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Introduction

Exploring the Political Economy and Social Philosophy of F. A. Hayek

Peter J. Boettke, Jayme S. Lemke, and Virgil Henry Storr

The interdisciplinary chapters in this volume explore and engage the political economy and social philosophy of Friedrich Hayek from a wide variety of contexts and from many disciplinary perspectives. The contributors come from law, economics, philosophy, anthropology, political science, and history. Consequently, the range of topics covered in this volume is extraordinarily wide, running the gamut from immigration, to white supremacy, to ancient agricultural practices, to the nature of what it means to be free. Together, these contributions demonstrate the continued significance of Hayek’s research program to a large variety of disciplines.

An Overview of F. A. Hayek’s Career and Research Program

Friedrich August Hayek was born on May 8, 1899. Hayek was educated at the University of Vienna and in the tradition of the Austrian School of Economics. He received his first doctorate in 1921, and his second in 1923. Hayek had served in the Austrian military during World War I, and after the war he finished his formal education at University of Vienna. Based on a recommendation from Friedrich Wieser, Hayek was hired to work with Ludwig von Mises, first as a special assistant on the economic analysis of the Treaty of Saint-Germain-en-Laye for the Austrian government. Later, Mises would establish the Austrian Institute for Business Cycle Research and Hayek would be appointed its first director. In between, through sponsorship from Mises, Hayek would travel to the United States to study at New York University and develop expertise in the modern statistical analysis of trade cycles, and to consult with Wesley Claire Mitchell at Columbia and the National Bureau of Economic Research.

Upon his return to Vienna, Hayek would continue his collaboration with Mises in developing what became known as the Austrian Theory of the Trade Cycle, as well as continuing his own independent research in technical economic theory, monetary economics, capital theory, and public policy. In 1929, Hayek published Monetary Theory and the Trade Cycle, and then in 1931, he delivered a series of well-received lectures that were later published as Prices and Production. The lectures earned Hayek an invitation from Lionel Robbins to join the faculty at the London School of Economics as the Tooke Chair of Economics and Statistics. Hayek taught at the LSE from 1931 to 1950. He also served on the faculty of the University of Chicago from 1950 to 1962, and then the University of Freiburg from 1962 to 1968. After retiring in 1968, he spent a year as a visiting professor at UCLA while working on Law, Legislation and Liberty, and then accepted an appointment at the University of Salzburg from 1969 to 1977. After leaving Salzburg, Hayek returned to Freiburg, where he would spend the rest of his life. His final book was The Fatal Conceit, published in 1988.

In addressing Hayek’s work, scholars face a considerable challenge, as his biographer Bruce Caldwell has repeatedly stressed. His first published works came in the 1920s and his last published work in 1988. It is not just that he published over seven decades that creates a problem, it is also that his work ranged from technical economics to theoretical psychology; from epistemology and the methodology of the social sciences to legal, political, and social philosophy. He also contributed to economic history, public policy analysis, and contemporary affairs. He was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economic Science in 1974, and he also received the Companions of Honors Award from Queen Elizabeth in 1984, and the US Medal of Freedom from G. W. Bush in 1991. Ironically, he was a man for the ages and a man for his age. His article “The Use of Knowledge in Society” was recently picked as one of the top twenty articles ever published in the American Economic Review. But his The Road to Serfdom, published in 1944, thrust Hayek from an academic economist and philosopher into the role of an international intellectual celebrity.

In this volume, we emphasize the breadth of his influence across academic disciplines, or we should say potential contributions and influence because many of these papers are introducing aspects of Hayek’s thought into disciplinary conversations where previously they were absent. Rather than focus on Hayek the man and his personal biography, this volume is more focused on Hayekian concepts and analytical constructs and how they might aid the scientific and scholarly conversations in disciplines as diverse as anthropology to legal philosophy.

Despite the range of Hayek’s writings and the chapters in the volume, there is a remarkable coherence. From his early work on the problem of imputation to his later work on the institutional framework, the critical coherence can be found in the notion of the coordination of human activities through time. In economic affairs, the production plans of some must mesh with the consumptions demands of others. In legal affairs, the law must provide the predictable framework so as to create expectations and guide human decision making and interactions in mutually beneficial ways. The evolution of mores and the implicit rules of just conduct similarly frame human interactions so as to provide the predictable background so individuals can realize the gains from social cooperation.

This coherence is perhaps inevitable given the doggedness with which Hayek pursued a particular set of questions throughout his lifetime. In brief, Hayek was absorbed with the idea that the knowledge that is available to us is always limited, and this limitation has a significant impact on both our actions and the results we will achieve when we attempt to engage in social and political organization. This emerged as a significant theme in his work with the publication of “Economics and Knowledge” in 1937, and continued to drive much of his inquiry through his final book, The Fatal Conceit, published over fifty years later.

Hayek’s insights about knowledge become even more important once it is recognized that nothing in the social world occurs in isolation. There is no such thing as a distinct economic political, or social, sphere—they are inextricably intertwined. This is perhaps most discussed in the literature in the context of spontaneous ordering, which is the idea that the uncoordinated actions of many people can aggregate up to an effect greater than intended, and that—depending on the context—these emergent phenomenon can be orderly, in the sense of aligning expectations and facilitating coordination. This kind of systemic process thinking has continued to be a significant reason why Hayek’s scholarship is so influential, both within economics and in other disciplines. As such it is perhaps no surprise that the Nobel Prize he shared with Gunnar Myrdal in 1974 was awarded in part for his “penetrating analysis of the interdependence of economic, social and institutional phenomena” (The Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences 1974).

The chapters in this volume pick up the core concepts and constructs from Hayek, critically examine them, and deploy them to address issues in various fields of study. Genuine interdisciplinary conversation, of the kind attempted in this volume, is difficult. We believe that creating space for it here will be significantly beneficial to both existing scholars of Hayek and to scholars in a wide range of interconnected social science disciplines who have yet to fully explore the implications of Hayek’s social philosophy and political economy for their own areas of interest. The individual contributions are intriguing and thought-provoking, the joint effort constitutes an exciting exploration into the continuing relevance and evolutionary potential of the ideas developed by one of the most active and original minds in the social sciences and humanities of the twentieth century.

An Overview of the Volume

The first set of chapters in this volume explores and extends Hayek’s insights on reason and the nature of knowledge. The most well-known application of Hayekian knowledge theory is to questions of centralized economic planning. Exactly what kind of knowledge does economic coordination require, and what are the implied limitations for the would-be planner? The contributors to this volume, however, explore questions about the significance of local knowledge, the limitations of human reason, and the bounded epistemic capacity of experts in a variety of theoretical and applied contexts.

In chapter 1, “The Disciplinary Role of Market Prices: A Hayekian Critique of Chinese Socialist Governance,” Adam Frost brings an applied historical perspective to Hayek’s (1945) theory that price systems are a means of coordinating the actions of disparate market participants who may never meet, but whose actions nonetheless affect each other’s well-being. Frost addresses the tragic and complicated question of how the Great Famine of 1959–1961 was allowed to become so severe. Nearly 45 million died of starvation, yet Mao Zedong’s powerful Chinese Communist Party government seems to have taken nearly a year to fully appreciate the severity of the famine. Frost argues that although violence, ideological blinders, and the suppression of free speech are all important factors in understanding the phenomenon, there is another important consideration that has often gone unappreciated: that by shutting down local markets, Mao’s regime suppressed a price mechanism that would have revealed skyrocketing demand for basic foodstuffs, alerting officials much more quickly to the severity of the shortages and potentially discouraging the export of agricultural products that were needed more desperately by the Chinese population than the Chinese Communist Party’s foreign customers.

In chapter 2, “Justice Theorizing and Local Knowledge,” Gregory Robson applies Hayekian knowledge theory to the task of moral and political theorizing itself. Robson asks, what kind of knowledge does a theory of justice require, and how does the nature of the knowledge required limit justice theorists in their quest to understand the guiding principles of a society in which all receive their fair and just moral due? This question is further complicated to the extent that such theories are “action-guiding,” meaning they are expected to guide actual behavior by helping individuals correctly identify their moral responsibility in particular situations. Robson argues that our moral duties are sufficiently context dependent that in many cases the theorist will not have enough knowledge of the particular characteristics of the individuals involved to be able to say what should be done in a specific instance, particularly in light of the fact that individuals often have to balance many potentially conflicting duties and obligations.

In chapter 3, “The Silent Role of Emotions in Hayekian Political Economy,” Brianne Wolf explores the relevance of emotion for Hayekian political thought and for political economy more broadly. Although Hayek rarely refers explicitly to emotions, Wolf argues that emotions are an important if implicit component in his social theory. Scottish Enlightenment thinkers such as Adam Smith and David Hume, she explains, treated the emotions we experience when interacting with each other as important considerations in being able to understand social systems, and even as valuable forces for personal and social improvement. As such, given how heavily Hayek draws on Enlightenment thought, it would be puzzling if he viewed emotion as irrelevant, or as better done without. Wolf argues that although Hayek does speak critically of allowing emotion to dictate policy, there is room within Hayekian theory for understanding emotions as ameliorating some of the limitations on social organization otherwise suggested by his consistent emphasis on the limits of reason and critique of rational constructivism. Throughout the chapter, Wolf explores the ways that emotion is and is not relevant to Hayekian theory, both providing context for comments that are critical of emotion and suggesting the possibility that making room for emotion could help social theorists achieve a better understanding of the evolution of social institutions that emerge “spontaneously” rather than through the explicit exercise of reason.

In chapter 4, “Justificatory Failures and Moral Entrepreneurs: A Hayekian Theory of Public Reason,” Brian Kogelmann considers the justificatory failure critique of public reason liberalism. In short, the justificatory failure critique claims that if a rule can only be justified when all individuals accept its validity, then there are no rules that will actually be justified in any plausibly realistic conception of society. In response, Kogelmann argues that if we take Hayek’s concerns about epistemic capacity seriously, then the full range of potential sets of rules is not understood well enough to enable a claim that no justifiable set of rules exists. Further, Kogelmann draws on Hayek’s discussion of the fact that some institutional settings will be more conducive to the discovery of previously unknown sets of rules than others, suggesting that the way forward for the public reason project is through the incorporation of some version of institutional analysis.

The next set of chapters explores the implications of Hayek’s ideas for contemporary debates over the nature and implications of different theories of political rights and organization. Hayek’s political theory was first articulated in The Road to Serfdom and then subsequently developed most explicitly in his later treatises, The Constitution of Liberty and Law, Legislation, and Liberty. In this branch of his work, Hayek sought clarity on the fundamentals of how the individual members of a society interact with and relate to each other. The tensions Hayek identifies in the social and political world—law vs. legislation, general rules vs. arbitrary dominion, freedom vs. coercion—are applied to issues of contemporary relevance in social science by the next set of authors.

In chapter 5, “The Case for Opening Borders: A Hayekian Critique of Discretionary Immigration Controls,” Liz Hemsley applies Hayek’s distinction between arbitrary and general rules to contemporary debates over immigration and national sovereignty. Hemsley notes that many forms of immigration control are arbitrary, meaning that they establish different sets of rules regarding entry, ability to work, and citizenship for different populations. These are distinct from general forms of border control that apply equally to all, such as a requirement that all who have been exposed to tuberculosis must be quarantined. Hemsley argues that arbitrary forms of immigration control are inherently more problematic than general controls because different people are treated unequally under the law. In addition, Hemsley explores the implications of Hayek’s political theory for the argument that countries have the right to determine their own immigration policies in service of their own national interests, and that arbitrary coercion may be a necessary part of this national self-determination.

In chapter 6, “A Liberal Response to Group Rights,” Samantha Godwin considers Hayek’s relevance to contemporary theories of identity politics. Godwin suggests that theories that consider rights to be a function of group membership bear analytical similarities to the earlier theories of collectivism that Hayek was responding to in much of his work. One particularly significant similarity is the extent to which theories of both collectivism and group rights consider rights as attaching at some level beyond that of the individual. Further, Godwin argues that theories of group rights do not overcome the limitations of more atomistic versions of liberalism in the way that some of their advocates suppose them to, showing this through critical interpretation of a variety of different types of group rights claims.

In chapter 7, “The Social Basis of Ultimate Legal Rules: Hayek Meets Hart,” Mikołaj Barczentewicz brings Hayek into conversation with the legal theory of H. L. A. Hart. An important component of Hart’s theory is that legal systems are undergirded by a “rule of recognition” that determines whether or not a group will accept a particular exercise of legal authority. This is significant in part because it suggests that the ultimate basis of legal authority is not in the designs of those who would wield that authority, but in a tacit set of commonly shared beliefs that emerge throughout the history of a civilization. Similarly, Barczentewicz argues, Hayek considered the commonly held attitudes of a group to serve as a kind of limit on political authority. Further, these attitudes are believed to emerge over time in ways not completely understood to the participants in the social order, and certainly without those participants ever having intended any particular outcome. Barczentewicz continues this comparison of Hart and Hayek throughout the chapter, in the process illuminating productive tensions and possible convergences that suggest opportunity for further incorporation of Hayekian theory in constitutional law and other legal scholarship.

In chapter 8, “F. A. Hayek and the Administrative State,” Daniel Gibbs articulates the theory of bureaucratic organization implicit within Hayek’s broader political theory. Gibbs argues that for Hayek, the features of the democratic structure within which the administrative arm of a government operates will be critical to understanding the behavior and choices of public administrators. The nature of the separation of powers within a democratic system is particularly critical to disciplining the growth of the scope of the administrative state. Without an effective separation of powers, there is a tendency toward an expansion of administrative authority that will make that authority increasingly ungovernable and unresponsive to control by democratic means. Gibbs concludes from this investigation that Hayek’s work will be useful to contemporary scholars of public administration who engage in institutional analysis in an effort to understand how the administration of a government can retain an appropriate degree of professionalism and distance from the whims of shifting political winds.

The final set of chapters in this volume speaks to Hayek’s theories regarding the spontaneous or emergent nature of complex social phenomena such as markets, languages, and cultural norms. This conversation raises important questions about the relationship between intentional action and the consequences that result from those actions without having been explicitly intended. Further, the emergent character of many social institutions suggests that the identification of the conditions under which emergent processes can be reliably expected to be conducive to order and cooperation will be a critical project for those interested in the possibilities and limitation of social organization.

In chapter 9, “Explaining Culture in Hayek’s Cultural Evolution,” Matthew Martinez situates Hayek’s theory of cultural evolution in the context of contemporary research in evolutionary psychology. After articulating Hayek’s views on cultural evolution, and on the limited applicability of theories of biological evolution to the study of human societies, Martinez explores the extent to which Hayek’s work is commensurable with the contemporary literature in evolutionary psychology. The chapter also considers what can be learned by connecting Hayek’s theory with contemporary research on the relationship between culture and the biological components of cognitive processes. For example, the emergence of norms such as honesty, fairness, and respect for property rights may be better understood by taking account of the interaction between biology, culture, and the mind. Martinez’s analysis suggests that the recent trend in evolutionary psychology toward explanations that are methodologically individualist and cultural in nature rather than gene-centric has lent a new relevance to Hayek’s work on cultural evolution.

In chapter 10, “A Hayekian Perspective on the Domestication of Maize,” Crystal Dozier employs anthropological research on the origins of teosinte—the wild ancestor of domestic maize—to explore the extent to which human nutrition and eating practices are emergent rather than the result of intentional design. Anthropological evidence suggests that teosinte was a wild grass with small kernels covered in tough inedible shells, and as a result was a highly inefficient source of calories compared to other wild plants accessible at the time. So how did this unappealing grass come to be one of the most valuable sources of low-cost calories in the modern world? Dozier suggests the sweet-stalk hypothesis, which posits that humans began to chew and grind the stalks of the plant both for their sweet taste and for their value in making a kind of early wine, kept humans and teosinte in sufficient proximity to enable cultivation once the kernel of the plant mutated in a way that made the kernel as well as the stalk a desirable food source. The implication of the chapter is that some of the most fundamental of human practices, such as the early domestication of plants for food, were shaped by the unintended consequences of actions undertaken for completely different purposes. The use of teosinte was an action, but its cultivation into a modern food source was an emergent property of other human social behaviors.

In the final chapter of the volume, “Bad Spontaneous Orders: Trust, Ignorance, and White Supremacy,” Caleb Harrison argues that the extent to which a social system facilitates trust should be a critical margin for evaluation, and then explores the difficult question of what happens when an emergent order undermines rather than facilitates trust and cooperation. In order to do so, Harrison considers systems of white supremacy, arguing that systems of white supremacy can be conceived of as spontaneous in that they are systematic and self-perpetuating even in the absence of explicit, direct control. Harrison connects this claim to the idea that trust is a critical component of any socially beneficial order by suggesting that it is the erosion of trust, a problem that is further exacerbated by the fact that systems of white supremacy make it easy for those in the more powerful group to be ignorant of the conditions faced by those in the less powerful group, that make these particularly spontaneous orders so perverse.

On the whole, the contributions to the volume challenge both Hayek’s work and conceptions about his work in unexpected ways. The surprising diversity of connections between Hayek’s body of work and contemporary research across the social sciences suggests an opportunity for scholars working in a variety of fields and from a variety of perspectives to continue to work together, challenging each other and generating new conversations intended to explore questions in ways that transcend traditional disciplinary limitations.
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