality of value, the origin 
of which is seen in the ‘equality of the nature’ of human beings. But this equality, 
insofar as it appears to a considerable degree to be conditioned by the  somatic 
constitution , consists above all in a far-reaching agreement of the  vital needs , and 
the instinctual life associated with these. Therefore this approach leads to a strong 
emphasis on the value of conditions [of life]: the ‘value of happiness’ appears at the 
top of the scale of values. Typically, it is argued further that all human beings have 
an ‘equal right’ to happiness and as a rule from there the path leads to political 
doctrines of a democratic nature. This, however, does not always have to be the 
case, for, as the history of the eighteenth century shows, enlightened absolutism, 
and as more recent history shows, dictatorship, is quite compatible with the con-
ception of a welfare state. Furthermore, it must also be taken into consideration 
that a spiritualized idea of community based not on a somatic conformity of human 
beings, related to basic needs, but on their spiritual (psychic) fellowship as, for 
example, of the Christian community of Faith, is quite compatible with the aristo-
cratic political order. 

 This intermingling of levels of meaning, already quite complicated in itself, 
leads to further obscurities because  analogies  are adduced in order to support the 
various contending doctrinal views, without their  fundamentum analogiae  being 
clearly grasped. One of the most signifi cant of these analogies in the history of 
doctrines is that with the human-animal  organism . 197  The errors which the over- 
extension of this analogy has led to in the organismic doctrine of society, of the 
state and the economy, have already been adequately criticized in various places. 198  
We can be content here with the observation that the basis of the organismic anal-
ogy in the social sciences lies in the reference and relatedness to ends, and that its 
methodological core lies in the postulate that investigations concerning the com-
plex relation of achievement on the part of members of a community must occupy 
a central place in social research. This postulate must then be tested for its heuristic 
suitability, and the extent of its fruitfulness, and the result of such an examination 
must be independent of the speculative guise in which the postulate has been 
offered for examination. The result will indicate that the analysis of relations of 
achievement is of extraordinary importance for the social sciences, especially 
because a large part of social scientifi c laws can be derived from this relatedness to 
purpose. But of course it must not be concluded from this, that the organismic anal-
ogy is justifi ed from the viewpoint of the practical pursuit of knowledge and there-
fore can be retained. Instead the only conclusion is justifi ed that the approach, 
which was to be shown as the  only  appropriate one by the analogy, must be granted 
suitable scope in research.  

197   It goes back far into antiquity. Compare for instance the legend of the tale of Menenius Agrippa 
about the quarrel between the stomach and the remaining parts of the body. 
198   See for example Kelsen,  Hauptprobleme der Staatsrechtslehre entwickelt aus der Lehre vom 
Rechtssatz,  2nd ed. , Tübingen 1923. 
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    6. Social Laws and Ideal Types 

 Our basic considerations have clarifi ed the essential misunderstandings in the 
 Methodenstreit  with respect to the character of laws in the social sciences, and with 
that especially the inappropriateness of sharply antithetical formulations of the rela-
tionship of the social sciences to the natural sciences. We wish to briefl y summarize 
the most important results of these investigations:

    1.    Neither in the natural sciences nor in the social sciences there is an abrupt oppo-
sition without gradual transition between exact laws and mere rules or tenden-
cies. Particularly as far as the mathematical method is concerned, its ‘ internal 
precision ’ does not guarantee the ‘ empirical precision ’ of mathematically formu-
lated propositions in the experiential world.   

   2.    The  laws of the social sciences , just as those of the  human sciences  as a whole, 
are distinguished from the laws of the natural sciences by the circumstance that 
in them  inner experience  becomes  thematic . The ‘laws of understanding’ of the 
social sciences, however, are not independent of the laws of events in the exter-
nal world, as is shown especially clearly in our analysis of rational purposive 
understanding.   

   3.    A  special status  of the laws in the social sciences which can be traced back to 
specifi c evidence of understanding as a source of knowledge  does not exist . 

 The thesis of the existence of  laws of value  or ‘ ought - laws ’ which belong to 
an independent sphere, different from the sphere of Being, is not tenable.   

   4.    After having revised the premature assumption that the laws of nature and social 
laws are different  toto coelo , our perception is sharpened for ascertaining the  grad-
ual  differences and we will now briefl y characterize them. In so doing we wish to 
refer to our previous considerations about the various ‘properties’ of the natural 
laws, and to ask ourselves, Is there any prospect of establishing a system of propo-
sitions in the social sciences by means of some method, which in their totality, or 
at least to a large part, possess the heuristic merits of natural laws? Let us recapitu-
late the points toward which we have directed our attention in this context:

    I.     Unity of Laws .

   (a)    Unifi ed basis of reference; (b) systematic (deductive) unity.    

      II.     Simplicity of Equations .

   (a)    Small number of parameters; (b) simplicity of the relations between the 
parameters; (c) small number of constants; (d) functional continuity.    

      III.     Domain of Validity of Laws .

   (a)    Temporal domain of validity; (b) spatial domain of validity; (c) density 
of validity; (d) material domain of validity.    

      IV.     Precision of Laws .

   (a)    Degree of precision; (b) percentage of exceptions.    
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      To what extent can these aspects be demonstrated for the laws of the social 
sciences?    

  To begin with, as far as the  unifi ed basis of reference  is concerned, we have 
already established that such a basis does not exist for the whole of the social sci-
ences. We have also pointed to the consequences which this circumstance entails for 
the problems of the value relation and of attribution and imputation. As they lack a 
unifi ed basis of reference, we cannot speak of a systematic (deductive) unity of the 
social sciences. 

 Now we come to the question of the  simplicity  of social laws. Here we have to 
note fi rst that today only a very small part of these have mathematical form; still an 
analogy with the laws of theoretical natural science can be noted as here, too, the 
classes of facts related to each other are frequently quite small in number, and the 
nature of their relationship relatively simple. Recall for instance the laws of classical 
economics, which deal with the relations between the interest of capital, wages and 
ground rent. Yet it must not be forgotten that the internal structure of the facts linked 
in social laws is much more complicated than that of the facts of nature linked in 
physical laws. Also, the nature of the interrelationship in social laws is frequently 
characterized very imprecisely. Thus when social facts of the kind C are designated 
as causes of other social facts of the kind F, it often remains quite obscure what kind 
of correlations hold between the variations of F and the variations of C. 

 If (thirdly) we compare social laws and natural laws with respect to their  domain 
of validity , then it is especially important to clarify what  requirements  are posed for 
a social law, i.e., under what conditions it will be said that such a law exists. Above 
all the task is to ascertain what kind of  predictions  are made possible on the basis of 
the law. 

 Here the following emerges: if the required care is exercised in the formulation, 
then we may very well succeed in formulating rules, mainly on the basis of general 
considerations about the psycho-physical nature of human beings, their vital needs, 
their psychic reactions, their mental faculties. These rules can be tested historically 
over thousands of years and in the most diverse places, and may be capable of with-
standing such tests. They will, perhaps, embrace the entire domain of human action, 
and their  density of application  will be high. But for the most part, future events will 
be too  weakly determined  by such laws to be able to offer suitable points of orienta-
tion for long-range rationally purposive action. We can give a striking illustration by 
comparing the predictability of astronomical events on the one hand and political 
events on the other. 

 Though the contours of  future  events can be predicted only very incompletely by 
means of the limits set by these general rules for variations in the course of social 
events, nevertheless, the contours of  past  events will demonstrate that these have 
taken place  within such limits . Therefore in the social sciences, retrospective proph-
ecy, the  vaticinium ex eventu , which shows that what happened had to happen – 
where particular features of the events are isolated and incorporated within general 
complexes of relations – is so much more successful than is true prediction. These 
considerations as we wish to remark only in passing – also lead to an objective 
investigation of the questions to what extent one can  learn from history . 
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  Long-range concrete predictions  of social facts – or, rather, the general assumptions 
on the basis of which such predictions can be derived – thus generally possess a 
small degree of precision and a high percentage of exceptions. On the other hand, 
 short-range predictions  for the various domains of social life can be carried out with 
the reliability required in practice. For otherwise every human community in our 
sense of the term, which after all presupposes the reciprocal orientation of human 
behavior, would be impossible. It is suffi cient to refl ect on how many presupposi-
tions we make about the behavior of our fellow men – who to a large part are 
unknown to us – when we write a letter and mail it 199  or when we purchase a railroad 
ticket, in order to recognize clearly that the social world also knows laws which 
have a very small percentage of exceptions. 

 Especially important for grasping the differences in method between the natural 
and social sciences is the insight that the latter lack  universal laws  which would rep-
resent the highest principles of a hierarchy of laws embracing the entire social sphere. 
This forces a  methodological particularism  [upon the various fi elds] which has the 
consequence that  relevance  with respect to the specifi c goal of knowledge – which in 
turn may be suggested by practical goals – plays a much greater role in the social 
sciences for indicating the course of research than it does in the natural sciences. To 
be sure, the technician, in the narrower sense, has his specifi c aims as well, and 
accordingly turns his attention to certain special investigations, for instance, the 
determinations of material constants. Still, his path of research is determined in its 
basic principles to a large extent by the universal laws of nature, and his results, too, 
fi nd their precisely prescribed place within the framework of research. In the social 
sciences, on the other hand, where universal principles of a similar fruitfulness and a 
unifi ed explanatory basis are not available, we must seek to fi nd  partial dominants , 
to discover islands of fi rm causal relations in the sea of social events. 

 From a different angle, the investigations in the last sections have led us ever 
more close to the insight that the questions of philosophy of science at issue in the 
 Methodenstreit , are almost all rooted in the epistemological situation just described. 
This insight is only obscured by the speculative prejudice that there is an intellectual 
authority that transcends empirical inquiry and could present one procedure as the 
only adequate in contrast to all others. 

 Due to the lack of universal laws which would permit application to the most 
varied constellations of data, the signifi cance attributed to  certain historical situa-
tions  as  points of departure  for inquiry is considerably increased. In the fi rst part of 
the book we observed that for the determination of events in the external world, 
knowledge of initial state conditions at least for one specifi c point of time is required. 
But – and here lies the decisive difference from the problem-situation in the social 
sciences – the selection of this point of time is in principle irrelevant: under the 
presupposition of a universal pervasive lawfulness of events in the external world, 
any past or future state can be calculated from the state of this system at any arbi-
trary point of time. Now to be sure this idealization which appears in the fi ctions of 
Laplace’s demon does not do complete justice to the matter, but still, in its correct 

199   See Kaufmann ‘Soziale Kollektiva’ p. 299. 
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fi nite version a quite essential trait of the universal lawfulness of nature is clearly 
represented. In the social sciences, on the other hand, it can frequently be seen that 
even with a given research goal, the correct way for the explanation of social phe-
nomena observed in a temporal cross-section can only be found by taking exact 
account of the historical context of the facts to be explained. Therefore, the  rela-
tively constant factors  of the historical process already mentioned, e.g. the relatively 
constant structure of human drives, do provide guidelines for the direction of 
research by fi xing the limits of the possible, but these can be regarded as  general 
suffi cient conditions of prediction  much more rarely than in the case of the laws of 
the abstract natural sciences. 

 In this connection we cannot deal more fully with the plurality of areas of social 
lawfulness, examined by the various social sciences. Reliable predictions are, in 
particular, possible when the object of analysis is a systematically structured  orga-
nization . In this case, all events to be treated occur according to certain plans, so that 
the direction to be followed in explaining individual events within the organization, 
i.e. the explanation of the events by relating them to the organizational plan, is 
unambiguously determined. If the behavior follows the plan, we will normally con-
sider it explained if we have comprehended the plan. If the behavior does not follow 
the plan, we will investigate the  reasons for this deviation . Constant incorporation 
of a great number of people within an organizational plan occurs mainly where the 
organization is, or is connected with, a  power  organization, so that behavior by a 
member directed against the organization results in the chance that sanctions will be 
applied to him. In order to best interpret the actions of the members of the organiza-
tion described in the organizational plan, we will, accordingly, seek to grasp the  key 
goals  (dominants) of the organization, i.e., to ascertain which goals of which per-
sons are decisive for the shaping of the organization. This  evaluation  of  dominance  
is a  problem of imputation . With that as the reference-point for the interpretation 
given, the further task then consists in investigating in what manner the actions of 
the ‘subordinate’ members of the organization are incorporated within the plan. The 
more completely the social events to be investigated appear incorporated into the 
framework of an organization, the more important the selection of such key goals 
will prove for their explanation. But the signifi cance of posing the question in this 
way goes even beyond the framework of the investigation of organizational forms; 
for example, in the planned behavior of the individual, the same distinction can be 
made between  primary  goals, which then function as key goals for the inquiry, and 
 secondary  goals (auxiliary goals); thus the range of problems of the social sciences 
to a great extent can be comprehended from the perspective of this selection. 

 This is true for the methodologically extremely important theory of  ideal types  
developed by Max Weber. Weber conceives of the construction of ideal types as the 
specifi c method of concept formation in the social sciences, and as such, in view of 
the correlation between concepts and laws in science, it must stand in the closest 
relation to the problems of discovering social laws. And indeed all the important 
pertinent questions do fi nd their refl ection in the theory of ideal types. Still, in 
Weber’s exposition – which is admirable in spite of this – the various aspects are not 
suffi ciently differentiated so that here a quite diffi cult rational reconstruction still 

F. Kaufmann



283

remains to be carried out, in order to be able to judge the meaning and scope of the 
results. It is to this that we will now turn. Let us begin by citing the most important 
formulations of Max Weber in his own words:

  [The ideal type] is formed by the one-sided  accentuation  of  one  or  more  viewpoints and by 
the synthesis of a great many diffuse and discrete more or less present and occasionally 
absent  concrete individual phenomena  which are arranged according to those one-sidedly 
emphasized viewpoints into a unifi ed  analytical  construct. In its conceptual purity this con-
struct cannot be found empirically anywhere in reality, it is a  Utopian vision , and it is the 
task of historical work to ascertain in each particular case how near to, or how far from, this 
ideal picture reality actually is. 200  

   The ideal type must be constructed  meaningfully adequate , and  causally ade-
quate . The concepts of meaning adequacy and causal adequacy, as well as their 
unifi cation in an ‘understandable action type’ are defi ned as follows:

  We apply the term ‘ adequacy on the level of meaning ’ to the subjective interpretation of a 
coherent course of conduct when and in so far as, according to our habitual modes of 
thought and feeling, its component parts taken in their mutual relation are recognized to 
constitute a ‘typical’ complex of meaning. It is more common to say ‘correct.’ The interpre-
tation of a sequence of events will on the other hand be called ‘causally adequate’ in so far 
as, according to established generalizations from  experience , there is a probability that it 
will always actually occur in the same way. An example of adequacy on the level of mean-
ing in this sense is what is, according to our current  norms  of calculation or thinking, the 
 correct  solution of an arithmetical problem. On the other hand, a  causally  adequate inter-
pretation of the same phenomenon would concern the statistical probability that, according 
to verifi ed generalizations from experience, there would be a ‘correct’ or an  erroneous  
solution of the same problem. This also refers to currently accepted norms but includes tak-
ing account of typical errors in calculation or of typical confusions. Thus causal explanation 
depends on being able to determine that there is a probability, which in the rare ideal case 
this rule of probability can be numerically stated. But is always in some sense calculable, 
namely that a given observable event (overt or subjective) will be followed or accompanied 
by another event. 201  

 A  correct  causal  interpretation  of a concrete course of action is arrived at when the overt 
action and the motives have both been  correctly  apprehended and at the same time their 
relation has become  meaningfully  comprehensible. A correct causal interpretation of  typi-
cal  action (understandable action) means that the process which is claimed to be typical is 
shown to be both adequately grasped to some degree on the level of meaning and at the 
same time the interpretation is to some degree causally adequate. If adequacy on the level 
of meaning is lacking, then no matter how high the degree of uniformity and how precisely 
its probability can be numerically determined, it is still an  incomprehensible  (or not com-
pletely incomprehensible)  statistical  probability, whether dealing with external or subjec-
tive processes. On the other hand, even the most perfect adequacy on the level of meaning 
has  causal  signifi cance from a sociological point of view only in so far as there is some 
kind of proof for the existence of a  chance  that action  in fact  normally  takes  the course 
which has been held to be meaningful. For this there must be (in the average or the pure 
case) either a determinable frequency or an approximation to it.   Statistical uniformities 
constitute understandable types of action in the sense of this discussion, and thus constitute 
‘sociological generalizations’ (rules), only when they can be regarded as manifestations of 

200   M. Weber, ‘Die ‘Objektivität’ sozialwissenschaftlicher und sozialpolitischer Erkenntnis’, in 
 Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre , pp. 146–214, p. 191. 
201   Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft , op.cit., p. 5. 
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the  understandable  subjective meaning of a course of social action. Conversely, rational 
constructions of subjectively understandable action constitute sociological types of real 
empirical processes only when they can be empirically observed with a signifi cant degree 
of approximation. It is unfortunately by no means the case that the actual likelihood of the 
occurrence of a given course of overt action is  always  directly proportional to the clarity of 
subjective interpretation. Only external experiences show this to the case. Only external 
experience can show this to be the case. There are statistics of processes  devoid  of meaning 
such as death rates, phenomena of fatigue, the production rate of machines, the amount of 
rainfall, in exactly the same sense as there are statistics of meaningful phenomena. But only 
when the phenomena are meaningful is it convenient to speak of sociological statistics. 
Examples are such cases as crime rates, occupational statistics, price statistics, and  statistics  
of crop acreage. Naturally there are many cases where both components are involved, as in 
crop statistics. 202  

   For the question toward which  goals of knowledge  the concept formation of ideal 
types is oriented, what heuristic function thus is to be attributed to the ideal types, 
the following quotations are especially revealing:

  The empirical  material  which underlies concept-formation in sociology consists to a very 
large extent, though by no means exclusively, of the same concrete processes of action 
which are dealt with by historians. Its concepts are formulated and its generalizations are 
worked out, mainly in an attempt to justify its important claim to be able to make a contri-
bution to the causal explanation of historically and culturally important phenomena. As in 
the case of every generalizing science the abstract character of the concepts of sociology is 
responsible for the fact that, compared with actual historical reality, they are relatively  lack-
ing  in fullness of concrete content. To compensate for this disadvantage sociological analy-
sis can offer a greater  precision  of concepts. This precision is obtained by striving for the 
highest possible degree of adequacy on the level of  meaning  in accordance with the defi ni-
tion of that concept put forward above. It has already been repeatedly stressed that this aim 
can be realized in a particularly high degree in the case of concepts and generalizations 
which formulate  rational  processes. But sociological investigation also attempts to include 
in its scope various irrational phenomena, such as prophetic, mystic, and effectual modes of 
action, formulated in terms of theoretical concepts which are adequate on the level of  mean-
ing . In  all  cases, rational or irrational, sociological analysis both  abstracts  from reality and 
at the same time helps us to understand it, in that it shows with what degree of approxima-
tion a concrete historical phenomenon can be subsumed under one or more of these con-
cepts. For example, the same historical phenomenon may be in one aspect ‘feudal’, in 
another ‘patrimonial,’ in another ‘bureaucratic,’ and in still another ‘charismatic.’ In order 
to give a  precise  meaning to these terms, it is necessary for the sociologist to formulate pure 
(ideal) types of the corresponding forms of action which in each case involve the highest 
possible degree of logical integration by virtue of their complete adequacy on the level of 
meaning. But precisely because this is true, it is probably seldom if ever that a real phenom-
enon can be found which corresponds exactly to one of these ideally constructed pure types. 
The case is similar to physical reaction which has been calculated on the assumption of an 
absolute vacuum. 203  

 The ideal types of social action which for instance are used in economic theory are thus 
‘unrealistic’ or abstract in that they always ask what course of action would take place if it 
were purely rational and oriented to economic ends alone. But this construction can be used 
to aid in this understanding of action not purely economically determined but which involve 
deviations arising from traditional restraints, affects, errors, and the intrusion of other than 

202   Ibid., p. 5 f. 
203   Ibid., p. 9 f. 
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economic purposes or considerations. This can take place in two ways. First, in analyzing 
the extent to which in the concrete case, or on the average for a class of cases, the action was 
in part economically determined along with the other factors. Secondly, by throwing the 
discrepancy between the actual course of events and the ideal type into relief, the analysis 
of the non-economic motives actually involved is facilitated. 204  

   So much for Max Weber. Now his investigations have not infrequently been 
interpreted as though by creating the concept of ideal type he had provided an 
 instrument for social science research  which  formed a counterpart to the concep-
tual apparatus of the natural sciences . 205  The interpretation contains various ele-
ments that require correction. To begin with, the designation of concepts as 
‘instruments of research’ is misleading; it springs from the untenable conception 
that the world is given a chaotic manifold and reshaped by reason into the cosmos, 
in which process the conceptual apparatus provided by reason represents the tools 
for this formation. In truth, however, as we have recognized, concept formation is as 
such nothing else than  defi nition , which, indeed can be regarded as a symptom for 
the chosen method of inquiry, insofar as specifi c procedural concepts are involved. 
Max Weber’s achievement lies, however – and with that we come to a second error 
of the above interpretation – not in the creation (or discovery) of a new procedure, 
but in clarifying by means of rational reconstruction a certain type of procedure, 
characteristic of the human sciences. Finally, a third error of interpretation lies in 
the exaggeration of the oppositions between the natural sciences and the human sci-
ences (social sciences). To be sure, Max Weber himself is not entirely innocent of 
contributing to this, as he did not work out the logical structure of the ideal type, 
which permits recognition of the degree of common characteristics nor did he suf-
fi ciently take into consideration the inner connection between meaning adequacy 
and causal adequacy. 

 To the following additions to and corrections of Weber’s analyses; must be 
prefaced the following statements of principle: The evaluation of the knowledge 
content of ideal types presupposes  insight into the function  that is to be accorded 
to them in the procedure of the social sciences; however, this function is – an 
undoubtedly emerges clearly in the passages from Max Weber cited above – that 
of  schemata of interpretation . The behavior to be investigated – whether this may 
involve ‘historical’ behavior that has taken place in the past, or predicted future 
behavior – is to be totally or partially  understood  by means of subsumption under 
an ideal type. Taking this into consideration, we want to examine criteria of mean-
ing and causal adequacy. 

 As can be gathered from the quotations, Max Weber conceives ‘causal adequacy’ 
and ‘meaning adequacy’ as logically independent of each other, and sets up as the 
criterion for correct causal interpretation of human action that it satisfy the require-
ment of meaning adequacy as well as that of causal adequacy. The contrast of these 
two corresponds is part to the current distinction between ‘statistical results’ and 

204   Ibid., p. 10. 
205   See for instance Pfi ster,  Entwicklung zum Idealtypus , Tübingen 1928. 
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‘theoretical results’ in the social sciences, and for this reason their critical analysis 
is signifi cant for the  Methodenstreit . This analysis has the following result: 

 What quite generally distinguishes ‘theoretically secured’ lawfulness from mere 
statistical probability, the regularities of succession or coexistence, is its incorpora-
tion within a  multi-stratifi ed context  of experience which permits confi rmations in 
various directions and – combined with that – permits predictions which go beyond 
the repeatability of directly observed statistical regularity. The statistical result that 
is unfounded theoretically is  inductio per enumerationem simplicem , thus induction 
of a certain, in this case of the fi rst level. But it is required of a law of experience 
that it be incorporated unequivocally into  multi-stratifi ed  context of experience. 
Incidentally, this is also the sole legitimate sense of the dictum that in the causal 
relationship a ‘ proper hoc ’ beyond the ‘ post hoc ’ is asserted or established. It can 
hardly be doubted – after examining the examples of causal adequacy given by Max 
Weber, that the conceptual motif to distinguish between statistics and theory, in the 
manner just sketched, played a role in his considerations. But this motif gains its 
specifi c coloration for the human sciences as the lawfulness, which is crucial, for 
the sociological rules, a  lawfulness of understanding . The connection between the 
postulates of meaning adequacy and of causal adequacy for the ideal type is then to 
be interpreted in the following manner: 

 As quite generally, laws are nothing else than general assumptions – thus 
‘rational constructions’ – which have been set up on the basis of prior experience and 
have to continue to be confi rmed by the facts, so ideal typical interpretive schemes 
are ‘rational constructions of meaningfully understandable’ action. The relation 
to prior experience lies in that it is established according to our ‘average models 
of thought and feeling’ and the confi rmation in ‘that they can be empirically 
observed with a signifi cant degree of approximation’. Thus within the framework 
of Weber’s theory of ideal types, the postulate of causal adequacy – and thus also 
statistical observation – does not have the function of a point of departure for 
induction, as is the case in the statistics of processes which have no meaning, but 
merely as (accessory)  control function . It has to be pointed out, however, that in 
the actual process of pursuing knowledge these two functions cannot be sharply 
separated from each other. 

 As a concept that is constructed to be meaningfully adequate, the ideal type 
appears to be tied to interpretative methods. Consequently, all the general problems 
of meaning interpretation enter into its discussion, which we presented in the sec-
ond section of this part, referring to the analyses of Schütz. This is especially true 
for the questions of the dependency of schemes of interpretation on the position of 
the interpreting subject, relative to the object of interpretation, on the one hand, and 
to the specifi c problem on the other. In his work which we have cited repeatedly, 
Schütz analyzed these relationships with great care, and it will be suffi cient here to 
point to these investigations. 206  

 However, it is incumbent upon us to follow further those conceptual motifs of 
Weber’s presentation which seek to elaborate the specifi c character of the method of 

206   Compare  Aufbau , p. 202. 
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ideal types within the framework of the interpretive method, i.e., at ascertaining the 
 distinctive character  of the  ideal typical  interpretive schemes. Max Weber’s exposi-
tion, which we have cited above, concerning the function of ideal types within the 
framework of sociological procedure, will serve us best as a guideline. We want to 
depart from the analogy with physical processes in a vacuum, which is most reveal-
ing for Weber’s train of thought; to such a vacuum is to correspond ‘the consistent 
unity of the greatest possible meaning adequacy’ in the formation of ideal types. 
Now the basis of this analogy is that in both instances we are confronted with a case 
of the so-called  isolating abstraction . Just as in the formulation of the law of falling 
bodies, only the rime of fall is taken into consideration as an independent variable 
while friction and air resistance are neglected, so in the case of ideal typical inter-
pretive schemata certain groups of motivations are not taken into consideration for 
the sake of the unity of perspective. 

 Such an isolation will be heuristically signifi cant in the fi rst place, where the 
isolated factor is a  dominant  feature of the processes to be explained – thus a 
 decisive motive  in the case of meaningful processes; in the second place, where 
 complementary rules  are possible. Thus on the one hand, we can conduct exper-
iments with falling bodies under conditions in which friction and air resistance 
hardly play any role; on the other hand, it is also possible to establish friction 
and air resistance experimentally and by computation, and then to achieve a 
description of the process of fall that is faithful to reality by combining the vari-
ous particular laws. With a view to explanations in the social sciences, it is 
absolutely requisite to carefully keep these two possibilities separate, if false 
(exaggerated) conceptions about validity are not to be aroused. Thus every time 
we operate with social laws, we have to be clear whether we want to apply them 
to reality  in isolation , i.e., use them to make predictions, or whether we want 
them to be conceived as  partial laws  requiring supplementation. If the latter is 
the case, it must not be forgotten that the combination of partial schemata of 
interpretation, in order to form a unity faithful to reality, does not consist simply 
in an addition of partial schemata but will display a complicated structure, 
which has to be determined. Thus the motives to be taken into consideration in 
the explanation will frequently have to be comprehended as modifi cations of 
other basic motives that also enter into the explanation. How important insight 
into the way  partial interpretive schemata are linked structurally  is, will be seen 
from the circumstance that it is only this which makes it possible, to ascertain 
the degree of interdependence between the components of an action which cor-
respond to the individual motives. Thus, for instance, in economic investiga-
tions the question may become urgent, to what extent a change in the economic 
data by which the economic subject has to orient himself (for example, an 
increase or decrease in his income) will displace the relative weight of ‘eco-
nomic’ and ‘non- economic motives’ for his actions. It seems clear that the heu-
ristic signifi cance of a certain ideal type, in general will be the greater the more 
independent the infl uence is of the motives isolated in this ideal type on the 
course of the action to be interpreted, from the infl uence of the other factors 
which have to be taken into consideration in the interpretation. 
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 The above considerations about ideal types have concerned themselves with the 
isolating abstraction of certain motivational units carried out in them. Now it is not 
too directly against language usage to designate such rational construction as ‘ ide-
alization ’. For in cases that are formally similar we speak of an ‘ideal gas’ or an 
‘ideal fl uid’. But when doing so we must be doubly careful to avoid confusing  this  
aspect of idealization in the ideal type with the quite different kind of ‘idealization’ 
which lies in using, as a scheme of interpretation, behavior which is ‘correct’ behav-
ior, ‘appropriate to goals’, with respect to certain given goals. We wish to separate 
these two aspects from each other terminologically as ‘ isolating abstraction ’ and 
‘ idealization ’. It is clear that the isolating abstraction is logically prior to idealiza-
tion in the formation of ideal types, just as ‘appropriateness to goals’ as a relational 
concept presupposes ‘given goals’. 

 This idealization we can designate as the ‘ assumption of objective instrumental 
rationality ’, and with that express the fact that an action that evolves according to 
this rationality externally corresponds completely to an action which is carried out 
with full clarity as to its goal, and in conscious pursuit of the most effi cacious path 
toward this goal. Yet with that, it is not stated that this clarity must actually exist for 
the actor. This is the difference Max Weber had in view when, in his analysis of 
ideal typical behavior, he pointed to the circumstance that the constructive concepts 
of sociology were ideal typical ‘not only externally but also internally’. 207  However, 
it cannot be gathered unambiguously from his exposition whether he intended the 
criteria of objective and subjective instrumental rationality to be contained in the 
concept of meaning adequacy; his equating of ‘typical’ and ‘correct’ meaning con-
texts in the defi nition of ‘meaning adequacy’, and almost all his examples, appear to 
suggest this; but there are also counter arguments. 

 More important for us than this question, belonging to the history of doctrines, is 
that of the logical relation between the two concepts of objective and subjective 
instrumental rationality. In order to answer this, we want to become clearly aware of 
the  criteria of subjective instrumental rationality . 

 In the assertion that a person P in the situation S acts  subjectively with instrumen-
tal rationality  with respect to the goal G if P undertakes temporally ordered action A i , 
the following presuppositions are contained:

    1.    If in the situation S the actions A i  are undertaken by P, then the facts F g  will take 
place (the goal is to cause these facts).   

   2.    The causing of F g  through the undertaking of A i  satisfi es a series of secondary 
conditions, to be characterized more precisely, which are determined by the total 
goal system of P (say, bringing about F g  in the shortest possible time with the 
least possible effort, least possible costs, and without producing undesired sec-
ondary effects).   

   3.    The person P has a  complete insight  into the circumstances mentioned under 
(1) and (2), and thus he is clearly aware of his actual goal as well as his total goal 
system. Further, he knows the causal nexus that leads from A i  to F g  and is also 

207   Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft , p. 10. 
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able to survey other ways leading from the same initial point to the same goal. 
He also knows that the way by means of A i  fi ts more completely into the total 
goal system than the other ways. On the basis of this insight he decided to under-
take A i  and carries out this resolve.    

  The  criteria for objective instrumental rationality , on the other hand, are already 
fulfi lled by meeting the conditions named in (1) and (2). Thus it is to them that the 
judgment of the observer (social researcher) corresponds: “In the situation S actions 
of the kind A i  have the occurrence of F g  as a result. This causal sequence is distin-
guished from other causal sequences that lead from S to F g,  among other things by 
a series of ‘properties’ to be characterized more precisely (the causal sequence satis-
fi es certain conditions C). Therefore a person who wishes to arrive at F g  from S, 
while at the same time satisfying the conditions C, will realize this purpose when he 
undertakes the action A i .” We can then characterize this behavior as ‘correct’, 
‘appropriate to the goal’, or ‘objectively instrumentally rational’. All these terms are 
synonyms. 

 From this it follows that the assertion of the objective instrumental rationality of 
an action also presupposes reference to the existence of a certain subjective mean-
ing of the actor – a specifi able goal, consistent with the subject’s own goal system. 
On the other hand, what is not conceptually presupposed, is (a) that the actor is fully 
conscious or aware of these goals, (b) that he has chosen the correct path with clear 
recognition of its correctness. The concept of objective instrumental rationality is 
thus contained in that of subjective instrumental rationality; and with respect to the 
latter it is logically prior. 

 Now, in evaluating the heuristic practicability of a given ideal type for a certain 
topic of investigation, it is important to keep in view that in the application of the 
ideal type it is not subjective instrumental rationality which is presupposed, but 
only – partial or total – objective instrumental rationality. The investigator will thus 
always be able to operate advantageously with the assumptions of behavior accord-
ing to plan when – but not only when 208  – the actions under consideration  take their 
course on the average ,  as though they were according to plan . 

 Now the insight into the relation of subjective instrumental rationality to objec-
tive instrumental rationality is obscured by various aspects. In the fi rst place the 
objective instrumental rationality of a course of action can only be conceived to be 
fully understood (as meaning-adequate) when we have succeeded in tracing it back 
to a detailed plan, either of the actor himself or of some other initiator of the action; 
this is frequently seen as its ‘derivation’ from subjective instrumental rationality, 
which can then be easily misinterpreted as a logical derivation. 

 Secondly, the concept of subjective instrumental rationality is frequently 
employed equivocally, insofar as – together with the use of the term in the meaning 
just described – all goal-directed behavior is designated as ‘subjective instrumental 

208   It is suffi cient that the ideal type determines  one  motivational component of action, insofar 
as suffi cient indications for the knowledge of the other components, and the manner of the link-
ing among all the relevant components, can be gained from other considerations. See above, 
this section. 
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rational’, in order then, in a further displacement of concepts to confront ‘subjective 
instrumental rationality’, as merely  alleged , with ‘objective instrumental rational-
ity’. And with reference to this concept we will, fi nally, in a typical manner, arrive 
at the erroneous absolutization which we have characterized in our section on value 
in Part One: the action to be studied is judged with reference to goals which have 
been imposed by the investigator making the judgments, and these are frequently 
declared to be absolute goals. As what is most important for the critique of this 
exaggerated concept of the correctness (objective instrumental rationality) of action 
has already been shown in the passage just referred to, we cannot linger any longer 
at this point, and can be content with the remark that it was just Max Weber who 
most sharply rejected this erroneous conception – in accord with the postulate of 
value-freedom. 209  

 However we have to turn our attention toward a statement which is important for 
the analysis of the ideal type, which concerns the legitimate concepts of objective 
instrumental rationality and subjective instrumental rationality, namely that the 
judging of the instrumental rationality of social action is linked most closely with 
the  problems of prediction in the social sciences . For subjective instrumental ratio-
nality this seems evident without further proof, as the concept of a plan contains that 
of prediction; but that it also holds true for objective instrumental rationality will be 
recognized as soon as we ask at which  point of time  an assertion of the objective 
instrumental rationality of human action is decidable. For the affi rmation or denial 
of the question whether with given goals (including secondary conditions) and a 
given initial situation the actions can be characterized as ‘objectively instrumentally 
rational’ – and that without these actions having been realized, and the success 
(attainment of the goal) not being ascertainable – obviously depends upon how the 
concept of correct prediction is defi ned. 

 Thus what is a correct prediction? Obviously a prediction – we will be inclined 
to say at fi rst – which comes true (which is confi rmed), and therefore its correctness 
can be determined only  after  the point of time toward which the prediction points. 
But still, under some circumstances, a prediction is said to be correct or incorrect 
directly after it has been stated, and this according to whether it has been made in 
conformity with, or in opposition to experience up to that point. In this case, by 
‘correctness’ (or ‘incorrectness’) it is not the fulfi llment (or failure) of the prediction 
that is understood, but the considerable (not considerable) chance of its fulfi llment. 
Unfortunately, these two concepts are frequently and promiscuously used. Now if a 
prediction, which was carried out in conformity with experience referring to a 
certain state of the data, proves inappropriate then the ‘explanation’ will readily 
come to mind that the state of the data to which the prediction as well as an action 
in conformity with it was oriented, did not yet offer a suffi cient basis for the pre-
dictions. 210  So in view of the problematic epistemological situation of the social 

209   See especially his essay, which has already been mentioned, ‘Der Sinn der “Wertfreiheit” der 
soziologischen und ökonomischen Wissenschaften’. 
210   For this compare Oskar Morgenstern, ‘Vollkommene Voraussicht und wirtschaftliches 
Gleichgewicht’ (Complete prediction and economic balance),  Zeitschrift für Nationalökonomie , 
vol. VI, pp. 337–357. 
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sciences – in comparison with the abstract natural sciences – with respect to the 
possibility of reliable predictions, it can be understood that the question, what 
 amount of data  is requisite for prediction in each case stands at the center of meth-
odological controversies. But it is not only due to the elasticity of the concept of 
state of the data that the idea of objective instrumental rationality in the ideal type 
becomes ambiguous. This is also the case because the investigation of the  causal 
relationships  which is determining for its evaluation has to be  historically relativ-
ized to a certain state of knowledge , so that actually it would be permissible only to 
speak of ‘objective instrumental rationality according to the present state of knowl-
edge’ or ‘according the state of knowledge of that time’. 

 But from this the hasty inference must not be drawn that the formation of ideal 
types would not be relevant to the comprehension of objective instrumental rational-
ity at all, but only to the comprehension of ‘subjective instrumental rationality’. For 
it is essential for the aspect of idealization in ideal types that the description of the 
‘correct’ (instrumentally rational) courses of action contained in them has a  mate-
rial basis . In addition, it is only through this that the concept of ‘deviation from the 
course prescribed by the ideal type’ receives its specifi c meaning. Now in the sense 
of the observation just made, two things have to be noted: (1) that an objectively 
based assertion, one supported by ‘objective knowledge’, about causal relationships 
must not be given an exaggerated interpretation as necessarily and conclusively 
true; (2) that in most cases the idealization will be carried out relative to the knowl-
edge available to the human community under consideration. Here we can speak of 
a  historization  of the element of correctness in the ideal type. 

 But with that, the ‘historicity’ of the ideal types is not yet exhausted, as we can 
comprehend with little diffi culty if we keep in view how the formation of ideal types 
takes place  in stages . To begin with, the social scientist dealing with a certain topic 
will have to seek to demonstrate  goals for action  within his domain of investigation, 
the knowledge of which can furnish key points for the interpretation of human 
action within that domain. In so doing, we must not leave out of consideration the 
fact that such goals have to be conceived within more comprehensive goal systems, 
as otherwise the secondary conditions for ‘correct’ action will be obscured. But in 
order to discern the contours of these goal systems with some degree of accuracy, it 
will not, as a rule, suffi ce to base ourselves on knowledge merely of ‘the general 
nature of man’, of his instinctual and mental constitution; instead we will have to 
utilize knowledge relating to a specifi c human type and specifi c social preconditions 
(such as, for example, the legal order). 

 The same is true for the  second  stage in the process of forming ideal types, 
namely determination of the  initial situation , i.e., that state of the data at the point 
of time when the goal was set, as well as for the  third  stage, the construction of a 
 course of action that is appropriate for the goal . Still the terms ‘historical ideal 
type’ or ‘historicizing of the ideal type’ must not be understood as though historical 
time entered explicitly into ideal types. An ideal type is a general concept and as 
such contains no element of individuation. The historization only consists in the 
formation of the ideal type assumptions as adapted to a specifi c historical epoch, 
and thus for the purpose of applying the ideal type, thus constructed, successfully to 
the events of this epoch. Still the possibility of application to other epochs remains 
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open. A human being born in the twentieth century can also fall under the ideal type 
of Renaissance man. 

 The preceding exposition has made evident in what manner the fundamental 
problems debated in the theory of the social sciences, (which we treated in the sec-
ond, third and fourth sections of this Part) enter into the theory of ideal types; it has 
also permitted us to recognize the kind of relation that holds between social laws 
and ideal types in the social sciences. In the section after next (on economic theory) 
we will have to deal again with certain pseudo-problems, which are related to the 
construction and application of ideal types.  

    7. The Way to Overcome the Methodenstreit 

 Our investigation up to this point has argued with ever new aspects and with ever 
increasing clarity, that overcoming the methodological controversy in the social sci-
ences is not conceivable in such a manner that in each of the cases under discussion 
a philosophical authority beyond appeal could declare a specifi c method to be the 
only correct one, or even the best. Instead we must seek to gain empirical points of 
reference for the validation of one procedure or another. To be sure, refl ection on 
successes attained by means of particular controversial methods will only, in rela-
tively rare cases, have as a consequence the complete elimination of a procedure 
recognized by a wide circle of investigators. However, it will frequently lead to a 
determination – though never absolutely fi nal – of the comparative practicability 
(effectiveness) of the method in question, and this in a variety of directions:

    (a)    After the determination or the rational reconstruction of the goals of inquiry and 
their rank-order (which in turn will be suggested by the ‘ praxis ’ of life or the 
characteristic idiosyncrasy of the researcher) this refl ection will show that the 
idea of a hierarchy of methods, encompassing all the social sciences, which 
would prescribe the research procedure in its main outlines, is for the foresee-
able future impossible to realize. Rather, as a rule, when the choice is between 
two applicable methods, any ‘advantages’ obtained will have to be gained at the 
cost of ‘disadvantages’.   

   (b)    It will show that frequently the arguments with which a methodological deci-
sion is justifi ed, that may in itself be completely acceptable, prove untenable, as 
achievements are attributed to the chosen method which it will not be able to 
attain. Not infrequently ‘achievements’ are involved here, which are not even 
formulated without contradiction (alleged apodictic character of empirical 
assertions).   

   (c)    It will make evident that in many cases the degree of independence of controver-
sial methods from each other has been overestimated. We have shown this in 
detail in the case of two especially important examples which are closely related, 
namely ‘explaining – understanding’ [ Erklären – Verstehen ] and ‘causal method – 
teleological method’, and in what follows we shall give further examples.   
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   (d)    The refl ection will establish that the methods at issue are burdened with implicit 
presuppositions which were not taken into consideration in the arguments of the 
 Methodenstreit  – much to their detriment.   

   (e)    Finally it will be shown to what a high degree the practicability, and with that 
the relative preferability, of a method of social science is situationally condi-
tioned by the mere circumstance that to a greater or lesser extent it presupposes 
specifi c material – which is more or less readily available, or perhaps not at all.     

 It is psychologically understandable that this complicated epistemological situa-
tion, which is diffi cult to survey theoretically, again and again has evoked the wish 
to arrive at absolutely valid methods for the social sciences by means of an  a priori  
principle – whether this may be declared to be logical or in the narrower sense, 
philosophical (metaphysical). One of the examples of such a ‘logical principle’, 
important in the history of doctrines, is the  postulate of purity of method . It corre-
sponds to the basic conception of this book, according to which the most urgent task 
for the theory of science, and one ripe for solution today, is to defl ate the apparent  a 
priori  character of principles; and we start this section with a critical analysis of that 
postulate. Subsequently we wish to characterize, in all brevity, the actual method-
ological content of a series of controversies in the human sciences, which have 
become relevant in the history of doctrines, in order fi nally to demonstrate paradig-
matically in terms of these the way to overcome the  Methodenstreit  – insofar as it 
can be overcome at all. 

 In judging the goal set by the postulate of purity of method – or negatively for-
mulated – in the  rejection of the syncretism of method  – we must take special care 
to keep separate two aspects which have been confused only too often in the contro-
versy over method. For the postulate has two meanings, insofar as usually, on the 
one hand, the logical requirement of the unambiguous use of scientifi c concepts is 
understood, on the other, the methodological requirement in the narrower sense of 
the unity (systematic closure) of the procedure. 211  This ambiguity can be explained 
in the following manner: In the fi rst place, the two requirements are linked by the 
fact that closure of the procedure greatly facilitates avoidance of the logical error in 
question (failure to distinguish equivocal concepts). Secondly, and here lies the 
decisive point, as a rule a sharp distinction is not achieved, because  scientifi c con-
struction and rational reconstruction  are not properly distinguished from each 
other. Thus, for example, the protagonists of pure economic science use quite 
promiscuously both the thesis that the immanent interpretation of economic facts – 
i.e., an interpretation that remains confi ned to the domain of economic phenomena – 
leads to optimal results, and the thesis that the founders of classical economics 
‘actually’ always strove for the autonomy of their science, and therefore only the 
resolute pursuit of these efforts deserves the name ‘economic science’. However, 
within the framework of rational reconstruction the discovery and removal of equiv-
ocation plays a pre-eminent role, and thus it falsely appears that questions of 
constructive procedure as well, which have as their object the systematic closure of a 

211   See above, Part two, Preparatory Remarks. 
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science, could be decided logically and unambiguously. In truth, however, in many 
cases it is not even possible to make an unambiguous empirical decision with respect 
to the preferability of the one method or the other. 

 This statement requires closer clarifi cation. To begin with, as already noted, 
methodological stipulations of this kind depend to a high degree on the scientifi c 
and extrascientifi c interests of the investigator, as well as on his special talents. 
Insofar as  those  moments are decisive, a resolution of the controversy over method 
must confi ne itself to rejecting exaggerated claims of validity in favor of one method, 
generally based on speculative prejudices, in order to aid the other in attaining its 
relative rights. Included in this is the task of working out the meaning of the compet-
ing procedures with the greatest possible clarity by rational reconstruction. 

 Aside from these ‘subjective elements’, decisions over the choice of method – 
with respect to ‘purity’, closure or the opposite – depend on the state of knowledge 
at the time of the choice. The degree of this dependence is determined in the fi rst 
place by the kind and extent of specifi c knowledge of data, or the chance of procuring 
such knowledge at a foreseeable point of time; secondly, by the knowledge of 
general relationships, or the chance of attaining this knowledge. There is a close 
mutual interrelation between the fi rst and the second point. 

 In order to exemplify what has been said with respect to the state of the data we 
may point to the great infl uence which the ‘fortuitous’ knowledge of certain docu-
ments, and the lack of knowledge of others, has exercised on the method of many 
historical disciplines. Whether an independent, self-contained investigation, for 
instance, of the language or legal system of a certain people existing in the past can 
be carried out, or whether one is forced to confi ne oneself to general ethnology, 
which utilizes documents concerning this people from heterogeneous fi elds as 
sources, will evidently depend to a great extent on what documents are available, 
and a new discovery, say a successful excavation, can produce decisive changes 
here. That not infrequently, only the discovery of general relationships (laws) makes 
possible the creation of disciplines unifi ed in subject matter, or renders them rele-
vant, also requires no argument here. We need only consider the signifi cance which 
the laws of consonant-shift had for the establishment of comparative linguistics as 
an independent method of inquiry. Similar signifi cance can be attained when facts 
or laws which up to that time had been comprehended  obscurely  are brought into the 
full light of awareness. 

 But besides these factors, strongly conditioned by the situation, there appear also 
those for which this is true to a much lesser degree. For there are methods to which 
we will accord preference without much question, ‘once and for all’, preferring 
them to the others; such as, for instance, the methods of modern natural science as 
compared to mythical explanations of nature. The objection that the former methods 
are incompatible with the latter as the goals are different in each case will not hold 
up, for, in the one just as in the other, the main endeavor is  to make correct predic-
tions possible . 

 The methodological point, which is of fundamental importance, and which must 
never be left out of consideration in controversies about purity of methods as well, 
must receive special stress. Above all, it must be pointed out that our thesis also 
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applies to the historical sciences, even where the concern is ‘simply’ to ascertain the 
facts, only that here we are not dealing with the prediction of future events, at least 
not directly, but instead with the  reconstruction  of  events which have already taken 
place . For every ascertainment of facts is a contribution to the  understanding  of the 
relations between facts, and increases the chance of making correct assumptions 
about the formation of other facts in this interrelation as yet unknown or known only 
incompletely. The procedure of thought in which such assumptions are formed is 
based on similar inductions that are decisive for the prediction of future events and 
their confi rmation (for instance, through fi nding a document that confi rms the 
assumption) and is, from the formal viewpoint, of the same kind in both cases. This 
incorporation of each single historical assertion into a context of confi rmation in 
terms of factual materials that are in principle open-ended, forms, incidentally – as 
we wish to note in passing –, the decisive difference between the  scientifi c  and the 
 artistic  (epic or dramatic)  representation of history . The poet working on historical 
materials, just as the historical scholar, constructs a picture of historical personali-
ties and historical events on the basis of the available material. But for ‘ artistic 
truth ’ it is already suffi cient that this construction has accomplished meaningful 
adequacy (believably); documentary proof that the artistic conception of a historical 
personality, or the artistic description of a historical event, does not correspond to 
the facts is not essentially damaging, but any claims to ‘ scientifi c truth ’ would be 
totally refuted by a similar assertion. 

 The general criterion for scientifi c statements, which lies in their testability, 
remains untouched by all the differentiations which are signifi cant for the choice of 
topic and procedure. In the latter, besides the various kinds of value relations which 
are characterized by specifi c material interests, divergence in ‘formal interests’, 
aiming at the achievement of the highest measure of unity, simplicity and precision 
of procedure, also play an important role. Such goals of inquiry fi nd expression in 
the postulate of purity of method; most frequently they are only attainable at the 
cost of greater remoteness from reality, i.e., heightened indirectness of application, 
and the investigator has to make his choice between these alternatives – a choice 
which is frequently made, to be sure, with considerable confusion. The real core of 
the pertinent controversies lies therefore in the opposite answers given to the ques-
tion, whether the purity of method thus understood is worth the sacrifi ces in ‘truth-
fulness’ that have to be made for its sake. 

 From what has been said already it follows with complete clarity that in con-
troversies of this kind it is totally erroneous to seek to cut the highly involved knot 
of the problem with the aid of a ‘logical’ or ‘philosophical’ principle. Rather, 
constantly taking experience into consideration, we have to examine with all pos-
sible care whether the phenomena within the descriptively delimited partial 
domain of historical-social reality under discussion stand in such a relationship of 
interdependence that those facts within this domain, which are relatively easy to 
ascertain, will form a suffi cient data base for the desired prediction of other facts 
within the domain. Now as can readily be seen, this will be the case above all 
where human beings orient their actions by the state of the data which appears to 
be determined by previous actions of the  same kind . An especially important 
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example of such orientation is the  economic behavior  of human beings. Here the 
postulate of the ‘purity (closure) of method’ has considerable prospect of assert-
ing itself in scientifi c praxis. 

 However, we must consider that rational reconstruction of scientifi c thought 
reveals  various degrees  of fulfi llment of this requirement. Consequently the case of 
complete purity would be characterized in the following manner: As soon as the 
object of the science has been descriptively specifi ed, the  material content of all 
concepts  of the science must be  delimited  by that descriptive framework – all con-
cepts must be ‘ system concepts ’- and accordingly all laws of the science must be 
presented as connections between facts which are describable solely by example of 
system concepts. Theoretical physics offers a paradigm example for the case of 
complete purity. But besides this, partial realizations of the postulate are also con-
ceivable, and indeed important for methodology. It is of these we wish to speak 
whenever it is the case that, though all laws of the science contain  system concepts , 
yet  extra-systematic  concepts, and  data  in the narrower sense, appear beside these 
as well. For example, if we conceive of economic science as the theory of the 
interdependence relation that holds between prices, the statement that –  ceteris 
paribus –  an increase in the quantity of money leads to a rise in prices, is a purely 
economic one; however, a statement that contains the concept of technical comple-
mentary is no longer completely pure. 

 The question that has already been noted: what can the correspondingly restricted 
conceptual apparatus ‘achieve’ remains heuristically decisive for the degree of 
purity sought for the procedure. But this achievement is determined by the degree 
of appropriateness (to the goals) of those laws which can be formed solely from 
these concepts. To make possible an overview in this direction, a  schematic survey  
of the  system concepts , which also displays the manner of their logical connections, 
presents an important aid. Such a schema is called the ‘ formal theory ’ of a science. 

 Now since the attempts to set up such schemata generally are carried out within 
the framework of an endeavor to delimit a science in accord with the postulate of the 
purity of method, the  objection of exaggerated formalism , 212  directed against methods 
orientated by this postulate, is usually also extended to such attempts, although 
these in no way prejudge the decision about choice of method. 

 With respect to the objection of exaggerated formalism, directed against a 
social scientifi c method, the following is to be remarked in principle: Most fre-
quently the objection is directed, on the one hand, against the (allegedly) exces-
sive  abstraction  from the historical situation, and the objection maintains that it 
will result in the  theoretical  barrenness of the procedure. On the other hand, it is 
directed against the  value-freedom  of the method, which lies in its neutrality with 
respect to the ‘ultimate’ goals of human actions, and, according to this objection, 

212   This objection, for instance, was raised again and again against Kelsen’s pure theory of law. A 
brief reply is contained in his essay ‘Juristischer Formalismus und reine Rechtslehre’, vol. 23 of 
the  Juristische Wochenschrift,  Leipzig 1929. Compare also Felix Kaufmann,  Logik und 
Rechtswissenschaft  ( Logic and Legal Science ), Tübingen 1922. 
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brings about its  practical  barrenness. All that is fundamental for the critique of the 
second objection [of value-freedom] has already been stated. 

 It is more diffi cult to judge the objection of an excessive abstraction. In order to 
counter it, we must not try to appeal to logical or epistemological principles, for 
from these the preferability of one (contradiction-free) method as against others can 
never be derived. Instead we have to clarify the  teleological function  of formalism 
in the social sphere, in order to show that the action of people in social life is 
governed by an orientation provided by very abstract maxims, and that therefore the 
social science which isolates these aspects thematically has a rich and important 
fi eld of work. With respect to this, in our analysis of the value concept, we have 
already pointed to the postulates of a social teleology underlying formalist ethics; 
furthermore, in the last section we have pointed out the possibility of reliable pre-
dictions in spite of far-reaching anonymization (thus formalization) for those cases 
where a pervasively social organization exists. 

 These two cases already make it evident that a sharp opposition cannot be con-
structed – as has so often been attempted – between formalist and teleological methods. 
These relations become especially clear when we ask – proceeding from the goal of 
providing for the future, for security of one’s own life and that of others who are 
close and require protection – what conditions must be fulfi lled in order to allow the 
striving for these goals to appear practically meaningful. For, contained in the idea 
of providing for the future is that of partial predictability; predictability in turn is 
linked to a certain conformity of occurrences and to the simplicity of the overview 
over the data that must be taken into consideration; due to this, conformity itself 
becomes a goal of human endeavor. We may think, for example, of the postulate of 
legal security in legal policy, which contains the idea of predictability as its formal 
core. Consistent analyses of concepts from the viewpoint just characterized can lead 
us to the center of comprehension of the relationships within the social sphere. 
Hence, these analyses offer insight into the social function of those unifi cation rules 
of action which are called ‘customs’ and make comprehensible the reactions, which 
so frequently appear excessive at fi rst glance, to the violation of these customs 
(social conventions). Whosoever does not conform to such a convention, say of 
fashion, proclaims thereby that either he does  not wish  or is  not able  to do so; both 
will make him appear ‘eerie’ to a community whose form of organization is linked 
to the presupposition of far-reaching uniformity (in certain respects) in the behavior 
of the members of this community. 

 Considerations of this sort also lead us to a sympathetic evaluation of Simmel’s 
attempt to construct sociology as the theory of the  forms  of human cohabitation as 
a ‘ geometry of the historical world ’. 213  Although the philosophical foundations on 
which he bases his doctrines are open to various objections, it cannot be doubted 
that his analyses represent an important contribution to the knowledge of the social 
sciences, and the same is true of the scholars who have carried Simmel’s investiga-
tions further in the one or the other direction. Beside Max Weber, Vierkandt, 214  

213   Simmel, see his  Soziologie , Leipzig 1908. 
214   Vierkandt, see his  Gesellschaftslehre , 2nd. Ed., Stuttgart 1928. 
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Wiese, 215  and Sander 216  have to be mentioned here. However, as has emerged from 
our investigation, recognition of these achievements by no means presupposes the 
assumption of an  a priori  for the social sciences, given in advance of all historicity, 
and accordingly, the refutation of such an assumption does not in any way imply the 
rejection of a  formal theory of society . 

 Whether, with Simmel, we defi ne ‘ sociology ’ as the ‘ theory of the forms of social 
relations ’, whether we introduce this concept as an  encompassing concept  for  all 
the social sciences , or whether we wish to use ‘sociology’ as the name for a  special 
science  to be characterized more precisely, 217  is relevant only insofar as in this, we 
should see an indication of the research method that is being proposed. For we 
cannot speak of any tradition in the history of social thought which is so unifi ed 
that an unambiguous concept of ‘sociology’ could be extracted from it by rational 
reconstruction. Thus neither an  a priori  insight nor a legal title documented by the 
history of doctrines will prove decisive for the choice of the defi nition, but rather the 
weighing of the suitability of its method for specifi c goals of inquiry. 

 From the same point of view, the doctrine that most violently opposes formalism 
in social science will have to be judged which designates social collectives – society, 
state, economy, etc. – as more or less encompassing ‘totalities’ and rejects every 
attempt at a progressive construction of the social sciences by means of connecting 
elementary social relations as an ‘ atomization ’ contrary to nature. 218  In the section 
before last, while discussion the ‘controversy over universalism’ we have already 
pointed out that the assertion of a methodological primacy of society with respect to 
the individual (thesis of the universalist doctrine of totality) aims at a method in 
which all actions of the members of a community are referred to community goals, 
and adjudged (valued) according to the degree of their relevance – as furthering or 
inhibiting of progress toward this goal. The decisive test for the methodological 
signifi cance of the theory of totality within the framework of social science research 
will be furnished by the investigation as to what extent social actions can actually be 
understood by relating them to a more or less sharply delimited number of collec-
tive goals. The degree of comprehensibility will be determined here above all by the 
kind, extent, and reliability of the predictions that can be carried out with the help 
of the schema of interpretation used. We will undoubtedly fi nd then that operating 
with social totalities as teleological entities is very useful for a large number of 
investigations in the social sciences. Indeed this will be the case above all where the 
understanding of relations of achievement, or cooperative efforts, in a narrower 
sense, are dealt with. Yet we must not be lured by this to entertain the assumption 
that these totalities represent ‘ultimate’ irreducible ontological entities. 

215   Wiese,  Allgemeine Soziologie , I. Teil, Beziehungslehre, II. Teil, Gebildelehre (Theory of 
Cultural Formations), Munich 1929. 
216   See especially Sander’s  Allgemeine Gesellschaftslehre . 
217   A good description of this methodological dispute in F. Oppenheimer  System der Soziologie , 
I. Bd.,  Allgemeine Soziologie , I. Halbband, Grundlegung, Jena 1922. 
218   See also below, subsection 8. 
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 This erroneous assumption can best be avoided if in each case we ask about the 
 criteria for the realization of community goals . To be sure, only rarely can these 
goals be traced back in a relatively simple manner to individual goals, such as is 
possible for the goal of increasing national prosperity. But in principle such a reduc-
tion must always be possible. Thus the ‘ external power ’ of a community is essen-
tially characterized by the circumstance that certain members of the community, as 
its representative ‘organs’, have the chance to impose their will on other persons not 
belonging to the community; this is so since they can point to the likelihood that any 
active or passive resistance will have as a consequence a deployment of the orga-
nized forces of the members of the community that would be dangerous for the 
resisters or the human group they represent. 

 A major diffi culty in the controversies connected with the problems of holism 
consists in the profound misconceptions about the nature of concepts. A source for 
many other pseudo-problems in the social sciences is to be found in the  false con-
ception of causal relations  which we have criticized already, according to which for 
every phenomenon there is an effi cient cause or at least a single causal series, 
whereby one single mode of explanation is presented as being the only correct one 
for the social sciences. Not only more or less primitive doctrines which seek to 
derive the process of association from one single human drive, and from this genesis 
seek to derive the ‘essential nature’ of society, are infl uenced by this idea, but also 
carefully constructed social-philosophical or social-scientifi c systems, such as, 
above all, Marx’s powerful system of  historical materialism  with its  principle of the 
economically determined character of all social phenomena . 219  

 The position we take toward this has been unequivocally defi ned by the results 
our refl ections have attained up to this point. 

 The fi rst step of the critical analysis will have to consist in replacing the concept 
of determination with that of  co-determination , the second in characterizing the 
kind of dependency more precisely, by establishing series of correlations between 
the variations of the ‘causes’ and the corresponding variations of the ‘effects’, where 
the materials of induction will have to be taken from both historical experience in 
the narrower sense as well as from systematic observation of the present (statistics). 
In so doing, according to what we have ascertained above, we will have to test with 
special care to what extent the causal factor being investigated can be isolated, and 
thus to what extent the ‘ ceteris paribus ’ clause can be applied empirically. We will 
recognize that this testing will be nothing else than the investigation of what predic-
tion can be made on the basis of this causal correlation. Related to the fundamental 
thesis of historical materialism, this states that we must test what kind of predictions 
are possible and to what extent, given a knowledge of the economic state of the data 
at a certain point of time. 

 No one among the theorists of the social sciences has grasped more clearly the 
character of historical materialism as a partial aspect requiring supplementation 
than Max Weber, and therefore we wish to cite an especially signifi cant passage of 

219   See, besides  Das Kapital , especially his work  Zur Kritik der politischen Oekonomie  ( Critique of 
Political Economy ) . 

 Theory and Method in the Social Sciences  by Felix Kaufmann: An English Translation



300

his programmatic essay ‘ Objectivity in Social Science and Social Policy ’, where he 
argues against historical materialism, as follows:

  The explanation of everything by economic causes alone is never exhaustive in any sense 
whatsoever in any sphere of cultural phenomena, not even in the ‘economic’ sphere itself. 
In principle, a banking history of a nation which adduces only economic motives for 
explanatory purposes is naturally just as unacceptable as an ‘explanation’ of the Sistine 
Madonna as a consequence of the social-economic basis of the culture of the epoch in 
which it was created. It is no way more complete than, for instance, the explanation of capi-
talism by reference to certain shifts in the content of the religious ideas which played a role 
in the genesis of the capitalistic attitude; nor it is more exhaustive than the explanation of a 
political structure from its geographical background. In all of these cases, the degree of 
signifi cance which we are to attribute to economic factors is decided by the class of causes 
to which we are to impute those specifi c elements of the phenomenon in question to which 
we attach signifi cance in given cases and in which we are interested. The justifi cation of the 
one-sided analysis of cultural reality from specifi c ‘points of view’ – in our case with 
respect to its economic conditioning – emerges purely as a technical expedient from the fact 
that training in the observation of the effects of qualitatively similar categories of causes 
and the repeated utilization of the same scheme of concepts and hypotheses [ begriffl ich-
methodischen Apparates ] offers all the advantages of the division of labor. It is free from the 
charge of ‘arbitrariness’ to the extent that it is successful in introducing insights into inter-
connections which have been shown to be valuable for the causal explanation of concrete 
historical events. 220  

   The antithetical approaches of Hegel’s idealism and Marx’s materialism fi nd 
expression in the question, which relative role is played on the one hand by factors 
of the instinctually conditioned reality and, on the other, by the ideal factors, (a) in 
the development of culture in the narrower sense (intellectual and spiritual life), and 
(b) in changes of the external conditions of life. Max Scheler, who has placed this 
question at the center of his sociological considerations comes to the following 
conclusion 221 : 

 The infl uence of the interests, in the narrower sense, which can ultimately be 
traced back to the structure of human instincts, is so strong that only those intellec-
tual formations can be realized which do not confl ict with such utterances. Thus 
though Mind does determine the scope of possible contents yet, by means of the 
reality factors (as negative factors of realization) that which is merely Utopian in 
these formations is separated out from that which can be realized practically. With 
respect to the external conditions of life, however, not only signifi cance with respect 
to realization, but also the determinative signifi cance must be attributed exclusively 
to factors of human drives. In this context, the function of mind is merely that it 
shows the instinct-directed will, those ‘ideas’ which appear enticing from the view-
point of the instincts as well, and thereby diverts attention from other projects. In the 
long run the mind cannot force any renunciation on the instincts, but only open 
certain canal locks and close others. 

 In judging these theses we have to pursue similar considerations as above, in 
ascertaining the share of the  receptive element of experience , the ‘material’ of the 

220   N. Weber, Op. cit., p. 169 f. 
221   Scheler,  Die Wissensformen und die Gesellschaft , p. 6 ff. 
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senses, in the total content of experience. There we recognized that the  isolation of 
pure receptivity is impossible; just as little  is it possible to carry out the  isolation of 
pure instinctiveness . Scheler’s formulation has rendered considerable service – 
though, it halted at the initial effort – in that it described the invariants of human 
behavior, determined by the relatively constant structure of human drives, as limits 
for the possibility of variations in historical developments, without understanding 
the scope of variations determined by the mind. Nonetheless I can hardly see any 
direct application of this formulation to sociological and historical research that 
would be fruitful, with the exception of the rather obvious insight contained in it, 
that in the shaping of the mental sphere in the narrower sense, ‘ideal factors’ play a 
greater role than in the shaping of external conditions. In any case, on the basis of 
Scheler’s exposition, the next task to be undertaken here is delineated at least with 
some clarity. It will consist in fi nding out what distinguishes those maxims of 
human action which we call ‘ideas’ from maxims we call ‘determined by human 
drives’. For analysis shows that prescientifi c as well as scientifi c use of the term 
‘idea’ is by no means uniform; considerable confusion arises especially due to the 
circumstance that in some cases ‘idea’ is understood as Being as such [Sein schlech-
thin] that is merely mentally represented (fantasized), and in others, however, the 
term receives that value connotation that is associated with the word ‘ideal’. Thus 
the designation of people who make ‘ideas’ the maxims of their action vacillates 
between the – mainly negative – characterization as fantasts and – the mainly positive 
– characterizations as idealists. If we disregard this axiological coloration, then 
above all, the following points can be distinguished which are included in the 
intended meaning of the distinction between instinct-directed and idea-directed 
behavior: (1) Unconsidered as against well-considered behavior; (2) preference for 
goods serving vital needs as against spiritual goods in the narrower sense; (3) the 
uncompromising pursuit of vital self-interest, and at best those of one’s immediate 
circle, as against the interests of the broader community. 

 From this it emerges that the question of the relative infl uence of reality factors 
and ideal factors has been posed much too vaguely to receive an answer that will 
provide an insight of value to the research interests of the social sciences, since in 
general a considerable part of the vagueness, which has so often been complained 
of, can be traced back to an imprecise manner of posing questions. One of the most 
important investigations to be carried out in connection with the problems just 
treated would have to seek to answer the question, in what way the readiness of 
human beings to take their orientation for their action from ‘ideas’ varies with the 
 degree of rationality  of thought, and how in the various levels of rationality  uncer-
tainty about the future  is taken into account. 

 Refl ections in conformity with the above considerations will lead to the rejec-
tion, or correction, of many other theories as well, that consider one single factor – 
whether this be heredity or environment or education – as dominant over the long 
range in the development of human communities. How the one-sidedness of meth-
odological dogmatism can be overcome by rigorous empirical research, can be 
especially impressively exemplifi ed in terms of the relative infl uence of  prenatal  
and  postnatal  factors, as the well-known phenomenon of identical twins makes 
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possible the isolation of postnatal infl uences. 222  The signifi cance of such isolation 
for the progress of research hardly requires further elucidation; it is my conviction 
that the development of knowledge in the social sciences will depend essentially on 
the rigor with which these sources of inductive knowledge are pursued. From this it 
becomes comprehensible as well that  psychopathology  (including  psychoanalysis ) 
has great signifi cance for psychology as a whole as well as for the social sciences, 
and that ethnological investigations of primitive people play an important role in the 
social sciences. This signifi cance will increase once these achievements have been 
rigorously ordered with a view to their application to the methodological problems 
in the social sciences. 223  Above all, in all likelihood, important conclusions for the 
 degrees of freedom  of questions in the social sciences will result from them, i.e., for 
the number and the kind of factors which have to be established as independent 
variables in the treatment of given problems. For this, the universal schema devel-
oped in the last section of our Part One will prove a useful guide. 

 We now wish to test how an orientation according to this scheme would take 
shape in terms of a series of special questions of methodological importance, which 
in part have been closely linked in the history of doctrines with the postulate of 
methodological purity: 

 In the second section of this part of the work we already have given, in connec-
tion with our universal schema, the following schema of the degrees of freedom of 
interpretation:

    1.    What facts are interpreted?   
   2.    What facts may be drawn upon as aids for the interpretation and what is their 

‘weight’?   
   3.    What schemata of interpretation are to be used, and from what experience do 

they originate?   
   4.    Under what conditions is the interpretation considered to be completed?   
   5.    What status is accorded to the result of the interpretation?     

 This division can also serve as basis for further systematic classifi cations. 
 Thus with respect to the  fi rst  point, interpretations can be divided according to 

the kind and quantity of the facts to be interpreted (of the material), where care must 
be taken to see to what extent a classifi cation, apparently carried out according to 
purely descriptive moments, is already  burdened with interpretation . Such a quasi- 
descriptive division is, for example, one into  indications  [ Anzeichen ] (which are not 
signs) and  signs  [ Zeichen ]. One of the methodologically important divisions of 
signs (but one which permits gradual transitions), further, is that between  conven-
tional  and  non-conventional  signs. In the interpretation of the former, knowledge of 

222   Compare, for instance, H. Hartmann, ‘Psychiatrische Zwillingsstudien’,  Jahrbücher für 
Psychiatrie und Neurologie , vol. 50 and 51 with numerous references to the literature. 
223   As important attempts in this direction for instance the works of Le Bon, Psychologie der 
Massen (trans. From the French) 2nd. Ed. 1923 and Freud, ‘ Massenpsychologie und Ich –Analyse ’ 
( Group psychology and Ego-Analysis ) 2nd ed. Vienna 1923, must be considered of value. See also 
R. Wälder,  L’esprit, l’ethique et la guerre , Institut international de cooperation intellectuelle, Paris. 
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the communicative purpose linked to using the sign by the communicator is required 
to a much lesser degree than in the interpretation of the latter. 

 As far as the  second  and the  third  points are concerned, which relate to the 
sources of the interpretation – where the other  facts  drawn on for the interpretation 
of the material can be called sources in the narrower sense, and these same facts 
together with the  schemata of interpretation  can be called sources in a broader 
sense – here too a division according to kind and quality will have to be made. The 
more precise choice of the reasons for classifi cation will, to a great degree, have to 
be determined by the goals of methodological analysis in each case. 

 In this connection a remark about the relation of ‘ material ’ and ‘ sources ’ is 
required. Material and sources can only be sharply distinguished thematically but 
not with respect to their heuristic function within the framework of a given thematics. 
For considered from the viewpoint of the choice of topic, the ‘material’ is defi ned as 
‘that which is to be interpreted’, and thereby delimited  vis-a-vis  ‘the sources that are 
not material’. Functionally considered, however, as a rule the individual parts of the 
material can be used as aids for their mutual interpretation, and thus in this respect 
cannot be distinguished from the sources that are not material. This consideration 
makes it understandable why those two terms are so rarely properly distinguished 
from each other. 

 The principle of the  degree of closure  [completion] proves to be especially impor-
tant methodologically as a principle of classifi cation – in relation to the material as 
well as the sources. To begin with, as far as the question of the closure of the material 
is concerned, the task may be set of interpreting material that is unambiguously spec-
ifi ed historically (for example, a specifi c legal text); or all facts of a certain kind – 
even those to be discovered in the future – (for example, Etruscan grave inscriptions); 
or, fi nally, all those facts which promise insight into ‘historically essential’ events 
(thus all cultural documents relating to the Etruscans). An analogous division can be 
carried out for the means used to interpret the ‘sources’, and the combination of these 
two divisions leads to the customary distinctions in the theory of science. Thus inter-
pretation in the  dogmatic  disciplines is characterized by the circumstance that the 
 material  is regarded as  completely self-contained  at every point of time. Whether it 
is a question of the exegesis of a biblical text, or a codifi cation of law, or the interpre-
tation of the grammatical rules of a certain language, the material is always regarded 
as completely given. Here, incidentally, lies, one of the chief roots of the doctrine of 
‘ objective spirit ’, which comes about because the  meaning content , i.e., the result of 
interpretation, is attributed as a  property  to the facts to be interpreted, i.e., to be com-
prehended as symptoms for other facts. 

 Now with respect to  sources  there may be a rule that these are to remain confi ned 
to the domain of the material. This hold true, for example, for the ‘ objective inter-
pretation ’ of a legal order, which does not permit, as means of interpretation, either 
reports on motives or any other knowledge concerning the will of the legislator, 
insofar as it is not refl ected in the laws themselves. 224  On the other hand, ‘ subjective ’ 
interpretation of law is characterized, among other things, allowing other sources as 

224   The ‘objectivation’ results in anonymity. 
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well. But as a rule it will limit these in such a way that only those expressions of will 
on the part of the legislative organs are taken account of which are directly related 
to the content of the legal sentences to be interpreted (as for example reports of 
motives), But it is also entirely conceivable, that for the interpretation of the mean-
ing of a law, which is comprehended as the expression of a certain will of the legis-
lator, all facts are adduced which can be assumed to be symptoms of the latter. To 
be sure, such an approach corresponds less to the jurist’s attitude, than to the histo-
rian’s. The latter will be inclined to draw on every fact that can shed any light at all 
on his investigation, and in the hands of great historians a seemingly irrelevant state 
of affairs frequently proves to be an important symptom for the relationships under 
investigation. This is indeed the reason for the ‘hunger for material’ of great histori-
ans, which thus is by no means to be declared as ‘pedantry’, as superfi cial critics at 
times assume. 

 In any case, even among historians a considerable diversity of views with 
respect to the selection of materials and sources has emerged. They fi nd expres-
sion above all in the alternatives ‘ political history or cultural history ’ 225  and ‘ his-
tory of problems or intellectual history ’. 226  As far as an evaluation of the fi rst 
controversy is concerned, superfi cial consideration would incline us toward the 
assertion, that we are confronted here with a pure ‘question of taste’; the historian 
who has more inclination and talent for one of the two modes of inquiry should 
turn toward that one, and let other scholars whose condition is the opposite, work 
in their manner. However, the state of the problem is not really that simple, even 
if ‘subjective moments’ of various kinds come into the matter, as they do in most 
other controversial questions of procedure. For the actual signifi cance of the ques-
tion at issue is whether  general  historiography should place political, or, in a nar-
rower sense, cultural facts in the foreground. For it is necessary to have some 
guideline – not only for the sake of description but also for material reasons – in 
grouping the events to be represented, and chronological ordering alone cannot 
furnish such a guideline. Consequently the task arises of fi nding certain  dominant 
features of life style  which would furnish the most universal schema of interpreta-
tion (even if not a complete one) for the  historically essential  behavior of the 
human beings within a certain circle at a certain epoch. Thus the question arises, 
to what extent (or also, under what circumstances) such dominant features of 
action are to be found in political goals or in cultural goals in a narrow sense. It is 
advisable, as soon as an orientation has been established in this respect, to make 
the  dominant sphere of the material the main topic  and for the time-being – though 
by no means exclusively – to incorporate the other domains of action from the 
viewpoint of their dependence of the constellations to be found in this dominant 
sphere. (Thus, for instance, a history of Italy taking its orientation from political 
events would presumably seek to relate the rise of Renaissance art to the multi-
tude of small rival city-states.) To be sure, the decision to make the political the 

225   See for a fi rst overview the presentation in Rothacker, ‘Logik und Systematik der 
Geisteswissenschaften’ in  Handbuch der Philosophie , Munich 1928. 
226   See note 225. 
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main topic by no means entails in principle that the domains of life, lying beyond 
the political, will have to be interpreted solely in terms of the political, but in 
scientifi c practice these two aspects will generally be joined. 

 The controversy  the method of the  ‘ history of problems ’  or the method of the  
‘ human sciences ’, concerns the decision whether the sources for the interpretation 
of cultural documents (especially works of art) are to be confi ned to the  domain of 
the material to be interpreted . Gothic architecture, for instance, runs the argument 
of the proponents of the method of the history of problems, is in the fi rst place  archi-
tecture ; we must therefore proceed from general questions of architecture, and espe-
cially its technical problems, in order then to ask from what circumstances – above 
all knowledge and special skills and the goals, conditioned in part by these master 
architects and their clients – the specifi c elaboration of the general idea of architec-
ture in the epoch in question is to be derived. Against this the proponents of the 
method of the human sciences conceive the nature of the problem in the following 
manner: Gothic architecture is a  creation of  ‘ Gothic man .’ In order to understand it 
we must therefore above all understand Gothic man. Therefore, we must not stop at 
the specifi c manifestations of his nature as they are displayed in architecture, but 
must in principle draw on accessible manifestations of every kind, in order to pen-
etrate to the core of his personality, which will form the point of departure for the 
deeper understanding of all the expressions of his life. 227  

 Finally, in an especially important example of the middle level of closure, or also 
openness of the sources, the so-called ‘comparative method’ must be mentioned, 
insofar as the comparison is only carried out within a uniform fi eld of study (for 
example, comparative linguistics). Here research has had tremendous successes – 
especially during the last century and a half – and has developed procedures of 
extraordinary refi nement. 228  A typological analysis of inductive thought in the 
human sciences (for which this book seeks to lay out a path) will fi nd a wealth of 
material here. 

 From the above considerations we can already gather that it is possible to provide 
a clear classifi cation of procedures in the social sciences [geisteswissenschaftlicher 
Verfahren] from relatively simple viewpoints. However, in this connection we must 
point to the not inessential complication that schemata of interpretation in turn point 
back to facts – as their inductive base. Therefore, not infrequently, a wealth of factual 
experience is contained in them as implicit presuppositions, to which, due to metho-
dological prescription, explicit reference may not be made. (We can recognize quite 
readily here a specifi cally methodological variant of the problems of knowledge 
without presuppositions treated in the fi rst section of our Part One.) Thus every 

227   Compare for instance for the fi eld of art history, Dvorak,  Kunstgeschichte als Geistesgeschichte  
( Art History as intellectual history ), Munich 1924 and Worringer,  Formprobleme der Gotik  
( Problems of Form of the Gothic ), Munich 1922. 
228   From these investigations those which aim at the comparison of the methods of various sciences 
must certainly be distinguished. Among the latter the book of P. Oppenheim,  Die natürliche 
Ordnung der Wissenschaften  ( The Natural Order of the Sciences , Jena 1926) should be pointed 
out. 
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objective interpretation of signs is already subjective in a certain sense, due to the 
fact that it is an ‘interpretation of signs’; for signs are means of communication, and 
the interpretation of signs therefore includes (contains) the assumption of a commu-
nicative purpose on the part of the person communicating the signs. The difference 
in procedure between objective and subjective interpretations of signs, however, is 
the following: in objective interpretation of signs, general semiological knowledge 
supplemented by a general characterization of the time and the milieu from which 
the signs originate function  exclusively  as schemata of interpretation. Subjective 
interpretation also utilizes such insights, but in addition supplements them by means 
of data of a  lesser degree of anonymity . 

 Now whether we decide in favor of the one or the other method will depend upon 
the aim of the interpretation, and the conditions under which it will be regarded as 
complete (successful). Thus for instance the procedure of the subjective interpreta-
tion of a legal text will frequently be indicated when the endeavor of the interpreta-
tion extends beyond the comprehension of the ostensive  meaning  of the publication 
to the comprehension of the  purpose  of the publication. Such a  goal for inquiry  may 
in turn be  suggested by practical goals , but must in principle be sharply distin-
guished from these. That the pragmatist theory of science has most frequently failed 
to take this into consideration has been a serious obstacle for its efforts to grasp the 
full nature of methodological problems. To characterize a method as ‘suitable for 
given practical ends’ does not state anything concerning its internal distinctness. 

 Accordingly we will have to conceive, as one of the most important maxims for 
the methodology of the social sciences, that the theoretical content of a method 
must be carefully distinguished from its practical signifi cance. The relational char-
acter of the latter with respect to  defi ned  practical goals is in turn to be determined 
with full clarity. Applied to the problems of sign interpretation, this states that prob-
lems of interpretation as such must be isolated from the questions, by what practical 
goals the one or the other kind of interpretation is suggested. Such isolation also 
forms the necessary precondition for determining the degree of ‘objectivity’; (‘ratio-
nal status’) of the results of an interpretation. 

 Our investigations have taught us to correctly evaluate this status, and have permitted 
us to recognize that between the Scylla of an uncritical objectivism and the Charybdis 
of an uncritical subjectivism there lies a free passage for scientifi c research, which 
neither surrenders to hasty illusions, nor to hasty disillusionment, concerning the limits 
to knowledge in the social sciences. These investigations have also revealed where the 
chief sources of the erroneous conceptions that are to be avoided are to be sought, and 
thus they have made possible taking critical positions also toward those confl icting 
doctrines in the  Methodenstreit  which we have not treated more fully before. 

 One of the chief desiderata for social scientifi c inquiry, however, would be to 
require each scientist who deals with more general problems, and takes a certain 
position, differing from other conceptions with respect to the choice of method, 
write a  report on his motivation  for this choice. Such a report would have to include, 
in the fi rst place, an immanent characterization of his method, and the kind and 
extent of the deviation from competing methods would have to emerge; secondly, it 
would have to emerge from the report what considerations had persuaded the 
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researcher to prefer this method. Reports concerning motivation of this kind, which, 
to be sure, would frequently be possible only at a relatively late phase of the intel-
lectual process, would not only be an important aid to help others evaluate a doc-
trine, but could also prove an excellent means for controlling one’s own work. Their 
arrangement could be made uniform to a great extent, if they were structured 
according to a universal schema, such as we developed above. By this, the true 
divergences between the various methodological tendencies could be clearly 
revealed, and well-founded statements could be made concerning the aspects of 
determining decisions in favor of one or the other method. To be sure, controversies 
about the appropriate choice of research methods would not be excluded altogether 
this way as assumptions about the success to be expected from a certain procedure 
could diverge greatly; but to permanently overcome this kind of controversy about 
method should not, after all, represent the goal of well-considered scientifi c 
endeavor. What ought to be overcome, and can be overcome, is the exaggeration of 
methodological confl ict due to pseudo-scientifi c argumentation. 

 Now we have concluded our investigations of questions of principle in the meth-
odology of the social sciences. The two sections which follow contain applications 
of the results of our refl ections to vehemently debated problems in economic theory, 
and in legal theory; their main aim is to show how such applications can be carried 
out. Still these are so numerous, and the fi elds of study among which they are dis-
tinguished so varied, that one individual is hardly capable of independently achiev-
ing a complete overview. Here planned intellectual collaboration would bear rich 
fruits. It is intensely to be desired that the next years will bring this about.  

    8. Remarks on the Methodological Controversy [Methodenstreit] 
on the Theory of Marginal Utility 

 It is characteristic of the methodological confl ict concerning the marginal utility 
school, which has continued for fi ve decades with undiminished vehemence, that 
not only do the  theses themselves  confront each other with apparently irreconcil-
able opposition, but even the conceptions about the external  success  of the embat-
tled doctrines are just as far apart. On the one side, Gottl and other scholars speak 
of the ‘dying value theory’, while on the other side, Schumpeter, in unison with a 
considerable number of eminent economists declares that “the theory of marginal 
utility is not one of many competing doctrines, but at the moment it simply is the 
only theory.” 

 This initially astonishing fact already leads us to suspect that here too the argu-
ments and counter-arguments are directed at cross-purposes in many respects, 
because they do not point directly toward the procedural meaning of the contro-
versial doctrines but instead take their orientation from more or less  inadequate 
interpretations  of this procedure, by the originators of the marginal utility theory. 
Now modern marginal utility theory has made great advances in sharpening the 
formulations that are mainly involved here, so that today the attacks of the 
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opponents are mostly directed against already abandoned formulations. But the 
path of clarifi cation is by no means completed, and the following considerations 
are conceived as further steps along this path. 229  

 In so doing we wish to devote special attention to the main parts of the theory, 
and especially to examine the following aspects:

    1.    The relation between the principle of marginal utility on the one hand, and the 
theory of needs, and the theory of goods, on the other, in the theory of an econ-
omy without exchange.   

   2.    The nature of the application of statements and concepts derived from the analy-
sis of an economy without exchange to an exchange economy.   

   3.    The nature of the application of statements and concepts derived from the analy-
sis of a barter economy without money transactions to a money economy.     

 In these considerations we will seek to isolate the pure procedural core of the 
theory from its inadequate secondary conceptions, in order to show subsequently 
that most of the arguments against the theory did not penetrate to this core at all, 
and therefore become groundless as soon as the desired stage of clarifi cation has 
been reached. 

 Let us take our departure from our basic methodological schema. Accordingly, 
in order to characterize the theory of marginal utility, we have to clarify the follow-
ing points:

    1.    its topic (research goal, or direction of research);   
   2.    the kind of facts on which it bases itself;   
   3.    the general assumptions by means of which it establishes relations among the 

facts;   
   4.    the signifi cance and status of its results.     

 The goal of the theory – and about this there is now essential agreement – is  to 
explain the relations of exchange between goods , and especially to explain the 
prices of goods, where the concepts of ‘goods’ and ‘exchange’ are to be regarded as 
fundamentally clarifi ed. By a good is understood the alternative and also cumulative 
chances for disposition (possibilities for utilization), and the use of the good lies in 
the realization of one of these opportunities. One speaks of an exchange between 
two exchange partners, A and B, when A turns over to B certain goods g i  under the 
conditions that he receives from B certain other goods g k . 230  

229   As there is by no means unanimity among the theorists of marginal utility about all the points to 
be discussed in what follows, therefore certain critical remarks will have in part no validity. For the 
presentation of a critical history of doctrines of marginal utility theory, this circumstance would be 
most signifi cant; for the presentation within the framework of a doctrine of method which must 
disregard the details of doctrinal history, it is not. 
230   See for this Strigl,  Die Oekonomischen Kategorien und die Organisation der Wirtschaft,  
Jena 1923; furthermore Kaufmann, ‘Die ökonomischen Grundbegriffe’.  Zeitschrift für 
Volkswirtschaft und Sozialpolitik,  1923; ‘Logik und Wirtschaftswissenschaft’,  Archiv für 
Sozialwissenschaft , vol. 54, 1925; ‚On the subject-matter and method of economic science’, 
 Economica , 1933, pp. 381–401. 
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 With respect to the concept of explanation we point to our refl ections concerning 
the ‘achievement’ demanded of the explanation. 231  We have observed that this 
achievement ultimately will be evaluated according to its confi rmation through the 
prediction of future events, or the reconstruction of past events, and that the assump-
tion of a single explanatory direction, prescribed unequivocally by the things them-
selves, which is to lead to the  causa effi ciens , is untenable. 

 The goal of inquiry just described is that of economic theory as such 232 ; the spe-
cifi c feature of the  theory of subjective value  in general and  marginal utility theory  
in particular, lies in indicating a specifi c  path  toward this goal. Its basic conception 
is the following: the essential problems of an exchange economy can already be 
demonstrated in a society without exchange; and in the same way the manner of 
their treatment can be developed under these simplifi ed conditions. The economic 
subject knows itself to be dependent on  needs of varying intensity  ( urgency ) and the 
 satisfaction  of these appears as  goals , the  ranking  of which is prescribed by this 
 order of intensity . Furthermore the subject knows the  means  suitable for the satis-
faction of these goals:  goods , and it is clear to him that these are not at his disposal 
in  suffi cient quantity  in order to satisfy all his needs. Therefore he sees himself faced 
by the necessity to manage his economic affairs in a planned manner, which includes 
that, in the fi rst place, he uses the goods in his possession in the  most effi cient manner  
(with respect to the given goals); secondly, that when choosing whether he should 
 deny himself  good g 1  for the sake of good g 2 , his decision will be based on the result 
of the consideration as to which of the two goods he can expect a  higher utility  
from – presupposing the most effi cient utilization. Subjective value theory claims 
that this train of thought must be developed to the level of full  rationality  and its 
consequences for the social economy pursued; this way one would obtain the best 
possible insight into the lawfulness of economic events, which by and large 233  take 
their course as though the economic subject acted with consciousness of his goals, 
and in a manner appropriate to them. 

 Proceeding to a precise analysis of this method which up to this point we have only 
sketched roughly, we want to clarify, to begin with, the role  attributed to  the assump-
tion of the relative  scarcity of goods  ( necessities of life ) with respect to the extent of 
needs. The assumption is to render it comprehensible that the economic subject is 
forced to make planned provision for the satisfaction of his needs, and thus to justify 
a method which seeks to understand economic processes as conditioned by plans. 
This general concept of  scarcity  – to be distinguished carefully from that of the  com-
parative rarity  of particular goods – thus is not a concept immanent to the analysis of 
economic plans. In Schütz’s mode of expression mentioned above we would have to 
say that scarcity is understood as the ‘ because-motive ’  of planning . 

231   See above, Part One, section “Fact and Law”; Part Two, section “Value Problem in the Social 
Sciences”; Part Two, “Social Laws and Ideal Types”; Part Two, section “The Way to Overcome the 
 Methodenstreit ”. 
232   See the works listed in note 230. 
233   If we incorporated the idealization into the defi nition of economic activity, and Mises and the 
scholars close to him do so, then the limitation ‘by and large’ disappears. 
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 The same adds for the  concept of need –  and this is of still greater importance for 
the understanding of the subjective theory of value. Needs, with their intensities, do 
not enter into the economic plans underlying the analysis; instead they – or more 
precisely the expectations that they will arise – form the ‘because-motives’ of goals 
or of the stipulation of hierarchies of goals. Accordingly, in all investigations 
directed toward the utilization and selection of goods, in which a given hierarchy of 
given goals is  presupposed , the concept of need can be neglected. This holds most 
importantly for those considerations which lead to the formation of the concept of 
 marginal utility , and to the setting up of the  principle of marginal utility . It is to 
these we now turn. 

 The question under discussion is: According to which principles will an eco-
nomic subject, acting in a purposively rational manner and clearly aware of his 
goals and their ranking, and about the possible uses of the goods required for achiev-
ing these goals, decide whether he would – of all the units of goods in his stock – 
rather dispose of a unit of the kind G i  – let us call this unit g i  – or a unit of the kind 
G i  – let us call it g j . If we assume initially that all units of goods belong to different 
categories, then the argument will take the following form: Given n + 1 goals Z o , Z 1 , 
… Z i , … Z j  …, Z n − 1 , Z n  with the ranking Z o  > Z 1  …>… Z n … (read: Z o  is preferred 
to Z 1 , and so forth). Coordinated with them are n units of goods g 1 , g 2 , … g 1  … g j  … 
g n − 1 , g n  in the following manner: If the economic subject has all these units of goods 
at his disposal he can attain Z o . If he has all the goods at his disposal with exception 
of g 1  he can no longer attain Z o  but can attain Z 1 . If he has all these goods except g 2  
at his disposal then he can only attain Z 2 . Then for  any arbitrary unit of goods g   i    of 
the store ,  the utility depending upon it  is: “The attainment of Z o  instead of Z to the 
ranking of goals Z o  > Z 1  … > … Z n − 1  > Z n  corresponds the ordering of utility (Z o  
instead of Z n ) > (Z o  instead of Z n − 1 ) … > … (Z o  instead of Z 2 ) > (Z o  instead of Z 1 ) and 
from this results a ranking of goods for the economic plan that is appropriate to the 
goals Z n  > Z n − 1  … > …Z 2  > Z 1 . That means: the ranking (order of preference) of the 
units of goods corresponds to the ranking of the utilities dependent upon them, 
which latter are in turn determined by the ranking of the goals and the possible uses 
of the units of goods. Presupposed here is that, for every combination of goods the 
 optimal total disposition  (with respect to the ranking of goals) will result. That g 1  
stands higher in the ranking than g k  means nothing else,  according to the defi nition  
than that the economic subjects intends –  ceteris paribus  – rather to forego g k  than 
g i  and thus would give up g k  for g i  but not g i  for g k . The utility depending on a unit 
of goods under the conditions characterized is called its  marginal utility , and the 
statement that every unit of goods is valued according to its marginal utility is called 
the  principle of marginal utility  ( in the broader sense ). 234  Now we want to consider 
the case where the disposable stock contains several – say three – units of the same 
category of goods – let us call them g i1 , g i2 , g i3  – each of which is used in a different 
way. As, according to our presupposition, each of three units can be substituted for 

234   Compare for instance Paul Rosenstein – Rodan, article ‘Grenznutzen’ (Marginal Utility) in the 
 Handbuch der Staatswissenschaften , 4th ed. (1930), p. 1192, “It is not diffi cult to recognize that 
the utility directly dependent on a good is identical with its marginal utility.” 
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each of the two others for any arbitrary utilization, then – under the presupposition 
that the utilization of units belonging to other kinds of goods than G i  will not be 
changed by the elimination of a g i  – the utility dependent of g i  will be the least 
important among the three utilizations, and therefore to each individual one of the 
three units the same relative rank will be attributed which corresponds to the least 
important utilization (on the basis of the hierarchy of goals) ( principle of marginal 
utility in the narrower sense ). 

 Thus quite generally the principle of marginal utility states that under the presup-
position of a systematic purposively rational economic plan, the relative rank of a 
unit of goods within the rank-order of the units of goods at disposition within the 
economic plan is determined by the rank of the utilization, which would be deleted 
with the loss of this good. This statement seems to be less simple than the customary 
formulation of the principle of marginal utility, but we shall soon recognize that the 
latter easily leads to misleading interpretations. 

 However, fi rst we have to examine the specifi c  validity  of the principle of mar-
ginal utility. In this examination, our statement, which apparently is a hypothetical 
judgment about the course of human actions – (or about its unequivocally determin-
ing plan) – will reveal itself to be a  descriptive analysis  ( logical dissection )  of the 
defi nition of  ‘ instrumental rational evaluation of goods in the case of a given hier-
archy of goals ’. For if we were really faced with a hypothetical judgment of the 
form ‘if the economic subject acts in a purposive rational manner, then it acts in this 
and that way’, then it would have to be possible to determine the antecedent and the 
consequence in a manner logically independent of each other; therefore the ‘purpo-
sive [instrumental] rational actions of the economic subject’ would have to be 
defi ned in such a way that this concept would not contain within itself the meaning 
that is expressed by the principle of marginal utility. In that case a  falsifi cation  of the 
principle of marginal utility would also be possible. But the statement is obviously 
not meant in this way. For the principle of marginal utility is ‘derived’ from the 
concept of rational action; and that means that it is already implicitly contained in 
it. Thus  nothing is posited  in our statement and therefore it is not subject to empiri-
cal confi rmation. In spite of that – as we have shown above – a knowledge content 
has to be accorded to it, namely the knowledge content contained  in its presupposi-
tions. Thus the principle of marginal utility clarifi es the concept of purposive ratio-
nal evaluation of a unit of goods within a certain stock ,  but it does not actually state 
anything  [ new ]  about it. It is result of rational reconstruction, but not an empirical 
assumption . 

 However, in spite of that it is claimed by the marginal utility school that the 
principle of marginal utility is suitable for the explanation of  real economic  actions 
of human beings, because to a large extent they actually behave according to this 
principle: however, this assertion is of an empirical nature and subject to test. Yet 
in this case we have to guard most carefully against the misunderstanding that this 
test could bring about a confi rmation or refutation of the principle of marginal util-
ity understood in the sense just characterized. It would only decide whether, or to 
what extent, human beings act in a  purposive rational  manner, but not whether in 
the case of purposive rational action they act according to the principle of marginal 
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utility; what is involved here is  not  empirical  coexistence , but conceptual  identity . 
Thus we have the result: either, the principle of marginal utility can be compre-
hended as a conceptual analysis; in that case it is ‘irrefutable’ but only because it 
does not contain any assertion; or it can be understood as an assertion that to a large 
extent the  economic behavior  of human beings can be  explained  with the help of 
the construction of types of purposive rational action (ideal type). The latter asser-
tion, however, which in typical manner will appear in the form of a heuristic pos-
tulate (procedural prescription), that this procedure (which promises success) 
should actually be practiced is subject to confi rmation, and it can be formulated in 
the following manner: If you want to fi nd out whether a certain economic subject 
E s  would be more readily prepared to forego a unit of goods g 1  than a unit of goods 
g 2 , then try to fi nd out the goals E s  wishes to attain by the utilization of all the goods 
of his stock and the rank-order of these goals. You must further clarify the best 
utilization with respect to the hierarchy of goals, and in doing so you must consider 
that every displacement in the stock of goods can involve corresponding changes 
in the overall disposition, and assume that E s  will decide on the choice between two 
units of goods in such a way as though he had a clear grasp of all these circum-
stances and took his orientation from them. Then you will determine his economic 
behavior correctly. 

 Now we wish to remove some remaining obscurities and misunderstandings 
linked directly to the principle of marginal utility. 

 The fi rst point concerns the customary coupling of the principle of marginal util-
ity with  Gossen’s law of the satiation of needs . 235  What is sought is the justifi cation 
for the proposition that within the necessarily limited timespan of an economic plan 
there are uses of identical utility only for a limited number of goods of the same 
category. Thus the marginal utility of a unit declines when the number of units at 
disposal in the economic plan exceeds a certain limit. This ‘ law of decreasing mar-
ginal utility ’ which is most frequently confused with the principle of marginal utility 
itself is obviously an experiential statement, indeed an empirical statement of 
extraordinary importance for research in economic science, and is supported by the 
introspectively demonstrable fact of the satiation of needs. But for the ‘derivation’ 
of the  principle  of marginal utility, Gossen’s law is not required. 

 A further important observation is that with the determination of the marginal 
utility of the total units of a stock all the questions concerning the  comparative 
rank of these units of goods  have by no means been decided. It only determines, 
with respect to two units of goods, whether the one would be foregone in favor of 

235   The original version in Gossen (1854) reads: “The magnitude of one and the same enjoyment 
will decrease continually if we go on uninterruptedly preparing this enjoyment, until at last satia-
tion sets in.” Sharpened versions were carried out by Wieser in his  Theorie der gesellschaftlichen 
Wirtschaft  (Theory of Social Economy) and H. Mayer, “Untersuchungen zu dem Grundgesetz der 
wirtschaftlichen Wertrechnung” ( Investigation of the fundamental Law of the economic computa-
tion of Value),  Zeitschrift für Volkswirtschaft , vol. II 1922. See also the interesting remarks con-
cerning this law in Mises, ‘Vom Weg der subjektivistischen Wertlehre’ (On the way of the 
subjectivistic value-theory)  in Grundprobleme der Nationalökonomie , Jena 1933, pp. 137–155, 
p. 144 f. 
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the other or vice versa. But from the order of preference g n  > g n − 1  …>…g 2  > g 1  one 
cannot derive whether, for example, the unit g n − 1  is foregone in favor of the two 
units of goods g 2  and g 1 , or whether perhaps the reverse may be true. Indeed, one 
cannot even derive from it that g 1   and  g 2  are foregone rather than g n   and  g n − 1 , for 
the loss of two units of goods, can in principle displace the total disposition of 
goods in such a way that the rank-order will be changed completely. Thus in order 
to determine the acts of choice possible with respect to the goods of the stock, one 
would have to determine the marginal utility (mediatively dependent utility) for 
each partial stock separately, and then set up a rank-order that would encompass all 
these marginal utilities. 

 The great signifi cance of this consideration for the understanding of the marginal 
utility theory lies above all in that by demonstrating the existing complications it 
works against an  exaggerated interpretation  of the achievements of marginal utility 
computations. For it can readily be seen that the procedure of economic science, as 
intended by marginal utility theory, by no means aims at the construction of exceed-
ingly complicated scales of utility of this kind. In fact, in no single problem of 
economic science is the task set to work out completely this schema of dispositional 
possibilities, and the hierarchies belonging to them, by incorporating empirical data 
in order to explain concrete economic behavior in this way. Instead, its procedural 
function is to give a  survey of the factors that have to be considered  and certain 
indications about the manner in which they have to be considered. Thus one of the 
strongest impulses which marginal utility theory has given to scientifi c research in 
economics, is in pointing to the  dependence of the economic subject’s evaluation  of 
a unit of goods on the kind and size of his  total holdings of goods , an indication 
which the theory of needs and the theory of goods complete by an analysis of the 
phenomena of  psychological and/or technical complementarity . But  to what extent  
such infl uences are empirically signifi cant in each case has to be established in 
terms of the actual state of the problem; it is from the latter that the investigator has 
to conclude for what phase of his analyses he should orient his work by idealizing 
theoretical schema. For clarifi cation one might draw on the comparison – only a 
loose one, to be sure – with the mathematical physicist, who could work out certain 
magnitudes appearing in his calculations, for instance the number π to the thou-
sandth decimal but who knows very well that only exactness to, say, the thirtieth 
decimal would have any scientifi c signifi cance. This divergence, however, brings 
with it the danger of ambiguity in the formulations of economic science; for such 
ambiguity will arise when the question remains open, whether a certain assertion 
relates to the ‘purely theoretical’ level (the idealizing schema) or to simplifi ed pre-
suppositions closer to reality. 236  

 We wish to summarize the main result of our investigations up to this point: The 
considerations leading to the principle of marginal utility can be carried out inde-
pendent of any reference to the concept of needs. The principle of marginal utility 

236   A good example is offered by the comparison of Böhm-Bawerk’s method and that of Wieser in 
determining the value of a store of goods of the same kind, it the marginal utilities of the individual 
units of this store are given. 

 Theory and Method in the Social Sciences  by Felix Kaufmann: An English Translation



314

as such is the result of the logical analysis of the concept ‘purposive rational choice 
among goods’ and therefore does  not  contain any  positing  (assumption) subject to 
confi rmation. However, the procedural prescription which states that one ought 
to carry out computations of marginal utility in order to gain indications for the 
exchange behavior of economic subjects, can be confi rmed (in varying degrees) or 
not confi rmed. 

 Now it is fully justifi ed to claim with respect to  this  part of the theory that it is 
accepted – more or less consciously – by the overwhelming majority of the investi-
gators dealing with the general problems of economic science. For most investiga-
tions in economics are based on the construction of economic subjects acting with 
purposive [instrumental] rationality; still, in the theory of marginal utility this con-
struction has probably been pursued to its conclusions with greater intellectual 
energy than in any other doctrine. 

 But also with respect to the less abstract parts of the doctrine, to which we now 
wish to turn, far-reaching agreement with apparently contradictory methods can be 
attained, once certain inappropriate interpretations of the theory – whether on the 
part of its adherents or its opponents – have been removed. This is especially true 
for  concept formation  in economics, as will be briefl y illustrated by the concept of 
 economic values , the central concept of the  Methodenstreit . Here one must above all 
understand that ‘value’ in the theory of a society without exchange and ‘exchange 
value’ from which the road then leads to ‘price’ are disparate concepts. In order to 
realize this, we have to fi rst show an ambiguity which appears linked to the value 
concept in the theory of a society without exchange. For on the one hand the words 
‘value’ and ‘marginal utility’ are declared to be synonyms, but on the other hand, by 
the value of a unit of goods is understood the place it occupies in the ranking of the 
units of goods at disposal in the economic plan. 237  One has to be clear about the dif-
ference: the marginal utility of a unit of goods is defi ned as the utility that is to be 
expected of it in the case of the optimal utilization of the total stock and therefore 
the rank-order of the marginal utilities is  by defi nition  identical with the rank-order 
of the utilizations which, for purposive rational behavior, follows from the hierarchy 
of the goals. Furthermore, an unambiguous criterion is established for the economic 
subject acting with purposive rationality through this rank-order, as to whether 
given two units of goods g 1  and g 2  he will have to forego g 1  for the sake of g 2 , or g 2  
for the sake of g 1  in a given case, or whether he can behave indifferently with respect 
to these two units. But the circumstance that one of the two rank-orders is  deter-
mined  by the other must not lead to regarding them as identical. One can also dem-
onstrate this difference in terms of the twofold possibility for interpreting the term 
‘use value’. In the fi rst case, the use value of a unit of goods is understood as identi-
cal with the utility to be expected in its use; in the second case the ‘use value’ is 
defi ned as ‘the signifi cance which the economic subject attaches to the unit of goods 
with respect to this utility’; 238  the ‘signifi cance’, however, is obviously nothing else 

237   See Kaufmann ‘On the subject-matter’. 
238   Compare “Kapital und Kapitalzins” (Capital and the interest on capital), op. cit. [see note 242], 
vol. I, p. 223: “Formally defi ned the value is thus the signifi cance which a good, or complex of 
goods, has for the purposes of the welfare of the subject.” 
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than the relative position of the unit within the rank-order of the units of goods 
(ranking of foregoing). Now it is easy to see that the conceptual transition leading 
from ‘use value’ to ‘exchange value’ and therewith to ‘price’ does so by way of the 
second meaning – the comparative evaluation of the unit of goods on the part of the 
person making the demand is supposed to be decisive for the highest offer – but 
‘value’ understood in this way is only an  index of ranking ; it does not signify a spe-
cifi c utility dependent on the goods. Therefore the concept of the exchange value of 
a unit of goods, or also, its price (the exchange value represented in terms of money), 
cannot belong to the same category as the use value; for the two concepts possess a 
different  syntax . 239  This state of affairs is obscured by the identifi cation of the term 
‘value’ (‘use value’) with the term ‘marginal utility’, for the concept of the utility of 
a unit of goods – within the framework of a stock with a given ranking of goals and 
optimal utilization of the total stock for the realization of these goals – has an iso-
lated unequivocal meaning; but the aspect of choice understood as alternative relin-
quishment, which comprises social exchange as well, is not contained in this 
meaning, so that there is no logical bridge that leads from it to ‘exchange value’. 
Taking this aspect into consideration, incidentally, I also consider that mode of 
expression more effi cacious according to which there is not, as it is so frequently 
formulated, an identity between hierarchy of utility and hierarchy of value, but 
only a one-to-one correlation. But this question is of secondary importance. What 
is very important, however, is to avoid confusion of the two concepts of value. 

 We shall encounter a further obscurity, connected with the concept of value that 
is related to its  eudaemonistic interpretation  and also plays a role in the problems of 
 measuring value , as we now turn toward the theory of needs and goods. 

 It is the function of the theory of  needs  and their intensity, within the framework 
of the theory of marginal utility to furnish points of reference for the determination 
of those goals of the economic subject – and the ranking of these goals –which can 
be regarded as  grounds for determining the utilization of, and the ranking among, 
the goods . To this heuristic function corresponds the designation of need as a desire 
evoked by certain circumstances, i.e., a more or less clearly conscious setting of 
goals, as in Tiburtius’s 240  defi nition, according to which need is “a desire growing 
out of the feeling or conception of a (psychic) disturbance of equilibrium and aim-
ing at preservation or restoration of this equilibrium”. Accordingly, in order to 
understand the theory of needs, one must ask oneself  in what manner  the goals 
essential for the economic subject’s disposition of goods and their ranking is sup-
posed to be determined by it. 

 Here we fi rst have to take into consideration that in our refl ections on the theory 
of rational action, no indication of any kind was given, as to what sort of goals are 
to be considered the ultimate goals (key goals) of the economic subject. Now it is in 
the decision of this question that the  eudaemonistic  coloration of marginal utility 
theory begins to emerge, according to which the ultimate goals of human beings 

239   The expression is to be understood in the sense in which it is used in Wittgenstein’s  Tractatus  
and Carnap’s  Logical Syntax of Language . 
240   ‘Der Begriff des Bedürfnisses’ The concept of need)  Jahrbuch für Nationaloekonomie,  III. 
Folge, Bd. 48. 
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always consist in  securing pleasure , or also  avoiding pain  [ Unlust ]; and from the 
viewpoint of the theory of needs these goals represent the  satisfaction of needs . 
These philosophical (pseudo-philosophical) background ideas, from which the the-
ory can be separated without great diffi culty, and indeed in part has been separated 
in the more recent work of the school, has had as a consequence not only innumer-
able superfi cial criticisms in which the marginal utility school was rejected on ‘phil-
osophical’ (‘ideological’) grounds, but also pseudo-problems within the doctrine 
itself. The latter are rooted in the erroneous conception that all the conditions of 
man, toward the establishment or removal of which man’s economic behaviour is 
ultimately directed, were from the outset arranged in such a way that the order of 
pleasure-pain resulted in a  natural ranking  among those conditions. The more prim-
itive conception assigns to each of these conditions a certain  quantum  of pleasure or 
pain, the less primitive conceptions a certain  intensity  of pleasure or pain. 

 In tracing back the hierarchy of goals to the hierarchy of needs, one arrives at the 
following argument: The intensities of need are allegedly given, and through them 
one attains fi rst the hierarchy of the ultimate goals of economic activity, conceived 
as satisfaction of needs. With the aid of this hierarchy, the utility ranking of the 
utilization of units of goods, in the case of optimal total disposition, are determined 
and fi nally the ranking of units of goods in ‘ internal exchange ’. Thus according to 
this line of argument, the guidelines for internal exchange are already unambigu-
ously prescribed in the economic comprehension of the given situation of needs; in 
addition, only knowledge of the  technical  aspects is required in order to set up the 
corresponding plan. 

 In refl ecting on our fundamental discussion of the concept of pleasure, we can 
comprehend now with little diffi culty that we have here an especially striking 
example of the methodological error we have called the  dogma of preestablish-
ment . For the illusion is conveyed that the solution of the problem of making pre-
dictions about purposive rational human acts of preference is unequivocally 
determined by presupposing  grounds for the determination of preferences that are 
rooted in prior givens . 241  But the situation in fact is that the assumption of a uni-
form quality of feelings which would permit the persuasive comparison of the 
intensities of psycho-physical states, even of the same human being, fi nds no sup-
port in experience. Through this it becomes explicable that seeking to maintain this 
assumption leads to a  petitio principii, to a reversal into a postulate  by declaring 
that one of two states as being the less pleasurable which is  deferred  in the choice 
between the two. In the same way in the theory of needs, among two needs one is 
frequently designated as the weaker (less important, less urgent), the satisfaction of 
which has been deferred in favor of the other. Thus the illusion is produced that 
acts of preference are explained by prior psychical givens, while actually only a 
 new term  for the decisions reached in acts of preference has been  introduced  by 
defi nition. But this misunderstanding becomes especially dangerous here, as in 
numerous similar cases, because in certain  partial domains  of the fi eld under inves-
tigation, such levels (gradations) of intensity can actually be found. This is true, 

241   See above Part One section “The Concept of Value”. 
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above all, for the feelings corresponding to the ‘primitive’ needs of food, drink and 
clothing, of hunger, thirst and cold. As furthermore the typical conditions are 
known under which these feelings grow stronger, or are weakened to extinction 
(satisfaction of needs),  types of urgency  can be constructed here, which can furnish 
important points of reference for the explanation of economic behavior. In the for-
mation of types of this kind it is really not only observations of ‘external’ acts of 
preference – above all the behavior of persons on the market – that are drawn on as 
sources of knowledge, but also  analyses of motives ; so here ‘going back behind the 
acts of preference’ is heuristically justifi ed. But the assumption that  all  the goals 
relevant for the shaping of the demand for goods – even if only of one and the same 
person – must analogously stand in a pre- established order of importance, is an 
untenable prejudice that leads to the confounding of authentic explanations with 
pseudo-explanations, that turn out to be defi nitions, as just described. We want to 
clarify this in terms of the concept of the ‘ least important need ’, as it has been 
introduced in the customary formulation of the principle of marginal utility. Böhm-
Bawerk formulates the principle of marginal utility in the following manner: “The 
magnitude of value of a good is measured according to the importance of that 
concrete need or partial need which is the least important among the needs covered 
by the disposable total stock of goods of this kind.” 242  If one now wants to have this 
sentence understood as a statement about reality, then it must be possible to ascer-
tain, independently of the valuation of goods, which need is the least important in 
a given situation. Under this presupposition the principal of marginal utility is a 
proposition which is subject to empirical confi rmation, and thus can be falsifi ed. 
However, if it is said that economic behaviour furnishes the ultimately decisive 
criterion for which need was least important, then the principle of marginal utility 
interpreted in this manner is indeed ‘irrefutable’, but only because it asserts noth-
ing; for then it represents a defi nition of the concept of ‘least important need’. The 
error of thought which emerges here (and the marginal utility school has not always 
managed to avoid it) consists in on the one hand operating with empirically estab-
lished rankings of the importance of needs in the procedure itself, but on the other 
hand, regarding the principle as irrefutable which determines the ‘magnitude of 
value’, i.e., the relative economic rank of the unit of goods in question by means of 
the least important need. This error corresponds to the confusion of the ‘ material ’ 
with the ‘ formal ’ concept of need in such a manner that  introspective insights 
which can be gained predominantly with respect to certain physiologically condi-
tioned desires are prematurely extended to the totality of the motives decisive for 
the formation of the demand for goods . 243  

 With that, the fundamental question concerning the character of the validity of 
the principle of marginal utility appears to be clarifi ed, including those versions in 
which the concept of need fi gures. We now have to ask quite generally, just in what 
consists the achievement of the  theory of needs  within the framework of the theory 

242   Böhm-Bawerk, Kapital und Kapitalzins, 2. Abt. Theorie des Kapitals, 3rd ed. 1909 and 1912, 
p. 246. 
243   Kaufmann ‘On the subject-matter’. 
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of marginal utility. With respect to this it is to be observed at the outset that the 
constitution of a specifi c theory of needs is objectively justifi ed if, or insofar as, 
explanations of the formation of the demand for goods can be gained with the aid 
of systematically grouped psychological insights insofar as the observation of 
actual acts of choice (market statistics) does not constitute the sole basis for knowl-
edge of the economically relevant setting of goals. Were the latter the case, an 
unnecessary duplication of the object of knowledge would be provided by the 
theory of needs. But it is not the case. Rather, investigations of the mutual depen-
dency of needs (bound needs, complementary needs, supplementary needs) as well 
as certain ‘formal properties’ of needs or of particular groups of needs (e.g., divis-
ibility, periodicity) 244  are actually autonomous sources of knowledge for the behav-
ior of economic subjects. Whether the term ‘need’ is a fortunate choice for the 
designation of the entire range of economic ‘because-motives’ remains a compara-
tively secondary question. 

 The main application of the insights acquired in the theory of needs and the 
theory of goods lies in clearly presenting to the economic investigator which aspects 
he has to take into consideration (all things considered) when he undertakes to con-
struct  ideal types  – more or less approaching reality – for economic behavior within 
a precisely characterized social economy. Thus certain relations between changes in 
the price of certain goods will only be understandable if and only if he properly 
considers the aspects called ‘psychical complementarity’ and ‘technical comple-
mentarity’. But one must not interpret these insights in an exaggerated manner, as if 
rigorous laws of economic action were contained in them  in nuce . Aside from the 
fact that the idea of an irrefutably valid experiential law is in itself a  contradictio in 
adjecto , the elements which the analysis of an economy without exchange provides 
for the comprehension of the laws of an  economy of social exchange  are by no 
means adequate for the formulation of these laws, and – it is especially important to 
note this – the need for supplementing these does not only involve the requirement 
of  incorporating new data , but  new general assumptions  must also be made. To be 
sure, these new assumptions are not unrelated to the results of the analysis of a society 
without exchange; they can be rendered comprehensible (suggested) through these 
but cannot be logically deduced from them. One must clearly realize the difference 
between this relationship and that which exists between the general and special laws 
of a systematically closed discipline of physics (one already axiomatized or ripe for 
axiomatization). In such a discipline, the latter can indeed be deduced from the 
former, i.e., can be gained by mere substitution; in our case, however, such a deduc-
tion cannot be carried out. 

 From this epistemological situation arises the task, for the theory of science, of 
working out the required  additional presuppositions  with explicit clarity and assign-
ing them to their place within the system. When that has been done, the true proce-
dural differences between the confl icting doctrines can be precisely stated, as we 

244   See Hans Mayer,  Untersuchung zu dem Grundgesetz der wirtschaftlichen Wertrechnung  
(Investigations on the fundamental law of economic value computation). 
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wish to exemplify in terms of several further important points of controversy in the 
doctrinal history of [economic] theory. 

 But fi rst we have to formulate correctly one further assumption belonging to the 
theory of a society without exchange, and characteristic of the subjective theory of 
value to a high degree; we then have to pursue its consequences. We have already 
pointed out that in the work of the marginal utility school dealing with questions of 
method (especially in the older publications) the question of the discovery of  key 
goals  for the explanation of economic behavior is supposed to be solved by the 
assumption that all human beings ultimately strive for pleasure. We have estab-
lished that this assumption is untenable. But by this, the procedural prescription, 
which was to receive its philosophical justifi cation from this assumption, is in no 
way affected as to its effi cacy. This is the directive – also implicitly contained in the 
theory of needs – to  take one’s departure from the goals linked to the consumption 
of goods . Thus key goals are not characterized as ‘ultimate goals’ in the procedure 
of the subjective theory of value, but as goals which are attained directly by the 
 ultimate mode of utilization  ( use , in the narrower sense, and  consumption ). 

 Thereby the fi rst element of the series of  goods of various rank  – more correctly 
in the series of  utilizations of various degrees of indirectness  – is established, and 
the point of departure gained for the  theory of attribution  – the core (center piece) 
of the subjective theory of value. Certain fundamental traits for the theory of attribu-
tion can already be developed for a society without exchange – thus excluding the 
assumptions of goods changing hands and  a fortiori  that of uniform prices of goods; 
but its elaboration is only conceivable within the framework of a  theory of prices . 
Here we have as guiding conception, in addition to the idea of rational action, the 
stipulation that the  valuation of goods depends on the estimate of their  ( intended ) 
 ultimate utilization . From this presupposition, the principle of the theory of produc-
tion can already be derived, i.e., that the  value of a production good  is determined 
by the  marginal utility of the marginal product . The observations we have made 
about the principle of marginal utility fi nd signifi cant application in this connection. 
The procedural prescription, implicit in the statement just cited, indicates that in 
order to fi nd a frame of reference for the valuation of a unit of goods that is to be 
ultimately utilized not in isolation, but in ‘productive combinations’, one must seek 
to ascertain in which combinations the goods will be procured for consumption – 
given optimal disposition with respect to a pre-established order of goals – and 
which rank is attributed to the lowest valued of these combinations in the economic 
subject’s plan of consumption. 

 Here the actual problem of attribution arises, namely the task of making infer-
ences from the evaluation of this combination for the evaluation of the element of 
goods contained in it, that is under investigation. It emerges, to begin with, that the 
determination of the marginal product, and its rank in the economic subject’s plan 
of consumption, permits one to establish the  upper limit  for the evaluation of the 
unit of goods in question; its rank in the economic subject’s total economic plan – 
encompassing production goods and consumption goods – cannot be higher than 
the rank of the marginal product. But for the rest, everything remains open for the 
time being, and the achievement of the theory of attribution only consists in giving 
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a characterization of the factors to be taken into consideration in the treatment of 
this problem, and the manner of their infl uence on the computation, Thus above all 
the signifi cance is pointed out which is to be attributed to the substitutability of the 
unit of goods, to be evaluated, by other units of the same or another category of 
goods; and the question of the remaining utilizations of all units of goods combined 
in the marginal product. But these important and successful analyses are frequently 
accompanied by exaggerated interpretations of the results actually attained, or 
attainable. To be sure the problems of attribution were carefully separated by the 
marginal utility school from the ethical-political postulates (especially to fi nd a 
‘just’ wage) related to them in the history of doctrines. However it too has linked 
exaggerated theoretical expectations to the method of attribution as it believed that 
from the value of the products given into consumption, the value of the production 
goods could be determined in an unequivocal manner, presupposing knowledge of 
all their ‘technical properties’. Here too we are once more confronted with the 
 dogma of pre-establishment  in its pure form. Only in the most recent works of the 
school on the problem of attribution has the required reconsideration set in, 245  but it 
has not yet penetrated in a fully radical manner. 

 In this re-consideration it is above all important to see clearly that the problem of 
the division of the value of a combination of production goods into its productive 
elements can be posed only as a  problem of price . The next step will then be formed 
by the insight that most frequently the unequivocal solution of problems of attribu-
tion can only be reached when a series of more or less casuistic additional assump-
tions is introduced. Finally it must be taken into consideration that by ‘solution’ 
only the solution for a certain purposive rational schema of ideal types is to the 
understood; to what extent this schema is then suited for the prediction of prices of 
production goods is again a different question. 

 In summary, we can characterize the essential achievement of the marginal util-
ity school, within the framework of the problem of imputation and attribution as 
follows: by furnishing a precise specifi cation of the concept ‘goods of different 
orders’, including the specifi cation of consumption goods as ‘goods of the fi rst 
order’, it provides a fi rm point of departure for research. Furthermore, through the 
procedural prescription that, for the determination of the prices of goods of higher 
order, the corresponding marginal products and their prices have to be established 
fi rst, it secures a frame of reference for fi xing the upper limits for the highest demand 
for units of these goods. Finally, it provides a combination of factors which are to 
be taken into consideration for the question, what further inferences can be drawn 
from the price of the marginal product for the prices of production goods. In order 
to do justice to this achievement, one has to consider that with this theory the pos-
sibility of fundamental theoretical contributions to these problems have probably 
been exhausted. But the correct evaluation of the limits of what is attainable also 
forbids an exaggerated valuation of what has been attained, and shows the untenable 

245   Compare F.A.Hayek, ‘Bemerkungen zum Zurechnungsproblem’ (Remarks on the problem of 
imputation),  Jahrbuch für Nationaloekonomie,  III. Folge, Bd. 69 and H. Mayer, article ‘Zurechnung’ 
(Imputation) and ‘Produktion’ in the  Handwörterbuch für Staatswissenschaften , 4th ed. 

F. Kaufmann



321

character of the exaggerated expectation which have been linked to certain 
‘solutions of the problem of attribution’ (for instance that of Wieser). 246  In the anal-
ysis of the treatment of the problem of attribution within the framework of the mar-
ginal utility school, one should recognize with special clarity the misunderstandings 
which arise from operating with aspects of an exchange economy within an investi-
gation allegedly devoted purely to the economy of the individual. 

 This confusion is based, not least, on the false assumption we have criticized 
earlier, that the laws of an exchange economy would be contained in the laws of an 
economy without exchange in the same way that the concept of social exchange is 
contained in that of ‘inner exchange’, i.e., the concept of foregoing a commodity in 
favor of another commodity. In order to radically refute this assumption, it would be 
necessary to systematically explicate the additional assumptions on which the gen-
eral theory of an exchange economy and the general theory of prices, and further the 
additional assumptions of the most important economic disciplines are based, e.g., 
the theory of cycles of the market economy. However we cannot present such an 
explication in the framework of this book, but have to restrict ourselves to a few 
exemplary remarks. 

 A characteristic of the subjective theory of value in general, and marginal utility 
theory in particular, consists in that it departs from the  economic plans of the con-
sumer  in order to fi rst determine the prices of consumer goods and then, with these 
as presuppositions, seek to establish the prices of goods of a higher order. 247  This 
direction of research has the appearance – and probably is so perceived by almost 
all marginal utility theorists – of being logically prescribed, unequivocally – by the 
assumption that the evaluation of the  ultimate  utilization of units of goods is deci-
sive for their evaluation. However, this is by no means the case, as one will recog-
nize at once when one considers that even when based on the principles of marginal 
utility theory, a theory of a monopolized or semi-monopolized economy will neces-
sarily take its departure not from the plans of the consumers but from the plans of 
the monopolists. From the assumption that every economic subject takes the orien-
tation for his economic plan from his consumption goals, and thus that, for example 
a merchant will seek to sell his commodities as early as possible, in order to be able 
to acquire as many consumer goods as possible from his returns, it cannot be con-
cluded that the key for the price formation of a certain good is to be found in the 
economic plans of those economic subjects who consume this good – whether in 
isolation, or in technical combination with other goods, – or that thus consumers’ 
demand is the dominant factor in the formation of prices. 

 But this methodological point of departure proves to be heuristically justifi ed by 
another consideration, because for the most important consumer goods, quite useful 
 estimates of the quantitative demand of the economic subjects  can be established. 
Taking into consideration the purchasing power (income) of the presumptive 

246   Compare  Theorie der gesellschaftlichen Wirtschaft , op. cit. 
247   Compare Mises, ‘Bemerkungen zum Grundproblem der subjektivistischen Wertlehre’ (Remarks 
on the fundamental problem of the subjectivistic value theory) in  Grundprobleme der 
Nationalökonomie , pp. 165–169, p. 163 ff. 
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consumers, guidelines for price-setting on the part of the sellers and producers, who 
count on a certain stratum of buyers as their customers, can be derived. To be sure, 
the quantitative demand of the consumers adapts to price with a lesser or greater 
degree of elasticity, but the  estimate of the demand of the consumers  in any case 
provides a useful foundation for the further considerations of the part of the eco-
nomic researcher. Only, this point of departure must not be declared the sole ade-
quate one, with the justifi cation that the price of goods has its  origin  in the 
signifi cance that the economic subjects attribute to these goods as means of satisfy-
ing needs. 

 The  price theory  of the marginal utility school can be  derived  from their theory 
of value just as little as the key position of consumers’ plans. Above all, the addi-
tional assumption of a  uniform market price  plays a role here. It is very enlightening 
to see clearly what procedural prescriptions are implied in the famous statement, 
that the price is determined by the highest amount which the  marginal buyer  is will-
ing to pay for a good and the lowest amount which the  marginal seller  is willing to 
accept for this good. 248  This prescription aims at the construction of ideal typical 
economic plans on the part of marginal buyers and marginal sellers, where the prin-
ciples developed in the theory of an economy without exchange are supposed to fi nd 
application. But the important additional question is how the marginal buyer and the 
marginal seller are to be determined – obviously, one is dealing here, in general, not 
with particular persons to be designated individually, but with types, with  strata of 
competitive capacity . Thus one might be tempted to ask, whether it is not precisely 
the price of a good that is decisive for which strata will possibly become marginal 
buyers, or marginal sellers; therefore, is one not moving in a circle when one seeks 
to base the determination of price on the latter facts? But the semblance of circular-
ity only rises through the formulation, which requires revision, and it disappears 
if one keeps in view the methodological meaning of our procedural prescription. 
It signifi es that the economic position of those persons who come under consider-
ation as buyers or sellers of the goods in question, has to be examined. For the fi rst 
selection of possible exchange partners, with respect to the buyer (especially insofar 
as he is the consumer of the goods in question) mainly the magnitude and urgency 
of the demand must be examined; with respect to the seller, however, the capacity 
must be determined. The examination of the economic position will consist, for 
consumer- buyers, in the fi rst place, in an investigation of their income situation, and 
for sellers in an investigation of their proper costs for the goods. It is beyond doubt 
that these methodological prescriptions are effi cacious to a high degree for a great 
number of investigations of price formation, but the guise in which they appear in 
most presentations of marginal utility theory has led all too readily to an exagger-
ated interpretation of their signifi cance, and does not point out suffi ciently the addi-
tional elements that are essential for the analysis of an exchange economy – as 
compared to the analysis of an economy without exchange. 

 The relation between the theory of an economy without exchange and the theory 
of an exchange economy is of different kind than that between the theory of a 

248   See for instance Böhm-Bawerk,  Kapital und Kapitalzins , op.cit., p. 357 ff. 
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 barter economy  (without money) and the theory of a  money economy . Here we are 
not confronted by complications, but rather the operation of the ‘general denomi-
nator’, money, simplifi es economic life itself, and its interpretation by economic 
science. 

 For the theory of marginal utility, and for the subjective theory of value in gen-
eral, the problem of the determination of price was summarized in the question of 
how prices could be derived from values. Now it emerges clearly from our preced-
ing considerations that the ‘derivation’ can only be understood to indicate that the 
methodological prescription, to determine the utility indirectly dependent on a unit 
of goods (marginal utility), also fi nds application to the theory of prices. But we 
still have to deal with another consequence of this question, namely that ‘problem 
of the  measurability of value ’. This problem occupies an important place in the 
methodological controversy over the marginal utility theory. Should – so it is 
argued on the one side – it be possible to determine the prices of goods unambigu-
ously through their marginal utility, as marginal utility theory assumes, then they 
must already be contained in this utility; it must be possible to describe the order 
of marginal utilities (order of value) as measurable (quantitative, as an order of 
 extensive  magnitudes). But this is – so the opponents maintain – impossible for 
marginal utilities (values) are  intensive  magnitudes and thus according to their 
essential nature not measurable. 

 Now we have already established that the designation of utility or of values as 
‘intensive magnitudes’ is incorrect; furthermore, in the fi rst part of this work we 
have pointed out that numerical comparability (which is solely involved in this con-
text) must not be identifi ed with measurability. But these two errors were not of too 
great signifi cance for the  Methodenstreit . It has been decisive, however, for the 
manner in which these controversies have been conducted, that both parties were 
not clear enough about the meaning of  indirect measurements , or  the  ‘ transforma-
tion’ of intensive magnitudes into extensive magnitudes . Those who contest the pos-
sibility of such a ‘transformation’, can be confronted with the method of physics 
which shows how to measure temperatures, brightness and the intensity [volume] of 
sound; on the other hand, those who concede (or maintain) this, must by no means 
therefore make the erroneous assumption that the numbers of measurement to be 
established are already contained in the phenomena to be measured, as  qualitates 
occultae . The fact of the matter can be shown quite simply by the example of the 
measurement of temperature. What is involved is the coordination of spatial magni-
tudes (for example, lengths of columns of mercury) with sensations of temperature, 
which is based on the knowledge that, as a rule, the increase or decrease of sensa-
tions of warmth and the expansions and contractions of bodies exist together. This 
is usually expressed by the formulation – to be sure a not quite correct one – that it 
is the same cause which produces the expansion of bodies and the sensation of 
warmth. Thus with greater or lesser reliability, on the one hand inferences can be 
made from one’s own sensations of warmth to the thermometer reading, and on the 
other hand, from a thermometer reading to the sensations of warmth to be expected 
in the space concerned. But we have already said all that is necessary concerning the 
inexact nature of this coordination. Now whether one declares that in the process 
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described it is not the temperature that is being measured but merely the length of 
columns of mercury, or whether one wishes to speak of  indirect measurement –  as 
we have done in keeping with common usage – is a secondary question. What 
remains decisive is the insight that for such (indirect) measurement no specifi c 
descriptive requirements (characteristics of magnitude) exist with respect to the 
object to be measured, but only rules of coordination to directly measurable (spatial) 
objects must be specifi ed. What has just been said for the measurement of objects 
also holds quite generally for every numerical (mathematical) treatment of an object 
domain. What is required is a rule for coordinating objects under investigation with 
numbers; however, for the possibility of discovering such a rule, a specifi c internal 
structure of the object domain ‘to be mathematized’ is by no means a necessary 
condition; especially it is not required that this domain presents itself as a complex 
of relations of intensive magnitudes. 249  

 From these consideration the following conclusions result with respect to our 
controversy: The scholars who deny the ‘quantifi cation’ of utility (or economic values) 
are right insofar as they object to the conception that one can operate with utility 
directly on the basis of its internal structure, without resorting to the aid of further 
specifi cations. Their objections are therefore valid against all those formulations 
whereby one operates without further ado with concepts of the sum or the difference 
of utilities (marginal utilities), or even with reciprocal values of marginal utilities 
which are equated to prices. But such critics put themselves in the wrong as they 
seek to deny the possibility of an  indirect  quantifi cation on ‘ontological grounds’. 
They can only require that those who operate mathematically with ‘utilities’ and 
‘values’  explicitly  state the additional assumptions with which they operate, so that 
the appearance of a possibility of direct quantifi cation will be removed, and the 
empirical pre-suppositions on which the quantifi cation is based can be surveyed and 
tested for their validity and import. With that, we have indicated how this contro-
versy could be resolved, insofar as ‘matters of principles’ are concerned. 

 Until now we have contrasted the thesis: ‘One cannot quantify utility (values)’, 
with its antithesis ‘We have quantifi ed them:  ab esse ad posse valet consequentia ’. 
Now we have to ask and answer the following questions: Just in what do the proce-
dures designated as ‘quantifi cation of utility’ (‘values’) consists? Facts of what kind, 
and general rules of connection of what sort, are utilized? What scope and status is 
accorded to the results? Once one seeks to answer these questions, the fundamental 
objection against this or that ‘quantifi cation of utility’ can no longer be formulated as 
‘What you attempt is an impossible, logically contradictory undertaking’, instead it 
has to be formulated as ‘You    do not understand clearly what you are doing; your 
interpretation of your own method is incorrect – (for example, you believe that you 
are operating with ‘utilities’, while in fact you are operating with price; from the 
beginning) and consequently you cannot judge their signifi cance’. Thus the ‘logical’ 
objection, ‘on principle’ will not be directed against the procedure itself but against 

249   See for this Kaufmann, ‘Was kann die mathematische Methode für die Nationalökonomie 
leisten?’ (What can the mathematical method achieve for study of national economy?),  Zeitschrift 
für Nationalökonomie , vol. II, pp. 754–779. 
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its  inadequate interpretation  and the consequences of this; and it will be possible to 
test this at each point, so that a discussion carried on with intellectual honesty will 
have to lead to consensus. 250  Things stand differently with respect to evaluation of the 
heuristic signifi cance of the procedure itself. Here, as we have shown, a complete 
resolution of the confl ict of the contradictory conceptions is not to be expected, 
because they often contain different estimates of the  chances of success of future 
research  in applying the methods, but here too the elimination of erroneous interpre-
tations forms the most important step in reaching a consensus. 

 Almost all the methodological controversies, more or less closely related with 
the theory of marginal utility, will have to be considered from the same perspective. 
We wish to mention the most important among them and seek to remove the misun-
derstandings impeding their resolution. Let us begin with the question of the  appli-
cability of the mathematical method  to classical economics, a closely related issue. 

 From the results of our refl ections so far, the untenable character of the two 
contending conceptions follows directly: the mathematical method is not applica-
ble at all to economic science (and especially to the subjective theory of value) 
because in principle its objects cannot be measured, or, it represents the sole pre-
cise (and therefore scientifi c) method of classical economics. The erroneous char-
acter of the fi rst thesis has just been shown, while that of the second (opposing) 
thesis follows from our general fi ndings about the ‘exactness’ of empirical state-
ments and the entirely different exactness of logico-mathematical propositions. In 
particular, we pointed to the fact, that in a procedure of empirical science to which 
the mathematical method is applied, three stages must be distinguished, namely the 
 approach ,  the mathematical operation ,  and the evaluation of the results ; and that 
the internal exactness of the second stage furnishes no guarantee of any kind for 
the effi cacy of the entire procedure with respect to the research goals. The fact that 
some representatives of the mathematical method in economics – fascinated by 
mathematical symbolism and the rigor of the calculus – have lost their critical 
sense for this distinction, has brought a great deal of confusion into the discussion; 
but when this error is revealed, it is not shown that the mathematical method is 
inadequate for economics, but only that the ground has been removed from certain 
exaggerated interpretations of this method. 

 The mistaken view that empirical knowledge can be derived from mathematical 
insights is nourished above all by the circumstance that certain more or less simple 
empirical assumptions are associated with mathematical procedure, and therefore 
are falsely attributed to it. We want to clarify this in terms of the proposition – which 
forms the core of  quantity theory  – that with a rise in the quantity of money, prices 
also rise. At fi rst glance this propositions appears to provide a logical insight and yet 
to contain a statement about reality. However, on closer analysis of this state of 

250   The attainment of such a consensus would be signifi cantly facilitated by the reports on moti-
vation mentioned above (ch. 7). Especially important in this connection would also be a unifi -
cation of the terminology. Initiatives in this direction are already in evidence. See for instance 
Fritz Machlup, ‘Begriffl iches und Terminologisches zur Kapitaltheorie’,  Zeitschrift für 
Nationalökonomie , Bd. 2, pp. 632–639. 
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affairs, the following will be the result: Logical insight is contained in the analytic 
judgment that in  dividing  a larger sum among the  same number of goods , ‘on aver-
age’ more will be allotted to each unit, or more precisely formulated that the sum of 
the price rises exceeds that of the (possible) declines in price. But quantity theory 
obviously wants to assert something different, namely that increasing the quantity 
of money will lead  de facto  to  a rise in prices . In order to understand the essential 
difference of this assertion from the analytic proposition just presented, we have to 
recall the distinction which we made between ‘ logical entailment ’ and ‘ empirical 
implication ’. 251  From it results the following: The proposition according to which 
the division of a larger quantity of money among the same number of units of goods 
is ‘linked to’ a predominating rise in prices, is not an empirical statement at all; and 
thus it is not a hypothetical judgment, but the result of a conceptual analysis. It does 
not state: ‘If that is the case, then this is also the case’, but instead, ‘In the assertion 
that that is the case, the assertion that this is the case is logically contained.’ Thus it 
is not permissible to say that the division of a large sum of money among the same 
number of units of goods  conditions  a predominating rise in prices, but one must say 
that this is what it  means . Therefore any talk of additional conditions for the truth of 
this proposition, especially the introduction of a  ceteris paribus  clause, is nonsense. 
However, the case is quite different with respect to the empirical validity of the 
quantity theory. This will depend, for example, on whether or not the money pumped 
into circulation during the economic period under observation is withdrawn again 
due to additional hoarding, and whether or not a counter effect – or even over- 
compensatory – effect is produced by some other reduction of the rate of circulation 
of money, or by a rise in the quantity of commodities. The number of conditions to 
be taken into consideration is even larger for the more primitive formulation of 
quantity theory, according to which the rise in prices of all classes of goods will by 
proportionate to the rise in the quantity of money. 

 In the confusion just characterized lies  one  of the conceptual motives for the 
assertion that economics contains propositions of a  tautological  character which in 
spite of this contain  knowledge  of  real economic  events. This confusion obscures 
the distinction between a  hypothetico-deductive system  at the head of which stand 
certain assumptions about the world, and a  calculus of proof  at the head of which 
stand defi nitions (tautologies). As this point has acquired an increasing signifi cance 
in the  Methodenstreit  just in the last few years, 252  we have to occupy ourselves with 
it a bit longer. 

 Tautologies are, as we have observed, 253  declarations about the relations of 
meaning of various words, or combinations of words. They can therefore be trans-
formed into defi nitions in which one word (or the one combination of words) forms 
the  defi niens , the other the  defi niendum . No knowledge of reality of any kind can 
ever fl ow from such a defi nition, and it therefore also provokes misunderstanding 

251   Compare above Part One, section “Logical-mathematical Thought”. 
252   See for instance Lionel Robbins,  An Essay on the Nature and Signifi cance of Economic Science,  
London 1932, p. 82 and  Introduction to Mises’ Theory of Money and Credit , London 1934, p. 13. 
253   Compare above Part One, section “Logical-mathematical Thought”. 
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to say a proposition is true by defi nition. The contrary appearance, however, arises 
due to faulty operations with so-called  real defi nitions  by which an empirical con-
cept is supposed to be specifi ed unequivocally by defi nition, on the one hand, while 
on the other it is still  linked to connotations which originate in  ‘ pre-defi nitory ’ 
 experience . 254  What is overlooked in this is that a concept defi ned with the aid of 
other concepts is determined solely by  these  concepts, and cannot draw additional 
properties from other sources of knowledge. Thus when, for example, ‘savings’ is 
defi ned as ‘unconsumed income’, then no additional meaning of any kind, may be 
linked with the word ‘savings’, if the unambiguous character of scientifi c language 
is to be preserved. However, one can very well formulate empirical propositions of 
varying degrees of generality about savings, and combine these to form a system-
atically structured (deductive) theory of savings. 255  Then one has a deductive sys-
tem with assumptions of a (relatively) high degree of generality at the top, from 
which different levels of specifi c assumptions will follow by means of logical 
analysis. Each of these propositions is an empirical, falsifi able statement, and by 
no means a tautology. 

 But – so it will be asked – is not the statement: ‘If those general propositions are 
true, then the more specifi c propositions are also true’, a tautology? The proper 
reply to this is: To express the relations in question in the form of this hypothetical 
judgment leads to a misunderstanding, because it creates the false impression that 
this relationship depends on the truth of the general statements, and thus on empirical 
criteria. Actually, it is completely independent of this, for the specifi c proposition is 
contained in the general propositions in the same way, whether it [the latter] may be 
true or false. The ascertainment of this logical relation is to be designated as a ‘tau-
tology’, but with that, it is not stated that all deductively derived statements are 
tautologies. Whether that  is  the case, has to be ascertained internally in each 
instance, and this internal character is not affected by the incorporation of the prop-
osition into a deductive system. 

 But it is possible that with scientifi c progress a  change of meaning  of the terms 
occurs, in such a way that their meaning by defi nition (their content) is either 
extended or narrowed. In the fi rst case, tautologies can be formed that state the same 
thing as the assumptions in an earlier stage of research, and in the latter case the 
opposite is true. That the danger of mistaken interpretations is a defi nite one can 
readily be seen, and it is also easy to understand that it will encounter less resistance 
in an investigator, the more the wish to gain special status for his theses becomes the 
father of the scientist’s thought. Add to this the obscurities discussed above about 
the relation between what is posited and what is presupposed, as well as about logical 
analysis and the subsumption of the individual under the general, then errors in 
thinking become almost unavoidable. But this entire veil that wraps scientifi c pro-
cedure in such a mysterious twilight is torn away as soon as one relinquishes faith 

254   For this, see the consideration above in Part One, section “Basic Philosophical Considerations” 
on pro-predicative experience. 
255   Compare T.W. Hutchison, ‘A note on tautologies and the nature of economic theory’,  Revue of 
Economic Studies , vol. II, pp. 159–161. 
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in the  logical miracle , in the  spontaneous generation of knowledge out of nothing . 
By the result of these refl ections, the discussions about the value of the deductive 
method in classical economics are shunted away from the side-track again, onto 
which they were pushed by being linked to the problems of tautologies. 

 After this digression let us return to the question of the application of the 
mathematical method to economic science; and we will arrive at the following 
observations: 

 After defl ating, on the one hand the exaggerated expectations with respect to the 
achievements of the mathematical method, and on the other hand the untenable 
thesis that this method is in principle inapplicable to the problems of economics, 
examination of two [further] questions will prove to be decisive for our problem. 
The one asks, to what extent mathematically exploitable  approaches  can be gained 
from theory, i.e., from the formation of  schemata of purposive rational economic 
action , and/or what additional assumptions are required in order to make such 
approaches possible; the second question aims at examining what  signifi cance the 
results  attainable in this way have for the explanation of  economic reality . 

 With respect to the fi rst question, one may remark that every investigation in 
economic science that has the goal of determining certain prices from other prices 
will include mathematical considerations. To be sure, frequently it is merely a ques-
tion of the calculations of elementary arithmetic, the inclusion of which in eco-
nomic knowledge is hardly denied even by the ‘anti-mathematicians’; but as we 
have recognized, from the purely logical point of view the whole of mathematics is 
contained in elementary mathematics, so that a sharp line of demarcation can hardly 
be drawn here. But even the procedure of so-called higher mathematics – which are 
frequently characterized by the infi nitesimal calculus – can fi nd direct use in eco-
nomic theory without diffi culty. A well-known example is the fundamental problem 
of Cournot’s  monopoly theory . 256  

 Cournot exemplifi es his pertinent considerations in terms of the owner of a min-
eral water spring and presupposes (a) that the proprietor has no competition, and 
(b) that he can increase his production arbitrarily. One will recognize then, that 
demand is a function ϕ(p) of the price P and, accordingly, also the production costs 
ψ(p) of production adequate for the satisfaction of demand. Therefore, the monopo-
list acting in accordance with economic principles, will have to limit his production 
in such a way that the expression ϕ(p) – ψ(p) is maximized. This maximum, how-
ever, can be found with the aid of the differential calculus in the well-known way, if 
the two functions ϕ(p) and ψ(p) are given. 

 The methodological discussion has concerned itself not so much with Cournot’s 
monopoly theory as with the production equation of Walras 257  and especially with 

256   Cournot,  Untersuchungen über die mathematischen Grundlagen der Theorie des Reichtums  
(Investigations concerning the mathematical foundations of the theory of wealth), trans. (from the 
French by W. G. Waffenschmidt in Wänting’s  Sammlung sozialwissenschaftlicher Meister  
(Collection of the masters of social science) vol. 24, Jena 1924, p. 47 ff. 
257   Walras,  Mathematische Theorie der Preisbildung der Wirtschaftlichen Güter  ( Mathematical 
theory of the price formation of economic goods),  Stuttgart 1881. 
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the simplifi ed form given by Cassel. 258  With the aid of these equations the prices of 
the means of production and the quantities of the products to be produced can be 
determined, if the following elements are known: (1) The quantities of the means of 
production (labor, land and capital); (2) the kinds of productive applications involved 
of the means of production (technical possibilities); (3) the dependence of the prices 
of the products on the quantities of products produced (demand conditions). 
Recently, on the basis of suggestions by Karl Schlesinger, 259  the mathematician 
Wald 260  demonstrated in a very ingenious manner the necessary and suffi cient con-
ditions under which the Walras-Cassel equations would have unambiguous positive 
solutions; these conditions are quite compatible with general economic theory and 
especially with the subjective theory of value. It is to be hoped and expected that this 
example will form the basis of a new approach and will lead, for most equation- 
systems of mathematical economics in the near future, fi rst to a clarifi cation of the 
mathematical presuppositions for the existence of economically utilizable solutions, 
and second, to an understanding of the signifi cance of these presuppositions and 
solutions for economics. 

 Quite generally it can be said: In view of our considerations above 261  it is not to 
be expected that economics will receive a signifi cant impulse from mathematics as 
abstract science has; but it can hardly be doubted that it is still to play an important 
role in the fuller elaboration of economic theory. Of a signifi cance not to be under-
estimated will be the  compulsion  to arrive at a  precise formulation  of the economic 
presuppositions in the formation of mathematical approaches. In this compulsion 
lies in a narrower sense the  methodological signifi cance  of applying the mathemati-
cal method. It has already proved benefi cial in many cases and will become more 
effective, the higher the degree of clarity about the nature of the mathematical cal-
culus and about the presuppositions for the existence of unambiguous solutions for 
certain ‘properties’ that have been attained. And by this the erroneous, frequently 
exaggerated, interpretations of the achievements of the [mathematical] method will 
be held in check. With these pre-conditions an established and far reaching agree-
ment concerning the place of the mathematical method within theory – i.e., the 
construction of purposive rational schemata of economic action – could be gained. 
It would then be possible to concentrate methodological interest almost exclusively 
on the second of the questions mentioned above: to what extent is pervasive math-
ematical structuring of theory relevant for the goal of economic science, i.e., for the 
explanation of real economic processes, and especially the prediction of economic 
developments of shorter or longer range. That this question has almost always been 

258   Compare Cassel,  Theoretische Nationalökonomie , 3rd ed. Erlangen 1923. 
259   ‘Ueber die Produktionsgleichungen der ökonomischen Wertlehre’ (On the production equations 
of economic value theory) in  Resultate eines mathematischen Kolloquiums,  ed. Karl Menger, Heft 
6 (1933–34) Vienna 1935, p. 10 f. 
260   Ibid. , p. 12 ff; compare also the remarks in the discussion of this by Schams and Menger, p. 18 ff. 
261   Part Two, section “Social Laws and Ideal Types”. 
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confused with that of the place of the mathematical method  within  the theory has 
been most detrimental for the evaluation of the epistemological situation. 

 These considerations, however, will lead in all probability to the following result: 
mathematical schemata furnish a  survey  of the factors to be considered, and points 
of reference for the estimation of their signifi cance with respect to magnitude. 
In this way, they allow an approximate evaluation of the signifi cance of the incor-
poration of certain data into the research procedure and of certain interdependencies 
for the explanation of economic reality. Here it seems to me, lies a broad and fruitful 
fi eld of work for classical mathematical economics, which will become more clearly 
visible, the more theory reducing the level of abstraction will strive to develop ratio-
nal schemata, that are structurally more complicated and closer to economic reality. 
The investigations already carried out about ‘comparatively static’ and ‘dynamic’ 
economic processes, and the kind of pertinent mathematical approaches, permit 
even now a quite clear recognition of the direction of future research. 262  

 However that may be, the following results of our methodological refl ections can 
be stated without any doubt: (1) the applicability of mathematical methods in gen-
eral, or of the methods of higher mathematics specifi cally to the problems of eco-
nomics, can  not  be denied by pointing out that economic objects are not extensive 
magnitudes; (2) The mathematical method by itself cannot lead to propositions 
about the relevant experiences of economic science, and no  proposition of econom-
ics  can lay claim to  apodictic  validity just because it was gained by means of math-
ematical methods; (3) An essential aspect of the signifi cance of the mathematical 
method for economics is to be seen in its compulsion to  render precisely the implicit 
presuppositions : (4) After removing the misleading conceptions, the core of the 
controversy will be recognized to consist in the difference in views concerning the 
 degree of computability  of economic reality, and with that, concerning the capacity 
for achievement of economic theory. 

 This question also lies at the root of the controversy about ‘ deductive  method or 
 inductive  method’; the debate between the theorists and the historians (or institu-
tionalists), that has now continued for half a century since the famous polemic 
between Carl Menger 263  and Gustav Schmoller, 264  without the scientifi c opponents 
having brought any essentially new relevant arguments to bear. Our judgment of 
this controversy follows directly from our refl ections about ‘deduction and induc-
tion’ and about the ‘historical’ in the social sciences and about ‘social laws’. We 
conclude that the procedure of deduction as well as that of induction, and therefore 
also the relation between the two, has been inadequately interpreted by the theorists 
as well as by the historians (but especially by the latter), and that thus an unbridge-
able opposition was mistakenly perceived, where actually a gradual transition 

262   For this, see Schams, ‘Komparative Statik’,  Zeitschrift für Nationalökonomie,  vol. II, pp. 27–61, 
1930. 
263   Compare Carl Menger,  Die Irrtümer des Historismus in der deutschen National-Ökonomie  (The 
errors of historicism in German national economics), Vienna 1884. 
264   Compare Schmoller, ‘Zur Methodenlehre der Staats- und Sozialwissenschaften’, (On the 
methodology of the political and social sciences),  Jahrbuch f.G.V . 1883. 
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exists. The theorists for the most part have exaggerated their conceptions of the 
signifi cance, and the kind of validity, of the general principles that enter into their 
deduction as premises. The historians, on the other hand, typically fail to recognize 
that the utilization of general assumptions enters into the ascertaining of historical 
facts and relations of such facts, – i.e., the circumstance that in principle such 
ascertainment always was – even, if in differing degrees – based on rules of the 
interpretation of human behavior. After removal of these errors the debate between 
the theorists and the historians is revealed as a difference of views about the  level 
of abstraction  to which economic investigations should advance and – in connec-
tion with this – about the degree of generality of the laws to be set up, as well as 
about the  kind and extent of their control by the facts . These are certainly method-
ological questions of the highest signifi cance; but such problems cannot be solved 
uniformly  a priori  by philosophical refl ection; instead a justifi cation for reaching 
decisions with respect to the questions of procedure mentioned above, can only be 
arrived at in each instance on the basis of the most careful analysis of the particular 
distinctiveness of a given class of economic problems. 

 No less stubborn than this controversy is the one about the ‘ value-freedom of 
economics ’, under which title, to be sure, quite diverse conceptual themes inter-
mingle. 265  To begin with, it must be asked whether economic behavior is  value-
bound  in the sense that  objective  values which are prior to knowledge are pre-given 
to be realized by it, so that one can speak of absolutely correct economic goals? 
A negative answer to this question – which was of signifi cance especially for the 
economics of  scholasticism  266  – results directly from our fundamental refl ections 
about the concept of value, and the problem of value in the social sciences. 
However, this does not exclude, as we have also shown there, the fact that for all 
economically active human beings, certain general goals can be considered to be 
 unquestionably given . 267  The second part of the question posed under the title of 
‘value-freedom’ involves whether economics is  normative , not with respect to the 
goals, but with respect to the means to be employed in attaining them; insofar as its 
task consists in indicating the correct means for given goals. These goals are gener-
ally characterized more precisely as the satisfaction of needs, and in this connec-
tion one points to the relative scarcity of goods [necessities of life] which makes 
planning necessary. 

 With respect to this, the following may be remarked: Whether one calls the topic 
of economics ‘the determination of the  correct means  for attaining  given goals ’ and 
thus wants to conceive the discovery of the purposive rational schemata as its ulti-
mate goal, or whether one calls ‘ the explanation of economic reality ’ its theme, is a 
question of  convention . We can neither say that the tradition presented in the history 
of ideas speaks unequivocally in favor of the one, nor of the other defi nition. Where 
research was linked directly to the goals of economic policy, understandably the 

265   See the general discussion of the postulate of value freedom above, Part Two, section “Value 
Problem in the Social Sciences”. 
266   The  Summa Theologiae  of Thomas Aquinas was authoritative here. 
267   Compare above Part Two, section “The ‘Historical’ in the Social Sciences”. 
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fi rst alternative dominated, and the same was the case where  pure theory , thus the 
 establishing of ideal types , and not their application to reality, commanded the center 
of attention. Still, today it can be said that the overwhelming majority of economists 
call ‘ the explanation of economic reality ’ the theme of their science, and would 
grant to the purposive-rational schemata of theory a merely ‘instrumental’ character. 
However, this whole question losses much of its signifi cance as soon as it is realized 
that one cannot speak of a specifi cally normative method which is essentially differ-
ent from the empirical sciences concerned with what ‘is’, and as soon as it has been 
recognized that the criteria of the ‘ correctness ’ of human actions, understood as 
purposive [instrumental] rationality with respect to given goals, are of a completely 
empirical nature. 

 The methodologically most important question treated under the title of ‘value- 
freedom of economics’, however, is the following: is it permissible to disregard a 
 concretization  of the pertinent economic goals as much as pure theory (the subjec-
tive theory of value) actually or allegedly does? Does not such a treatment of the 
problem have as its consequence, that either (in the case of actually performed 
abstractions) a series of highly signifi cant concepts of economics, such as for exam-
ple, national wealth are inadequately specifi ed or that (in the case of merely alleged 
abstractions) these concepts appear to be burdened with implicit teleological presup-
positions? (In the latter case, one easily arrives at an exaggerated interpretation of the 
 achievement  of the theory, because the fact that the results could only be attained 
with the aid of additional presuppositions of a teleological nature, not belonging to 
pure theory, remains hidden.) Would it therefore not be recommended to free one-
self from the false semblance of a ‘value-free’ pure theory,  beyond the concretiza-
tion of goals , and to bring to explicit clarity the  value positions  (political postulates), 
contained in it as implicit presupposition? These questions have been discussed and 
answered affi rmatively in recent years above all by Myrdal 268  and Souter 269  and 
Mackenroth 270 ; in Myrdal’s arguments, it is especially important for the thesis that 
the value judgments which are to be grasped explicitly, not only determine the set-
ting of goals on the part of economic subjects, but also essentially infl uence the 
selections of the ‘correct means’. 

 With respect to these assertions, the following is to be remarked: Without doubt 
a considerable series of general economic concepts which play a great role in eco-
nomic policy cannot be made precise with the aid of so-called pure theory alone in 
a manner that does justice to pre-scientifi c and scientifi c language usage and tradi-
tional applications. This is true especially of the problems connected with ‘ welfare 
economics ’, 271  for example, real wealth or real income (of the individual or the 

268   Compare Myrdal, ‘Das Zweck-Mittel Denken in der Nationalökonomie’ (Instrumental thoughts 
in national economics),  Zeitschrift für Nationalökonomie , vol. IV, pp. 305–329. 1933. 
269   Souter,  Prolegomena to Relativity Economics , New York 1933. 
270   Mackenroth,  Theoretische Grundlagen der Preisbildungsforschung und Preispolitik,  in 
 Sozialwissenschaftliche Studien , Berlin 1933. 
271   For instance Pigou,  The Economics of Welfare , London 1929 and Amonn,  Grundzüge der 
Volkswirtschaftslehre , Jena 1926. 
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economic community), which are conceived to be quantitatively unambiguously 
determinable and therefore to be comparable, without adequate criteria for this 
being specifi ed. Furthermore, it cannot be denied that in operations with these con-
cepts by theoreticians, those gaps in defi niteness frequently are fi lled by implicit 
presuppositions, the choice of which appears understandable only on the basis of 
specifi c – more or less conscious – valuations. Finally it is correct that these aspects 
are very signifi cant for demands of economic policy – and these include the deter-
mination of goals as well as methods that are set up ‘in the name of economic sci-
ence’ – for which reason their explicit realization is urgently recommended, not 
only from the standpoint of  pure  theory, but also from the standpoint of  applied  
theory, of scientifi cally based praxis. 

 So far the arguments brought forward are pertinent and worthy of being encour-
aged. But they need to be weakened, or modifi ed, in the following two points: First 
one has to be clear that they by no means apply to the entire theory – that is usually 
identifi ed with subjective value theory in its diverse variants – but only to certain parts 
of the theory, mainly quite peripheral ones. This over-estimation of the polemical 
range of the arguments, to be sure, becomes understandable due to the circumstance 
that the overwhelming majority of the opponents (as well as of the adherents) – as we 
have ascertained above 272  – considered the contested theory to form a  unifi ed deduc-
tive system . 

 Of far greater importance for the theory of science, however, is the second point. 
The objections just outlined indicate, or at least suggest very strongly, the interpre-
tation that a pure, thematically closed, economic science, as the theoretical founda-
tion for a consciously purposeful economic policy, is not possible. Now, to be sure, 
the results of economics only form a guideline for economic practice insofar as the 
goals selected in the theory (including the secondary conditions due to which cer-
tain means of attaining these goals are eliminated) correspond to the goals and sec-
ondary conditions given in economic reality. But what is decisive is that economic 
goals can be  isolated . That, for example, in this or that country, the creation of an 
autarchic heavy industry is attempted (and this disregarding the circumstance that 
considerations of  comparative costs  would seem to speak in favor of the import of 
the goods in question) may only be understandable when the defense policy of this 
country is taken into consideration; but as soon as this goal – and perhaps some 
secondary conditions which spring from the same motivation have been fi xed – a 
problem of  economics  is formulated, and the motives which have led to this precise 
formulation no longer play a role. Here our remarks about the relations between the 
 sociology  of knowledge and the  theory  of science 273  as well as between theoretical 
goals and  practical  goals 274  can be applied by analogy. 

 Thus we arrive at the following result: clarifi cation of presupposed values (political 
goals) which often exercise a long-range infl uence on topics and procedures within 
economics (because of the secondary conditions) can have great signifi cance 

272   See this subsection. 
273   See above Part Two, section “The ‘Historical’ in the Social Sciences”. 
274   See above Part Two, section “The Way to Overcome the  Methodenstreit ”. 
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methodologically, especially by making possible a clear evaluation of the attained 
results. But it is not permissible to say, because of that, that these valuations  enter 
into the theory  and that therefore the idea of value-free economic science is impos-
sible. For in the fi rst place, as already mentioned, these observations pertain only to 
certain (special) parts of the theory; and secondly, the valuations as such never enter 
into the procedure, but only their ‘objective refl ection’, in the form of certain pre-
suppositions. Thus though the valuations are typically  inducements for posing cer-
tain problems , because they condition the practical relevance of these problems, 
they are not  elements of the problems themselves . The appearance to the contrary 
arises, however, due to the fact that scientifi c thought operating with incomplete 
clarity, in the fi rst place fails to provide a suffi ciently precise specifi cation of the 
topic, and secondly, arrives at certain methodological decisions within the proce-
dure, which cannot be justifi ed objectively, but instead become comprehensible 
only through the uncovering of ‘subjective backgrounds’. But it is just because of 
this that a clarifi cation of the latter grounds must go hand in hand with their separa-
tion from the thematic content of the problem, if the entire task of methodological 
work is to be met. G. Haberler’s analysis of the problems of  index numbers  275  fur-
nishes a good example of how such clarifi cation should be carried out. 

 These results of our refl ections also permit us to recognize the double meaning 
of the reproaches through which a doctrine, or its proponents, may be  ethically or 
politically discredited , as is the case, for instance, when marginal utility theory is 
characterized by its opponents as a eudaemonistic or liberalistic doctrine. Usually 
such a designation is intended as an unmasking – generally considered to be defam-
atory – of the general attitude of the adherents of the doctrine being attacked, by 
pointing out that the adherence to such principles reveals a particular attitude, i.e., 
that the doctrine is  symptomatic  of such an attitude. So far, we are confronted with 
an  argumentum ad hominem , which is not directed at all against the truth-content of 
the doctrine, and therefore is removed from the framework of objective discussion. 
But, with the  argumentum ad hominen  in most cases the thought is combined – 
more or less explicitly expressed – that, blinded by this general view, the proponents 
of the doctrine being attacked arrive at false results, or over-estimate the signifi -
cance of their results in a biased manner. And those are material objections, if the 
asserted errors are more precisely designated. For in that case the  argumentum ad 
hominen  represents the attempt at an  analysis of motives , which is supposed to 
explicate the occurrence of the main errors of thought in the doctrine being opposed, 
by pointing to the role played by immaterial motives, i.e.,  motives alien to the 
research goals . Accordingly, the task of replying to such objections in the guise of 
reproaches, will consist in extricating their material core, the assertion of certain 
errors of thought, and to refute these. In confronting the polemical objections to the 
marginal utility school mentioned above, this path has already been chosen by its 
adherents, but in order to pursue it to its end one requires the clearest insight into the 
theoretical structure of the doctrine. 

275   Haberler,  Der Sinn der Indexzahlen  (The meaning of the Indices), Tübingen 1927. 
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 The same holds true with respect to invalidating the objections which seek to 
discredit the marginal utility theory intellectually by reproaching it for containing 
erroneous conceptions which were refuted conclusively long ago, and basing itself 
on outdated theories. The reproach of  psychologism  points in the fi rst direction; the 
reproach that the psychological conceptions on which the doctrine is based are  anti-
quated , in the second. 

 As far as the objection of ‘psychologism’ is concerned, 276  it is to be remarked in 
the fi rst place, that it is raised usually without clear comprehension of its meaning. 
For usually it is the refutation of psychologism in logic by Edmund Husserl, in the 
fi rst volume of his  Logische Untersuchungen  which functions as the paradigm 
example, and the usual train of thought is that psychologism is just as misapplied in 
economics as it is in logic; therefore, economics cannot be erected on a psychological 
foundation, as done by the marginal utility school. But whoever has correctly under-
stood Husserl’s critique 277  knows that it does not refer to the procedure of logic as 
such at all, but to the  interpretation  of that procedure – after all, the psychologists 
have the same logic as their opponents, only they misunderstand its meaning – while 
most opponents of the marginal utility theory mainly want to say, by the objection 
just mentioned, that the psychological method does not prove to be empirically 
valid in economics. But due to the failure to grasp this distinction, the two aspects 
are almost always confounded so that it remains undecided whether the reproach is 
intended to mean ‘You are doing psychology in economics, but you should not be 
doing that’ or instead ‘You believe that you are doing psychology, but in fact you are 
not doing that at all, you are merely interpreting your procedure erroneously as 
psychological, which, just like ours, is based solely on the ‘external’ behavior of 
human beings on the market.’ 

 As far as the question of the material justifi cation of the two objections is con-
cerned, the reply to them follows directly from the observations already made. The 
demand for the exclusion of psychology from economics is rooted either in the 
speculative error that conceives of an irreducible sphere of ideal social objects, 
which also includes a false conceptions of ‘understanding’ and ‘meaning’, or in the 
behavioristic misinterpretation of the allegedly solely ‘external’ facts of human 
behavior. If these two prejudices are overcome, then the discussion can only turn on 
the manner in which psychological knowledge is to be exploited in economic sci-
ence, and which elements of psychological knowledge should be exploited, but not 
about its dispensability altogether. A main divergence in this connection will be 
whether  facts of the market  should be used exclusively as a data base for interpreta-
tion, or whether direct reference to  introspective  experience may also prove promis-
ing. The achievements of the marginal utility school seem to me to have shown the 
latter to be the case, even if the relevance which introspection has for this method 
has frequently been  over-estimated  by the school. Accordingly the reproach of psy-
chologism understood in the second manner, is justifi ed insofar, but only insofar, as 
it confi nes itself to rejecting that exaggerated interpretation. 

276   See above Part Two, section “The Social Sciences and Psychology”. 
277   Husserl rejects this misunderstanding in his  Formale und transzendentale Logik , p. 135 ff. 
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 A clear understanding of the role which psychology plays within the framework 
of the marginal utility school also leads to invalidating, to a great extent, the objec-
tion that it operates with an  antiquated psychology . 278  For what distinguishes the 
economic psychology, as it is pursued within the framework of the marginal utility 
school, above all from general psychology (or also, the schools of general psychol-
ogy) is the fact that the selection and connection of facts is carried out from the 
outset from the perspective of its  relevance to economics . It is never pure psychol-
ogy that is practiced here, but even in the concept of needs, a link of biological- 
physiological with psychological aspects is established. But the pure theory of 
needs occupies a quite limited space within the subjective theory of value. Much 
greater space is occupied by those links between psychological and technological 
experience, which are analyzed in the theory of economic goods. However we by no 
means intend to deny that modern disciplines of psychology – especially depth 
psychology – can be successfully utilized in the treatment of numerous problems of 
economics. 

 Not infrequently, the marginal utility school is accused of psychologism and 
 subjectivism ; in this accusation the following ‘subjective’ elements within the the-
ory are often not suffi ciently distinguished:

    1.    The marginal utility school assumes that economic progress cannot be explained 
like facts of nature, but that the ‘ method of understanding ’ is adequate for these 
processes.   

   2.    The school assumes that economic processes (the formation of prices) cannot be 
adequately explained if an objective value, univocally determined by the process 
of production, is assigned to the individual goods, but that the  goals of the con-
sumer  must be included in the analysis.   

   3.    The school does not take its conceptual departure from intersubjective (social) 
facts (prices), but from the economy  without exchange  of a single human 
individual.    

  From the ‘subjectivity’ of the doctrine, the inference is falsely drawn that its 
propositions do not possess objective  validity . However, a closer examination of this 
argument is hardly needed. 

 Related to the reproach of ‘subjectivism’ is that of (individualistic) ‘ atomism ’. It 
turns out to be a direct application of the fundamental universalist theses to the 
problems of economics; therefore we can content ourselves with pointing to the 
critique of this conception we have already carried out. 

 The above analyses have by no means provided complete insight into the contro-
versies linked with marginal utility theory, but the theoretically most important 
arguments in the  Methodenstreit  were identifi ed and critically evaluated. The con-
clusion of this section may be formulated in a few words concerning the question, 
linked in the history of doctrines with the problems of the marginal utility school, as 
to whether ‘ economic activity ’ is to be defi ned as ‘ social action ’, and consequently 
whether ‘ economic science ’ is to be defi ned as ‘ social science ’. In the extension of 

278   Thus recently for instance Mackenroth. 
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the concept of economic activity beyond the social sphere, the essential aspect of 
economic activity is regarded to be the disposition of goods according to plan, in 
which foregoing certain satisfactions of need in favor of others is included. From 
this point of view a theory of an economy without exchange has to be  coordinated  
with a theory of an exchange economy. The other conception sees in the theory of 
economy without exchange merely an auxiliary construction to help explain pro-
cesses of exchange, and it characterizes only  social  exchange, and not ‘ inner ’ 
exchange, as ‘economic activity’, as it is actually understood within the problem 
range of economics. 

 The methodological background of this terminological question is obviously 
formed by the question, already investigated by us, of the signifi cance of the theory 
of an economy without exchange for economic science as a whole, according to the 
present state of research. Still, considerations raised in the  history of theories  also 
play a role in the controversy. I myself am inclined to defi ne ‘economic science’ as 
‘ social science ’, and to designate the theory of an economy without exchange as 
‘auxiliary science’, as this terminology seems to me to have a better basis in the 
history of ideas 279 ; but I can readily respect the arguments in favor of the alternative. 
However, it should be emphasized once more, that it is not the terminological ques-
tion as such which has signifi cance for the theory of science, but only the method-
ological attitudes which are documented by the opposing defi nitions. As soon as 
these are clarifi ed and critically evaluated, the problem can also be considered to be 
solved, even if no arguments giving decisively greater weight to the one or the other 
defi nition, can be developed.  

    9. The Concept of Positive Law, and the Pure Theory of Law 

 Theoretical investigation that seeks to comprehend the concept of law in its full 
clarity is confronted by two problems of delimitation. It has to distinguish the law 
on the one side from the naked reality of domination, and on the other side from 
certain demands for justice, with validity based on rational insight, and independent 
of any codifi cation: Thus the theory of law confronts legal validity as the ‘ ought ’ in 
social existence, to the ‘ is ’, and on the other side confronts it as  positive  validity to 
 natural law  validity, Especially the second of these two tasks has from time imme-
morial played a dominant role – even if in varied guises – in the philosophy of law. 
For by ascertaining the relation between codifi ed law and natural law, it is to be 
shown to what limits power must subject itself in order to be able to justly claim 
obedience. In earlier times it was above all the legislator toward whom the demands 
of natural law were directed, in that it was declared that only that legislation which 
satisfi es certain moral presuppositions could be called law [or right], while in the 
absence of such presuppositions, the assertion of laws by force was merely the 

279   Compare the detailed treatment of the problem in Amonn,  Objekt und Grundbegriff der theo-
retischen Nationalökonomie. 
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exercise of arbitrary power. As late as the nineteenth century, Johann Jacob Fries 
wrote a textbook of natural law 280  which was explicitly conceived as instruction for 
the legislators, telling them what sort of principles they must follow, in order to 
confer the character of law upon their legislation and the  Philosophische Rechtslehre  
of Leonard Nelson, 281  the most distinguished pupil of Fried in the twentieth century, 
which appeared in 1922 also serves the same goals. 

 In more recent times, however, much less thought has been devoted to the legis-
lator than to the jurist who applies the law, especially the judge who is considered 
to be the implementer of the norms of natural law. This occurred in connection with 
the insight that the assumption that every decision is already prescribed by the law, 
and hence the administrator of law only has to derive it from the law by logical 
processes, is not tenable. It was above all the theory of free law 282  which entered the 
fray at the beginning of our century, and sharply attacked any juggling with the 
 argumentum analogiae  on the one hand and the  argumentum a contrario  on the 
other, in order to show the inadequacies of ‘juridical logic’. This had the conse-
quence, that, if the majority of juridical decisions were not to appear as mere prod-
ucts of arbitrary opinion, other sources of knowledge had to be sought for the 
evaluation of the correctness of such decisions. These, so it seemed, could be fur-
nished by speculation on natural law; and thus it came about that, under the cloak of 
allegedly pure knowledge, admission to jurisprudence was granted to certain 
ethical- political postulates. 

 The critique of these doctrines forms the dominant theme of the ‘ pure theory of 
law ’ 283  most closely linked with the name of Hans Kelsen, which, in my judgment, 
constitutes the most important contribution to contemporary investigations directed 
toward clarifying problems in legal theory. We now want briefl y to present, the cen-
ter piece of this doctrine, in which the concept of the  legal order  is analyzed, in 
order to show that even here, in this immense achievement of rational reconstruc-
tion, the essential methodological core has not been completely extracted from the 
speculative shell, so that a rational reconstruction of a  second order  proves to be 
required. The results of these refl ections will then form the basis of our analysis of 
the concept of  positive law . 

 In the previous section we have shown, in the analysis of marginal utility theory, 
that not infrequently the justifi cation of this method, excellent in itself, was sought 

280   See note 105 and also note 106 Part One, section “The Concept of Value” on the ‘Concept of 
Value’. 
281   See note 280. 
282   Compare for instance E. Ehrlich,  Freie Rechtsfi ndung und freie Rechtswissenschaft  (Free juris-
diction and free juridical science) 1903,  Die juristische Logik 1918. 
283   An overview over the range of the theory, both in a material and a personal respect, is given in 
the  Bibliographie der Reinen Rechtslehre  compiled by R. A. Metall. It is published in Kelsen’s 
book  Reine Rechtslehre  (Pure Theory of Law) (op.cit. pp. 155–222). With respect to the following 
presentation, it need only to be mentioned further that the theory of the relationship of legal sen-
tences within a legal order, the ‘stage theory’ of law was developed by Kelsen, departing from 
conceptions of A. Merkel (see, for instance, ‘Das doppelte Rechtsantlitz’ (The double face of law), 
 Juristische Blätter , 57th year, 1918) and in collaboration with the latter. 
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on the basis of false grounds; it is similar in the case of the pure theory of law. The 
chief difference between the two consists in that in the former, the justifi cation of an 
empirical method of science was undertaken, while here the justifi cation of results 
from the philosophy of science in a narrower sense (methodological critique) is 
attempted. 

 As the fundamental thought of the pure theory of law can be designated to be the 
insight that the juridical concept of law, i.e., the meaning of that which the jurist as 
interpreter of law  actually  understands by law, can only be found by  analyzing the 
procedure of legal science . Thus one must ask oneself under which circumstances a 
legal scholar would declare a sentence to be a sentence of a specifi ed legal order, 
and in which cases he would deny it that character. Now this question can be divided 
into two parts, namely: (1) What conditions with respect to content must sentences 
satisfy in order to qualify as legal sentences? (2) What are the criteria for ascertain-
ing that sentences which satisfy these conditions are the sentences of a specifi c legal 
order? According to this, two main disciplines can be distinguished within the pure 
theory of law, namely, the  theory of legal sentences  and the  theory of the structure 
of law . The theory of legal sentences does not stand in a direct connection with the 
problem that has occupied us primarily, that of the  unity of the legal order , as here 
the legal character of the sentences to be investigated is presupposed. Therefore 
with respect to this we want to confi ne ourselves to the brief observation that 
Kelsen conceives legal norms as  hypothetical judgments  of the form. ‘When certain 
circumstances occur, then compulsion (punishment or execution) toward a certain 
person is to take place,’ and also we want to emphasize that from this determination 
of legal sentences, he draws decisive conclusions for his  critique of juristic concept 
formation . For, in view of the correlation between legal concepts and legal sentences, 
there follows, according to his exposition, the incorrectness (inadequacy) of every 
defi nition of a legal concept which does not contain an ‘ ought ’ element. But with 
that, judgment has already been rendered on a sociological (generic) defi nition of 
legal concepts. 

 In such defi nitions, the question of the  essential nature  of law, of the state, of the 
legal person, of property, etc., are confounded in an impermissible way with 
the question of their  origin , and consequently in the defi nition of, say, the ‘law’ and 
the ‘state’ the typical causal conditions are introduced under which the formation 
of the law and the state takes place. Thus in the ‘ power theory ’ and the ‘ consent 
theory ’ it is examined how the power relations have to be constituted in order to 
secure the formation and preservation of a legal state, or else, what kind the basic 
attitude of the members of the community in law is required for this. The results of 
these investigations are then refl ected in the genetic defi nition of law. The decisive 
argument on the part of the pure theory of law against these defi nitions lies in this: 
that in them, there are no conclusive criteria for the decision of a jurist as to whether 
a sentence is correct. For the law as a jurist understands it – so it is argued – is  not  a 
 state  of affairs of a certain kind, but an  epitome of sentences  of a specifi c character, 
the validity of which, as  normative  validity, can never be derived from facts. The ‘is’ 
and the ‘ought’ lie, as Kelsen says, in ‘different planes’, and ‘is’ can never be derived 
from ‘ought’ nor ‘ought’ from ‘is’. 
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 But due to these results of methodological critique, the question of the origin of 
legal validity, which even though ‘positive’ cannot remain without reference to 
empirical facts, becomes doubly important; and therefore that part of the pure the-
ory of law which is to present the solution to these questions has increasingly been 
elaborated as the centerpiece of this theory. 

 Kelsen’s solution is based on his concept of the basic norm, and we want to quote 
from his recent theoretical writings the especially striking formulation of the argu-
ment that led him to the formation of this concept 284 :

  This basic norm establishes the validity of positive law and expresses the hypothetical- 
relative character of a system of norms clothed only with the validity of positive law. It is 
not just the hypothesis of a special theory of law, merely the formulation of the assumption 
necessary for any positivistic grasp of legal materials. It merely raises to the level of con-
sciousness what all jurists are, even unconsciously, doing when, in the comprehension of 
their subject, they  reject natural law  (i.e., limit themselves to positive law) and yet consider 
the data of their cognition not as mere facts of  power , but as  laws , not as mere  facts , but as 
 norms . They ordinarily understand the legal relationships with which they are concerned 
not as the natural relation of cause and effect, but as the normative relations of obligations 
and rights. But why is a human act, occurring in time and space and perceptible by the 
senses, interpreted as a  legal  act (a legal transaction or a judicial decision) within the mean-
ing of any positive German or French law? Why should such an act be considered a  norm  
and not simply a mere event in reality? Why should the  subjective  meaning of this act also 
be given an  objective  meaning? Why, in other words, does one not simply say that a certain 
human individual demands that another act in a specifi ed way, but actually contends that 
one is  entitled  to prescribe and the other  obligated  to act in accordance with the prescrip-
tion? Why do we assume that what the act in question subjectively conveys must be done 
objectively,  by law . The answer of the  positivist  jurist is: because this individual act is in 
accordance with a ‘higher’, a more general act, a  law , because the law prescribes that one 
is to act as the parties have agreed in their legal transaction, or as the judge has ordered in 
his decision. One may inquire further, why this law represents a  norm , why it is  objectively 
valid . Prima facie, the law is a mere factual matter, namely, the event of several people hav-
ing expressed their will that other people should henceforth act in a certain way. But why 
should the will expressed by these people under these particular circumstances signify a 
‘law’, while, if it were done by others under other circumstances, it would by no means have 
the same signifi cance? Here the answer will be: The event which we interpret as the making 
of a law is in accordance with a still higher norm, the  constitution , because these persons 
have been entrusted by the constitution with the power of making laws. This ‘constitution’ 
is, in turn, nothing else but a prima facie factual event whose normative meaning can only 
be found by recourse to a prior constitution according to whose rules it has been created. 
This recourse must ultimately end in the  original  constitution which can no longer be 
derived from a still earlier one. The positivistic jurist, who cannot go beyond the fundamen-
tal facts,  presupposes  that this original historical fact has the meaning of ‘constitution’, that 
the resolution of an assembly of men or the order of a usurper has the normative signifi -
cance of a fundamental law. Only by making this assumption can he demonstrate the nor-
mative meaning of all other acts which he comprehends as legal acts simply because he 
ultimately traces them all back to the original constitution. The hypothetical basic norm 
which established the original legislator expresses this assumption; it consciously formu-
lates it, nothing more. This means that legal positivism does not go beyond this original 

284   ‘Die philosophischen Grundlagen der Naturrechtslehre und des Rechtspositivismus’, (The phil-
osophical foundations of the theory of natural law and of positivism of law),  Philosophische 
Vorträge , Kant-Gesellschaft, Charlottenburg 1928. 
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constitution to produce a material and absolute justifi cation of the legal order. It stops at that 
point. The basic norm is an indispensable assumption because without it, the normative 
character of the basic historical event could not be established. This ultimate act, to which 
the positivistic jurist takes recourse and beyond which he does not proceed, is interpreted as 
an establishment of norm as it is expressed in the basic norm, which in turn is  not  justifi ed 
by a higher norm and therefore itself transmits only hypothetical validity. 

   The essential characteristic of positivism, as contrasted with natural law theory, may be 
found precisely in the diffi cult renunciation of an absolute, material justifi cation, in this 
self-denying and self-imposed restriction to a merely hypothetical, formal foundation in the 
basic norm 285 . 

 According to Kelsen, the result of this is especially that legal science, by estab-
lishing the basic norm, ‘generates’ its object – where the word ‘generates’ is under-
stood in the sense attributed to it by the  Marburg  school of neo-Kantians. 

 Now the methodological controversy about the pure theory of law has almost 
always gone astray because its material critics turned chiefl y against its  philosophical 
pre-suppositions , and thus against the  neo-Kantianism  at its base; and failed to 
examine its decisive methodological content. Had this been done, then it would 
have had to be conceded at the outset that a large part of the results of the pure theory 
of law concerning the critique of method is irrefutable, and from this the conclusion 
would have followed – insofar as the untenable character of the philosophical doc-
trines it opposed is demonstrable – that Kelsen’s undoubtedly appropriate  critique 
of method  can be  detached  from the  philosophical pre-suppositions  on which it is 
based. We now wish to show that actually the signifi cant  methodological results  at 
which Kelsen arrives in his critique of method can also be attained  without the 
assumption of a dualism of the  ‘ is ’  and the  ‘ ought ’ and  without  the  doctrine  based 
on this assumption, of the  basic norm . 

 The pure theory of law intends to be the theory of  dogmatic legal science  – the 
theory of the  interpretation of law  – and accordingly its quest for the meaning of the 
concept of law (for the essential nature of law) aims to comprehend, by rational 
reconstruction, what is understood by ‘law’ in the procedure of this interpretive sci-
ence, on what  criteria  the judgment depends whether a certain  sentence  belongs to 
the  material to be interpreted  or not. 286  Now here we observe, in the fi rst place, that 
dogmatic legal science, as the theory of the interpretation of law, never asks its ques-
tions concerning the law as such, but always about the ‘ law of a certain legal order ’. 
However, the statement that a sentence belongs to a certain legal order means, to the 
interpreter of law  qua  interpreter of law, nothing else but that it forms  material for 
interpretation . All secondary conceptions of the power that stands behind the sen-
tence, of the social effectiveness of the moral obligations generated by the sentence, 
remain external to the subject matter; they play no role in providing insights for 
evaluating the legal character of a sentence. 

  Instead, for this evaluation it is decisive whether the sentences in question are 
the contents of legislative acts which stand in a relationship, to be specifi ed with 

285   op. cit . p. 12 ff. 
286   Compare  above Part I “Proposal for a Universal Methodological Schema”. 
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certain  ‘ supreme ’  legislative acts . It is this relationship which is indicated by the 
words ‘ on the grounds ’, when it is declared that an administrative act is valid on 
the grounds of an ordinance, an ordinance on the grounds of a law, a law on the 
grounds of a constitution. Now because for legal dogmatics, the assertion of the 
‘legal validity of a sentence’ means nothing else than that the sentence is a compo-
nent of the material to be interpreted, then the specifi cation as to which legislative 
acts are to be regarded as ultimate sources of validity, is nothing else than a  selec-
tion of topics ; thus considered from the viewpoint of formal logic, a  defi nition . 
When one declares, for instance, that the constitution of the year 1867 must be 
considered as the ultimate source for Austrian law, then thereby it is established, by 
defi nition, what is to be understood by ‘Austrian law’. It is therefore no more 
admissible to speak of a hypothetical assumption concerning the validity of the 
1867 constitution, than it would be correct to say it was a hypothesis that the mod-
ern era began in the year 1492. For here, just as in the former case, it is not an 
 assertion that is made , but a  stipulation that is set . The one delimits the material of 
the dogmatics of Austrian law, the other the material of a history of modern times. 
The only assumption that can be designated as a hypothesis is that ‘Austrian law’, 
defi ned in this manner, covers the epitome of those sentences which are of specifi c 
social relevance – to be described more precisely by the sociology of law – for a 
human community, the Austrians. Here our general refl ections about the real defi -
nition 287  can be applied by analogy. 

 This insight also provides an understanding of the analogy which Kelsen – in 
accordance with conceptual tendencies within the Marburg school – draws between 
the legal order and the hypothetical systems of natural science. According to his 
formulation, the basic norm (sometimes also called the ‘original norm’ or also 
‘original hypothesis’) constituted the unity of a certain legal order, analogous to a 
hypothetico-deductive system, as the most general – i.e., not further deducible, but 
only hypothetically applicable – principles of physics constitute the unity of the 
system of physics. Therefore, as every law of nature derives its ‘validity’ from those 
ultimate principles, while (just because) a similar question cannot be posed in a 
meaningful way with respect to those principles, thus every legal norm of a certain 
legal order derives its validity from the basic norm, while (just because) a similar 
question with respect to the fundamental norm would be meaningless. 

 If, however, one speaks of the ‘validity’ of the basic hypothesis of physics, then 
this word has to have a different meaning, and with that one would mean here ‘heu-
ristic suitability’, which is provided when those basic assumptions make it possible 
to grasp the events of physics within a unity of law. Analogously, the juridical basic 
norm would be ‘valid’ when it made it possible to grasp legal events, i.e., those 
events which, within a certain personal domain are ‘generally’ regarded as legal 
events, in a  normative  unity. Accordingly, if one assumes the viewpoint of science 
 in statu nascendi , these norms will be selected in such a way that, by means of them, 
facts of the sociology of law could be understood from a unifi ed viewpoint. But the 

287   Compare above Part One, section “Logical-mathematical Thought”. 
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question of this choice does not fall within the framework of science regarded as a 
completed system, since this science is itself constituted by that choice. 288  

 What requires revision in this conception, is the thesis implicit in it, that it 
forms the key to the understanding of the specifi cally ‘normative validity’ of ‘legal 
order’. This is a consequence of Kelsen’s assumption of a dualism in the spheres 
of ‘is’ and ‘ought’, according to which an ‘ought’ can never follow from an ‘is’, 
so that an autonomous origin must be sought for the normative. But as our analy-
sis of the concept of norm has shown, 289  this assumption is not tenable; it owes its 
origin solely to the ambiguity of the term ‘norm’, where the aspect of issuing a 
command is confounded with the aspect of ‘correctness’ (itself in turn conceived 
in a confused manner) – which points to unspoken underlying goals. After the 
elimination of the ambiguity, a specifi c kind of positing as criteria for the validity 
of law results – i.e., a positing where the two statements, ‘The sentence L – which 
in its content is shown to be a legal sentence – is valid’ (‘is a component of a cer-
tain legal order’, is ‘positive law’) and ‘the sentence L was posited in that specifi c 
manner’ are  per defi nitionem  equivalent. Therefore there is no state of affairs at 
all that would require a justifi cation to be carried out by a hypothetical approach. 
However, that in spite of this the principle of the logical heterogeneity of the ‘is’ 
and the ‘ought’ has led to the most important results in the critique of method, can 
be explained, as we have already observed, as due to its having become the guid-
ing conceptual theme for the refutation of false doctrines, i.e., doctrines inade-
quate for juridical procedure, about the essential nature and origins of the validity 
of law. For it was believed that legal validity could be identifi ed with factual 
obedience, or in any case that it could be derived from it, while in general the 
jurist decides the question of the legal character of a sentence by recourse to the 
manner of its positing. Thus the legal character of a sentence is certainly justifi ed 
by facts, but not those facts which the ‘sociological defi nitions of law’ regarded as 
decisive. Consistently, following up this divergence on meaning into the subtlest 
ramifi cations of legal concept formation has led the pure theory of law to results 
of great signifi cance for the critique of method; but to base this distinction on the 
notion that the criteria of legal validity lie in a sphere transcending reality cannot 
be supported. 

 Let us summarize our results up to this point: That a sentence possesses legal 
validity means, from the point of view immanent in the procedure of the fi xed foun-
dations [ Rechtsdogmatik ] of law, nothing else than that it is a component of the 
material to be interpreted. The criteria of legal validity are thus the conditions estab-
lished by defi nition under which a sentence is conceived as being a component of 
the material. 

 But just as the question of the origin of legal validity does not lead to the estab-
lishment of a specifi cally normative method, so the structure of the individual legal 
sentences does not indicate such a necessity either. As this follows directly from our 

288   Compare for instance Kelsen ‘Die philosophischen Grundlagen’, p. 20. 
289   See above Part Two, section “Value Problem in the Social Sciences”. 

 Theory and Method in the Social Sciences  by Felix Kaufmann: An English Translation



344

analysis of the concept of norm, we do not need to occupy ourselves further with 
this point. 290  

 But there is still a third argument in the pure theory of law for a legal science 
possessing a specifi cally normative method – namely the assertion that the  complex 
of relations of validity  of legal sentences ( relations of delegation ), the ‘ grounded 
validity ’, would be a specifi cally normative complex; it is with this that we now 
have to deal. Setting up a logical schema of ‘ grounded validity ’ will make its unten-
able character clear. 

 The major premise states: ‘If conduct is in accordance with a (particular) com-
mand C 1  of a person (or also a majority of persons) P 1 , then it is also in accordance 
with a (particular) command C 2  of a person (group of persons) P 2 .’ 

 The minor premise states: ‘The conduct of A is in accordance with the command 
C 1  of P 1 ’. 

 From this follows the conclusion: The conduct of A is in accordance with the 
command C 2  of P 2 . 

 We want to call the obedience of C 2  ‘ mediative  obedience of C 1 ’, and we will 
permit an unlimited number of steps of mediation. 

 Whether in a given case direct obedience to a certain command at the same time 
is mediative obedience of certain other commands depends on the circumstances 
under which it was posited, for example, on whether it was issued by certain per-
sons and published in a certain manner. Thus we can construct the following 
simple relation of delegation: A father commands a child: “You ought to do what 
your mother orders you to do.” The mother commands: “You ought to go to your 
aunt and do what she orders you to do.” The aunt fi nally commands the child “You 
ought to go to the store next door and fetch me one kilo of coffee.” The child, in 
doing so,  directly  obeys the command of the aunt and at the same time  mediatively  
the commands of the mother and the father. In the same way a person who directly 
obeys a certain ordinance of a government thereby mediatively obeys the law on 
the grounds of which this ordinance was issued, and the constitution on the ground 
of which that legislation was implemented. Now obviously the complex of rela-
tions described is not a complex of the contents as such; that – in our example – the 
child is to fetch coffee is by no means logically derivable from the content of the 
sentences ‘The child ought to do what its mother orders it to do’ and ‘The child 
ought to do what its aunt orders it to do.’ Rather we have here a  defi nition of con-
duct according to command by an empirical coordination  of facts of a certain kind. 
Defi nitions of this kind are by no means confi ned to the sphere of commands. This 
we want to demonstrate by an example of the same structure drawn from a sphere 
unrelated to commands: 

 A says to B: “C has news of your brother in America.” C says to B: “The news of 
your brother in America to which A refers come from D.” D says to B: “The news 

290   For this, see Kaufmann, ‘Juristischer und soziologischer Rechtsbegriff’ (Juristical and socio-
logical concept of law) in  Gesellschaft, Staat und Recht , op.cit., pp. 14–41, p. 32. 
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of your brother in America to which C refers is the following”: (there follows then 
the content of the communication). 291  

 One can see that here – in complete analogy to the schema given above about 
delegation relations – the content of the news of B’s brother is not determined by the 
communications of A and of C; only the persons who are capable of giving this 
news are indicated, and by this indication the way is pointed out to B by which he 
can arrive at knowledge of the content. Thus it follows that the relationship of medi-
ative obedience of commands characteristic for law can  not  be regarded as a specifi -
cally  normative complex of relations . 

 With this critical resolution of the idea of a normative method, various questions 
treated within the framework of the pure theory of law are eliminated, for example 
that of the ‘ tension between the  “ is ”  and the  “ ought ”’, or the question how it might 
be possible that in spite of the separation of spheres between the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’ 
 positive law  might be  at the same time an  ‘ is ’  and an  ‘ ought ’ – according to the 
aspect under which it is considered at the time. 292  It is also possible then to remove 
the obscurities that are linked to the conception of  positivity  as an alleged bridge 
linking the two spheres of the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’, and to isolate the various levels 
of meaning within this family of concepts. This shall be clarifi ed by the following: 

 We have already pointed out that the jurist as interpreter of law never has to 
answer the isolated question whether a sentence is simply ‘law’ or ‘positive law’ or 
whether it is an element within a certain – i.e.,  historically determined  – legal order; 
the criterion for answering this lies in ascertaining whether it is the content of an act 
of positing which stands in a more closely characterized linkage with other acts of 
positing, a linkage whose general structure we have just described. Accordingly, the 
assertion that a sentence is positive law is incomplete, as long as the historical con-
text is not indicated within which the act [the legislative act] of positing proper to it 
is contained. For as the concept of a legal sentence – like the concept of a statement 
in general (a judgment) – is conceived to be invariant as against the occasional 
moments of its positing, so legal norms as such cannot enter into historical relation-
ships, but only the  issuing of commands  of a certain content. As a consequence, the 
questions of the legal dogmatists, as to whether a certain legal sentence would be 
positive law, have a different meaning depending on the reference system in each 
case, but what is common to them is the formal structure of the relational com-
plexes, defi ned as  criteria of positivity  which we have called ‘ relations of delega-
tion ’ By this, a  legal theorist  justifi es operating with a general  structural type of 
positivity  transcending the particular order, which is to characterize the belonging to 
a delegation relation, as just described, the more precise characterization of which 
remains  open . 

 The concept of legal positivity especially takes on this meaning when it is desired 
to distinguish the ‘law which has validity by virtue of human positing’ from ‘natural 
law which has validity by virtue of its content’. Understood in this manner, the 
dichotomy ‘positive right’ – ‘natural right’ has an appropriate meaning, and, indeed, 

291   Ibid. , p. 33. 
292   Compare Kelsen, ‘Die philosophischen Grundlagen’, p. 10. 
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it is indispensable for rational reconstruction of juridical procedure. For it cannot be 
doubted that a great number of legal judgments and administrative decisions are 
oriented – more or less consciously – according to  principles of interpretation  
which contain certain  purposive viewpoints . For this reason these principles are 
subject to interpretation in a manner analogous to those sentences which are con-
tents of the pertinent acts of positing. 

 The error of natural right doctrines, which has been opposed quite properly by 
schools of positive law, thus does not lie in the rejection of the thesis that all law is 
valid due to its positing, but only in the claim of  necessary  validity which is raised 
for certain sentences on the grounds of the assertion that they represent rational 
truths about the absolutely correct (just) conduct of human beings. The refutation, 
on principle of this exaggerated claim follows directly from our general analysis of 
the value concept. 293  However, a thorough critique of method will not be permitted 
to stop here, but will have to trace out the  underlying ends  in each instance. It will 
emerge only too frequently that the apparently unambiguous character of concepts 
which stand at the center of natural law speculation – as for example ‘justice’ or 
‘varying degrees of culpability’ – does not in fact exist. This will emerge especially 
strikingly where underlying purposes  collide ; where, for instance, the goal of the 
uniformity of jurisdiction collides with that of taking into consideration the pecu-
liarities of the case, or where the goal of general prevention collides with that of 
particular prevention. 294  

 Let us clarify this in terms of the core concept of natural law speculation, the 
concept of  justice . This concept fi nds application in extra-legal domains too; thus 
one speaks for instance of a ‘just wage’. In order to recognize the ambiguous nature 
(need for completion) of this concept, it is suffi cient to ask oneself the question, 
whether it is just that workers who are supporters of families should receive higher – 
or, a certain percentage higher – wages than those who only need to provide for 
themselves. In the effort to decide this question one will have to weigh the ‘for’ and 
‘against’ of this question, i.e., one will have to refl ect on the unspoken underlying 
purposive contexts, and examine what effect the measures would have with respect 
to these. The decision will then depend on the one hand on the order of preference 
of the ends to be considered, and on the other hand on the suitability of the measure 
in question for achieving one or the other of these ends. 

 In surmounting the prejudices of natural law, whose common root is the absolu-
tization of the concept of justice, the following steps can be distinguished: In the 
beginning there is the insight that the concept of justice – as a subordinate concept 
of practical correctness – is a relational concept. To this is linked the observation of 
the psychology of knowledge, that this circumstance most frequently remains 
unrecognized because the goals to which the concept of justice relates in each 
instance are  unquestionable goals  in the sense made precise above. 295  From this 
observation in turn comes the task of making the underlying ends explicitly clear, 

293   Compare above Part One, section “The Concept of Value”. 
294   Compare for instance Kaufmann, ‘Strafrechtsschuld’, p. 114. 
295   See Part Two, section “The ‘Historical’ in the Social Sciences”. 
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and in so doing not infrequently their merely conditional (limited) validity, as 
maxims for action, will become evident, due to their confrontation with confl icting 
ends. Accordingly the variations in the setting of social goals, which go hand in 
hand with the changes of civilization and culture, correspond to changes in the idea 
of justice, i.e., of the idea of the correct social order in general, and the correct legal 
order in particular. The study of the development of views concerning ‘just punish-
ment’ from prehistoric times down to ‘ normative culpability theory ’ 296  on the one 
hand, and to the culpability-free penal law doctrines of the Italian positivists 297  on 
the other, furnishes an especially good insight into the character of these changes 
and the way they were conditioned historically and sociologically. In any case, it is 
possible – disregarding perhaps a few isolated exceptions – to ascertain  one  purpo-
sive idea implicitly underlying the concept of justice as historically invariant in the 
face of all these variations, namely the  idea of the maintenance of communal 
peace , 298  and of securing the cohesion of the community. In conformity with this, 
almost always those measures are declared to be unjust, which particular groups in 
the community feel to be ‘unbearable’. From this perspective, the particularly close 
coupling of the idea of justice with that of legal security and thus with that of legal-
ity (uniformity of jurisdiction) also becomes understandable, so that ‘justice’ 
appears precisely to be the opposite of ‘arbitrariness’. 

 However, we cannot pursue these considerations of the sociology of law further, 
but must now turn to the general consequences of our refl ections on natural law for 
the theory of legal methodology in general and problems of the concept of positivity 
in particular. What we are dealing with here is the  natural law components within a 
legal order  which emerge 299  in interpretations of general norms that are carried out 
in an analysis having, as its aim, the establishment of individual norms (for exam-
ple, sentences imposed on persons on trial). 

 As we have already mentioned, it was especially the doctrine of free law – which 
attained great infl uence after World War I – which took up the battle against the 
prejudice of the universality of legal prescription. It uncovered the misuse of the 
argument from analogies and the  argumentum a contrario  which was made in sup-
port of this prejudice, and for the purpose of an allegedly unobjectionable fi lling in 
of the ‘ gaps of the law ’. Consequently one arrives at the treatment of the question, 
as to whether a judge making  praeter legem  decisions is free of all limitations, or 
else what limitations on him there may be. 

 In this connection, we must examine, in the fi rst place, to what extent prescrip-
tions for ‘fi lling in the gaps’ exist in the laws themselves. Such additional stipula-
tions (rules of interpretation) are incorporated in the great majority of codifi cations 

296   Compare Kaufmann ‘Strafrechtsschuld’, p. 113 ff. 
297   Their intellectual leader was A. Ferri. See his  Progetto preliminare di codice penale italiano per 
i delitti , Milano 1921. The doctrine was based on the theories of the psychiatrist Lombroso. 
298   Compare for this, Verdross, ‘Die Rechtstheorie Hans Kelsens’,  Juristische Blätter , 59th year 
1930, pp. 421,423. 
299   See for this F. Schreier,  Die Interpretation der Gesetze und Rechtsgeschäfte  (The interpretation 
of laws and legal business), Vienna 1927. 
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of law. In most cases it is prescribed that the judge must decide according to the 
‘intent of the law’ (‘according to the intent of the legislator’s will’), by which is 
meant that he is to grasp the tendencies of legal policy which fi nd expression in the 
law, and then render his judgment in harmony with these tendencies. After our fun-
damental considerations with respect to this topic, no detailed justifi cation is 
required for the observation that this presupposition is untenable, and belongs to the 
type of prejudice we have called ‘ dogmas of pre-stabilization ’. 

 These prescriptions contain the presupposition that the will of the legislator was 
derivable from the legal text under all circumstances, and could form an unambigu-
ous guideline for every judicial decision. Still one has to ask, by which thought- 
processes the ‘will of the legislator’ is to be constituted. 

 At this point, given the lack of precise prescriptions for interpretation within the 
law, the methodological controversy, evoked by diverging impulses of legal policy, 
arose. In the section before last, we have already pointed to the controversies 
between the protagonists of subjective interpretation and those of objective interpre-
tation. We realized that the kind and extent of these divergences were hardly ever 
grasped with full clarity by the parties to the quarrel. This is already the case for 
interpretation in the narrower sense – in which it is merely to be decided  what the 
legislator intended to say , but not, as well,  what his intention was in saying it ; all the 
more so for the interpretation in the broader sense, which has to take recourse to the 
purposes of legislation. 

 But even today – as at all times past – the attempt is made to present a decision 
in one sense or the other as the sole correct one, by maintaining that it follows by 
rational principles from the ‘essential nature of the object’. The practical conse-
quence is that the purposive viewpoints which speak for the decision in the one 
sense are considered to be the sole decisive ones, so that there is a failure to take into 
consideration confl icting purposes which would suggest another decision. Even in 
cases where at fi rst glance the legislator appears to have provided for all contingen-
cies, considerations of the purposes of the jurist applying the law play a role as well, 
which then are frequently established as absolutely valid in the manner characteris-
tic of natural law. 

 This is true all the more where, by rules of interpretation, specifi ed by legal stat-
ute, the task is imposed on the judge, not to comprehend the goals set by others, but 
to refl ect on his own goals. A famous example of a rule of interpretation obliging the 
judge to such self-refl ection is Article 1, formed in emulation of the  categorical 
imperative , of the  Swiss Code of Civil Law  by Egon Huber. 300  One should note espe-
cially that the judge is not permitted, or instructed, by this prescription to decide 
wholly arbitrarily, so that in a decision  praeter legem  he could always decide in 
favor of that party which was more sympathetic to him, or corresponded more 
closely with his own interests; rather, he has to render judgment in such a manner 

300   It states: the law fi nds application to all legal questions, for which it contains a decision accord-
ing to its wording or its interpretation. If no prescription can be drawn from the law, then a judge 
will have to decide by customary law, and where none exists, according to the rule which he him-
self would establish as legislator. In this he must follow proven doctrine and tradition. 
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that it is consistent with his general (pertinent) valuations. All that remains is to 
point out that this task as well (understood as a cognitive task), by no means always 
permits of an unambiguous solution, so that the likely procedure would be to remove 
the doubts that arise by decreeing a  natural law dogma . 

 Above all this will be the case where value concepts (for instance, ‘moral’ or 
‘immoral’) are contained in the legal text, without indication of the criteria or, the 
persons whose valuations are to be considered decisive. Each of the following can 
serve as basis: the valuations of the legislator, or those of the jurist applying the law, 
or those of a selected circle of ‘just and righteous thinking men’, or, special experts 
for precisely these questions, or fi nally the prevailing valuations within a commu-
nity of law. Each of the alternatives, with respect to the method of ascertaining the 
valuations, is to be precisely specifi ed. The natural law pre-stabilization dogma 
hides all these diffi culties, and in this lies its seductiveness, and its danger. 

 Due to the fact that various philosophers of law presuppose different contents of 
value concepts, methodological controversies, with a background of legal policy, 
arise, which apparently render all prospect of resolution hopeless. The guidelines 
for legally correct decision which the philosopher of law, who believes in natural 
law, furnishes, to those who apply the law, in his opinion, originate in the clear 
sources of the evident insight of natural law. Thus, when the guidelines of another 
philosopher of law are incompatible with his own directions, they must, according 
to his conviction, be false. 

 In these conceptual errors the  mistaken conception  of the process of  rational 
reconstruction  plays an important role, as is understandable after our general pre-
sentation. In analyzing the procedure of the administrator of law certain teleological 
principles can frequently be found, which, without being supported by the statutes, 
function as a basis for interpretation in the same way as if they were legal prescrip-
tions. By comparing the majority of the decisions of any legal administration of law, 
one can then judge whether these have been  consistently  based on these guiding 
viewpoints (external to the statutes). Should one observe inconsistencies one can 
undertake this or that rectifi cation in order to grasp what the legal administrator of 
law ‘ really ’ intended. All this is rational reconstruction, and thus a process of clari-
fi cation, and as such a cognitive procedure. However, when the philosopher of law 
inadvertently substitutes his own teleological (axiological) viewpoint, 301  his fi nd-
ings change into a postulate of natural law, which appears in the guise of knowledge 
all the same. 

 After our previous discussions it is not necessary to waste many words about the 
methodological task which arises from this epistemological situation. What must be 
done is indeed to carry out the rational reconstruction just designated, i.e., to take 
one’s departure from the (average) typical conduct of the legal administrator and 
then to rectify this in the manner indicated. Insofar as the rational reconstruction 
leads to unequivocal results – and one must not let one’s expectations soar too high 
with respect to this – one will thereby gain insight into the actual functioning of the 
unspoken implicit purposes and their implicit ranking within the procedure of the 

301   Compare above Part One, section “The Concept of Value”. 
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application of law in general, and of making decisions  praeter legem  in particular. 
One will also obtain points of reference for how this function would be modifi ed 
with increased axiological consistency, achievable through more profound self-
refl ection. It can readily be seen that such knowledge can also have considerable 
signifi cance for  legal policy , for the legal administrator striving for clarity about his 
procedure as well as for the legislators who want to estimate the consequences 
which, on the one hand, are to be expected from the incorporation of this value 
concept in a text of law or, on the other, by establishing this or that interpretative 
rule. Such rational reconstruction was the task undertaken by Hans Kelsen in the 
pure theory of law, and, indeed, accomplished by him and his students in the treat-
ment of many important problems in the theory of law. At other points, however, his 
analysis could not penetrate to the desired level of profundity because his prejudice 
of the dualism of the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’ stood in the way. This is true above all for 
the precise specifi cation of the relation between positive law and natural law, and for 
the delimitation of the dogmatic science of law and theory of law as against the 
 sociology of law . 

 On the fi rst point, all that is essential has already been said. Refl ection here leads 
both to the overcoming of a naïve positivism of law, which assumes that all indi-
vidual norms are prescribed unequivocally by general norms, as well as to overcom-
ing the naïve natural law doctrine, which believes that legal decisions can by derived 
deductively from value insights with  a priori  validity. 

 Secondly, concerning the delimitation between dogmatics of law and theory of 
law, on the one hand, and the sociology of law, on the other, it follows from what 
has been said above that this cannot be accomplished by means of the thesis of the 
dualism of ‘is’ and ‘ought’, of a causal method and a normative method. But in spite 
of this, the struggle against the syncretism of method, carried on within the frame-
work of the pure theory of law, is a methodological achievement of extraordinary 
signifi cance, because the topics and procedures of the sociology of law, and of the 
dogmatic determinations of law, are indeed to be kept sharply separate. 

 We now can characterize the differences in principle. The topic of legal dogmat-
ics is the interpretation of particular legal sentences.  Legal theory  is the  rational 
reconstruction  of this interpretative procedure; in particular it clarifi es the criteria 
according to which sentences are determined as belonging to one and the same legal 
order, as the totality of the material to be interpreted. The  sociology of law , on the 
other hand, investigates in what manner, to what extent, and under which conditions 
the  behavior  of socialized human beings  actually  is infl uenced in a typical manner 
by legal procedure – i.e., the decreeing and interpretation of sentences in which 
under certain circumstances the members of a certain social circle are threatened 
with the application of physical compulsion – and thus arrives at a sociological 
concept of the positivity of law. 

 From the confounding of the two questions we have an erroneous conception that 
the legal question of the legal validity of a commandment – i.e., of whether it 
belongs to a certain legal order – is to be decided by an investigation of its social 
effectiveness. But as we have already observed at the beginning of this section, the 
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‘validity’ equated with ‘social effectiveness’ is not the ‘validity’ for which the 
interpreter of law is asking. The relation between these two kinds of ‘validity’, or as 
one could say in keeping with Kelsen’s terminology, between the  juridical  and  socio-
logical concept of law , can be described as follows: 

 When one observes the totality of commands which seek to induce human beings 
of a certain social circle to undertake or to refrain from certain actions by threats of 
application of typical physical compulsion (Max Weber), 302  one will recognize that 
their relations typically prove to be  relations of delegation , of the kind analyzed 
above. Furthermore, one comprehends that in the ‘generation’ of such commands a 
certain  assessment - procedure  which aims at recognizing whether a certain conduct 
in question violates certain other commands, plays an essential role. For it is depen-
dent on the result of such assessment, whether the decreeing of certain commands 
 to  the persons whose behavior was being judged, or the decreeing of certain com-
mands about a behavior (punishment, execution) imposed  upon  these persons will 
be carried out, or not. For reasons of social techniques, those persons who make 
these assessments will frequently also be competent to issue the commands just 
named. But this is not always the case (jury trial) and even where it is the case, one 
must distinguish carefully between the act of assessment and the act of issuing the 
command connected with it. 

 Thus this assessment procedure –  the juridical procedure of legal interpretation  – 
is an integral part of the social process in question, but for the immanent analysis of 
legal interpretation, its relationship to the total social process should not be taken 
into consideration, unless it appears in the procedure itself. This relationship can be 
made readily understandable by analogy with the relations of the rules of a certain 
game of cards to the stake for which the players are playing. The signifi cance of a 
game of cards for those participating in it and, possibly, a wider circle of persons, is 
frequently decisively determined by the amount of the  stake , and therefore when a 
treatise on the ‘ sociology  of games of chance’ is written, special weight will have to 
be placed on the amount of the customary stakes and their relation to the income of 
the players. But in a  theory  of the various games of chance, the question of the 
amount of the stakes is not at issue. On the other hand, in a sociology of games of 
chance, the theory of these games cannot be left out of consideration, for otherwise 
it would not be possible to distinguish, for example, the pure games of chance from 
those in which certain skills, mental concentration and self-control, infl uence the 
outcome. And from this, in turn, certain inferences can be drawn about the types of 
players attracted to the various particular games. 

 Only in this same sense, can one speak of a  primacy of legal theory vis a vis  the 
sociology of law. In the framework of the pure theory of law its adherents operated 
with the argument that legal theory had priority  vis a vis  sociology of law, as one 
fi rst had to know  what  ‘ law ’ was, before one could do sociology of law. But this 
reasoning is obviously incompatible with the insight that  law  is a  social 

302   See for this Max Weber,  Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft , p. 17 f. 
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phenomenon , for one surely cannot designate the species as logically prior to the 
genus. One will arrive at the correct core of this thesis, however, as soon as one real-
izes that by ‘sociology of law’, Kelsen does  not  understand  descriptive  sociology in 
Max Weber’s sense, but  causal social research . Thus the assertion of this primacy is 
justifi ed insofar as it states the  priority  of the  description  of a domain as  against  its 
 aetiology . To be sure, this only holds true under the assumption of completely  clear  
thinking, for though causal research in a certain domain must presuppose a certain 
amount of description, which characterizes the facts of the fi eld, it is not dependent 
on a complete preceding description. 

 On the basis of the foregoing considerations, we can in conclusion characterize 
the relations of the most important of the meanings associated with the term 
‘positivity’: 

 To begin with we have to distinguish whether we are speaking of the positivity 
of a particular legal sentence or of an entire legal order. In the fi rst case ‘positivity’ 
means ‘belonging to a historically determined legal order presupposed as a refer-
ence system’. In this sense – correlative to the question of juridical validity – the 
term ‘positivity’ requires a supplement. Accordingly, one frequently speaks of ‘pos-
itive Austrian law’, ‘positive German law’ and so forth. Here the words ‘Austrian’, 
‘German’ and so forth express that the order with respect to which the membership 
of the sentence in question is to be examined, is relevant for a certain social- 
historical reality, for which it has ‘social validity’. However, this social validity, also 
called ‘positive validity’ (in the sociological sense), which is presupposed for the 
order  en bloc , remains  outside of the topic  with respect to the question of the mem-
bership of a certain sentence to this order. To be sure, the ‘historical’ element, whose 
connection with ‘positivity’ was always perceived, enters into our question in 
another manner; for the decision about the positivity of a legal sentence will, as we 
have recognized, be made dependent whether it has been ‘posited’ in a certain man-
ner, i.e., whether it forms the content of expressive acts which can be incorporated 
into a relation of delegation. Thus the  structural types  of positive law are obtained, 
and one arrives at the contrast of sentences of positive law, which have validity by 
virtue of their positing, with sentences of natural law, which have validity by virtue 
of their content. We have recognized that the latter must not be neglected in the 
theory of law either, but their validity within positive law is subsidiary (restricted to 
cases of gaps in the law) so that the total legal order is not deprived of its character 
as a complex of statutes, i.e., as ‘positive order’. 

 With that, we have also characterized a third concept of ‘positivity’: it refers to 
the total legal order, understood as the material to be interpreted. 

 Now only a few words have to be said about the positive validity of a total legal 
order in the sociological sense. This is understood as synonym for social effective-
ness (motivational power) and thus we arrive at the discussion, already mentioned, 
under what conditions positive law originated and remains in effect, questions which 
are supposed to be answered by the various power – or recognition – theories. 

 Only those who are familiar with the doctrinal history of theory of law and the 
state, especially during the past half century, can have some notion of the extent of 
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the confusion which has been produced by the confounding of the various concepts 
of ‘positivity’. That this confusion has reached such an extent, and even today can 
by no means be regarded as completely overcome, may be traced to the lack of clar-
ity with respect to the essential nature of juridical procedure. It was Hans Kelsen 
who undertook to come to grips with this clarifi cation most energetically, and who 
actually carried it out to a great extent. After adopting the changes described here, 
his pure theory of law can be regarded as a paradigm example of rational recon-
struction in the dogmatic social sciences. 

 * * *     
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