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FOREWORD  by Vladimír Benáček 
 
This book is an edited manuscript coming from the posthumous works of Josef Macek, the 
leading Czech economist, thinker and humanist. A famous academic debater in his prime days 
in Prague when he was able to attract a full auditory whenever and wherever he came. This 
text transcends his economic studies and moves the frontier of thinking closer to philosophy. 
It is an attempt to find common roots in the methodology of social thinking both as a science 
and as a doctrine of vested interests. It is a rare book that reflects a rare human destiny full of 
good expectations and their ominous failures.  
 
Why is it important to publish this “new-old” book in 2005 even though the last touches that 
the manuscript reveals were in 1967 and, in the meantime, there appeared publications that 
treated many of its topics in a more modern way? First, because this book is still interesting, 
inspiring and in many aspects up-to-date. Second, it is a sort of a testimony how the Czech, 
the Central European and even the world thinking in social sciences evolved.  
 
The manuscript was neither edited by a native English speaker, nor corrected for a more 
modern grammar because, as we found, that would misrepresent the original style of the 
author, whose English was excellent but retained many idiosynchracies of a Central European 
intellectual, versed in Latin, German and French, the admixture of which to his English 
scientific writing formed an amalgam of styles of changing times, geography and culture 
worth retaining. 
 
Josef Macek belonged to the exceptional generation of Austro-Hungarian citizens of 1880s, 
such as Josef Schumpeter, Stefan Zweig, Tomáš Masaryk, Edvard Beneš, Josef and Karel 
Čapek, Franz Kafka or Béla Bartók, who, in their happy days of creative formation, 
experienced the illusory glamour around the fin de siècle in the Habsburg Empire, but very 
soon had to take-over the burden if its break-up, to fight for a social recovery, to endure the 
disillusion of the Great Depression, to resist the rise of Nazism, to withstand the occupation, 
to fight again for the democracy and to see a new fall to communism. Their expectations and 
disillusions materialised in the legacy of their work that was full of both ardour and 
scepticism.  
 
This book is a part of such legacy of vicissitudes. It bears signs that Macek was thinking 
about the ways and by-ways of reasoning in social sciences at least since 1930s. As a fighter 
for democracy in the Czechoslovak Parliament, as a lasting discussant and opponent of Karel 
Engliš (the leading classical economist at that time), as a supporter of Keynesian thinking in 
economics, as an official Czech delegate abroad and also as an active opponent of 
communism in his emigration in United States – that all shaped his exceptional talent for 
observation to unexpected directions. As opposed to the common academic preaching from an 
ivory tower, his arguments were full of logic, common sense and lessons of history. Macek 
was an opponent of the policy of appreciation of the Koruna (1920-25) or of the impediments 
to free trade and he advocated the economic and political integration in Europe. He proposed 
policies for the regulation of cartels and monopolies, struggled for new policies for 
overcoming the recession of 1929-34 that hit Czechoslovak economy exceptionally harshly, 
and he supported the economic measures for the defense against German military attack. 
During the World War II, when all Czech universities were closed down, he dedicated his life 
to the education at secondary schools and pushed through a plan for the public self-education.  
 



A contemporary reader, still rather reluctant to associate the present extension of social 
arguments up to the acts of terrorism and to accept the disappearance of the borderline 
between politics and science, can be embarrassed why Macek goes so often back in this book 
to the story of accusation, hasty trial and a harsh punishment. Why is there exposed so often 
his distaste of doctrinaire thinking that he associates symbolically with the Church?  
 
The presence of injustice, allegorized by burning people at the stake by the stalwarts of some 
religious dogma, repeats very often in Macek’s text. It reflects his experiences of the Nazi 
occupation and especially of the communist takeover. After enduring the war, Macek at the 
age of 58 rushed into a revival of his educational activities and political enlightenment, 
striving again for his ideals of youth: freedom, stability and progress. It is no surprise that 
communists recognized him as an opponent of their way of social organization. What is 
surprising, is that it was one of the most talented young economists, Ota Šik, who took over 
his liquidation.  
 
In the November 1949 issue of Nová Mysl, the communist party ideological journal, Šik 
published a shattering attack against Macek, charging him of reformism (in science) and of 
betrayal (in politics)1. With the Czech generals H. Píka and K. Kutlvašr being already 
sentenced to death in January and May mock political trials, respectively, with the September 
1949 show-case trial of László Rajk of Hungary having been already concluded with a death 
sentence under a similar indictment, there was no doubt that the accusation of Macek would 
be followed with a severe punishment. Already at that time there was in progress a police hunt 
in preparation for the trial „against the subversive conspiracy“ (so-called Milada Horáková 
trial).  
 

Let us look closer how a “scientific” liquidation of a person looked like in a Stalinist 
period. Šik’s critique was based on three hackneyed charges that nearly always yielded 
desired political results: 
a/ The opponent is not a Marxist. 
b/ The opponent’s moral integrity is very low. 
c/ The opponent defends economic and social institutions that are hostile to the socialist 
revolution. 
Such “proofs” can be clasified, as is explained in this book, as sophisms underpinned by the 
proofs by definition and the proofs by authority. Having hardly any relationship to a logic or 
to facts, such an assault from a position of ideological dogmas is irreversible. Disproving 
dogmas is a sin and a proof of guilt by itself.  

Thus the vast majority of “scientific critique”, protracted on 36 pages, concerned very 
primitive general accusations, as if extracted from some bog-standard Marxian textbook 
without any real or personal context. For example, Macek was accused mainly of not doing 
somethin – for example of not defending or not explicitly writing about such topics like: 
• all economic values are created by labor only; 
• there is a conflict between the socialised labor and the private production; 
• private ownership is an impediment to economic development; 
• capitalist producers cannot know the real needs of consumers; 
• production, which is not centrally planned, cannot be rational because it emanates from 

the anarchy of markets; 
• law of the falling rate of profit dominates if the capital per worker is growing; 

                                                
1 Šik, O.: Reformismus v politické ekonomii (Reformism in the Political Economy). Nová mysl 1949, 
p. 363-398. 



• the rate of growth in investment goods must be higher than the growth in consumer goods; 
• returns to capital are an unlawful exploitation of labor. 
Needless to say, Macek, as an economist educated in classical economics and standing by 
Keynesian arguments where reasoning by logic and facts dominated, did not feel any need to 
address such Marxian dogmas, including an urge to fight them.  

The attack on Macek’s moral integrity was even more de-personalised because it was 
based on charges of class ideology. Thus an opponent not sharing communist class values 
(Macek was an active socialist) must be automatically a scoundrel deserving the deepest 
contempt. For example, by admitting that Macek wrote extensively about decision-making of 
entrepreneurs and capital owners, Šik concluded that he thus defended “exploitators and 
parasites” who become “estranged to the right management of production or trade” because 
“their interests were concentrated on the consumption of champagne and caviar, hobbies and 
lustful women” (p. 374). The article is rife with such indictments like: bourgeois stooge, 
traitor, conspirator, servant of fascism, crier of the darkest reactionaries, slanderer of the 
Soviet Union, purposeful falsifier of truth, etc.  

The only relevant part of the Šik’s critique (covering no more than 10% of the text) dealt 
with the interpretation of economic institutions, which Marxists interpret is „relations of 
production“ and „superstructure“. Macek simply believed openly that capitalism was able to 
adjust to changing environment and solve its shortcomings, such as unemployment, lack of 
competition, cartelisation or inequity. Prosperity, fair wages and economic freedom were not 
for him in conflict with private ownership. Such views, according to Marxists, were heresies 
bound objectively to be doomed. Any attempt at „economic reformism“ was therefore a 
capital offence. The concluding statement: „Professor Macek ... dwells on the view of 
retaining capitalism. But fighting against capital ... means fighting perseverantly against those 
who help retaining it ... and who deny socialist revolution. And Professor Macek belongs 
among those“ (p. 391) – this was a judgment that was worth gulag in the better case at that 
time. Given Šik’s experience and intelligence, he must have been well aware of it.  
 

After a further threat to their liberty Josef Macek and his wife Bela crossed illegally the 
Czechoslovak iron curtain and emigrated to Canada and later to the United States. Crossing 
the snow-covered mountain border, which was already heavily guarded by the military, was 
by itself a heroic achievement. One can read with fascination about it in the memoir of Joseph 
Hurka2. The refugees were by one day faster than the secret police that preferred resting on 
Sunday to coming with their arrest warrant. However, they detained Dr. Křížek, the brother of 
Macek’s wife, who received a 20 years’ prison sentence in the Milada Horaková mock trial 
with political opponents by using trumped-up charges against him. 
 
Even though Macek never paid back by attacking the rising star of Ota Šik through official 
media (whatever painful was the feeling of injustice for the rest of his life), he understood the 
background of the accusation. Šik was one of the rare Czech survivors of the Mauthausen 
concentration camp. Enduring nearly four years in one of the most cruel Nazi liquidation 

                                                
2 The memoirs were published in Hurka J.: “Fields of Light” at Pushcart/WW Norton, New York, 
2001. Joseph Hurka is the son of Josef Hůrka, member of the anti-communist resistence, who helped 
Josef and Bela Macek to escape the police and cross illegally the mountains to Germany. We can read 
on pages 103-110 that Maceks’ departed on Sunday 18th December 1949 by pretending to go out for a 
Christmas skiing in the north. Instead, they took a train to Františkovy Lázně in the south, stepping out 
at Nebanice village, still some 25 km before the border. For avoiding the attention of police informers, 
Maceks were casually dressed, carrying just a briefcase with papers. So poorly equipped, the dramatic 
night crossing took place in the forest between Libá and Hohenberg, where the border was formed by 
frozen Ohře (Eger) River.  



camps was a case of martyrdom, to which, as to a weird way of social reasoning, Macek 
ascribed a full chapter. He understood that martyrdom (to Šik or by Šik) „is no evidence of 
truth“. According to him, such „reasoning“ is a commitment to „a cruel folly of those who 
believe that by killing the man they also kill his ideas“. Šik, who became the leader of the 
„Prague Spring“ of 1968, was later condemned to a life emigration under a similar communist 
indictment as he prepared once to Macek. 
 
Macek understood that he was accused of heresy, blasphemy and witchcraft as a price for his 
life of an honest follower of academic truths, human understanding and wellbeing. Not so 
many had a chance to experience the contradiction between the worlds of democracy and 
totality so many times in their lives and so deeply. He therefore grasped more intensively than 
any other academic thinker that our thoughts followed not only the scientific strides based on 
empirical facts, logic or statistics, but that there was still a large space remaining to more 
traditional ways in the quest for solutions: consensus, analogy, superstition, revelation, 
miracle, silence, authority, sophistry or sacrifice. By having the courage of trespassing the 
world of pure science and amalgamating it with more rudimentary but omnipresent ways of 
reasoning, Macek became an innovator in the methodology of social sciences.  
 
There is another important aspect of the Macek’s critical approach to the Church – a motive 
that repeats so often in this book. Taken from the current perspective of a cultural 
confrontation between the democratic capitalism and the islamist fundamentalism, we should 
take the words of Macek as a symbol only. A symbol that represents Macek’s opposition to a 
dogmatic authoritarian rule that is not actually a necessary feature of religions. We may even 
take it for a degenerated aberration of religions, what was the original message of Macek. He 
was clearly distinguishing between that what is now known as open society – a society which 
commands certain degrees of freedom in deciding about its future by relying on collective 
processes endogenous to its social organiation. For Macek it was represented by the socio-
political organization of social democracy.  
 
Of course, the degrees of freedom in decision-making in such open society could not be 
absolute. There should exist democratic checks and balances in controlling the political 
system but its policies should not be in conflict with the requirements of the market 
economies. Actually they should be commensurate with the efficiency of the market system. 
That is why Macek declared himself a Keynesian liberal and he was at the same time one of 
the staunchest opponents of the Communist system of social organization and its drive for 
human engineering.  
 
The parallel between the Church (as an authority exogenous and superior to the open society) 
and the Communist Party is transparent from other studies of Macek, his press articles and 
especially in his Essay on the Impact of Marxism 3. The dilemma of the Church 4 is as 
follows: once its values are declared to come from an external Authority (the God, the Bible, 
the Koran, etc.) the Church can either leave their implementation into the lives of individuals 
to their own judgments (i.e. to the power of the Providence alone) or take an active role and 
establish its own hierarchic authority that acts on behalf of the Providence. So the situation 
                                                
3 Published by University of Pittsburgh Press, 1955. See also its Czech version “Dědictví Marxismu”, 
Univerzita Karlova, Prague, Acta Universitatis Carolinae, Oeconomica, no. 2, 1991.  
4 We should ascribe “The Church” a wider symbolical meaning, which transcends its limitation to the 
Catholic or the Christian Church only. It should include all secular authorities of religious 
organizations, which derive their decisions and which set the values on behalf of the God and which 
may even presume that their acting is exogenous to the real society and its given historical situation.  



can be modeled as a relationship between a principal and an agent 5. An economic rule that 
each invisible /virtual/ principal (e.g. a corporation) needs a visible /real/ agent in order to 
keep the governance under control is universal. Thus dangers of degeneration into an 
autocratic dogmatism by opting for the principle of sacrificium intellectus 6 are then very high 
in all organizations that derive their existence from principles (or principals) external to 
individuals. That can be illustrated by a situation when the establishement of an organization 
is guided by serving to “missions” determined by “universal laws”, which are not represented 
by any concrete principal. In this text the Church was taken for an example of an organization 
exposed inherently to such risks. The criteria linking universal laws (or the objectives of the 
Providence) with concrete decisions at the level of individuals may become so loose that they 
end up in being replaced by the vested objectives of the self-appointed agents alone.  
 
However, as Macek exposed it in his Essay on the Impact of Marxism, there are also other 
organizations prone to a similar (or even more dangerous) degeneration. It was the practice of 
Marxism in totalitarian regimes, such as Leninism, Stalinism or Maoism. In a similar fashion 
it was Fascism and Nazism. All of them derived their totalitarian dogmatism from ideologies 
presuming that the world and the history developed according to the laws of the Nature (or 
some other sort of Providence) exogenous to individuals. Such systems need explicit agents 
and degenerate easily into a denial of their original idealistic foundations. Objective laws get 
replaced by subjective autocratic commands.  
 
What was even more visionary in Macek’s thoughts was his suspicion (not always explicit but 
still transparent from the text, see e.g. chapter VI.) that the neoclassical free market school of 
economics may be subject to a dangerous dilemma similar to that of the Church. Libertarian 
economics is also prone to arguments that any decision-making is objectively determined. The 
principal was even recognized and called “The Invisible Hand”. However, his/her existence as 
an explicit principal could suffer of similar shortcomings like that one of The God or The 
Nature. That is why neoclassical economics was so much inclined in its defense to declare 
itself a positive science of perfect markets where the (subjective) value system must have 
been excluded from the system of alleged autonomous and perfect real performance. 
Unfortunately, it revealed gradually its flaws. 
 
The problem envisaged by Macek already in 1930s and confirmed in 1950s was that once the 
presence of an exogenously given „objective“ principal of invisible hand gets into doubts 
because of the development of imperfect markets, there arises a need for his/her replacement 
by a visible hand of some secular Authority that would be neither exogenous to the system, 
nor objective or perfect. Tragedy of the Church may be repeated, though in a different 

                                                
5 The concept of “the principal” used here is a part of the economic theory of management, 
governance and property rights (see J. Pratt and R. Zeckhauser, eds. (1985): Principals and Agents: 
The Structure of Business. Boston, Harvard University Press or J. S. Grossman and O. Hart (1983): 
An analysis of the Principal-Agent Problem. Econometrica, Vol. 51, p. 7-46). The principal represents 
the owner, the employer or the natural leader. He/she has certain authentic objectives of management 
based on property rights. However, it is presumed that the principal can control his/her imperium more 
effectively through a hired agent and not directly. But the agent has also objectives of his/her own, 
which may differ from those ones of the principal. The problem turns at constructing such incentive 
schemes that would get the agent to behave at least partly according to the principal's interests. The 
actions of the agents may not be observable and the result often gets astray. The authentic objectives 
fail. 
6 I.e. the dogma about the infallibility of the Authority or a priority of the collective body over the 
rights of individuals.  



disguise. If the existence of such secular Authority is eminent because the existence of 
prudent markets or the market-neutral value systems cannot be guaranteed, then Macek 
preferred that the role of an Authority be taken over by the State.  
 
Macek was a Keynesian because be believed that modern economics required an imposition 
of a central agent at the level of the State – at lease for some rare social decisions, which go 
above the level of atomized individuals with imperfect information. In such cases it would 
have to be guaranteed that the State was governed by democratic principles and the explicitly 
limited rules of the public choice were controlled by the principles of an open society. This is 
quite contemporary vision of the social governance caused not only because the world 
economies have been plagued by such scandals like Enron, Parmalat or the rise of oligarchs in 
transition countries, but mainly because modern extremely high efficiency could get into a 
conflict with perceived justice. On top of it, as Macek has experienced it so many times in his 
life, some self-styled agents could easily proclaim themselves the defenders of the Providence 
and abuse their position by becoming Visible Hands of a dictator.  
 
By his ability to adjust to an academic life as a Professor at the University of Pittsburgh, 
Macek, though remaining all the time an authentic Central European and the man of the first 
half of the 20th century, became a symbol of academic transcendence over geography, 
ideology, methodology and human failure. If we look at his writing from today’s perspective, 
we can see that in many aspects this book steered clear of some ideas, problems and authors 
that we consider now important, even though these writings were already published before 
1967. Chapters on logic or empirics could have been more „modern“ if they had included 
more extensive treatment of the pitfalls of language (semantics, syntax, grammar, 
pragmatics), as altered the methodology of sciences with Ludwig Wittgenstein.  
 
Probably the most influential impact of philosophy on social sciences was initiated by Karl 
Popper. In his The Logic of Scientific Discovery (1934) psychologism, naturalism, 
inductionism and logical positivism were replaced by a set of methodological rules called 
falsificationism. Though Macek was not referring systematically to this source, we can see 
that he felt, at least intuitively, the conflict between proofs by logic and proofs by facts. He 
understood that science advances by (often) unjustified, exaggerated guesses and intuitions 
followed by unstinting criticism and that only hypotheses capable of clashing with 
observation reports and remaining unscathed were allowed to count as science. 
 
Similarly there is a gap in responding to the methodological advances brought by Thomas 
Kuhn 7. However, Macek is not inconsistent in understanding that science and human 
reasoning is trapped in „paradigms“ and their progress is not linear. The achievement of 
equality between the reality (the ontological substance of which is supposed to be objective) 
and its cognition (theory) is not possible, according to him, even though Macek ascribes a 
high pragmatic value to all quests for diminishing the gap between these two. Thus his 
reasoning is not in conflict with the seminal paper of Milton Friedman on the methodology of 
positive economics8 where pragmatic achievements of predictions of a theory or of an 
econometric study are a sufficient condition vindicating a research. 
 

                                                
7 The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, University of Chicago Press, 1962. 
8 M. Friedman: Essays in Positive Economics. Chicago, Univ. of Chicago Press, 1966, especially pp. 
3-16, 30-43. Originally published in 1953 under the same heading.  



One of the most controversial issues in science is the treatment of values. Many economists, 
after adjusting to the methodology of natural sciences, shunted values and value judgments 
outside of economics. They agreed, at the most, on taking them as an exogenous parameter 
(i.e. an objective) for their analyses. Macek, however, similarly like Joan Robinson9, comes 
with a hypothesis that values are an indispensable part of economics, law or politics and that 
opting for certain values is not at random. Therefore social sciences are here for explaining 
why it is so or by which mechanism we decide about our values.  
 
Macek was raised in the traditions of Mittel-Europa that stressed the role of institutions, 
history and teleology. Even so, during 1920s and 1930s he incorporated into his studies the 
Anglo-American methodology that reckoned more on descriptivism, quantification, 
subjectivity in modeling and skepticism. Macek thus became a representative of the universal, 
philosophical school of European economists, such like Adam Smith up to Maynard Keynes, 
who had to master, except for a series of various economic concepts, also history, law, 
politics, statistics, geography, ethics, Latin, religion, belles lettres and arts. The shift to a 
narrow specialization that came after the war revealed also the costs of a trade-off: a break-
through in one field was matched by a professional blindness related to other fields. The 
melancholic statement of Albert Einstein about science – “a perfection of means and 
confusion of aims seems to be our main problem” – is particularly befitting the economics. 
We can often see how a narrow community of pure theoretical economists is able to speak out 
internally everything about (nearly) nothing10, but at the same time communicating to the 
world (nearly) nothing about everything. 
 
Thinking and reasoning in social sciences „is a long and slow process full of fascination, 
where victories are constrained by errors, omissions and abuses“, as Macek concludes in this 
book. 

 

Prague, 21st August, 2006    Vladimír Benáček 

                                                
9 See J. Robinson: Economic Philosophy, Penguin, Harmondworth, 1962. 
10 “Nothing” is meant here in a sense of an isolated abstract particle of the universe, implying slight 
significance for the complex real world. 


