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NOTE TO THE SEMINAR: This is an adaptation of part of an article that was written for popular consumption (see “Theory Gets a Reality Check,” www.the-dissident.com).  Therefore it lacks any scholarly apparatus, and Parts I-II may seem (or be) overly simplistic.  

The paper is a political philosopher’s speculation about how to minimize the assumptions that make economics “work,” even beyond the minimization already conducted by Austrian-school economists who refuse to countenance perfect-knowledge and perfect-competition assumptions.  

Since I have no economics degrees and am familiar with Austrian economics only in my capacity as editor of Critical Review (and as boyhood reader of Mises, Hayek, Rothbard, and Kirzner), I am very curious as to whether my speculation has accomplished anything new and/or worthwhile.  And I am prepared for negative answers on both counts.

I’d also like to know if I am caricaturing either non-Austrian or Austrian economics.

While the inspiration of the argument is putatively Austrian, the motivation is libertarian.  I have found that the near-universal reason that makes non-economist academics feel entitled to ignore economics—particularly free-market economics--is what they view as its lack of realism.  However, they are usually far too innocent of economics to have the (1) perfect-competition or (2) perfect-knowledge assumption in mind in their indictment of economic unrealism.  What they usually mean is (3) the self-interest assumption—which, of the three, is surely the one that is the most realistic, at least in modern economies; and yet is also the one that would, at first glance, seem not to be necessary to make markets work.  After all, if the butcher, brewer, and baker are altruists, why couldn’t they behave in the inadvertently altruistic way that Smith describes—except deliberately?  

That’s what got me thinking about whether, in the Austrian “minimalist” spirit, not just assumptions 1 and 2 but assumption 3 could be subtracted from the “model,” depriving non-economists of their objection to economics--and depriving anti-free-marketeers of their reason for not reading any free-market economics.

The first three pages of Part I will be very familiar to Austrians, who may want to begin reading on p. 4.  There, I begin speculating about what would happen if we drop self-interest from the model.  In Part II, I think (perhaps incorrectly) that I am able to radicalize the traditional Austrian rejection of assumptions 1 and 2 by having abandoned assumption 3.  In Part III, I argue for this radically minimalist model.
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I. Subtracting Unrealistic Assumptions

Martin Feldstein’s introductory course in economics is the only class listed in the voluminous Harvard catalogue that has its own organized opposition. Demonstrators hand students walking into Feldstein’s classroom leaflets protesting what they are about to be taught. 

Part of the reason is that Feldstein is a conservative who headed the Council of Economic Advisors under Ronald Reagan. Enough said — especially for the avowedly socialist students who hand out the leaflets. 

But are the protests just another instance of political correctness run amok? Is it merely a case of students who are outraged to hear a challenge to the notion, endorsed by all of their non-economist professors, that capitalism (along with imperialism, racism, and sexism) is the root of all evil? 

In large part, the ongoing anti-Feldstein movement is just that. But the protesters also have a legitimate complaint: that Feldstein, like the vast majority of economists, uses a “model” of the economy that is patently unrealistic.


In Feldstein’s quite standard neoclassical model of the economy, everyone is motivated by self-interest. Consumers self-interestedly pay the lowest price possible for whatever they buy, after comparing the various goods for sale against their own hierarchically ranked desires. Similarly, in the pursuit of profit, producers compete with each other to provide consumers with exactly what they want, and will thus pay for. Selfish competition among producers channels their self-interest toward serving selfish consumers’ desires. As Adam Smith put it in The Wealth of Nations, “It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest.” 


Economists such as Feldstein take Smith’s generalization and run with it — too far. Although they are usually careful to note that their model is an abstraction from reality, in practice they treat the abstraction and reality as interchangeable. Only by assuming that in reality people are always selfishly motivated — and only by adding the further assumptions that self-interested entrepreneurs have perfect knowledge of what self-interested consumers want; and that self-interested consumers have perfect knowledge of what self-interested entrepreneurs have to offer — can economists diagram, in the form of supply and demand curves, the Smithian transformation of self-serving behavior into behavior that serves others. These diagrams are required if calculus is to be applied to economics. And calculus is required if economics is to acquire the appearance of precision: at the intersection of its supply and demand curves is the perfect price for a product.

The assumptions of universal self-interestedness and perfect knowledge, then, are needed in order to turn economics into mathematics. So, even after noting the ahistorical, unrealistic aspect of the assumptions necessary to generate supply and demand curves, economists continue to deploy those assumptions. And this practice justifies protests such as those launched at Harvard. For if the economists’ assumptions are unrealistic, the appearance of precision they produce is an illusion.

If all capitalism had going for it is that it allows the convergence of mythical supply and demand curves upon the perfect price for each good and each service, capitalism would have little going for it indeed — at least for residents of the real world. The protesters themselves go too far, however, in their repudiation of capitalism. The fact that most economists have taken a turn toward mathematicized mythology does not entail that all of the economists’ conclusions are unsound. 

Consider what would happen to economics if its unrealistic assumptions were discarded. 

First let’s drop the assumption that entrepreneurs have perfect knowledge of consumers’ “demand curves.” Ask yourself: as a consumer, isn’t it true that you often don’t know what you desire until you stumble across it? And aren’t your “preferences,” far from being fixed (let alone both fixed and known to entrepreneurs), often plastic enough to be shaped by all sorts of environmental influences, such as advertising and fashion? 

I edit a scholarly journal, Critical Review. Even though it is a nonprofit entity, I try to maximize (within reason) the revenues that subscriptions bring in, such that I need to rely on philanthropists to make up as small a portion of the budget as possible. (Note to philanthropists: your help is still needed anyway!) In setting Critical Review’s subscription price each year, however, I can only guess what would happen to total revenue if its price were higher (or lower) by 1 or 2 or 5 or 10 dollars. Nor could I ever do more than guess, no matter how sophisticated my “market research,” for the following reason. Until potential subscribers are faced — in a real, historical time and place (not in the form of a survey researcher asking them to speculate consciously about what they might want in the future) — with the possibility of actually subscribing to Critical Review, they themselves won’t know what price they would be willing to pay for it (if any) under those specific circumstances.

So the concept of a demand curve is a fiction with limited usefulness. In guessing the optimal price to charge for the product I am selling, I am, in effect, guessing at the shape of the demand curve for it. But the notion that this curve is knowable beyond guesswork is worse than useless. It is flat-out wrong, and any benefit that defenders of free markets accrue from the appearance of certainty conferred by that notion is gained under false pretenses.

Next, let us discard the reverse assumption: that consumers have perfect knowledge of what businesses want to sell them. Do even the most conscientious shoppers — those, for example, who study Consumer Reports — really know what they’re buying before they buy it, let alone what better deal they might have gotten elsewhere? In an uncertain world — the real world — the answer is No.

Advertising can be helpful, because it can alert consumers to the goods that are for sale. Until a potential subscriber learns about Critical Review via some form of advertising, a subscription to it cannot possibly be a “preference” that could be ranked against her other desires — let alone could it be a preference in the shape of a non-hypothetical demand curve that is knowable to me, or to the consumers, in advance. An ad for Critical Review in next week’s New York Review of Books might alert a potential subscriber to the possibility of subscribing; but only at that real historical moment, some time next week, might the potential subscriber become an actual one. 

Finally — contrary to Adam Smith — we should drop the self-interest assumption.

On the consumer side of the equation, self-interest is universal only if it is reduced to an empty tautology. A parent’s gifts to her children; an art-lover’s bid for a painting that she thinks embodies aesthetic perfection; a scholar’s purchase of a book that promises to reveal facts hitherto unknown — are these acts of self-interest? Actions motivated by love, beauty, or the pursuit of truth can be put under the rubric of “self-interest” — but only if we follow contemporary economists in defining that term so broadly that every possible human activity counts. And this is to render the term meaningless. 

Likewise with the entrepreneurs’ side of the equation. Some entrepreneurship is accidental, rather than being driven by the deliberate pursuit of profit. And some entrepreneurship is peripheral to other aims and therefore may, unpredictably, be subordinated to those aims. 

The founder of Apple Computers didn’t tinker with electronics in order to become a billionaire. He was simply a wonk having fun. Likewise, many people do their jobs not primarily for the remuneration they receive, but to serve a cause; or for the love of what they are doing; or for the love of someone to whom they donate their earnings — or for the love of beauty, or the love of truth. Self-interest does not begin to capture what goes on in real-world markets unless self-interest means “any human action.”  

Given people’s massive lack of self-awareness, I think even “any deliberate human action” would fail to capture much of what goes on in the real world.  People often think they are doing things for reasons different from those that are actually motivating them.  Again, if self-interest is defined as equivalent to Weberian “instrumental rationality,” it would mean that we have to reject, a priori, the possibility that market participants could be acting out of Weber’s other forms of rationality: the conviction that certain actions are duties (“value rationality”); inculcation in traditional patterns of behavior; or sheer emotion.  Alternatively, we would have to include under the “instrumental” rubric these non-instrumental behaviors—creating another empty tautology.  What is accomplished by doing that (other than to reassure ourselves that economic reasoning produces “universal laws”)?

It’s true that many—very likely, most--entrepreneurs and workers in the modern world do what they do out of deliberate pecuniary self-interest—“instrumentally rational self-interest,” defined non-tautologically.  This is particularly true, perhaps, in large corporations that are deliberately structured to make profits.  But I would think that Austrians would be the last people to want to attribute the success of markets, in principle, to motives, rather than to systemic features.  (Is the problem with central planning really just the fact that the central planners and their subordinates are “playing” at self-interest?  If they could be sufficiently motivated by altruism, would the problems of central planning go away?)  

I would like to examine, then, whether we shouldn’t drop self-interest, whether defined narrowly (the pursuit of wealth) or tautologically (conscious action or instrumental action), as essential to our understanding of why markets work.  

Having rejected the assumption of perfect knowledge along with that of self-interest, what would remain of Feldstein-type neoclassical economics is very little: a model of markets as imperfect, at best. Just as Austrians have always said, real-world market prices can only coincidentally reflect the intersection of perfect supply and demand curves, because what is for sale (supply) is not perfectly known to consumers, and what consumers will buy (demand) is not perfectly known to entrepreneurs. Moreover, I would add, price itself may sometimes be “no object” either to consumers or to those who produce what they consume. Producers and consumers may participate in market exchanges for reasons that escape the net of “self-interest” and even of instrumental rationality.

II. A Radically Minimal Model

What is left once we’ve subtracted the mythology that makes the standard model of economics so mathematically elegant, so susceptible to chalkboard diagrams, and so vulnerable to legitimate student complaint, is what Albert O. Hirschmann famously labeled “exit.” 

Exit is the ability of consumers — and producers — to leave (and conversely to enter into) any deal with each other that they find attractive, for any reason, no matter how self-interested, conscious, or instrumentally rational. 

Consumer Exit is a consumer’s ability to purchase any goods or services that are for sale — at least those goods or services he knows about and can afford to buy. Purchases may be made for bad reasons — they may be mistakes. But consumer Exit also includes the ability to decline to repeat a given purchase; and that ability is essential.

Producer Exit occurs when consumers want to buy something that no producer thinks she can afford to sell them — even if he is mistaken in that belief. Consumer “demand,” because it is not discrete and knowable, may go undetected by potential suppliers; or a potential supplier may guess accurately at consumer demand, but, even if motivated by the potential for profit, he may be unable to infer a way to meet the demand with the means at his disposal. He may then Exit from producing that potential product — whether knowingly or out of ignorance. 

If consumers themselves don’t know that they’d like to buy a potential product because it does not yet exist, or because it exists but has not been brought to their limited attention; or if consumers are aware of a product and want it, but lack the means to buy it at the price offered; then producers, failing to make money, may Exit from those potential “deals” by offering other goods, at prices they are able to charge and that (they guess) consumers may be willing, and able, to pay. 

According to this Exit model of markets, entrepreneurs may overlook opportunities to make a profit, because of their ignorance of consumer desires. Alternatively, entrepreneurs may produce things that it turns out too few consumers want at that price; and if enough consumers exit from the opportunity to buy the product, the seller of the product will go out of business.  Sometimes, however, an entrepreneur will be fortunate enough to hit on a product that is a success with consumers. The serendipitous intersection of an imperfectly known supply with an imperfectly known demand will make the producer a profit — a profit that he may not even have been pursuing. It seems to me that it is an advantage of having dropped producer self-interest from the model that accidental profit-making can be allowed for.  It does happen, after all, and recognizing this can bring out the parallels between the discovery of profit opportunities and the discovery of scientific truths.  Science is not a matter of men in white coats deliberately trying to discover the answer to specific questions, and succeeding—although, again, in the modern world of organized science, this is often what happens.  Scientific discoveries are often, however, quite accidental, and the context of discovery has nothing to do with the validity, or (in principle) even the likelihood, of the context of justification.  

As long as participants in capitalism can keep consuming and producing whatever they are willing and able to produce and consume — and can exit from producing or consuming whatever they find unappealing to produce or consume — people may serendipitously discover ways of satisfying each other’s desires. Just as Adam Smith argued, then, people can provide for each other’s wants even if they are selfish and have no interest in providing for each other. But contrary to the implication economists have drawn from Smith, the mutual want-satisfaction of real-world capitalism does not require that people always are selfish; let alone that, in the pursuit of self-interest, they have perfect knowledge of what others want and of how to satisfy those “demands.” For capitalism to work in the real world, producers need neither want nor know what the standard model assumes that they know and want. Acting from any conceivable motive, and without necessarily having any (accurate) idea of what they are doing, entrepreneurs under pure, laissez-faire capitalism would be impelled, as it were, to satisfy each other’s wants — simply because if a consumer buys a product that turns out to be distasteful or not worth the price, he could Exit by not buying it again. If a producer offered a product from which enough consumers exited, she would go out of business. But afterwards, or in the meantime, she — or someone else to whom the resources previously under her control flowed as she lost money — might either accidentally or deliberately hit on a better way to satisfy actual consumer “demand.”

III. Austrian Economics and the Minimal Model

As I have already suggested, I am taking my cue from the socialist calculation argument. This argument originally had nothing to do with whether socialists make utopian assumptions about people’s motives. Instead, Mises argued that central planners, no matter how wonderfully motivated, cannot know what they would need to know about “supply” and “demand” in order to keep an advanced industrial economy functioning — precisely because supply and demand curves do not exist apart from actual, historical purchases. 


In like vein, however, I question Mises’s insistence, elsewhere (e.g., his rebuttal to Weber on whether Gresham’s Law is merely, as Weber maintained, a “so-called” law), that motives do matter. And I worry that contemporary Austrian economics has moved increasingly toward the Chicago-school focus on motives that, it seems to me, is a betrayal both of Mises’s insight in the calculation debate, and of Smith’s (and Mandeville’s) recognition, however implicit, that the age-old obsession with properly motivating people is anachronistic under capitalism. 

If this were a paper about Mises, rather than being merely one that was inspired by him, I would more than brusquely hypothesize that the groundwork for the Austrian deviation from Mises’s (and Smith’s and Mandeville’s) key insight was Mises’s own preoccupation with the German Historical School, which made him think—inaccurately—that he needed to sustain the validity of economic “laws”; and that, to do so, he had to defend the notion that people are universally self-interested in some sense.  Only this assumption could assure the universal applicability of praxeology.  But he was rigorous enough to realize that people’s motives actually may vary from time to time, place to place, person to person, and moment to moment.  Thus, in practice (as in his response to Weber on Gresham’s Law), the self-interest axiom becomes, for him, a tautological assertion of instrumental rationality, such that even actions motivated by a sense of duty, by emotion, or by tradition (Weber’s three other categories of “rational action”) are redescribed as instrumentally rational.


As a nominalist, I do not think there is a “correct definition” of self-interest, so if Austrians want to describe all human action as self-interested, that is fine—in the abstract.  But in practice, the careless use of this tautology may have unwittingly led Austrians to embrace the much stronger, or rather narrower, Chicago-school view that non-tautological self-interest--self-interest as non-economists understand it--is universal.  

To speak as a political scientist for a moment, I think that this carelessness may have led many Austrians to adopt the “findings” of the Public Choice school—findings that are in reality quite unfounded, except in respects that, as Mancur Olson pointed out, ignore huge aspects of politics, such as the role of ideas, ideologies, (non-rational) ignorance, and mistaken reasoning.  Public-choice “models” can deal with such aspects of politics only by—again—either tautologizing them; or by making unjustified, and inaccurate--claims about how narrow self-interest is the “real” puppeteer behind political agents’ only-apparently ideological, ignorant, or irrational behavior.


Reflection on the disjuncture between any non-tautological version of public-choice theory and contemporary political realities—e.g., reflection on the reality of our own motivation by Austrian versions of free-market ideas, which certainly don’t promise us any payoff in wealth, power, or prestige!—led me to wonder why it is even necessary for Austrians to insist on a non-tautological self-interest axiom in economics.  Hence my desire to follow good Austrian practice and jettison as much of the neoclassical model as possible; and hence one of my questions to you, the reader: whether doing so just reinvents the wheel, or whether “assuming away” self-interest along with perfect knowledge is a step toward a more realistic “model” of capitalism--even though, admittedly, in the capitalism of our particular time and place, “real” self-interest is a far more prevalent motive than it is in politics. (That is, after all, what makes the economy seem like a different “sphere” than the polity, at least to those who have not bought into Public Choice theory.)

My suggestion is that the minimal model of capitalism, stripped not only of perfect-knowledge assumptions but of non-tautological motivational assumptions, captures what goes on under capitalism without giving hostage to the standard criticism that the findings of free-market economists can be safely dismissed because they rest on an “unrealistic” assumption of universal self-interest.  My point is that that criticism targets a bullseye that Austrian economists need not paint on their backs in the first place.

In the minimal model, an entrepreneur may — as in the standard model —  be too selfish to care about helping other people satisfy their wants. Or she may want to help others satisfy their wants — but only because, in doing so, she can make money. But she can have any other motive, and the model still works.  

This is, as I see it, simply an extension of what I take to be the “Austrian” position that, while it is possible that the entrepreneur knows what consumers want, it is also possible that he doesn’t.  I don’t see why we cannot similarly allow for successful entrepreneurship even if the entrepreneur were an altruist instrumentally dedicated to giving consumers what they want, or if he were instrumentally dedicated to some other objective—or even if the entrepreneur were motivated not instrumentally but by emotion, tradition, or duty. 

A successful restaurateur may have gone into business for the sheer joy of it, or just because everyone in his family for generations was a restaurateur, or out of some Kantian conviction that starting a restaurant is the right thing to do regardless of its consequences. Now I concede that entrepreneurs with any of those non-self-interested motives might tend to get driven out of business, because they might set the price of their product too low.  But it is surely more than conceivable that they may not do so.

Consider a restaurateur who went into business in order to be his own boss, or one who went into business in order to cook delicious food.  These are instrumental motivations, but the ends being sought are only tautologically self-interested ones.  Despite the lack of “true” self-interest, such restaurateurs would find it rational to try to calculate a profitable price for the food they served--just to stay in business, so as to continue serving their altruistic or aesthetic goals.  

Now subtract even the tautological version of “self-interest” from that scenario, such that the entrepreneur has no clue about the need to maximize revenues, or even about the need to set a market-clearing price.  Imagine that he infers from the traditions of his family that the food be given away at a price, but that he sets this price randomly, or in accord with the prices traditionally charged in the family restaurant.   He may still blunder into setting prices that turn a profit.

Thus far, I have been dropping entrepreneurs’ self-interest as necessary to the model.  But what about consumer self-interest?

Just as “narrowly” self-interested customers of the restaurant may be confused about exactly why they like eating there — they may think it’s because the food tastes good, when it’s really because of the pleasant ambience—other customers may eat there as an act calculated to achieve an end other than either gustatory or ambient pleasure: they may eat there, for example, because they feel that it is their duty to help out the oppressed immigrant restaurateur (instrumental rationality in the service of a “self-interest” that is merely tautological).  Or they may gravitate to the restaurant not out of calculation in the pursuit of any end, but for reasons they cannot fathom.  

Imagine people wandering down a street looking for somewhere to eat, but not knowing why they decide to stop at the particular restaurant they decide to go to.  Then imagine them journeying down the same street on future occasions, but exercising their “exit” option by passing up the chance to repeat their visit to that restaurant because there was something—they needn’t know what, or they might—that they didn’t like about it.

At this point there may be a weakness in my argument, but let me try to push it as far as I can.  In the case of the restaurant patrons—akin to “rats in a maze” uncalculatingly heading away from negative stimuli—have I not sneaked in a strong version of self-interest, in the form of a feeling of pleasure or displeasure at the thought of repeating their visit to the restaurant, regardless of whether this pleasure or displeasure comes from the restaurant’s satisfaction of sensory or altruistic or dutiful reasons for patronizing it?  Isn’t it this feeling that determines whether or not the customers “choose” to exit, even if the feeling is subconscious?   Doesn’t the operation of  “exit” require such a feeling if it is to allow us to conclude that markets give people what they “desire,” rather than that they merely facilitate random churning?

My initial take on this question is to divide it into normative and empirical components.  

Normatively, it is true that the minimal model of markets doesn’t guarantee that markets optimize or maximize or even satisfice anything worth optimizing, maximizing, or satisficing, unless we insert something that functions like a self-interested pleasure/pain principle back into the model as the driving force of people’s behavior. So to reach market-friendly normative conclusions, the minimal model has to revert to being a less-than-minimal model.  But that’s just because if one is to judge whether markets generate good consequences (rather than being intrinsically good because they give people whatever-they-want in a tautological sense), we have to posit some standard of “good” consequences—such as pleasure in a non-tautological sense—and then “measure” (if not quantitatively, then at least comparatively) whether capitalism “maximizes” it (relative to alternative economic systems).  Such “measurement” requires information, even if it is hypothetical information, about the actual workings of the exit mechanism; and this information is supplied by the hypothesis that like rats, people will use Exit move away from whatever stimuli they find displeasing.

Empirically, however, it seems to me that an advantage of the minimalist model is that it properly marks out the pleasure/pain, strong-self-interest hypothesis as an hypothesis, and therefore as something that is open to investigation, and possible refutation, by psychologists.  The alternative is to illicitly treat the hypothesis as an a-priori assumption, which is, in my view, impermissible because it is a claim about the real world; such claims should, given their subject matter, be a posteriori.  

In taking that position, I am trying to heed both Hayek’s and Olson’s contention that economics is not psychology.  Indeed, my point is really that by assuming strong self-interest, the economist illicitly plays amateur psychologist in making assertions that, in the political “realm,” are flagrantly at odds with reality and that may, at least occasionally, be unrealistic in the economic realm as well. 

Moreover, the minimalist model allows the counterintuitive insight (if that is what it is) that strong (yet possibly subconscious) self-interest, not instrumental rationality (except in the sense that rats can be said to be instrumentally rational), is what is necessary to allow a consequentialist (rather than a deontological) normative endorsement of markets.  

In this respect, I think the Misesian tautology, which has the effect of adding instrumental rationality rather than strong self-interest to the minimal model, may have misled Austrian economists who have libertarian inclinations.  Libertarianism, or something like it, seems to me to be derivable not from the minimal model plus instrumental rationality, but from the minimal model plus non-tautological self-interest.   And empirically, the latter model seems to me more plausible: in reality, both producers and consumers do drift around in a haze, if not a maze, of semi-conscious or unconscious action and reaction, which scotches the notion that instrumental rationality is universal in markets; but semi-conscious or unconscious market behavior very frequently coexists with an aversion to displeasure, which justifies the judgment that normatively, markets compare favorably to political alternatives.  

This judgment is justified because politics, from which there is “no Exit,” requires that we conceptualize, rationalize, and then verbalize (through Hirschmann’s “Voice”) our displeasure if we are to effect positive change.  In comparison, markets, through the Exit mechanism, allow us to gravitate toward the pleasurable (or at least gravitate away from the unpleasurable) in a manner that is far less demanding of our reason.  

In Weberian terms, the minimal model allows at the empirical level that market participants may behave emotionally, dutifully—or instrumentally rationally (whether their objective is self-interested or not).  But because the gratification of emotional, traditional, dutiful, yet unconscious or semi-conscious motives can be pleasurable, the consequences of markets may compare well normatively to those of politics, since in politics Voice requires not only instrumental rationality, but levels of consciousness, logic, and information that simply are not available to human beings in most instances.

All that capitalism requires to achieve some satisfaction of people’s wants is that people be “free” to exit from any exchange they find (self-interestedly) undesirable. Politics requires far more, and that is the problem with it.  So if psychologists find that, empirically, people do act out of a desire to achieve non-tautological pleasure (or avoid pain), then a normative judgment for markets may be warranted on utilitarian grounds.  

But in the meantime--suspending normative judgment and considering only how markets work--I don’t see why we need either a strong self-interest assumption or even the assumption of instrumental rationality.  A model of markets that dispenses with these assumptions and contains only consumers and producers with exit opportunities, and that does not specify what motivates them, admittedly cannot say that what goes on in markets isn’t pointless churning.  But non-normative descriptions needn’t do more than that.  

If we are not trying to achieve the Chicago-school aim of “predictive science,” we don’t need assumptions about market participants’ motives that would give us an a-priori fix on the reasons why they exit.   Even if we would like to have the degree of predictability that such assumptions would give us, an acknowledgement of the possibility of variation in human motives would debar us from using them.  

If I’m not mistaken, such an acknowledgement would be more than Weberian, and more than Austrian.  It would be true to the original Mandevillian project of economics, which I take to be an overturning the hoary moralists’ assumption that beneficial results can come only from benign intentions.  This project, the project of accounting for unintended beneficial results, should, logically, culminate in models of human society that abstract entirely from human intentions, if only to leave the latter open to separate investigation by psychologists—should it not?  

In that case, I don’t see why economists should be precommitted to any particular account of what people’s motives “must” be. 

