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Abstract

Friedman’s Thesis and Its Controversies: A Case Study

of Debates in Economic Methodology

Abstract

The disagreement over “realism of assumption” among e-
conomists has been smoldering since 1930s, finally,the perenni-
al methodological debate happened from 1950s to 1990s. In or-
der to solve the problem on “realism of assumption”, Milton

Friedman,a famous economist in the United States, published

his classical article “The Methodology of Positive Econom-

ics” in 1953. The main viewpoint in it, namely, “F-thesis”, is:
the only relevant standard to test a theory or hypothesis is com-
parison of its prediction with experience,realism of assumptions
in theory has nothing to do with testing theory.

There were three responses caused by F-thesis in academe:
first,there were three attitudes to “realism of assumption”. (1)
Many scholars beat back heavily,they appealed to “Strong-Pro-
gram” (SP) to “realism of assumption”: assumptions which are
basic premises must be realism or true, because unrealism as-

sumptions necessarily bring on unrealism implications through

logical reasoning. Among these scholars, Koopmans, Samuelson
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and Simon stood in the breach. For instance,Samuelson named
F-thesis“F-twist” ; Simon substituted“Principle of continuity of
approximation” for unrealism principle of assumptions. (2)
Some scholars defended F-thesis; they actually vindicated unre-
alism principle of assumptions by the way of “Weak-Program”
(WP) : Theory concerns veracity of prediction, not “realism of
assumption”. Machlup, Boland and Frazer were well known a-
mong these scholars. (3) Majority of scholars was between two
programs,they stuck up for“realism of assumption”by the way
of“Middle-Program” (MP) : There are different kinds of basic
assumptions, different assumptions, and different realism. For
example, Rotwein argued, “realism of assumptions”matters for
“law hypotheses” ,not matters for“theory hypotheses”. Second,
people sought and appraised the philosophical foundation of F-
thesis. There were three tendencies: (1) If Friedman is an in-
strumentalist, which kind? If he is not, what is he? (2)If one
reviews F-thesis by the way of instrumentalist’s stand, whether
or not“The Methodology of Positive Economics”is consistent
inside. (3) Was instrumentalist philosophy a good methodologi-
cal choice? Later on, people sought economic foundation of F-
thesis. In the case of no material development in past two re-
sponses, besides “ The Methodology of Positive Economics”,
some economists began to study other Friedman’s methodologi-
cal discussions, in order to demonstrated F-thesis’s economic

meaning through Friedman’s economic practice.

.20



Abstract

In economic methodological field, F-thesis got notoriety in
the very beginning, it was difficult to publish articles that de-
fended it; but, in economic field, F-thesis was accepted very
quickly, almost all economic textbooks held out it. Majority of
practical economists seemed to disregard the scorching critiques
on F-thesis of economic methodological field. For interpreting
this condition, Boland believed there were problems in method-
ological field. He defended F-thesis through instrumentalist
way,and criticized all former F-thesis’s cfi.tics. Boland’s defense
for F-thesis caused too much critique, because Popper ever re-
jected instrumentalism. Some authors argued that Friedman is
not the kind of instrumentalism, which Popper criticized, they
believed,Friedman’s instrumentalism is that of Dewey or a spe-
cial case of Dewey’s. Due to Friedman’s silence in the debate,
some economists substituted Friedman’s economic works for
Friedman,demonstrated the validation of F-thesis.

Authors made great efforts to ascertain F-thesis’s philosophical
foundation, but they didn’t get decisive result. So,it is necessary to
have to seek other roads to solve the problem. On the opposition of
most perspectives in the debate, this article argues that philosophical
foundation of F-thesis included many incompatible contents ostensi-
bly, such as positivism, fasificationism,instrumentalism, anti-realism,
etc. But, F-thesis’philosophical foundation is not commixture at ran-
dom ; these philosophical contents were the reflection of Friedman’s

desire for economics becoming a science, the reflection of his eco-

- 3.
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nomic practice. The standard for appraising the validation of different
views is theory’s types. There are three types of theories: the White-
Box Theory,the Black-Box Theory and the Grey-Box Theory. Ac-
cording to the types of theories and continuing classifying them, we
can appraise different realism program of assumptions, analyze dif-
ferent philosophical factions, such as realism and anti-realism, which
are concerned about realism of assumptions. The key thing is:differ-
ent philosophy may be useful for some types of theories; there isn’t
only valid philosophy at all theories. Therefore,it is necessary for us
to consider synthetically the rationalities of different perspectives
from pluralism.

Keywords: F-thesis; assumption;realism;debate
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