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Series Introduction

The Major Conservative and Libertarian Thinkers series aims to show that there is a rigorous, scholarly tradition of social and political thought that may be broadly described as “conservative”, “libertarian” or some combination of the two.

The series aims to show that conservatism is not simply a reaction against contemporary events, nor a privileging of intuitive thought over deductive reasoning; libertarianism is not simply an apology for unfettered capitalism or an attempt to justify a misguided atomistic concept of the individual. Rather, the thinkers in this series have developed coherent intellectual positions that are grounded in empirical reality and also founded upon serious philosophical reflection on the relationship between the individual and society, how the social institutions necessary for a free society are to be established and maintained, and the implications of the limits to human knowledge and certainty.

Each volume in the series presents a thinker’s ideas in an accessible and cogent manner to provide an indispensable work for students with varying degrees of familiarity with the topic as well as more advanced scholars.

The following twenty volumes that make up the entire Major Conservative and Libertarian Thinkers series are written by international scholars and experts:

The Salamanca School by Andre Azevedo Alves (LSE, UK) and    José Manuel Moreira (Universidade de Aveiro, Portugal)

Thomas Hobbes by R. E. R. Bunce (Cambridge, UK)

John Locke by Eric Mack (Tulane, UK)

David Hume by Christopher J. Berry (Glasgow, UK)

Adam Smith by James Otteson (Yeshiva, US)

Edmund Burke by Dennis O’Keeffe (Buckingham, UK)

Alexis de Tocqueville by Alan S Kahan (Paris, France)

Herbert Spencer by Alberto Mingardi (Istituto Bruno Leoni, Italy)

Ludwig von Mises by Richard Ebeling (Northwood, US)

Joseph A. Schumpeter by John Medearis (Riverside, California, US)

F. A. Hayek by Adam Tebble (UCL, UK)

Michael Oakeshott by Edmund Neill (Oxford, UK)

Karl Popper by Phil Parvin (Loughborough, UK)

Ayn Rand by Mimi Gladstein (Texas, US)

Milton Friedman by William Ruger (Texas State, US)

Russell Kirk by John Pafford (Northwood, US)

James M. Buchanan by John Meadowcroft (King’s College    London, UK)

The Modern Papacy by Samuel Gregg (Acton Institute, US)

Murray Rothbard by Gerard Casey (UCD, Ireland)

Robert Nozick by Ralf Bader (St Andrews, UK)

Of course, in any series of this nature, choices have to be made as to which thinkers to include and which to leave out. Two of the thinkers in the series – F. A. Hayek and James M. Buchanan – have written explicit statements rejecting the label “conservative”. Similarly, other thinkers, such as David Hume and Karl Popper, may be more accurately described as classical liberals than either conservatives or libertarians. But these thinkers have been included because a full appreciation of this particular tradition of thought would be impossible without their inclusion; conservative and libertarian thought cannot be fully understood without some knowledge of the intellectual contributions of Hume, Hayek, Popper and Buchanan, among others. While no list of conservative and libertarian thinkers can be perfect, then, it is hoped that the volumes in this series come as close as possible to providing a comprehensive account of the key contributors to this particular tradition.
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Series Editor’s Preface

F. A. Hayek was one of the most significant thinkers of the twentieth century. In a phenomenally productive working life that spanned seven decades, Hayek made important contributions to economics, politics, philosophy, law, the history of ideas, the philosophy of science and evolutionary psychology. Among Hayek’s most enduring contributions were his account of the epistemological role of market prices in enabling people to overcome the coordination problems inherent to an advanced economy with a profound division of labour; his description of the processes that led free societies to become totalitarian regimes; his critique of the notion of social justice as a legitimate goal of public policy; and his explanation of the way in which complex social systems evolve as spontaneous orders rather than through conscious direction.

Although Hayek’s intellectual achievements cannot be doubted, he may seem a strange choice for inclusion in this series given that in a postscript to one of his most famous works, The Constitution of Liberty, Hayek explicitly rejected conservatism. Hayek was not a conservative because conservatism provided no account of an ideal society or a set of social institutions that could be used as a standard against which to judge others. Rather, conservatives sought only to preserve the institutions that happened to exist in a particular society at a particular time. Whereas at heart conservatism is a culturally relativist philosophy, then, Hayek believed in the universality of classical liberal principles and institutions. Hayek recognized that in a contemporary context this very often gave him common cause with European and North American conservatives who also wished to preserve those institutions, but he was aware that he would have little in common with conservatives in a society where those institutions had not been established.

Hayek’s thought, then, can be said to make an important contribution to the Western conservative tradition in that he opposed the decline of classical liberal values and institutions in those societies in the twentieth century, but Hayek was not a philosophical conservative. Rather, Hayek may be more accurately described as a classical liberal or (to use his own preferred term) a Whig, or in contemporary parlance he fits quite comfortably in the libertarian tradition. Hayek did believe in universal principles of just government and for Hayek those universal principles were the Whig values of the rule of law, constitutionally limited government and laissez-faire.

Providing a thorough account of the thought of a thinker as sophisticated, prolific and wide-ranging as Hayek is not an easy task, but in this outstanding account of Hayek’s life and work, Adam James Tebble of King’s College London has risen to the challenge brilliantly. Tebble sets out the central features of Hayek’s intellectual contributions in the context of Hayek’s life and times. In so doing, he vividly captures the subtleties and nuances of one of the most original and insightful thinkers of the twentieth century.

This volume makes a crucial contribution to the Major Conservative and Libertarian Thinkers series by setting out the thought of one of the most innovative contributors to this tradition. In presenting Hayek’s ideas in such an accessible and cogent form, Tebble has produced an outstanding volume that will prove indispensable to those relatively unfamiliar with Hayek’s work as well as more advanced scholars.

John Meadowcroft

King’s College London
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Hayek’s Life and Times

Introduction

Even by the standards of his day Friedrich Hayek’s thought was wide-ranging and covered fields as diverse as economics, psychology, jurisprudence and social and political theory. Yet, despite this heterogeneity, underlying his intellectual contribution is a unifying philosophical approach centred upon a conception of mind and of the nature of reason. It is to this foundational aspect of Heyek’s thought, then, that attention must be paid if one is to understand his wider contributions. Regrettably, in an introductory text, there is only so much in-depth critical appraisal that one can undertake. For this reason, and by setting out his views on a variety of topics and appraising them where possible, the main purpose of this book will be to familiarise the reader with the principal themes of Hayek’s thought and to ascertain the extent to which his contributions may be considered to form a coherent system.

Family Background and Early Education 1899–1918

Hayek was born the eldest of three brothers in Vienna, Austria-Hungary, on 8 May 1899 into a nominally Roman Catholic family that had been ennobled towards the end of the eighteenth century. His family also contained a number of prominent intellectuals working in the fields of statics and, in particular, biology. Heyek’s paternal grandfather, Gustav von Hayek, studied natural history and biology and taught at a Gymnasium (Secondary School). He was also the pioneer of ornithology in Austria, having been secretary general at the first International Ornithology Congress in Vienna in 1884. Hayek’s father, Dr August Hayek, was a physician and botanist who also published a major botanical treatise while working as a doctor in the government’s social welfare system. He later secured an unpaid honorary professorship, or Privatdozent, in botany at the University of Vienna, although he never achieved a hoped-for chair. Hayek’s maternal grandfather, Franz von Juraschek was a professor of public law at the University of Innsbruck and, later, the first head of Austria–Hungary’s National Statistical Office. Given the social expectations of the day, Hayek’s mother, Felicitas Juraschek, was like most women not involved professionally in academia. Nevertheless, it was she who was primarily responsible for cultivating the intellectual environment in the home. Through her, Hayek was also second cousin to the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, with whom he remained in sporadic contact until just after the end of World War II.

Given this intensely intellectual background it is no surprise that both of Hayek’s younger brothers also became professors; Heinz teaching anatomy at the University of Vienna, Erich teaching chemistry at the University of Innsbruck. Hayek himself, however, was not the best of students, gaining a reputation for laziness and ill-discipline, despite demonstrating clear ability. Like many able but essentially uninterested students Hayek also embarked upon studies of his own in a wide variety of fields including drama, botany and palaeontology. This was to be an intellectual trait that would remain with him for the rest of his life. Significantly, it was also early on that Hayek had become acquainted with economics, evolutionary theory and psychology, having briefly studied them in 1916. These would all be subjects that would later have a profound and lasting impact.

Before completing his secondary education, Hayek lied about his age and joined a field artillery unit in the Austro-Hungarian army in March 1917, almost three years after the start of World War I. After seven months of training he spent a little over a year on the Italian front, almost all of it on the left bank of the Piave River. Despite some dangerous encounters Hayek survived the Great War without serious injury and even managed whilst on leave in the autumn of 1917 to return to his Gymnasium in order to receive the certification that would permit him to attend university the following year. His brief stay at the Gymnasium, however, did not pass without incident, with Hayek being reprimanded for reading a socialist pamphlet during a divinity class. More seriously, in the summer of 1918 following a failed Austrian offensive against Italy, Hayek came down with influenza, being just one of the many millions who did so during the great worldwide pandemic that occurred at this time. To compound matters he also contracted malaria during the October retreat subsequent to the Battle of the Piave River, the most decisive battle of World War I on the Italian front. Hayek earned a decoration for bravery and it was his experience coordinating communications for his unit in the multilingual Austro-Hungarian army that turned his interest to social science and political ideas. ‘I served in a battle in which eleven different languages were spoken’ and which was ‘bound to draw your attention to the problems of political organisation’, he was to comment years later.1

University Education and Early Career 1918–1931

After being discharged from the army in October 1918, Hayek decided to pursue an academic career and entered the Arts Faculty of the University of Vienna a month later. Initially wanting to become a diplomat, Hayek’s first choice of study was cut-off by the disappearance of the Konsularakademis (Diplomatic School) in the wake of the post-war collapse of Austria–Hungary. He was thus left with the choice of either psychology or economics but again found his hand forced by circumstance. Because there was no-one left at the university to teach psychology after the war, Hayek opted for law, as this at least included the study of economics.

The Winter of 1919–1920 was a particularly hard one and, to escape Vienna’s shortages of food and fuel (which forced the closure of the university), as well as to help him recuperate from the lingering effects of malaria, Hayek’s family arranged for the 20 year-old to travel to Zurich. Here Hayek attended lectures on law and philosophy and also worked in the laboratory of the brain anatomist Constantin Monakow, tracing fibre bundles in the different parts of the human brain. The draft research paper that resulted – ‘Contribution towards a theory of how consciousness develops’ – was set aside that September so that Hayek could prepare for some law exams.2 Despite lying dormant for a quarter of a century, this paper would become the basis for subsequent work in theoretical psychology that Hayek recommenced in 1946 and which would eventually be published as The Sensory Order in 1952. Hayek also travelled to Norway where in the late summer of 1920 he finally shook off his malaria and acquired sufficient knowledge of Scandinavian languages to translate a book on inflation by Swedish economist and pioneer of the idea of purchasing power parity, Gustav Cassel.

It was in 1921 whilst completing his first degree in Law in three rather than the customary four years that Hayek decided to look for work. He was aided in this venture by one of his professors, Friedrich Wieser, who provided him with a letter of introduction to the leading figure of what had come to be called the Austrian School of economics, Ludwig Mises. At that time Mises was working as a representative of the Chamber of Commerce in the Abrechnungsamt (Office of Accounts) whose purpose was to implement the financial provisions of the Treaty of St Germain which oversaw the break-up of the Austro-Hungarian Empire after the Great War. Wieser’s letter described Hayek as a promising young economist, and Hayek never tired of recounting Mises’s response: ‘Wieser says you’re a promising young economist. I’ve never seen you at my lectures.’3 In fact, Hayek had attended some of Mises’ lectures, but given his leftist political sympathies, regarded the economist’s liberal views as somewhat extreme. This was soon to change, however, with the publication in 1922 of Mises’ book Socialism, where he argued that without the price mechanism of the market, economic calculation under socialism would face insurmountable difficulties. Hayek was later to say that this book ‘gradually but fundamentally altered the outlook of many of the young idealists returning to their university studies after World War I. I know, for I was one of them.’4 ‘We felt,’ he was to write in the Foreword to a subsequent edition of Socialism,

that the civilization in which we had grown up had collapsed. We were determined to build a better world, and it was this desire to reconstruct society that led many of us to the study of economics. Socialism promised to fulfil our hopes for a more rational, more just world. And then came this book. Our hopes had been dashed. Socialism told us that we had been looking for improvement in the wrong direction.5

During this 18-month period between 1921 and 1923 in which he worked for Mises, Hayek also wrote his doctoral dissertation in political science, thus receiving his second degree in the spring of 1923. It was also in 1921 that Hayek helped to set up an informal meeting group called the Geistkreis, or ‘Mind Circle’, many of whose participants were later to leave Austria for the United States in the lead up to World War II, and become highly respected in their fields. These
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