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Preface 

Here I comment on some choices I have had to make when  writing this thesis. 

 

On ‘model’. 

Throughout the thesis I often use the terms ‘model’ in a loose sense, except in 

chapter III. Economists tend to use ‘model’ and ‘theory’ interchangeably. In the 

context of problems concerning truth and falsity, this is problematic. A theory has 

truth value, models have not. The fact of the matter is this. A theory – if conceived 

of as a set of propositions – can be true or false depending on the truth value of its 

explicit and implicit propositions. Insofar as a theory describes (and explains) a 

reality which differs from the actual world (in its past, present, and future states) it 

is false simpliciter. But this theory is of course necessarily true of the world it hap-

pens to describe. Chapter III makes use of some concepts from model theory, 

which sees possible worlds as models of propositions about possible states of af-

fairs. The set of models of which a proposition (theory) is true belongs to the exten-

sion of the proposition (theory). In this sense it is a category mistake to talk of the 

truth or falsity of models. In other contexts, however, when economists use the 

term ‘model’ in order to denote a theoretical hypothesis, one can safely attach truth 

values to models.  

I do not want to speak of truth or falsity as a property of models in any con-

text. But I do also not strictly distinguish between ‘theory’ and ‘model’ if the con-

text does not require so. For this dissertation this means that I use the terms rather 

loosely in the first two chapters, only to upgrade the stringency of the distinction 

when it becomes necessary, viz. after the intermezzo. 

 

On ‘description’ and ‘explanation’. 

A sometimes useful distinction of scientific practices is that between descriptive 

and explanatory sciences. Anatomy is an example of a descriptive discipline. So is 

a merely quantitative sociology that tries to acquire data on suicide in a number of 

countries. Chemistry is an example of an explanatory science. So is economics. 

Notwithstanding the rigour suggested by this distinction, there is a subjective as-

pect to it. Suppose nobody knew, at a certain point in time, that metals conduct 

electricity, and that copper is a metal; the explanation that metals conduct electric-

ity and that copper conducts electricity because it is a metal considerably increases 

understanding. A critic of Hempelian deductive-nomological explanatory schemes 

would say that this clarification is hardly elucidating. But under the circumstances 

given here it is. The point is that descriptions may strike the learner as explanatory 
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if his background knowledge is sufficiently poor. Initial descriptions may be in-

structive while these are felt unsatisfactory at a later point in the development of 

knowledge. The distinction between description and explanation is perhaps pretty 

sharp analytically, the difference is fluid in practice. In this thesis the distinction is 

not very important. Especially where it discusses (social) kinds, the idea is that 

describing essential objects (properties, relations) is an explanatory undertaking.  

I cling to documenting this because economists sometimes make the distinc-

tion in order to set apart rich descriptions of reality from slender theoretical hy-

potheses. Here the concept of abstraction turns up again. Theorists claim that ab-

straction is the best way to understand (economic) reality, while historicist econo-

mists are said to distrust theory and favour the collection of reliable data. 

This view of things is, firstly, a caricature of the possible ways to do social 

research1. But, secondly, it misses an important point as well. There is no object of 

research, natural or social, of which anyone can make a complete description. What 

would completeness amount to? The molecular make-up of the Central Bank 

president? And would more abstraction also imply more explanation, as the carica-

ture suggests? What counts as explanatory is what increases understanding. As 

stated, this is a contextual matter, and the contexts that codetermine it include the 

research interests and the particular capabilities of the scientist: clearly subjective 

determinants.  

What I can say is this. If we accept the analytical distinction, it is clear that an 

explanans is always in need of an explanandum, and the explanandum cannot be 

denoted without describing it (at least partially). Explanatory sciences are descrip-

tive by their very nature; descriptive sciences need not be explanatory. As I do not 

need it to make my points in this thesis I largely ignore the distinction. 

 

On gender. 

I noticed that male scientists use the female form to refer to a person in their texts 

more often than female scientists do. But this impression is strongly biased, for I 

know the work of more male than female economists and philosophers. This phe-

nomenon, then, is precisely what drives men to sometimes talk of scientists in gen-

eral by using the word ‘she’. They see it as fair to women in a time when sex dis-

crimination in the labour market (and elsewhere) is only starting to cease, if at all. 

Better, they feel that they thus partake in the fight against such discrimination, 

however modestly. Especially in the Netherlands this seems to be appropriate as 

for the Dutch a repair of this waste of talent is long overdue. The proportion of 

 
1 Precisely this is Böhm-Bawerk’s central claim in his (1890b) review of Schmoller’s Festgabe for the 

founder of the historical school, Wilhelm Roscher. 
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women in higher positions is scandalously low in this country, and emancipation 

is slow.  

However, I believe, somewhat hesitantly, that an occasional ‘she’ and ‘her’ 

in academic texts is not going to change anything about it. This is a contested field, 

and I am perchance wrong. I am on the other hand certain that, from a linguistic 

point of view, it is an ugly use. I do not endorse it. When I use the words ‘he’ and 

‘his’ in general, I refer to men and women alike. 

 

On orthography. 

For non-native speakers of the English language, there is the choice between Brit-

ish and American English pronunciation and spelling. Logically, the options in 

orthography is available for an Englishman or a US citizen too, but for me the 

choice has some stakes. My education is firmly grounded in Dutch practices in the 

nineteen seventies. That is the time that secondary school pupils were not sup-

posed to have a choice. Decent English, I was taught, is European. Looking back, 

this attitude now strikes me as silly, and nowadays education is, I believe, more 

liberal in these matters. Still, a British orientation toward the English language has 

been chiselled into my personality. For me no option for American custom exists 

without a high cost. So I use British spelling in this dissertation.  

I would not have dwelled on this seemingly unimportant point if it had not 

confronted me with practical problems. I thought that the only thing I had to ob-

serve was to be consistent, but that turned out less easy as I had thought. ‘Idealisa-

tion’ is British, but hardly a Briton uses it. Yet, the verb ‘realise’ is in normal use in 

the Kingdom. What to do, given that no language is used consistently anywhere 

outside the classroom? I noted that all ‘—zations’ and other ‘—za’s’ are habitually 

written with a ‘z’ by most Britons, even though the use of the ‘s’ instead is not 

wrong. I have decided to follow this practice, not in the least because David Atkin-

son told me he does it too. To me, he is the ultimate authority in many Indo-

European languages, in mathematics, and in Indian cooking.  

Finally, some apparent German spelling mistakes in quotes are not such, but 

Böhm-Bawerk’s nineteenth century Austrian idiosyncratic way of writing. 

 

On the philosophy of science as ‘methodology’ 

‘Methodology’ is a word often used in the philosophy of economics. Possibly this is 

to immunise the discipline against the charge that it is practised by failed econo-

mists. ‘Methodology’ sounds more creditworthy to people who do not profession-

ally reflect on economics in the way philosophers do. It makes sense to distinguish 

clearly between the study of rules of method of research and philosophy. But in 

this thesis, the distinction is not important. I do nowhere discuss method. In con-

sequence, I use the words interchangeably. 
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