
Human Action By Ludwig Von Mises 1

Human Action By
Ludwig Von Mises

Human
Action By
Ludwig Von
Mises

Downloaded
from

app.ardentx.com
by Sherlyn &

Reed

INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
POWER OF
PURPOSEFUL
BEHAVIOR

Few works of economic
and  phi losophica l
t h o u g h t  h a v e
weathered  the  storms
of  the  20th  and  21st
centuries  as  well  as
Ludwig  von  Mises's
magnum opus, Human
Action  By  Ludwig
Von  Mises .  F i r s t
published in 1949, this
treatise  is  far  more
than a dry textbook on
supply and demand. It

i s  a  s w e e p i n g ,
systematic  exploration
of what it means to be
a  human  being  who
acts,  chooses,  and
e v a l u a t e s  u n d e r
conditions  of  scarcity
and  uncertainty.  For
students of economics,
political  philosophy,
and  even  psychology,
this  book  offers  a
f o u n d a t i o n a l
f r a m e w o r k  t h a t
challenges many of the
a s s u m p t i o n s
embedded  in  modern
s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s .
Understanding Human
Action  By  Ludwig
Von  Mises  i s  no t
merely  an  academic
exe rc i se ;  i t  i s  an
invitation to rethink the
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very nature of  choice,
va lue ,  and  soc ia l
cooperation.
In a world increasingly
dominated  by  data-
driven  models  and
m a t h e m a t i c a l
formalism,  Mises  offers
a  r e m i n d e r  t h a t
economics begins with
a  single,  irreducible
fact: human beings act
deliberately to improve
their  circumstances.
This article will unpack
the core  ideas  of  this
monumental  work,
e x p l o r e  i t s
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l
innovations,  examine
its  most  controversial
claims,  and  consider
why  it  continues  to
attract  passionate
adherents  and  fierce
critics  alike.  Whether
you  are  a  seasoned
economist,  a  curious
student,  or  someone
seek ing  a  deeper
unders tand ing  o f
society,  the  ideas

contained  in  Human
Action  By  Ludwig
Von Mises  provide  a
lens  through which  to
see  the  world  with
remarkable  clarity.

THE LIFE AND
CONTEXT OF
LUDWIG VON
MISES

To  fully  appreciate
Human  Action  By
Ludwig Von Mises, it
helps  to  understand
the  man  behind  the
text. Ludwig von Mises
was  born  in  1881  in
Lemberg,  Austr ia-
Hungary, into a Jewish
family  of  means  and
intellectual  ambition.
He  s tud ied  a t  the
University  of  Vienna,
w h e r e  h e  w a s
influenced  by  the
Austr ian  School  of
Economics,  a  tradition
t h a t  e m p h a s i z e d
sub ject ive  va lue ,
marginal  utility,  and
the  importance  of
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individual choice. Mises
came of  age during a
period  of  tremendous
intellectual ferment, as
classical liberalism was
being  challenged  by
socialism, fascism, and
v a r i o u s  f o r m s  o f
interventionism.
Dur ing  the  1920s,
M i s e s  g a i n e d
recognition  for  his
devastating critique of
social ist  economic
calculation,  arguing
that  central  planners
could  not  rationally
allocate  resources
without market prices.
This  idea,  now known
a s  t h e  e c o n o m i c
calculation  problem,
became a cornerstone
of his thought and was
later  expanded  in
Human  Action  By
Ludwig  Von  Mises.
F leeing  the  r ise  of
N a z i s m ,  M i s e s
eventually  settled  in
the  United  States,
w h e r e  h e  f a c e d

c o n s i d e r a b l e
professional  isolation.
H i s  unapo loge t i c
defense of laissez-faire
capital ism  and  his
insistence  on  a  priori
reasoning made him an
o u t s i d e r  i n  a n
a c a d e m i c  w o r l d
increasingly  enamored
with Keynesianism and
m a t h e m a t i c a l
economics.  Yet,  from
t h i s  p o s i t i o n  o f
m a r g i n a l i t y ,  h e
produced  his  most
comprehensive  work,
synthesizing  decades
of  research  into  a
single,  unified  system
of  thought.

THE CORE THESIS
OF HUMAN ACTION

At the heart of Human
Action  By  Ludwig
Von  Mises  l i e s  a
deceptively  simple
proposition:  human
action  is  purposeful
behavior. That is, when
a person acts, they are



4

4 Human Action By Ludwig Von
Mises

2023-01-09

not merely reacting to
stimuli  like  a  billiard
ball  struck  by  a  cue.
They  are  consciously
choosing  means  to
achieve ends, based on
t h e i r  s u b j e c t i v e
p r e f e r e n c e s  a n d
expectations about the
future. This may sound
obvious,  but  Mises
argued that this simple
o b s e r v a t i o n  h a s
profound  implications
for  all  of  the  social
sciences.

Action as
Purposefu
l
Behavior
For  Mises,  action  is
defined as the attempt
to  substitute  a  more
satisfactory  state  of
affairs  for  a  less
satisfactory one. Every

act  of  consumption,
production,  saving,  or
e x c h a n g e  i s  a n
instance  of  human
action. Even inaction is
a  f o r m  o f  a c t i o n ,
because  choosing  not
t o  d o  s o m e t h i n g
implies  a  preference
for  the  current  state
over  the  alternative.
This  insight  al lows
M i s e s  t o  b u i l d  a
comprehensive science
of  human  behavior,
w h i c h  h e  c a l l e d
p r a x e o l o g y .
P r a x e o l o g y ,  a s
developed  in  Human
Action  By  Ludwig
V o n  M i s e s ,  i s  a
deductive science that
starts  from  the  self-
evident  axiom  that
humans  act  and  then
logically  derives  the
entire  structure  of
economic  theory.
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The A
Priori
Nature of
Praxeolog

y
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
d i s t i n c t i v e  a n d
controversial  elements
of  Human Action By
Ludwig Von Mises is
its  insistence  that  the
fundamental  principles
o f  economics  a re
k n o w n  a  p r i o r i ,
mean ing  they  are
d e r i v e d  f r o m  t h e
nature  of  action  itself
r a t h e r  t h a n  f r o m
empirical  observation.
Mises  argued  that
empirical  data,  while
u s e f u l  f o r
understanding  specific
histor ica l  events ,
cannot  re fute  the

logical  structure  of
human  act ion.  For
example,  the  law  of
diminishing  marginal
u t i l i t y  i s  n o t  a
hypothesis to be tested
in a laboratory; it is a
logical  implication  of
the  fact  that  human
beings  have  multiple
w a n t s  a n d  m u s t
prioritize  them.  This
approach placed Mises
squarely  at  odds  with
the  positivists  and
e m p i r i c i s t s  w h o
d o m i n a t e d  2 0 t h -
century social science.
Many  critics  dismiss
this a priori  stance as
unscientific,  while
supporters  argue  that
it  gives  economics  a
firm  foundation  that
other  disciplines  lack.

KEY CONCEPTS IN
HUMAN ACTION

Beyond  i t s  b road
philosophical  claims,
Human  Action  By
Ludwig  Von  Mises
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d e v e l o p s  a  r i c h
tapestry of  conceptual
tools for understanding
economic  and  social
life.  Several  of  these
concepts  deserve
spec ia l  a t tent ion
because they illustrate
the explanatory power
of  the  praxeological
method.

Means
and Ends
Mises  distinguishes
clearly between means
and ends. Ends are the
goals  that  an  actor
wishes  to  achieve,
while  means  are  the
goods  and  services
that can be employed
to achieve those ends.
Importantly, means are
always  scarce  relative
to human wants, which
i s  w h y  c h o i c e  i s
n e c e s s a r y .  T h i s
f ramework,  which
Mises  develops  in

detail,  helps  explain
everything  from  the
formation  of  prices  to
t h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f
production.  In  Human
Action  By  Ludwig
Von Mises, the entire
economy is seen as a
v a s t  n e t w o r k  o f
exchanges  through
which  ind iv idua ls
pursue  their  diverse
ends using the means
available to them.

Time and
Uncertain
ty
A c t i o n ,  M i s e s
emphasizes,  always
takes  place  in  time.
Because action aims to
improve a future state,
i t  i s  n e c e s s a r i l y
oriented  toward  an
uncertain  future.  This
insight  has  important
implications  for  the
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theory  of  capital  and
interest.  Mises  argues
t h a t  t i m e
preference—the  fact
that  people  va lue
present  goods  more
than future goods—is a
universal  feature  of
human  action.  This
explains  why  interest
e x i s t s  a s  a
phenomenon rooted in
t h e  s u b j e c t i v e
v a l u a t i o n s  o f
individuals,  not  as  a
m e r e  m o n e t a r y
phenomenon.  The
treatment of time and
uncertainty in  Human
Action  By  Ludwig
Von  Mises  remains
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
sophisticated  in  the
e n t i r e  e c o n o m i c
literature,  anticipating
later  work  by  figures
such  as  Frank  Knight
and G.L.S. Shackle.

The Role
of Prices
Perhaps  no  topic  is
m o r e  c e n t r a l  t o
Human  Action  By
Ludwig  Von  Mises
than  the  theory  of
prices. Mises builds on
the earlier work of Carl
Menger and Eugen von
Böhm-Bawerk to argue
that  prices  are  not
d e t e r m i n e d  b y
object ive  costs  of
production  but  by  the
subjective valuations of
buyers and sellers. The
p r i c e  o f  a  g o o d
emerges  f rom  the
i n t e r a c t i o n s  o f
individuals  who  are
trying  to  satisfy  their
wants as best they can
given  their  l imited
resou rces .  M i ses
famously extended this
analysis  to  argue that
w i t h o u t  g e n u i n e
market prices, socialist
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planners  cannot  make
rational  calculations
a b o u t  r e s o u r c e
a l l o c a t i o n .  T h i s
argument,  which  he
first  developed  in  the
1920s,  has  been  a
c e n t r a l  p o i n t  o f
contention  in  debates
a b o u t  e c o n o m i c
planning and continues
to  inform  discussions
about  regulation  and
intervention  today.

THE
METHODOLOGICAL
APPROACH:
PRAXEOLOGY

Understanding  the
m e t h o d o l o g y  o f
Human  Action  By
Ludwig Von Mises is
essential  for  grasping
both its strengths and
i t s  l i m i t a t i o n s .
Praxeology,  as  Mises
conce ives  i t ,  i s  a
deductive science that
begins with a few self-
evident  axioms  and
b u i l d s  u p  a

c o m p r e h e n s i v e
theoretical  structure
t h r o u g h  l o g i c a l
reasoning. The axioms
include  the  following:
humans  act,  action
involves  the  use  of
means  to  ach ieve
ends,  and  means  are
scarce relative to ends.
From  these  starting
points,  Mises  derives
laws such as the law of
marginal  utility,  the
law of returns, and the
law  of  comparative
advantage.
M i s e s  w a s  h i g h l y
critical  of  the  use  of
m a t h e m a t i c s  i n
economics,  which  he
saw  as  fundamentally
misguided.  For  him,
mathematical  models
tha t  t rea t  human
behavior  as  a  set  of
equilibrium  conditions
miss  the  essential
d y n a m i s m  a n d
uncertainty  of  real-
world  action.  Instead,
he advocated a verbal,



Human Action By Ludwig Von Mises 9

9

logical  approach  that
could  capture  the
intentionality of human
c o n d u c t .  T h i s
methodological  stance
has been both praised
and  attacked.  Critics
argue  that  it  isolates
Mises from mainstream
empirical research and
makes  h is  system
untestable.  Supporters
r e s p o n d  t h a t  i t
prov ides  a  secure
f o u n d a t i o n  f o r
understanding  the
logic  of  choice,  free
from  the  illusions  of
scientism  that  often
p lague  the  soc ia l
sciences. Whether one
agrees  or  disagrees
with this approach, it is
impossible  to  engage
seriously  with  Human
Action  By  Ludwig
Von  Mises  without
c o n f r o n t i n g  i t s
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l
c h a l l e n g e  t o
conventional wisdom.

HUMAN ACTION
AND ECONOMIC
CALCULATION

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
influential  sections  of
Human  Action  By
Ludwig  Von  Mises
deals with the problem
of economic calculation
under socialism. Mises
argued  that  without
private property in the
means  of  production
and  genuine  market
pr i ces  fo r  cap i ta l
g o o d s ,  s o c i a l i s t
p l a n n e r s  c a n n o t
determine  how  to
allocate  resources
efficiently.  Prices,  in
Mises's  view,  are  not
m e r e l y  a r b i t r a r y
numbers;  they  carry
critical  information
a b o u t  r e l a t i v e
s c a r c i t i e s  a n d
consumer preferences.
When prices are set by
central planners rather
t h a n  b y  m a r k e t
p r o c e s s e s ,  t h i s
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information is lost, and
rat ional  economic
calculation  becomes
impossible.
This  argument,  often
called  the  economic
calculation  problem,
has  had an  enormous
impact  on  economic
thought.  It  has  been
debated  by  figures
such  as  F r iedr i ch
Hayek,  Oskar  Lange,
and  many  o thers .
While  later  socialist
economists  attempted
to  devise  models  of
market  socialism  that
would simulate market
prices, Mises remained
skeptical. For him, the
p r o b l e m  w a s  n o t
m e r e l y  o n e  o f
computational difficulty
but of the fundamental
i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f
p lann ing  w i thout
g e n u i n e  m a r k e t
processes. This section
of  Human Action By
Ludwig  Von  Mises
remains highly relevant

t o  c o n t e m p o r a r y
debates  about  the
limits of state planning
and the role of markets
in allocating resources,
e s p e c i a l l y  i n
discussions  about
digital  economies  and
command-and-control
regulation.

THE INFLUENCE
AND LEGACY OF
HUMAN ACTION

The legacy of Human
Action  By  Ludwig
Von Mises is complex
and  mult i faceted.
During  his  lifetime,
Mises  struggled  to  find
a wide audience for his
ideas. He taught at the
University  of  Vienna
a n d  l a t e r  a t  t h e
Graduate  Institute  of
International Studies in
Geneva,  but  he never
held a permanent chair
in  economics.  After
emigrat ing  to  the
United States,  he was
largely ignored by the
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academic  mainstream.
Nevertheless, his work
attracted  a  small  but
devo ted  g roup  o f
followers,  including
figures  like  Murray
R o t h b a r d ,  I s r a e l
K i r zne r ,  and  F .A .
Hayek,  the  last  o f
whom would go on to
win the Nobel Prize in
Economics in 1974.
In the decades since its
publication,  Human
Action  By  Ludwig
V o n  M i s e s  h a s
insp i red  a  g l oba l
movement of scholars,
a c t i v i s t s ,  a n d
pol icymakers  who
advocate  fo r  f ree
markets  and  limited
government. The book
has  been  translated
i n t o  d o z e n s  o f
l a n g u a g e s  a n d
con t i nues  t o  se l l
thousands  of  copies
each year. Critics often
accuse Mises of  being
dogmatic  or  overly
ideological,  but  even

h i s  d e t r a c t o r s
acknow ledge  the
c o h e r e n c e  a n d
ambition of his system.
In  recent  years,  there
has  been  renewed
interest  in  Mises's
work, especially among
e c o n o m i s t s  a n d
philosophers  who  are
dissatisfied  with  the
n a r r o w n e s s  o f
mainstream economics
and who seek a more
humanistic approach to
their discipline.

WHY HUMAN
ACTION REMAINS
RELEVANT TODAY

It is reasonable to ask
why a book written in
the  mid-20th  century,
g r o u n d e d  i n  t h e
intellectual  battles  of
i t s  t i m e ,  s h o u l d
command the attention
o f  c o n t e m p o r a r y
reade r s .  Seve ra l
aspects  of  Human
Action  By  Ludwig
Von  Mises  g ive  i t
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enduring  relevance.
First,  its  focus  on  the
s u b j e c t i v e  a n d
purposeful  nature  of
human  behavior  offers
a  powerful  corrective
to the mechanistic and
deterministic  models
that dominate much of
modern social science.
In an age of  big data
a n d  a l g o r i t h m i c
decision-making, Mises
reminds us that human
beings are not passive
data points but active
agents  who  create
meaning through their
choices.
S e c o n d ,  M i s e s ' s
defense  of  individual
f r e e d o m  a n d

spontaneous  order
speaks  direct ly  to
concerns  about  the
growth of state power
in the 21st century. His
a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e
u n i n t e n d e d
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
i n te rvent ion ,  h i s
cr it ique  of  central
p lann ing ,  and  h i s
celebration  of  free
exchange  provide
resources  for  thinking
about  contemporary
issues  such  as  trade
po l i cy ,  moneta ry
re fo rm ,  and  c i v i l
liberties.  Finally,  the
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l
challenge  of  Human
Action  By  Ludwig
Von


