REJOINDER TO WYSOCKI ON INDIFFERENCE AND THE BLOCK-HOPPE
DEBATE

by Walter E. Block, PhD
Harold E. Wirth Eminent Scholar Endowed Chair and Professor of Economics

Loyola University New Orleans
6363 St. Charles Avenue, Box 15, Miller Hall 318
New Orleans, LA 70118
wblock @loyno.edu
Skype: Walter.Block4
tel: (504) 864-7934

Abstract: There has been an ongoing debate in Austrian economic circles on
indifference and methodology. It started with Nozick (1977) who criticized this school of
thought on that issue. Block (1980) responded to that essay. The main debaters within
Austrian circles have been Block (2009A), Block and Barnett (2010), and Hoppe (2005,
2009). Wysocki (2017) is a recent entry into this discussion. The present paper is a response
to this latter contribution.
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AYIIVIMKA JO BUCOLIKHX OTHOCHO BE3PA3/IMMUETO U TIEBATA HA
BJIOK U XOIIE

Ot na-p Baarep E. buok

Pe3rome: B aBcTpuiiCKUTE MKOHOMHMYECKM KpPBIOBE IPOTHYA IPOIBIKUTENICH
nebat oTHOCHO Oe3paznuuueTo U MeroposiorusaTa. Jledarst 3anousa Nozick (1977), koiito
OTIpaBs KPUTUKM KbM MHCIOBHaTa IIKoja Mo Te3u BblpocH. Block (1980) uzpassiBa
CBOETO CTaHOBHUIIE IO Pa3IMYHMU MpoOJeMH, 3acerHaTH B paszpaborkara. OCHOBHHTE
YYaCTHUIM B IUCKYCUUTE, IPOTHYALIH B aBcTpHuiickuTe kpbrose ca Block (2009A), Block
u Barnett (2010), kakto u Hoppe (2005, 2009). Wysocki (2017) cpIo ce nmpucheinHsiBa
KbM Ta3uW JAWCKycus. B Hacrosmiata cratus € NpPeCTaBeHO CTAaHOBMILE OTHOCHO
nocienHara papaborka Ha Wysocki.

KaouoBu AYMU: 6C3pa3J'II/I‘{I/IC, MCTOO0J0T U, ABCTpr/'ICKa HNKOHOMHKaA
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REJOINDER TO WYSOCKI ON INDIFFERENCE AND THE BLOCK-HOPPE
DEBATE

I am extremely grateful to Wysocki (2017) for his splendid essay. I appreciate the
effort of his for two reasons. One, Wysocki supports me (Block, 2009A, Block and Barnett,
2010) vis a vis Hoppe (2005, 2009) in my debate with Hoppe;' it is a basic element of
human nature, for which I hope I can be forgiven, to appreciate being the recipient of praise.
Two, because this issue is an important one; significant elements of Austrian economics
hangs in the balance.> Remember, this entire debate started not with Hoppe and me but,
rather, with my (1980) response to Nozick (1977). The latter maintained that the
praxeological school was guilty of a serious error. On the one hand, it supported the notion
of a supply curve. On the other, it opposed the concept of indifference. And, yet, if there
is to be a supply curve, said this author, we must be indifferent between all elements of it,
which must be equal to each other in every relevant sense. I think I speak for all Austrian
economists on this matter when I say that even though Nozick (1980) was a criticism of
our praxeological school of thought, and a serious albeit not successful one, we are now
and shall be forever grateful to him for launching it. And this is for several reasons. First,
Nozick was, and is widely seen to be, one of the preeminent academic philosophers of his
generation. If we are to be taken down a peg or two, let it be by one of the most
accomplished scholars who ever graced this planet. Second, it is a compliment to us to be
taken to task by a philosopher, not an economist.*This demonstrates the interdisciplinarity
of our interests. Third, the Austrian school is not only one of economics; it also has strong
roots in philosophy. Nozick’s attention to us buttresses this claim. Fourth, there was no
name-calling or any such denigration of Austrianism in Nozick (1980) as all too often
occurs. Instead, that critic of ours offered an eminently reasonable response. According to
the old saying “If it doesn’t kill you, it makes you stronger.” we are in Nozick’s debt for
strengthening ourselves.

‘It was my (1980) attempt to refute Nozick (1977) which drew Hoppe’s (2005)
condemnation.* Therefore, it is crucial for Austrianism that Nozick’s (1977) critique be
rejected and Wysocki (2017) adds to this literature, albeit indirectly, via the Block-Hoppe
debate, which, in my view, is also of importance, although to a far less degree.

Are there any errors in Wysocki (2017), the target of this present essay? There are
a few, although none of them is serious. However, in the interests of ensuring that truth
prevails, I am grateful for this opportunity to correct the record, even at this relatively late
time in the correspondence.

Wysocki (2017) is setting himself up as a sort of boxing referee, in a match between
Hoppe and myself, he states as follows:

I See, also, Bock (2009B, 2012) for other intra-Austrians conversations about this issue

2 For more on the concept of indifference from the Austrian point of view, see Block, 1980, 2009A, 2009B,
2012; Block and Barnett, 2010; Block and Sotelo, 2012; Rothbard, 2004; Sotelo and Block, 2014

3 There are numerous followers of the dismal science who have. For an exhaustive list, see Block, Westley
and Padilla. 2008.

4 Hoppe (2005) certainly supported my (1980) goal of refuting Nozick (1977). Hoppe criticized me only for
doing a poor job in this regard. Hoppe (2005), too, rejects Nozick’s (1977) critique of praxeology.
However, he does so for very different reasons than the ones I put forth in Block (1980).
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“This paper addresses the debate on indifference within the remit of praxeology, as
unfolded between Hoppe and Block. It argues that the whole controversy between the two
authors stem from the fact that they conceive of choice differently. Simultaneously, there
is an attempt made to sharpen the authors’ respective positions and to scrutinize the
implications thereof, while confronting them with our common-parlance linguistic
intuitions.”

One problem with this adjudicator is that one might expect a scholar in this role to
offer an explicit decision. Either, in his view, I won, Hoppe did, or Wysocki (2017) should
declare the “boxing match” a draw. However, none of this is explicitly forthcoming from
this erstwhile umpire. There is indeed a hint that, in his view, I emerged relatively
victorious in this debate: “the paper is concluded by demonstrating relative merits of the
Blockian position over the Hoppean one as the former appears to be closer to the letter of
praxeology as such.” However, there is no follow-up. “Closer” really does not cut the
mustard. One might be tempted to interpret this state of affairs along the lines that both
Hoppe and Block had part of the truth; neither fully attained it, although I came somewhat
closer to the elusive target.

So, 1s Wysocki (2017) awarding me a 60-40 decision? 70-30? 80-20? 90-10?
Enquiring minds want to know, but will not find out from an intensive reading of this
otherwise excellent commentary.

A second lacunae in this superb essay is, given that there is to be no 100-0 decision,
he nowhere states where I went wrong. What error did I commit, such that I am only
“closer” to the truth? Wysocki (2017) is very explicitly forthcoming in this regard, with
respect to Hoppe (2005, 2009) on numerous occasions. For example,“The debate under
scrutiny here extended throughout as many as four papers and still seems unresolved.
Therefore, far from claiming to provide a conclusive solution, I posit that the entire
controversy is misconstrued in that it employs the notion of choice equivocally. How does
Hoppe interpret choice and what exactly does his ingenious and elegant device achieve? It
seems that it clearly draws the demarcation line between choice and indifference. A choice
occurs always under strict preference; whereas indifference, as not being acted upon, is
conceived of as a psychological relation holding between the equally valued options
(described in psychological and intensional terms), which the subject does not (and cannot)
choose between (emphasis added by present author).”

3 Further, Wysocki (2017) states with regard to “Sophie’s Choice” a movie in which a distraught mother
must choose between saving two beloved sons, Peter and Paul: “So what does this actual act of saving Peter
demonstrate? Hoppe is (ex hypothesi, that is on the grounds of our assumed correct description of the
mother’s action) unable to say that she preferred to save Peter. He must say that she indeed preferred to
save the information (willy-nilly, together with Peter) to not saving it. Therefore, this act does not
demonstrate anything over and above what Hoppe already knows due to the correct description of the
mother’s action. In this case, praxeologists observing the mother’s action from a third-person perspective
would have no means to say what the mother preferred.” And, again: “...the Hoppean position may look a
little clumsy when we realize that if we bear with Hoppe and admit that the mother was genuinely
indifferent between Peter and Paul and in the actual fact she rescued Peter, we are linguistically paralyzed
and we cannot say that she chose Peter. According to Hoppe, what we are only entitled to say is that she
was indifferent between the two and what she did choose is to save one son instead of neither of them.
Although this position is logically coherent, our linguistic intuition recoils at the thought of us being unable
to say that the mother obviously chose Peter.” Yet again: “The second indictment against Hoppe is that his
theory resorts to psychologizing.” One last one: “The Hoppean intensional psychological account cannot
make sense of why it was this (and not the other) unit of butter which was given up.” I search in vain for
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To equivocate means to “use ambiguous language so as to conceal the truth or avoid
committing oneself.” Alternatively, “to use ambiguous or unclear expressions, usually to
avoid commitment or in order to mislead; prevaricate or hedge.”® In the present context, I
discern this means that in the view of Wysocki, Hoppe and I are talking past each other.’
It is as if we are ships in the night passing each other in a vast ocean, if I may be excused
for putting this poetically.

If fault there were in this failure of ours to “connect” it would appear equally
divided between the two of us, Hoppe and myself. Shall we say 51%-49%, then? But,
actually, it was not I who started this debate with Hoppe.® No, that honor belongs, entirely,
to the latter scholar. I came first in time, him, second.’ If so, then, it is his burden, not
mine, to refrain from “equivocation.” That is, I am “sailing along” and if he wishes to
interact with me, it is him who must attempt to “connect” with me, not the other way
around. It is as if I wrote X, and he denied this on grounds of Y. No, it is his intellectual
obligation to assert and demonstrate, not Y, but rather, non-X. In my view, in contrast to
Wysocki’s, Hoppe is not guilty of any such failure to “connect” with me. I disagree with
Hoppe on substantive grounds, but I think his aim was a dead-eye one. He differed with
me, and offered plenty of non-X. However, none of it, I maintain, logically forced me to
renounce my criticism of Nozick, nor to adopt Hoppe’s attempt, thereof.

Another difficulty I have is with that “therefore.” I do not think it logically follows
that just because “The debate under scrutiny here extended throughout as many as four
papers and still seems unresolved®. That therefore: ”the entire controversy is misconstrued
in that it employs the notion of choice equivocally.”

An alternative conclusion, I think the correct one, is that the issue has indeed been
“resolved” and entirely in my direction, Wysocki’s decision not to see things this way
notwithstanding.

Then there is a linguistic quibble. Wysocki (2017) engages in unwarranted language
expansion or creation with his concept of human action-tokens. What is it with this “token”
business? Mises’ (1949) magisterial book is not entitled Human Action-Tokens. Give me
that plain old Human Action, period. Adding “token” to this primordial Austrian,
foundational concept does not help elucidate; it only detracts.

Why is this issue of indifference of great importance? There are several reasons.
For one thing, Austrianism is the last best hope for economic sanity, and the world depends
upon just that for its prosperity and well-being. For another, while indifference it not
extremely high up on the list of contributions to economic science, ' it is not unimportant,
either. Why so? This is due to the fact that integral to human action (Mises, 1998) is
preferring and setting aside. Human action is an attempt to render the world a more salutary
place than would otherwise exist in its absence. But if so, there can be no such thing as an
indifferent human action. Rather, the choices made by individuals are always, necessarily,

Wysocki’s criticism of any of my contribution to this debate at all. If there were none, it would appear that I
should be awarded the decision 100%-0 %. Wysocki is thus an unfair referee.

¢ https://www.google.com/search?q=equivocate&ie=utf-8&oe=utf-8&client=firefox-b-1-ab

7 States Wysocki (2017) “conspicuously then, the authors talk past each other as far as the notion of choice
is concerned.”

8 My target was, at least initially, only Nozick (1977).

° Block, 1980; Hoppe, 2005, 2009

10T would rate, higher, in terms of practical implications for public policy, Austrian business cycle theory,
the rejection of the role mathematics plays in the role of economics and the analysis of anti-trust laws.
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an attempt to improve economic welfare. Why bestir oneself if the expectation is not
improvement, nor, to be sure, denigration, but, rather, a sideways move? It is difficult to
see why anyone would engage in any activity did he not at least attempt to better his
circumstances.

The importance of indifference can be assessed by the fact that there is a large
literature devoted to this one, seemingly narrow subject. There are several praxeological
economists who have made contributions to it, along with several critics.!!

Let me conclude with this remark of Wysocki’s (2017):

“To sum up, Block and Hoppe could not settle the issue...” I reject that assessment.
In my view, Wysocki to the contrary notwithstanding, our debate was “settled.” Moreover,
not in the direction of Hoppe’s contribution.
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