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This paper is in part an adapted version of a paper that I have presented in various versions in various places and to
different audiences since 1995. It is far from a finished product, and it has not been published. The section on group
selection is adapted from a paper presented at the 1998 ASSA meeting in New York. That section is even less of a
finished product. I decided to include it anyway, as it addresses a topic that has attracted much attention lately.
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,QWURGXFWLRQ
One of the problems of the evolutionary approach to social science is how to explain the
relationship between individuals and social institutions, and particularly the role of conscious and
creative acts of individuals. It seems obvious that a theory of social evolution cannot do without
a theory about the role of the human mind in the world. This is particularly true of the transfer of
knowledge and culture. The human mind itself is a product of evolution. Consequently, every
evolutionary theory has to pronounce itself on the links between the human mind and its biological
and social environment.
In philosophy, human knowledge in an evolutionary perspective is the domain of what has become
known as evolutionary epistemology. This is a recent discipline, though not quite as recent as one
of its most important exponents suggests. Konrad Lorenz presents his %H\RQGWKH0LUURU (Lorenz
1973) as the first attempt towards a natural history of human knowledge. However, there are at
least two earlier attempts, curiously enough by two fellow Austrians: 7KH 6HQVRU\ 2UGHU by
Friedrich Hayek (SO, Hayek 1952) and 2EMHFWLYH.QRZOHGJH by Karl Popper (OK, Popper 1972).
Both address the problem of human knowledge as an evolutionary phenomenon. There are more
similarities. Popper and Hayek share an active interest in psychology, epistemology and
methodology (and more in particular the methodology of the social sciences), the theory of social
institutions (including human language), and political philosophy. Underlying the differences and
the parallels between Popper and Hayek are their mind-body theories. They are quite different and
these differences have far-reaching consequences for the rest of their thought, including that on
social and cultural evolution. That is what I will concentrate on most in this paper. The tools of
the paper are in part those of intellectual historiography, and the main characters of the story are
Hayek and Popper. But the problems (and the solutions proposed) are more general.
Popper’s interest in evolution and biology starts around 1960 (as Bartley 1976 mentions), so rather
late in his career. He develops his three-worlds epistemology contemporaneously with his
evolutionary epistemology. In the case of Hayek, the chronology is different. Evolutionay ideas
appear at the very beginning of his intellectual career. They are part of his cognitive psychology,
which dates from 1920. They subsequently (and somewhat paradoxically; see Birner 1999)
disappear, only to re-emerge when he was prepairing 6HQVRU\2UGHU for publication (the book was
published in 1952), so starting around 1945. As a young man, Popper, too, was interested in
psychology. But unlike Hayek, he assigns a different place to psychology in the whole of his own
work and in epistemology in general, as we shall see.
Evolutionary research in social science has developed on different levels of aggregation or
analysis. For instance, in the neo-institutionalist tradition, Richard Nelson’s and Sidney Winter’s
theory focuses on changes on the level of industries, while Oliver Williamson’s approach chooses
the human individual as the basic level of analysis.1 The issue of the right level of analysis is
regaining a central place in scientific discussions.2 Although this may seem to be of no more than
methodological interest, it turns out that it is crucial to the content of social theories as well, as
it involves the role of human individuals, their knowledge, and their behaviour. The most
elementary level (at least for methodological individualists) on which the problem can be studied,
1

For a discussion, see Vromen 1994.
An illustration: at a session of an IIASA workshop at Laxenburg Castle, in Austria, some participants brought up
the matter of the exact meaning of “routine” in Nelson’s and Winter’s work. The questions concentrated mostly on
the aggregation levels where routines are located. Fourteen years after the publication of their book, the two authors
failed to give a satisfactory, answer.
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is that of the relation between body and mind. It is there that mental and physical environments
interact (at least for non-Hegelians and other collectivists).We shall see that this is one of the the
points that deeply divides Popper and Hayek. Not only are these differences the consequences of
different philosophical ideas, they themselves have important consequences for the evolutionary
approach to social science.
The paper is organized as follows. I first discuss a number of similarities between the methodological
and social-philosophical ideas of Hayek and Popper. I then proceed to discuss their theories of
evolution. There, the differences between them will become apparent. I will argue that these
differences are due to their different approaches to the mind-body problem. Next, I will argue that
Popper and Hayek, though they have common roots in the works of Kant and Hume, have taken
different roads from there, and that these differences have far-reaching consequences for all their
ideas, including those on knowledge and evolution. Before drawing some (too few, too hasty)
conclusions, I discuss of the relationship between one of the most important products of the human
mind, science, and evolutionary theories of society.
$JDLQVWREVFXUDQWLVP
Popper and Hayek share the same methodological ideas about the status of the theory of evolution.
In their early work, they do not consider it to be a scientific theory, but rather a general framework
which enables us to understand systematically the emergence, the selection and the survival of
physical and behavioural characteristics. Later, they both change their minds in the sense that they
consider evolutionary theory to be scientific, even though they continue to deny the existence of laws
of evolution. This idea about biological evolution carries over into Popper’s and Hayek’s concepts
of the nature of explanation in social science. Both are opposed to approaches based on the supposed
existence of historical laws. One can find Popper’s anti-historicist critique in his 7KH2SHQ6RFLHW\
DQG ,WV (QHPLHV (Popper 1945) and 7KH 3RYHUW\ RI +LVWRULFLVP (Popper 1957), while the most
important work by Hayek on this subject is 7KH &RXQWHU5HYROXWLRQ RI 6FLHQFH (Hayek 1955).
Popper’s main intellectual enemies are Plato and Hegel, while Hayek’s are Comte and Saint Simon.
What Popper and Hayek put in the place of historical laws of social development is the concept of
institutions as unintended consequences of individual actions.
Their anti-historicism is closely related to their criticism of relativism. Hayek’s
&RXQWHU5HYROXWLRQRI6FLHQFH (&56) criticizes all doctrines that are not based on the method of
rational reconstructions in accordance with the so-called method of composition (p. 90). This
method offers at least some guarantees of objectivity in the sense that theories can be submitted
to empirical tests. The “true individualism” proposed by Hayek (cp. Hayek 1945a) is based on the
recognition of the limited powers of the individual mind. It is this which enables Hayek’s
approach to avoid the epistemological conceit that is typical of collectivism (&56, p. 91). He
argues (&56 p. 90) that if the truth of propositions is no longer discovered by observation and
argument, but is made to depend on the social position or class of those who express them; or on
the instinct of a particular people; and if, more in particular, iin social science the way in which
social categories are defined is only ruled by intuition, there will be no limit to the possibility of
the abuse of reason.3
Both authors apply their methodological criticism to practical and political problems. Popper does
so beginning with the two above mentioned works, Hayek in a series of publications, the most
3

Retranslated into English, the title of the German edition is $EXVHDQGGHFDGHQFHRIUHDVRQ.
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important of which are 7KH5RDGWR6HUIGRP (Hayek 1944), followed by 7KH&RQVWLWXWLRQRI
/LEHUWy (Hayek 1960) and the three volumes of /DZ/HJLVODWLRQDQG/LEHUW\ (///, Hayek 1973,
1976, 1979). It seems likely that he was influenced by Popper’s 2SHQ6RFLHW\ when he wrote 7KH
5RDGWR6HUIGRP. The historicism which Hayek criticizes is a type of theory of evolution (or rather
a theory of development).
The belief in the limitations of our knowledge is a cornerstone of the methodology of both authors.
In 'LH EHLGHQ *UXQGSUREOHPH GHU (UNHQQWQLVWKHRULH ('%*, Popper 1979), Popper quotes
Socrates: “I know that I know almost nothing”. Popper translates this concept into his social
philosophy of “piecemeal engineering”, the idea that social institutions can be changed only a little
at a time. It is through the feedback of the effects of very partial changes, and in a practical rather
than a theoretical way, that we will learn to understand the possibilities of social change and to
minimize the risk of destroying the complex and fragile framework of society. According to
Popper, this helps us to avoid the sin of cognitive arrogance (to use a Hayekian term) that
characterizes inductivist methodologies.
In Hayek’s work, too, the limited scope of human knowledge is one of the the important unifying
themes, from 7KH5RDGWR6HUIGRP and “Individualism: True and False” (Hayek 1945a) to his last
work, 7KH)DWDO&RQFHLW (Hayek 1988). Both make this idea one of the foundations of their
methologies. Popper’s falsificationism is well-known. But Hayek, too, seems to advocate
falsificationism. For instance, the first chapter of 0RQHWDU\7KHRU\RIWKH7UDGH&\FOH (Hayek
1933), which is devoted to methodology, leaves the reader with the impression of a
falsificationism avant-la-lettre:
“The dependence of statistical research on pre-existing theoretical explanation hardly
needs further emphasis. .... [I]t must look to theory for guidance in selecting and delimiting
the phenomena to be investigated. The oft-repeated assertion that statistical examination
of the Trade Cycle should be undertaken without any theoretical prejudice is therefore
always based on self-deception.” (p. 38)
The reader is reminded that the first edition of this work, in German, was published in 1929, and
thus precedes Popper’s /RJLN GHU )RUVFKXQJ by some five years.4 The idea of Hayek as a
falsificationist finds further support in Hayek’s memoirs (collected in +D\HNRQ+D\HN, Kresge
& Wenar 1994, particularly pp. 49 and 52). He recalls an experience which was very similar to
Popper’s, when he encountered the ad-hoc evasion of falsifications by Marxists and
psychoanalysts. This notwithstanding, I will argue later on that there are profound differences. But
before going into that, let us first have a look at the ideas about evolution that we find in both
authors.
+D\HN¶VWKHRU\RIVRFLDOHYROXWLRQ
Hayek develops his evolutionary theory in “Notes on the Evolution of Systems of Rules of
4 Other passages reinforce the impression of Hayek as a falsificationist: “It is ... only in a negative sense that it is
possible to verify a theory by statistics.” (p. 34). Again, on the same page: “[statistics] cannot be expected to
confirm the theory in a positive sense (...) since it would presuppose an assertion of necessary interconnections,
such as statistics cannot make.” On the following page, Hayek continues: “There is no reason to be surprised,
therefore, that although nearly all modern Trade Cycle theories use statistical material as corroboration, it is only
where a given theory fails to explain all the observed phenomena that this statistical evidence can be used to judge
its merits.” (p. 35).
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Conduct” (Hayek 1967, henceforth “Notes”) in /DZ/HJLVODWLRQDQG/LEHUW\ and in his last book,
7KH)DWDO&RQFHLW (Hayek 1988, henceforth )&). Since this last book is most often referred to by
commentators, I will for the moment limit myself to a brief summary of what can be found there.
There are three kinds of evolution in human affairs: genetic evolution, which produces instincts
and instinctive behaviour, the evolution of rational thought, and cultural evolution. The last type
is located between the first two, in time, logically, and psychologically. Instinctive behaviour is
sufficient for the co-ordination of the actions of individuals within small primitive groups, the
members of which have common perceptions and objectives, and are motivated by the instinct of
solidarity. On the other hand, within the developed and “abstract” society (or, which is the same,
the “extended order”), which is too complex to be fully understood by the human mind,
co-ordination is ensured by abstract rules that have developed gradually. These rules govern
private property, honesty, contracts, exchange, commerce, competition, profit, and the protection
of privacy. Those rules are transferred by tradition, learning, and imitation ()&p. 12). There is
a continuous tension between the rules governing individual behaviour and those governing the
functioning of social institutions. The formation of supra-individual models or systems of
co-ordination have forced individuals to change their natural or instinctive reactions ()&, p. 13).
Indeed, they try to oppose these systems. “Disliking these constraints so much, we can hardly be
said to have selected them; rather these constraints selected us: they enable us to survive.” ()&,
p. 14).5 The institutions that emerge, are the result of certain individuals stumbling upon solutions
to particular problems in a process of competition. Indeed, competition as a process of discovery
is part of every type of evolution ()&, P. 19).
Hayek repeatedly emphasizes the importance of imitation in the transfer process. However, each
type of environment (or developmental stage of society) requires its own type of rules, and
following the rules that are adapted to one type of environment in another, may lead to disaster.
“If we were to apply the unmodified, uncurbed rules of the micro-cosmos ... to the macro-cosmos
(our wider civilisation)...we would destroy it. Yet if we were always to apply the rules of the
extended order to our intimate groupings, we would crush them.” ()&, p. 18).6
The fact that rules become more and more adapted to the survival of the social order is due to the
continuous experimentation that takes place through the confrontations between different orders.
The primacy of the social order can also be found in Hayek’s idea of the human mind as the
product, and not the producer, of cultural evolution. The mind works by imitation rather than by
understanding or reason, and is mainly transmitted within the family ()&, p. 23; in fact, Hayek
speaks of “the transmission of the mind”). The mind not only consists of knowledge that can be
put to the test, nor of individual interpretations of reality, but rather of the capacity to suppress
instincts.
On pages 25-6 of )&, Hayek compares social and biological evolution. In biological evolution,
acquired features cannot be inherited. In a social environment, however, they can be transmitted
by instruction. What produces cultural evolution is the transmission of behaviour patterns, and
5

See the comments by Witt 1995 and Shearmur 1995. For a similar criticism see below.
The question what number of individuals would constitute the boundary between the primitive group and the
extended order finds an interesting answer in Robin Dunbar’s *URRPLQJ*RVVLSDQGWKH(YROXWLRQRI/DQJXDJH
(Dunbar, 1996). He shows that the number of social contacts, and so the extent of the group, that can be managed by
a single individual depends on the relation between the neocortex and the rest of the brain. Basing himself upon
studies of primates, Dunbar shows that this relation leads to a value of about 150 individuals for humans. Later on
I will return to the relation between this subject and the function of language.
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information, not only from parents to offspring, but also from innumerable other ancestors. Its
Lamarckian character makes cultural evolution much faster than biological evolution. Finally,
cultural evolution largely (sic!) works through the selection of groups. We will discuss group
selection later.
3RSSHU¶V³HDUO\´WKHRU\RIHYROXWLRQ
In what follows, I will make a distinction betwen two versions of Popper’s theory of evolution.
Though I will refer to them as his “early” and his “late” theories, it is difficult to find a hard
chronological distinction in Popper’s work. That is due to the fact that he often waits very long
before publishing his work, and that he continues to revise and extend publications when they are
republished. Anyeway, what I mean by Popper’s early evolutionary theory is what can be found
in 2EMHFWLYH.QRZOHGJH (first published in 1972) The earliest systematic appearance of his “late”
theory is probably his Darwin lecture of 1977. 7 In the paragraph on group selection it will become
clear why I think the distinction is important.
The explicit starting point of Popper’s evolutionary epistemology (a term coined by Donald
Campbell) is his theory about the place of the human mind in the world. He conceives of it as a
more general theory than a theory about the relationships between mind and body. In order to
make this clear, Popper introduces the distinction between Descartes’ problem and Compton’s
problem (see the next paragraph). The second motivation for this distinction lies in Popper’s ideas
on determinism and indeterminism. Popper calls physical determinism “a nightmare” because it
cannot accommodate creativity. If true, the doctrine of determinism is incoherent because it must
explain all our reactions as effects of merely physical conditions. However, this reaction includes
those which to us appear to be beliefs that are based on arguments (2., p. 224). But what raises
the most exciting problem of all is the confrontation between the idea of the existence of abstract
and non-physical entities and a theory of evolution.
“For if we accept a theory of evolution (such as Darwin’s) then even if we remain sceptical
about the theory that life emerged from inorganic matter we can hardly deny that there
must have been a time when abstract and non-physical entities, such as reasons and
arguments and scientific knowledge, and abstract rules, such as rule for building railways
or bulldozers or sputniks, or, say, rules of grammar or of counterpoint, did not exist, or at
any rate had no effect upon the physical universe. It is difficult to understand how the
physical universe could produce abstract entities such as rules, and could then come under
the influence of these rules, such that these rules in their turn could exert very palpable
effects upon the physical universe.” (2., p. 225)
Popper adopts physical indeterminism, saying that what we need is a theory of “plastic controls”,
something between determinism and total indeterminism or chance. Popper calls this problem of
the influence of the content or the meaning of abstract entities &RPSWRQ¶VSUREOHP. He considers
this problem to be more important than the mind-body problem, the one he calls 'HVFDUWHV¶
SUREOHP: how can mental states influence and control the physical movements of our limbs (2.,
p. 231). In order to solve these two problems, Popper presents a new theory of evolution, one,
moreover, that succeeds in combining freedom with control in a chapter of2.which bears the
7 That the distinction is not very hard is demonstrated by the fact that the idea od ecological niches, which I will
argue is typical of Popper’s “later” theory, makes it appearance in chapter 5 of 2EMHFWLYH.QRZOHGJH, “Of Clouds
and Clocks”, which was written in 1965. However, for my thesis on the origin of this concept, which I present in
the section on group selection, this does not make a difference.
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title “Of Clouds and Clocks”.
Popper’s solution of Compton’s problem makes use of Karl Bühler’s theory of the evolution of
the functions of language. According to Bühler, in the development of the human species, the first
function of language to emerge is that of the expression of subjective states of consciousness. The
function which develops afterwards is signaling, while the third function to evolve is that of
description. Popper adds a fourth function, which cannot exist without the others: argumentation.
Popper’s solution to Compton’s problem is (2. pp. 240-41) that the higher functions of language
have evolved under the pressure of the need of gaining a better control of the lower functions, and
of the need to adaptation to the environment, thanks not only to new physical instruments, but also
to new theories. Abstract contents and meanings and higher functions have evolved at the same
time. They help us to control our environment in a “plastic” way because they are adaptable. In
other words, our theories do not IRUFH us to do anything, they just HQDEOH us to gain a better control
of the environment.
In 2EMHFWLYH.QRZOHGJH Popper presents his evolutionary theory in the following theses (2., pp.
244-4):
1. Every living being is involved in a continuous process of problem-solving.
2. These problems are objective in the sense that they can exist even in absence of a conscious
counterpart.
3. The solution of problems follows the method of trial and error-elimination.
4. Error-elimination may consist of the complete removal of failures or of the evolution of controls
involved in changing or suppressing unsuccesful organs, behaviour forms, or hypotheses.
5. The ontogenetic development of the single organism partly reproduces the phylogenetic
develpment, including the development of the system of controls.
6. The single organism itself is a spearhead of evolution in that it is a tentative solution to the
problem of survival. Thus, it is related to its phylum as the actions of the single organism are
related to that organism.
7. Evolution follows the sequence problems, solutions, error-elimination, towards new problems:
P → S → EE → P’→ etc.
8. Rather than only one solution, usually several contemporaneous solutions are involved in this
process.
9. This model can be compared with neo-Darwinism, where the problem is survival, and the
tentative solutions are many: the variations or mutations.
10. Popper’s model is different from neo-Drawinism in that not every problem is necessarily a
problem of survival.
11. The difference between P and P’ shows that problems often turn into new problems. Evolution
is creative (“emergent evolution”).
12. In Popper’s model the mechanisms of feedback and control may operate without killing the
organism. Our hypotheses may die in our stead. In fact, the higher speed of social evolution is due
to conscious efforts devoted to criticize hypotheses. Notice that according to Popper, social
evolution is Darwinian and not Lamarkian. (See 7KH6HOIDQG,WV%UDLQ – 6,%, Popper & Eccles
1977, p. 459). Every living being consists of a hierarchical system of adaptable controls. As
Popper puts it: clouds controlling clouds. Popper presents his theory of conscience as inter-active
control as a solution to the problem body-mind.

7
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:KHQGRHVDWKHRU\TXDOLI\DVDWKHRU\RIHYROXWLRQ"
Popper’s theory of evolution is more general, detailed and systematic than Hayek’s. I will
therefore use it as a point of departure for comparing both. This will involve a summary of
Hayek’s other work on evolution as well, with the exception of “Notes”, which will be discussed
toward the end of this paper. Popper argues – correctly – that any theory of evolution must be
capable of explaining three phenomena: the source of variations (mutations) and the level on
which they arise; the process of selection and the units or entities upon which it operates;
moreover, for an evolutionary theory to be Darwinian, it must distinguish between, the retention
of features which help survival (replication) and the units which survive, or the level on which this
process can be analyzed.
9DULDWLRQ
Hayek discusses variation in his economic work between the 1940s and ‘60s under the heading
of competition. But he offers no explanation. Indeed, in “Individualism: True and False” (Hayek
1945a, p. 15) Hayek speaks of the unlimited variety of talents and capacities of human beings as
a fundamental supposition. Instead of explaining variation, as Popper does, Hayek presupposes
its existence. Contrary to what one might have expected, he does not explain variation in terms
of, for instance, the path-dependent evolution of different individual minds. In the &RQVWLWXWLRQ
RI/LEHUW\ of 1960 the source of variation in individual behaviour is the individual who, at his own
cost and risk, experiments with new forms of behaviour. This corresponds to an idea which,
according to Bartley (Bartley 1976, p. 479-80), is generally accepted in biology. The idea is that
structural changes are always the result of preceding changes in behaviour. It is one of the
presuppositions in &/ (1960). Hayek leaves the explanation of variation in a rudimentary state.
6HOHFWLRQ
According to Popper, the most important idea of Darwinism is that of random variation.8 The
random character of variation is consistent with Popper’s indeterminism and anti-justificationism,
and his opposition to the existence of a logic of discovery (paradoxically the title of his magnum
opus). Discovery is at the most accessible to psychological inquiry. The only concession he makes
on the point of the logic of discovery is in his theory of the correspondence principle, i.e. the idea
that science makes progress and develops by means of generalizations which are partly
corroborated by previous theories.
According to Hayek, what causes the selection of rules of behaviour are the contributions to the
social order which an individual makes by following these rules. So, selection depends (at least
partially) on the valuation by others members of the same social order. In his later work, the
selection criterion is the number of people which a certain order can keep alive. The feature of
social Darwinism that he criticizes most is precisely the idea that individuals are the units of
selection (///,, p. 23). For Hayek, the group is the unit of selection in the process of social
evolution. This may seem to contradict the methodological individualism that is one of the main
tenets of Hayek’s work before 1960. I agree with the suggestion that there is no such inconsistency
provided variation and selection are seen as operating on the level of rules:9 individuals may
invent new rules, social institutions may consist of sets of such rules, and these institutions may
survive or be eliminated. However, this risks being circular. If order can be defined as a certain
See 2., p. 242: “The neo-Darwinist theory of evolution....is restated by pointing out that its “mutation” may be
interpreted as more or less accidental trial-and-error gambits...”
9
See Vromen 1994.
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set of rules (which is consistent with an unpublished manuscript of Hayek’s, “Systems within
Systems”, about which more will be said later), describing the change of an order in terms of a
change of one or more of the rules constituting it, is a tautology and does not describe a causal
process.
But there is another sense in which the analysis in terms of rules does not solve the problem. In
the case of a single individual a rule is something different from a rule, or a set of rules, in the
sense of a social convention. In yet another sense one may speak of selection at the level of a
group. For a rule to survive, that is to be reproduced, it is necessary that a sufficient number of
individuals follow that rule. There must be a sufficient “mass”, and perhaps also a particular
distribution, of individuals, who follow a particular rule. For instance, a rule which is imposed by
all primary school teachers is be more likely to survive than one imposed by university
professors.10
According to Hayek, cultural selection takes place through Lamarckian instruction and involves
the emergence of institutions. But he does not describe the mechanism in any detail. According
to Popper, on the other hand, the process is Darwinian and may involve conscious decisions taken
by individuals. Selection works through explicit criticism by individuals.
I have already discussed the mechanisms which, according to Hayek, guarantee transfer and
retention: tradition, learning, and imitation. By tradition Hayek seems to mean the social rules or
the insitutions that have survived selection in the past. He provides very little clarification of the
role of learning or nature of learning. Popper’s work is more illuminating here: “There are three
senses of the verb “to learn” which have been insufficiently distinguished by learning theorists:
“to discover”, “to imitate”, “to make habitual”.” (2. 149). Hayek only recognizes the last two
meanings at the level of the individual. After 7KH&RQVWLWXWLRQRI/LEHUW\ (&/, 1960), discovery
is presented as an exclusively social process. The fact that Hayek focuses more and more on
imitation in his later work, confirms the idea that he sees the individual as a passive rather than
an active element in the process of transferring knowledge.
7UDQVIHUDQGUHWHQWLRQ
For Popper, transfer and retention involve an active role of the individual. The hypotheses which
have survived attempted falsifications are retained, but never accepted definitively. While in
Hayek’s perspective the heritage of the past becomes ever more strongly established as time goes
by, according to Popper no part of our knowledge can be immunized, neither against criticism nor
oblivion. This is even the case with that part of our knowledge which has proved to be stable and
which figures in Popper’s discussion of the correspondence principle (see 2., Chapter 5; see also
Post 1971).11 Notice that, according to Popper, the opposition between Darwinism and
Lamarckism coincides with the distinction between selection and instruction, and has its parallel
in the contrast between falsificationism and inductivism.
We can summarize the two evolutionary theories as follows:

See Kaufmann’s comment on Sewall Wright’s theory in 7KH2ULJLQVRI2UGHU (Kaufmann 1993, p. 10), and Witt
1995.
11 This principle is the only feature in Popper’s evolutionary thought that may be said to show Lamarckian
features.
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YDULDWLRQ:

VHOHFWLRQ:

UHWHQWLRQWUDQVIHU:

+D\HN:

FRPSHWLWLRQ
&/GLVFRYHU\
RIQHZUXOHV

FRPSHWLWLRQ
EHWZHHQJURXSV

WUDGLWLRQLPLWDWLRQ
OHDUQLQJ

XQLWV:

UXOHV

JURXSV

UXOHV

3RSSHU:

³PRVWO\´UDQGRP

FULWLFLVP

FRUURERUDWLRQ

XQLWV:

K\SRWKHVHV

K\SRWKHVHV

K\SRWKHVHV

7KHSODFHRIWKHKXPDQPLQGLQWKHZRUOG
As I observed above, the mind-body problem occupies a prominent place in the work of both
authors. Hayek discusses it in terms of the relation between the sensory and physical orders (“one
of the most intringuing problem of philosophy.” - Hayek 1982, p. 291). In the physical order,
events seem similar or different to the extent that they produce similar or different external effects.
In the sensory order, events are classified according to their sensorial properties. Hayek concludes
that it is impossible to answer the question whether the two worlds exist as “objectively” different
worlds. The word “existence” even has no meaning in this context (Hayek 1982). This is contrary
to what Popper says.
The differences between the two evolutionary theories are due to the different ideas Popper and
Hayek have about the place of man, or rather, of the human mind, in the social world. (We will
see later that all their other differences find their origin here, too.) In order to maintain the
objective position of knowledge and the role of criticism, Popper needs an independent position
of the mind, and, moreover, an intermediary level between objective ideas and the physical world.
That is why he introduces worlds 1, 2 and 3. For Hayek, the human mind belongs to the domain
of social evolution (see ///,, p. 43; ,7)). In his system, the mind does not succeed in freeing
itself from that constraint. Although from here it is still a long way to the mind-body problem, let
me repeat at this point that every difference between Hayek and Popper is due exactly to their
different solutions to that problem. I will give the argument below. Let us start by examining what
differences there are between the ideas of Popper and Hayek.
As we have seen already, Popper distinguishes two problems: Descartes’ problem, or the
mind-body problem, and Compton’s problem, which he considers to be more fundamental. The
latter concerns the influence that abstract entities have on the physical world. Remember that in
“Of Clouds and Clocks” Popper poses the question as follows: “what we want is to understand
how such non-physical things as purposes, deliberations, plans, decisions, theories, intentions, and
values, can play a part in bringing about physical changes in the physical world.” (par. XI,
emphasis deleted). This may seem to be the same problem that Hayek raises in 62. However, that
conclusion would be wrong. Hayek addresses only Descartes’s problem:
“Our task is (..) to show in what sense it is possible that within parts of the macrocosm a
microscosm may be formed wich reproduces certain aspects of the macrocosm and
through this will enable the substructure of which it forms part to behave in a manner
which will assist its continued existence.” (62 5.78))
10
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Hayek’s formulation speaks neither of purposes, nor of plans, intentions etc. It is completely
consistent with physicalism, and even with determinism.
7KHLQIOXHQFHRI.DQWDQG+XPH
The differences (and I mean DOO the differences) between Popper and Hayek hail from their
different solutions to Kant’s and Hume’s problems. But let us start with what they share. They
agree with Kant’s general observation that human knowledge has some elements which “precede”
empirical knowledge. Knowledge is impossible without abstract categories and theories. Popper
and Hayek fill this in differently. One of the “philosophical consequences” of62is the idea of the
similarity of minds as a condition for interaction and understanding (both on the object and
meta-level). We may say that, on the social and methodological level, Hayek gives an
interpretation which is both empirical and a priori, in the manner of Leibniz’ monadology. There
is a pre-established order which enables us to observe the social world: the structure of our mind
is similar to that of the objects we study.
“If everything that we can express (state, communicate) is intelligible to others only
because their mental structure is governed by the same rules as ours, it would seem that
these rules can never be communicated. This seems to imply that in one sense we always
know not only more than we can deliberately state but also more than we can be aware of
or deliberately test; and that much that we successfully do depends on presuppositions
which are outside the range of what we can either state or reflect upon. This application
to all conscious thought of what seems obviously true of verbal statements seems to follow
from the fact that such thought must, if we are not to be led into infinite regress, be
assumed to be directed by rules which in turn cannot be conscious ....” (Hayek 1963, pp.
60-1 ; a note refers to62and to Gödel).
Notice that from the fact that we know more than what we are consciously aware of, it does not
follow that we cannot criticize activities that are based on implicit knowledge (this is basically
Popper’s criticism of the ”myth of the framework”). Notice also that, for Hayek, the role of the
social sciences only consist of construction or classification according to the compositive method.
This is consistent with instrumentalism rather than realism.
One of the important differences between Popper and Hayek lies in their ideas about what we can
GRwith our knowledge. According to Popper, our knowledge consists of hypotheses that may be
false. For Hayek they are the unquestionable basis not only of our ideas but also of our behaviour.
According to Popper, by continuously changing our point of view and our theorical perspective,
we will be able, at least in principle, to “cover” the whole world. For Hayek on the other hand,
there is always a blind spot, and it is always the same: our own mind. Notice that for Hayek the
fact that certain types of knowledge are implicit, apparently means that these cannot be discussed
critically. That leads to the problems that Bartley discussed in his 5HWUHDWWR&RPPLWPHQW (Bartley
1984). At this point, it is useful to distinguish between two different meanings of “implicit
knowledge”. One is that of knowledge that underlies our behaviour without our being aware of
it. Yet, this knowledge is in principle susceptible to explanation (by the social sciences). The other
is that of knowledge that underlies our behaviour without our being aware of it and without it
being susceptible, in principle, to explanation. This would be the blind spot that does not change
with changes of perspective. Bartley denies that this type of knowledge, or principle, exists.
As to Hume’s influence on Popper and Hayek, we may observe that Hume’s thought lies at the
11
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beginning of two different roads. Whereas Popper follows the path of scepticism and
anti-inductivism, Hayek takes the empiricist and conservative direction. Neverthless, they largely
use the same vehicles. At the beginning of both their careers it was psychology, Karl Bühler’s in
the case Popper, and the psychology of more physiologically-orientated authors in the case of
Hayek. The direction taken by Popper leads him to the idea that our knowledge consists of
hypotheses which we can actively and consciously try to improve. The path followed by Hayek
leads to passivism and a conservatism which considers the individual to be reactive rather than
active. While logically speaking determinism and inductivism are separate doctrines, they form
a natural alliance. That is because inductivism provides the most direct causal explanation of the
formation of beliefs (and knowledge). In the same way, there is a natural alliance between
indeterminism and falsificationism. Bartley 1978, p. 709, approvingly quotes Watkins’
identification (in the latter’s contribution to the Schilpp volumes devoted to Popper) of
anti-inductivism and anti-determinism as the two central elements of Popper’s thought. Popper
explicitly distances himself from the conclusions which Hayek (and others) draw from Hume’s
scepticism, accusing him of being a disappointed inductivist.
“And as to Hume, his irrationalism was based, exclusively, upon his correct finding that
induction is impossible - exactly as Polany’s anti-rationalism. But this perfectly correct
finding has no anti-rationalist consequences - except if you are (as Hume and Polanyi) a
disappointed inductivist.” (Letter of Popper to Hayek, 11 November 1958)
The anti-rationalism which Popper ascribes to Hayek must be understood as applying to the level
of the individual. After all, Hayek defends Rationality (“with a capital R”) as a uniquely social
phenomenon. For him society is a kind of super-computer.
3V\FKRORJ\DQGWKHWKHRU\RINQRZOHGJH
In '%* (a collection of manuscripts from 1930 to 1933) Popper devotes a paragraph to the
possibility of a cognitive deductive psychology (II,4). He clearly says that he is in favour of a strict
separation between psychology and epistemology (“Die strenge Trennung zwischen der
Tatsachenfragen der Erkenntnisfindung von den Geltungsfragen der Erkenntnistheorie”, p. 19).
This is the contrary of Hayek’s approach in 62, whose last chapter has the title “Philosophical
Consequences”. There it seems that his own theory leads him into confusion. Let me explain.
Hayek distinguishes between classes formed by LPSOLFLW links, that express themselves in our
discrimination of sensory qualities, and classes defined by H[SOLFLW relationships. The latter replace
the former following the disconfirmation of our expectations (62, (8.15). That distiction is the
basis of Hayek’s idea that part of our knowledge is not controlled by experience, and that as our
knowledge becomes more and more removed from sensory qualities that are immediatly given,
a growing part of our knowledge is sedimeted in definitions. Therefore, that knowledge is
necessarily true (62 8.19). This idea is confirmed in the next paragraph, where Hayek speaks of
the progressively tautological character of our knowledge. Paradoxically, Hayek, who takes his
point of departure in an empiricist theory of the Humean kind, lets himself be diverted by his own
elaboration of the same theory to the point of arriving at distinctively anti-empirical conclusions.12
12

About his position vis-à-vis empiricism Hayek says that, rather than criticizing it from the outside, he has led it
to its logical conclusion: “in so far as we have been led into opposition to some of the theses traditionally associated
with empiricism, we have been led to their rejection not from an opposite point of view, but on the contrary, by a more
consistent and radical application of its basic idea. Precisely because all our knowledge, including the initial order
of our different sensory experiences of the world, is due to experience, it must contain elements which cannot be
contradicted by experience.” (62 8.27)
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What is true for psychology is also true for science in general, as he writes in paragraph 8.24.
Science tends necessarily towards an end state in which all knowledge is represented by
definitions of its objects. The problems of the theory of social evolution in Hayek’s later work and especially his failure to describe clearly the selection mechanism - seem to have their roots
here. All this, already incoherent in itself, is also inconsistent with the scientific realism that
Hayek proposes in the same paragraphs. Cp. 62 8.28 where he says:
“we must assume the existence of an objective world (or better, of an objective order of
the events which we experience in their phenomenal order) towards the recognition of
which the phenomenal order is only a first approximation. The task of science is thus to
try and approach ever more closely a reproduction of this objective order - a task which
it can perform only by replacing the sensory order of events by a new and different
classification.”
So there is a tension between classification as the goal of knowledge, and this realism. He himself
seems to feel this tension. Immediately following this passage he specifies what he means by
objective order. By objective order Hayek means that it is possible to construct a more consistent
image of events in the world (62, 8.29).13 And even though he is somewhat ambiguous about this,
he returns to a non-realist position in the following paragraphs. The ideal of science is not to
obtain a complete and faithful description of phenomena (as it is for positivism), but it consists
of a continuous search for new classes. A search, that is, for ““constructs” which are so defined
that general propositions about the behaviour of the elements are universally true.” (62 8.31). The
terms of these definitions are the relations among these elements. If they were in terms of sense
impressions, they could not transcend subjectivism.14 Hayek’s hesitating between instrumentalism
and subjectivism on the one hand, and realism on the other, is the more surprising as he
contemporaneously upholds an epistemological approach which seems to be evolutionary. At
least, he discusses the selection of representations of the environment . Only those which are
meaningful, will be retained.
Hayek’s thesis of the similarity of minds as a necessary condition for social life and social science
- being a variant of the introspection doctrine -gives rise to the suspicion that, in the end, Hayek
is a justificationist. How reliable our knowledge is, depends on the method by which it is obtained.
Hayek shares this justificationism with Menger (cf. Birner 1990). For Popper, on the contrary, one
of the elements that makes his epistemology an evolutionary, and even a Darwinian epistemology,
is random variation (which is consistent with his indeterminism). That contrasts strongly with
Hayek’s insistence on tradition, imitation, and the dependence of rules of behaviour from the
social and institutional framework. In conclusion, we may observe that Hayek’s epistemological
naturalism leads him to his methodological anti-naturalism
(SLVWHPRORJ\DQGWKHNQRZLQJVXEMHFW
Popper explicitly invokes the existence of a “world-3” of objective contents of our thoughts.
According to Popper, this hypothesis, together with his idea of plastic controls (i.e. physical
indeterminism), enables him to solve Compton’s problem. In Hayek, on the other hand, every time
13

This gives rise to the suspicion that Hayek’s (implicit) truth theory is the coherence theory.
Apparently, the introduction of relations among the elements makes definitions more than subjective. This is
strange, because the way in which the relations are defined can also be subjective.
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one would expect to find this objective aspect, it is lacking, beginning with 62. Instead of
Popper’s methodological optimism, which is connected with the idea that we can change social
institutions, Hayek stresses the limits of our knowledge even more than Popper does. There is a
connection between Hayek’s defence of the positive qualities of the spontaneous order and his
methodological scepticism. This is consistent with the idea that the acquisition of knowledge in
an evolutionary framework is an open-ended process, rather than one that leads to one unique
system of scientific classifications. However, that is not what one finds in &56 , where
classifications are the ulterior categories, not of explanation (since explanation is not the goal of
social science), but of “the activity of the social sciences”. Nor does one find this idea of a unique
end state in “The Facts of the Social Sciences” (Hayek 1943), where Hayek exaggerates his
subjectivism to the point of becoming inconsistent with his own theory of the business cycle.15
But it can be found in the last chapter of 6HQVRU\2UGHU, where he, remarkably enough, says that
such a definitive classification exists. On this latter point, Hayek makes a jump, at is were, from
the subjectivism of the classification system, which evolves during the history of the individual,
to the objectivity and immutability of the final system of classifications. In this way, he saves the
realist epistemology which is implicit in his thought (compare his criticism of relativism in&56 .
In all other cases, he does not go beyond a dualism which coincides with Popper’s first two worlds
(that is, the world of physical objects, and that of states of consciousness). This is confirmed by
what Hayek says in 62: “we shall never be able to bridge the gap between physical and mental
phenomena” (62 8.45), and “we shall permanently have to be content with a dualistic view of the
world” (628.47). And although he says this in a discussion of reductionism (as a matter of fact,
the paragraph is called “Dualism and materialism”), he does not make any effort to present a
theory about the interaction between body and mind. What he offers instead is a theory that we
may call “causal and uni-directional”. Mental and physical phenomena are different even though
they are produced by the same mechanism. This, according to Hayek, is the only non-materialistic
theory (628.43). He defends himself against the accusation of epiphenomenalism, which he calls
a “double-aspect theory” (628.44). He admits that his psychological theory implies the rejection
of a dualism between the forces governing the human mind and those governing the physical
world (628.46). As was observed above, Hayek’s dualism is a practical one (628.47, 8.87) in
the sense that there are no objective differences between mental and physical phenomena; yet, the
limitations of our mind force us to refer to mental categories when we explain mental phenomena.
The idea of non-intentional consequences is crucial for Popper’s world-3 and its objectivity (see,
for instance,2.p. 136). The same idea is one of the foundations of Hayek’s social theory. But
in his work there is no analogue to Popper’s world-3. What we find instead is the idea of
rationality as a social phenomenon, of knowledge as the result of past experience, and of implicit
rules and social institutions. While for Popper the development of science is a social process, this
is one among several other aspects. The most important aspect of science is the objectivity of
world-3: “we.... owe to the third world especially our rationality....” (2. 147). What the social
framework contributes is intersubjective criticism, and criticism means: to examine the objective
consequences of the ideas which belong to, and constitute, the world-3. In Hayek, on the contrary,
objective knowledge (in the two senses of having non-intentional consequences, and being
inheritable) completely coincides with the social aspect of knowledge; rationality is only a social
phenomenon. That, at least, is the image we find in the writings that are explicitly concerned with
the subject. In his work of the 1950s and 1960s, the individual (and by consequence his
knowledge) plays a more central part. This critical spirit is present in&56, especially in the
15

See Birner 2001a.
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passages that are explicitly anti-relativistic, and also in &/. In Hayek’s later work, the active,
innovative and critical individual gives way to conservative elements on the supra-individual level
of traditions and social institutions. After a relatively brief absence, reason as a social
phenomenon (the basis of the true individualism of Hayek 1945a) resumes its place in his work.
Reading2.helps us to deepen our understanding of the fundamental differences between Popper
and Hayek. Popper identifies any epistemology that has no place for world-3 with subjectivism.
He speaks of “the neglect of the third world -DQGFRQVHTXHQWO\ a subjectivist epistemology...” (2.
140, emphasis added). If we apply this to Hayek, we have Popper’s criticism of Hayek in a
nutshell: Hayek’s empiricism leads to epistemological subjectivism. This is confirmed by our
analysis of Hayek’s works of the 1930s and the 1940s works on the methodology of social science
and on subjectivism. Hayek is a Humean pure-sang also in the sense that he shares Hume’s belief
that induction is logically impossible but at the same time psychologically necessary. His
cognitive psychology, and above all the philosophical consequences he draws from confirm this.
Let us confront this with Popper’s observation in 2.: “The growth of knowledge - or learning
process - is not a repetitive or a cumulative process but one of error-elimination. It is Darwinian
selection, rather than Lamarckian instruction.” (2., 144). Hayek even follows Hume to the extent
that he considers reason to be subordinate to morality:
“the fatal conceit: the idea that ability to acquire skills stems from reason. For it is the
other way around: our reason is as much the result of an evolutionary process as is our
morality. It stems however from a somewhat separate development, so that one should
never suppose that our reason is in a higher critical position and that only those moral rules
are valid that reason endorses” ()DWDO&RQFHLW p. 21).
This precedence of morality over reason stands in stark contrast with Popper’s ideas, and with
Popper’s stress on human creativity that we find in 2.: “Life proceeds ...from old problems to
new and undreamt-of problems. And this process - that of invention and selection - contains in
itself a rational theory of emergence.” (2., 146).
3RSSHU¶VFULWLFLVPRI+D\HN
Since the end of the Second World War, Popper and Hayek were colleagues at the London School
of Economics (in fact, Hayek had Popper called to the chair of philosophy of science). They were
in close contact, and ever since the late 1940s they were close personal friends. Considering their
shared interest in matters psychological and philosophical, it would have been natural if Popper
had referred, in 7KH6HOIDQGLWV%UDLQ, to Hayek’s 6HQVRU\2UGHU. He fails to do so. Yet, as we
have seen, he cannot possibly agree with Hayek’s psychology and epistemology. Perhaps Popper
did not want to criticize his friend in public.16 What is Popper’s criticism? The introduction to
+D\HNRQ+D\HN (p. 28) gives us a clue. Hayek mentions an objection which Popper raised to 7KH
6HQVRU\2UGHU to the extent that it is based upon DFDXVDOWKHRU\RISHUFHSWLRQ. And indeed, we
find this criticism in a letter that Popper wrote to Hayek on 2 December 1952:
“I am not sure whether one could describe your theory as a causal theory of the sensory
order. I think, indeed, that one can. But then, it would also be the sketch of a causal theory
of the mind.
16

Yet according to Hacohen, during the 1940’s Popper clearly criticizes what he considers the traces of historicism
in Hayek. Cp. Hacohen 1995, p. 93.
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But I think I can show that a causal theory of the mind cannot be true (although I cannot
show this of the sensory order; more precisely, I think I can show the impossibility of a
causal theory of the human language (although I cannot show the impossibility of a causal
theory of perception).
I am writing a paper on the impossibility of a causal theory of the human language, and
its bearing upon the body-mind problem, which must be finished in ten days.” (emphasis
deleted)
The paper to which Popper refers is “Language and the Body-Mind Problem”, published in the
3URFHHGLQJV RI WKH ;,WK &RQJUHVV RI 3KLORVRSK\, , North-Holland, pp. 101-7.17 Later, he
discusses the same problem in 7KH6HOIDQG,WV%UDLQ, on pp. 57 ff. I will here concentrate on this
later publication. This is what Popper says:
“However, when the radical physicalist and the radical behaviourist turn to the analysis
of human language, they cannot get beyond the first two functions (see my [1953(a)]). The
physicalist will try to give a physical explanation - a CAUSAL explanation [capitals
added] - of language phenomena. This is equivalent to interpreting language as expressive
of the state of the speaker, and therefore as having the expressive function alone. The
behaviourist, on the other hand, will concern himself also with the social aspect of
language -but this will be taken, essentialy, as the way in which speakers respond to one
another’s “verbal behaviour”. This amounts to seeing language as expression and
communication.18
But the consequences of this are disastrous. For if langague is seen as a merely expression
and communication, then one neglects all that is charateristic of human language in
contradistinction to animal language: it si ability to make true and false statements, and
to produce valid and invalid arguments. This, in its turn, has the consequence that the
physicalist is prevented from accounting from the difference between propaganda, verbal
intimidation and rational arguments.” (6,%, p. 58)
By physicalism and materialism Popper means the same doctrine. It is this doctrine that Popper
has in mind when he calls Hayek’s theory of perception causal and hints that the corresponding
theory of mind is causal, too. More precisely, he is thinking of the variant which in 6,% he calls
the identity theory. And while Popper admits that the identity theory is perfectly consistent and
may even be true (6,% p. 56), the combination of that theory with Darwinism is false and subject
to the same difficulties as epiphenomenalism.
Why is 7KH6HQVRU\2UGHU an identity theory? Hayek maintains that it is impossible to reduce the
sensory order to the physical order. As we have seen, in the physical order, events are similar or
different to the extent that they produce similar or different external effects. In the sensory order,
events are classified according to their sensory properties. Notice again the conclusions Hayek
draws in the same article: it is impossible to answer the question if there are two different worlds
which exist “objectively”; the word “existence” even has no meaning in this context. This allows
us to conclude that the theory of62is actually a variant of the identity theory.19 And indeed, in
Also in &RQMHFWXUHVDQG5HIXWDWLRQV.
In the light of Hayek’s objective, the construction of a non-behaviourist theory, this is particularly striking. I will
return to this below, in para. 11.
19
A causal theory of perception is inductive or “bottom-up” in the sense that sensory impressions cause neural
16
17
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62 (on p. 191) Hayek says that the two ways of describing mental phenomena, in physical terms,
are two alternative ways of describing the same phenomena. He admits that the dualism he
upholds is practical, but that the order is one. He even puts forward a rather sophisticated
argument to support this. It is based on his own theory of mind. But that does not change the fact
that Hayek’s mind-body theory is an identity theory. The argument (which will not be discussed
here at any length) can be found in chapter 8 of 62. Its core is that every instrument of
classification must have a higher degree of complexity than that which it classifies. As the mind
is such an instrument, in order to describe - and for Hayek that amounts to classifying - itself, it
must be more complex than itself. This is clearly impossible.
Let us return to Hayek’s evolutionism of the mind. The theory of 7KH6HQVRU\2UGHUis clearly
evolutionary. For Popper’s criticism to apply, it must be Darwinian. And, indeed, it is, if,
following Popper, we understand by Darwinism the explanation of adaptation and survival. Cp.
the passage from62already quoted above: “Our task is (..) to show in what sense it is possible
that within parts of the macrocosm a microcosm may be formed which reproduces certain aspects
of the macrocosm and through this will enable the substructure of which it forms part to behave
in a manner which will assist its continued existence.” (62, 5.78)
Although Popper never criticizes Hayek in his publications, we have been able to reconstruct some
of his criticism. Likewise, one can try to find what some of Hayek’s criticism of Popper is. This
requires even more of an effort. In the discussion that follows “The Sensory Order after 25 Years”,
we find a critical comment. After declaring that he has been a Popperian avant-la-lettre in
methodology, and that he never stopped being so, Hayek says that Popper has yet to convince him
of the later development in his (Popper’s) thought, such as “his neutral epistemology and his use
of the three Platonian worlds”. In Hayek’s other published work we do not find any specific
critical reactions to Popper’s thought. But there exists an unfinished manuscript by Hayek called
“Within System and about Systems; A Statement of Some Problems of a Theory of
Communication”, which contains important clues. Hayek mentions this manuscript in “The
Sensory Order after 25 Years”:
“in the first few years after I had finished the text of the book [62], I made an effort to
complete its formulations of the theory in one respect. I had then endeavoured to elaborate
the crucial concept of “systems within systems” but found it so excruciatingly difficult that
in the end, I abandoned the longish but unfinished paper that apparently nobody I tried it
upon could understand” (Hayek 1982, p. 290)
The paper discusses the different functions of language that Karl Bühler distinguishes. The
manuscript breaks off in the middle of an argument which serves to support the descriptive
function of language in the framework of a causal theory of systems. In that passage, the system
that Hayek discusses stands for the human mind. As we have seen, Hayek says that he put so
much effort into the ms. It seems therefore reasonable to assume that the abrupt end is not due to
accidental, external circumstances, but to his incapability to explain the higher functions of
language within his own theory – H[DFWO\DV3RSSHUSUHGLFWVMy conclusion is that Hayek’s
“Systems” manuscript is a direct reaction to Popper’s criticism that he, Hayek has a causal theory
of mind, and that such a theory has no place for the function of language as a vehicle of true and
activities, instead of being “top-down” in the sense that mind actively sorts and collects sensory impressions. The
former model is consistent with models of neural works which were inspired by 6HQVRU\2UGHU.
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false proposition, and as a tool of criticism.20
*URXSVHOHFWLRQ
But the matter does not end there. In 1961 or 1962, Hayek gave an address to the British Academy
that was published in its 3URFHHGLQJV of 1963. Its title is “Rules, Perception and Intelligibility”
(also published in Hayek’s 6WXGLHV21  In a letter of 18 July 1962, Popper showers Hayek with
compliments (“the first pages, which greatly impressed me”; “your very beautiful paper”, “I am
greatly impressed by this paper”).22 Popper is particularly full of praise of the last section, with
the title “Supra-conscious Rules and the Explanation of Mind”,23 which is mostly an elaboration
of the “Systems” manuscript.24 The main message of that section is that “[i]f everything we can
express (state, communicate) is intelligible to others only because their mental structure is
governed by the same rules as ours, it would seem that these rules themsleves can never be
communicated.” (“Rules”, pp. 60-1). Despite his praise, it is on this point that Popper shows
himself to be critical, saying that the unconscious frame of assumptions “can become conscious,
expecially if it is challenged and criticized; it is criticizable in principle . otherwise we end in
relativism (and in Mannheim’s Total Ideology!).” That Popper nevertheless seems very lenient
towards Hayek on this point – especially in view of his – Popper’s – criticism of the “myth of the
framework”, is a bit surprising, but I do not want to dwell on this. For the purpose of this paper,
what is more interesting is the following.
“Rules” is a description of how human perception and behaviour is guided by rules, how these
rules are learned and communicated, and to what extent these processes involve an implicit or tacit
framework. In Hayek’s 6WXGLHV it is immediately followed by “Notes on the Evolution of Systems
of Rules of Conduct”, with the subtitle “The Interplay between Rules of Individual Conduct and
the Social Order of Action”. Whereas the former chapter discusses the IXQFWLRQ of rules, the
emphasis in the latter is on their HYROXWLRQ . It is there that Hayek first introduces the idea of group
selection. Now, in further correspondence between Popper and Hayek in the early 1960s, one of
the topics is the relationship between abstract society and concrete groups.25 During the 1960s,
20 Apart from these criticisms and rather implicit reactions, there are some occasions on which each author tries
to incorporate some of the other’s ideas in his system. It is striking that this inevitably produces tensions. For
instance, when Popper in his article about the methodology of the social sciences (“The Status of the Rationality
Principle” of 1967), lets himself be influenced by Hayek, he comes up with a theory that is full of elements that
are alien to the rest of his system.
20
But neither is it consistent with Hayek’s thought; for although Popper introduces a model of rationality which
owes a lot to the theory of rational choice that underlies economics (including Hayek’s economics), he formulates
it in terms of the rationality of the individual. When Popper published this essay, the published version of Hayek’s
theory of rationality as a social phenomenon was more than twenty years old. Likewise, when Hayek tries to
introduce Popperian elements in his system, such as realism and falsificationism, this creates tensions, and the
result is an incoherent mix. In the above, I have already put forward the argument about the tension between
realism and instrumentalism in Hayek’s theory of science
21 Hayek 1967a. The chapter will be refeered to as “Rules”.
22 That Popper is also critical of paper may perhaps be deduced from his advice to Hayek to make the text of the
paper independent from 62, relegating any refernces to the footnotes.
23 “Section 9 is the best, in my opinion. It is really exciting.”
24 As is apparent, for instance, from the last paragraph. There, Hayek says that, in order for two causal systems
to communicate their perceptions and acions to one another, they need to have a common set of rules that cannot
be communicated. This is exactly what he had tried to explain in the ms.
25 A piece of circumstantial (historical) evidence of Popper’s and Hayek’s close interaction in this period is that
fact that Popper dedicates &RQMHFWXUHVDQG5HIXWDWLRQV (1963) to Hayek, while Hayek dedicates 6WXGLHV (1967) to
Popper.
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Popper started to revise his ideas on evolution, which resulted in his apparent abandoning of
methodological individualism in favour of “downward causation”, which he attributes to Donald
Campbell (cp., for instance, “Natural Selection and the Emergence of Mind”, Popper’s Darwin
lecture of 1977). At first glance that may seem curious, since group selection appears to be in
violation with methodological individualism (to which both Popper and Hayek subscribed in their
early work).
But before going into Popper’s later theory of evolution, it is useful to examine why Hayek
introduced group selection in the first place. The answer can be found in a note by Hayek to an
unpublished manuscript with the title “The origins and effects of our morals: a problem for
science”.26 The note reads as follows:
“A chapter in the draft of a book on cultural evolution [Hayek probably refers to )&]
threatened to explode in the process of revision … till I found the key to mastering the
unmaneagable complexity of the process by making the starting point a fact I had
already established in an earlier chapter …. Namely that cultural evolution, XQOLNH
'DUZLQLDQHYROXWLRQ, rests almost entirely on group selection instead of the selection of
individuals. What has sometimes been called a “collective mind” group [sic] is nothing
but the common morals of its members, something very different from and autonomous
of the mind proper though of course in constant interaction with it.” (italics added).
My conjecture about Popper’s adaptation of his own theory of evolution and his adoption of
downward causation is the following. Hayek’s concept of group selection set Popper thinking again
about evolution. Popper tries to incorporate group selection in his own, Darwinian, theory of
evolution, transforming it into a theory of the emergence and selective influence of ecological
niches.27 In doing so, Popper improves upon Hayek in that he demonstrates that group selection, even
in the cultural domain, has no need of Lamarckian instruction. But Popper does not limit himself to
a criticism of Lamarckism; in his later theory he also tries to repair what he considers to be defects
of neo-Darwinism. He mentions the following. Neo-Darwinism offers no theory about the mix
between hereditary stability and variability. Popper also criticizes the idea that of evolutionary ascent,
viz., that in the course of evolution higher life forms survive. Popper’s criticism is that higher forms
of life are not always more adapted than more primitive organisms, ansd he mentions overspecialized
organisms in a changing environment as a counterexample. A further criticism is that if adaptedness
is defined as the ability to survive, the theory becomes tautologous.
Popper’s solution consists of the following elements:
1. The instruments of individuals for problem solving are comportmental schemes which they
try to adapt. These schemes are more important than anatomical variations. Mutations can
only be successful if they fit into a behavioural scheme that already exists.
2. The individuals are the “instruments” of the species just like types of behaviour are the
instruments of individuals.
3. Not all problems are problems of survival (an idea he had already adopted).
4. The emergence of behavioural novelty, including “behavioural monsters”, involves
26 Box 96/126 of the Hayek Archives at the Hoover Institution of War, Revolution and Peace, Stanford
27 Without attracting much attention. The ideas discussed here can be found mainly in Popper 1994, which
contains a series of lectures he gave in 1969. If my argument is correct, then Popper underwent a rather rapid
develoment in his thought on evolution, which took place during the 1960s. Popper’s development has its parallel
in biology, although there, too, the idea has hardly gained foothold. Cp. Hertel 1997.
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5.
6.
7.
8.

(random) changes in the aims of preferences of individual organisms.
These always precede anatomical changes.
Successful behavioural novelty creates new ecological niches; these act as units of
selection.
New ecological niches are examples of emergent evolution.
Evolution does not proceed from primitive to superior or higher organisms, but from less
to more complex ones. This is the major prediction of evolutionary theory.

Popper transforms Hayek’s concept of group selection into a theory about the emergence and
the selective power of ecological niches. Their origin lies in changes in behavioural patterns
that are the answers to random variations in the aims or preferences of an individual organism.
If the new forms of behaviour are successful, i.e., if they contribute to the survival of the
organism, they may give rise to a WUDGLWLRQ, which Popper defines as the long-term stability of
behaviour patterns in the presence of alternatives. He contrasts this with JHQHWLFHQWUHQFKPHQW,
which he defines as the long-term stability of behaviour patterns without alternatives being
present. If a tradition becomes the spearhead of genetic entrenchment, the organisms risk
becoming extinct if a change in the environment occurs. Popper formulates the prediction that
every genetic entrenchment becomes lethal in time (Popper 1994, p. 61), a prediction that can
be transferred to the domain of social evolution. For instance, now that the alternatives to the
market economy are rapidly disappearing, if a change in the environment occurs to which the
market is not the answer, serious problems may arise (it would be premature to put this in
terms of lethality).
Let us now briefly confront Popper’s and Hayek’s theories of evolution by confronting
corresponding concepts, bearing in mind that Popper offers a general theory of evolution
whereas Hayek limits himself to cultural evolution.
3RSSHU

+D\HN

Behavioural schemes
Random change in aims or preferences
Ecological niche
Evolution towards more complexity

Rules
Instruction
Group
,GHP

Popper speaks of (his adapted) neo-Darwinism “simulating” Lamarckism. The expression is
part of Popper’s philosophy of science, and more in particular to his theory of the
correspondence principle. The idea is the following. Progress in science is cumulative in the
sense that more recent successful theories incorporate the true elements of earlier theories. If,
moreover, the new theory can also explain why the old one was mistaken where it was
mistaken, Popper speaks of a correspondence relation between the two theories. Often, the old
theory, even though wrong, continues to be used for special cases (for example, Newtonian
mechanics continues to be used for many applications, even though quantum mechanics is the
better theory). That is why Popper speaks of the new theory simulating the new one: it
produces in part the same results, even though it postulates another causal mechanism, one,
moreover, that is capable of explaining phenomena the old theory cannot explain. The most
conspicuous phenomenon in the case of social evolution that Popper’s adapted neo-Darwinism
“simulates” with respect to a Lamarckian explanation is the speed of cultural evolution.
20

-DFN%LUQHU7KH0LQG%RG\3UREOHPDQG6RFLDO(YROXWLRQ

More in particular, the advantages of Popper’s approach over Hayek’s are the following:
In keeping with his own principle of the unity of explanation, Popper shows that biological
evolution is not fundamentally different from cultural evolution. Popper’s theory can account
for rapid evolution without having to resort to Lamarckism. It accounts for world-3 and hence
it is applicable to the evolution of the environment of conscious beings. It gives a plausible
content to the concept of group selection, one, moreover, that does not violate methodological
individualism.28 In addition, it accounts for variation, something Hayek never explains.
Finally, Popper gives a more general content to Hayek’s idea that following rules that are
appropriate for one particular social enviroment in a different setting may harm survival.29
6HOIUHIHUHQFHDVDSUREOHPIRUWKHRULHVRIFXOWXUDOHYROXWLRQ
It is but a small step from the problem of the place of the human mind in reality (“Compton’s
problem”) to that of science, technology, and values in society. According to Popper, there are two
reasons for engaging in scientific research. One is purely epistemological: our desire to know. The
other is the hope of improving the human condition by changing social institutions. We may say
that Popper sees an opposition between individual rationality and social irrationality, in the sense
that social phenomena are unforeseen consequences of individual actions. For Hayek, too, social
phenomena are unintended consequences. However, in Hayek’s thought the opposition is between
individual irrationality and social rationality. For Hayek the set of social institutions are the
bearers of rationality, whereas for Popper rationality is located in the individual and in the social
process of science. According to Hayek, the rules which govern the functioning of society are
mostly implicit. If we know them, we may be tempted to change them, which is dangerous. If we
do not know them, we run the risk of destroying the grown order by not observing the underlying
implicit rules. Either way, we have to recognize and accept that we must not change the
institutions which have developed spontaneously. This is the main conclusion to which Hayek’s
work in social science leads. But then, of what use is social science? For the later Hayek, the only
role that social science has in society is that of dedfending the status quo. This is very different
from what the earlier Hayek says explicitly about social science and relativism. Compare the
passage on p. 90 of&56, already quoted above, where he defends the necessity of tests and
objective criticism in order to avoid falling back into relativism. This passage can be read as a
criticism by Hayek of his own later position. If it is true, as Hayek says, that his work on the
methodology of social science led him back to theory of 62, and it influenced his theory of
society, then this influence has been conservative. Hayek’s rediscovery of his own psychological
theory revived his conservativism.30

28 Lindenberg published (in Dutch) a two-phase model of explanation which accounts for the emergence of
collective effects (including unintended effects) which is consistent with methodological individualism. Cp.
Lindenberg 1976. For reeasons unknown to me, he later abandoned the model.
29 Cp. the opassage in )&, p. 18, quoted in section 3.
30
The manuscript of 1920 shows a principle of mental conservatism which seems to be quite powerful: “Die
Vorstellung dass dies darauf beruht, dass auch scheinbar entschwundene Kenntnisse weiterwirken, dass also nichts,
gar nichts, dass wir einmal erfahren haben, ganz verloren geht, ist überaus ermutigend.” (p. 29)
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For Popper our ideas are entities on which we can perform operations outside the world. Cp.
Popper’s reference to Einstein in2.to the extent that “his pencil is more intelligent than he”. The
human mind occupies a position independent from the world in which it exists. For Hayek it is
almost the opposite: “our pencil” is always less intelligent than the social world it describes, a
world that is a sort of super-computer. This makes the position of Hayek’s theory itself
paradoxical. If it is the product of the same social process that it describes, it is no longer able to
criticize this process from the outside. Yet in order to justify its claim of being true, Hayek’s
theory must be independent from the world it describes. If Hayek cannot justify his theory by
having recourse to the social world, there is only one possibility left: the status of that theory is
that of a vision, or an ideology.
Hayek shares this visionary character with Marx. In the end, Hayek has no rational or coherent
argument for preferring his own position to any other, and notably to socialism. His arguments
that the market order is the best system according to a couple of criteria which he is not capable
of justifying in any other way than by a moral argument is thus no more than a subjective belief.
This is paradoxical twice over. First, because according to Hayek’s theory the mind is not
independent from the world. And second, because Hayek says that his is a VFLHQWLILF criticism to
socialism, so, presumably a criticism based on an objective theory. But in the end he is forced to
make this theory “objective” by introducing a criterion from the outside (which is, moreover, a
statistical criterion or an end-state criterion31). Less paradoxical is that this subjugation of science
to morality is perfectly consistent with Hume’s thought, one of Hayek’s most important sources
of inspiration.
In the end, Hayek’s defence of the market order relies on propaganda instead of rational argument.
This had already been foreseen, in general terms, by Popper. In the lengthy passage, quoted above
in section 11, Popper predicts that one of the consequences of the physicalist theory of the human
mind is that the physicalist “is prevented from accounting for the difference between propaganda,
verbal intimidation, and rational argument.”(6,%, p.58).32
6RPHFRQFOXVLRQV
What can we learn from the confrontation between Popper’s and Hayek’s systems of ideas? I will
indicate, too briefly, incompletely and sketchily, just a few answers.
In order for a theory of cultural evolution to account for the role of human knowledge without
falling into contradictions must be indeterministic and non-materialistic. Popper’s theory of
“behavioural monsters” that create ecological niches which subsequently act as units of selection
is an interesting attempt that may be adapted to the domain of social and cultural evolution. The
mechanism would be, very briefly, that the rational response of individuals to changes in their
Hayek criticizes “end-state criteria” in ///.
Hayek does not have anything like a fully-fledged theory of language. He follows Menger in using language as
an example of a phenomenon which emerges as an unintended effect of individual actions. On the other hand, in
response to Popper, he tries (but fails) to construct an explanation of the higher functions of language in his “Within
Systems about System”, which was discussed above, in para 13.
Another significant aspect of Hayek’s failure to find a place for the higher functions of language is that it is consistent
with his argument about the difference between the primitive group and the extended order. In the book that I already
quoted above in note n. 6, Dunbar argues that human language has evolved to enable the human species to control
individuals, and to co-ordinate the actions in groups that supersede the limit of control of 150 members which our
brain-capacity imposes. In this context of control and co-ordination, the only functions Dunbar discusses are the
exchange of information - which includes the function of expression - and communication (see Dunbar 1996,
especially p. 78-9). Thus, the consistency between Hayek’s theory of the social order and his “theory” of human
language receives confirmation from an unexpected quarter.
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goals and preferences may lead to new institutions which may or may not prove to be able to be
stable.
If we translate Popper’s theory of evolution to the social domain, I think that he has indicated that
it is possible to construct an evolutionary theory that can account for the interaction between
individuals and their institutional environment; that rapid change in social evolution does not need
Lamarckian instruction; that group selection can be given a sound and non-tautologous content;
and that our ontological conviction that ideas matter can find a place in such a theory.
If the contents of the human mind, its functioning and deliberate interventions guided by it do not
make a difference to social evolution on the macro level, this has to be demonstrated. The
mechanisms by which individual actions create unintended consequences must be specified.
(Pietro Terna33 is engaged in a research project that examines whether, and to what extent, the
mental structure of individuals makes a difference for collective effects. He uses computer
simulations. But it is good to keep in mind that he limits himself to one very particular collective
efect, price formation.) This is the as yet largely unexplored domain of social amplifiers.
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