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Introduction

Many economists have stated that there is a dichotomy between positive and normative economics. Milton Friedman said, “Positive economics is in principle independent of
any particular ethical position or normative judgments,” 1 and Lionel Robbins said, “Economics deals with ascertainable facts; ethics with valuations and obligations.“ 2 These
views have been criticized by some philosophers and economists.3 A main reason this
dichotomy has been important to economists is that normative judgments are commonly
considered subjective, whereas economics aims to be an objective science.4 But is positive
economics independent of ethics and normative judgments?
The structure of my essay is the following. In section 2, I analyze Friedman’s claim
about the independence of positive economics from ethics and normative judgments. In
section 3, I object to premise (2) of his argument that claims that positive economics
deals with “what is“ not “what ought to be.“ In section 4, I respond to the claim that
positive economics should not deal with values even if it currently does so.
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Friedman’s Argument

In this section, I interpret Friedman’s argument that positive economics is in principle
independent of any particular ethical position or normative judgments.
The argument he gives could be standardized in the following way:5
(1) If positive economics deals with “what is“ not “what ought to be,“ then positive economics is in principle independent of any particular ethical position
or normative judgments.
(2) Positive economics deals with “what is“ not “what ought to be.“
(3) ∴ Positive economics is in principle independent of any particular ethical
position or normative judgments.
Friedman justifies premise (1) by claiming that normative economics depends on positive economics, because policy conclusions necessarily depend on predictions, but positive
economics does not depend on normative economics.6 In other words, predicting the economic circumstances does not require any judgments about what outcomes are desirable.
When there is a dichotomy between is- and ought-type of statements and one field deals
with the former and the other with the latter, then they are independent of each other.
Friedman justifies premise (2) by claiming that positive economics deals with making
generalizations about the economy and predicting the consequences of changes in certain
circumstances.7 It does not deal with determining what a desirable consequence is, which
is what normative economics does. This could be interpreted by saying that making
generalizations and predictions about the economy are both matters of fact, whereas
normative economics deals with values. For example, a statement that the legal minimum
wage diminishes poverty is an “is“ not an “ought“ claim, because it makes a prediction
about an end-state.8
For clarification, I interpret the concept “in principle“ in his conclusion to mean that
he concedes that economics faces special difficulties in achieving objectivity compared to
the physical sciences.9 He does not explain this, but it could mean that in economics it is
hard to run experiments with humans in the same way as with particles in physics. For
example, it might be ethically infeasible to run certain experiments where human lives
are at stake, or experiments conducted in one setting might not generalize to another
context due to the difficulty of controlling variables. Later in the essay, I also respond to
a different interpretation of the concept “in principle“ in his argument.
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For further clarification, when he talks about a particular ethical position and normative judgments, I understand him to mean that non-epistemic values such as ethical,
political, and social ones, should be kept out of an objective science that economics aims
to be. Science depends on scientists’ epistemic judgments such as empirical adequacy
and consistency, but this is not usually contested.10 In addition, I do not pay special
attention to the fact that he does not make a distinction between ethical positions and
normative judgments even though the former is just a subset of the latter.
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Objection: positive economics deals with values

In this section, I respond to premise (2) of Friedman’s argument, which claims that
positive economics deals with “what is“ not “what ought to be.“ Due to space constraints,
I will not focus on premise (1) of his argument.
By the concept “deals with,“ I interpret Friedman to mean that positive economists do
not ask normative questions nor make normative judgments in their work as scientists.
This is an empirical statement about what economists do in their work. I focus here
just on whether economists make normative judgments in their work as scientists, and
leave out the topic of whether they ask normative questions in their work due to space
constraints.
In addition, the is-ought distinction that Freidman uses does not capture everything
important in his argument. He argues that positive economics can be an objective science.11 For it to be objective, it needs to avoid the subjectivity that according to him
ought-claims contain. Some evaluative claims about consequences are not ought-claims,
because they are not prescriptive.12 For example, a claim that the stock market falling
0.5% was bad is not an ought-claim. It is not the same as saying that the stock market
ought not to fall. Therefore, what Friedman really cares about is the dichotomy between
positive and evaluative claims.
I reject premise (2), because economists make many normative judgments as scientists.
For example, economists often assume anti-paternalism, consequentialist ethics, certain
theories of rationality, materialistic values, the goodness of markets, and that progress
should be assessed against humans not animals.13 These are central ethical assumptions
that economists make explicitly or implicitly. The commitment to the assumption of
anti-paternalism, for example, can be seen in the practice of using willingness to pay and
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revealed preferences data as economists generally view agents as rational.
It is commonly believed by economists that economists can avoid making value judgments by relying on people’s preferences. They assume that agents’ choices reflect what is
good for them.14 Economists do not actually avoid making value judgments like that, because they then rely on an ethical theory called preference satisfaction theory.15 Roughly,
preference satisfaction theory says that what is good for someone is how well their preferences are satisfied. A strong objection to this theory is that most people’s preferences
are irrational and do not actually reflect what is good for them.16
Economists also make value judgments by using thick concepts. These concepts that
are used to describe social phenomena are full of evaluative content.17 For example,
economists often use concepts like well-being, growth, rationality, efficiency, poverty,
standard of living, developed and developing nations, utility, wealth, and productivity.
These concepts mix both factual and evaluative content.18 In the case of thick concepts,
facts are entangled with values, which means that facts depend on values as well as values
depending on facts.
When an economist uses a concept such as “poverty,“ they do not describe only factual
content. Poverty as a concept represents not having enough resources to cover one’s needs.
This concept implies value judgments about needs. Someone in the USA might consider a
person poor if they cannot afford a TV, whereas somewhere else a poor person is someone
who cannot buy enough food for themselves. To illustrate this point, an economist Max
Roser recently indicated that a lot of people have been lifted out of extreme poverty in
the last few hundred years.19 He defined extreme poverty as earning less than $1.90 a
day. However, an anthropologist Jason Hickel responded by saying that someone needs
much more to no longer be considered poor.20
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Response: positive economics should not deal with
values

In this section, I respond to the objection that while positive economics currently deals
with values, it should not do so and that it is possible to avoid dealing with values.
It is possible that Friedman actually means that positive economics ought to deal with
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“is“ and avoid “ought.“ That is, his claim could be a normative rather than a descriptive
statement. I interpret Friedman’s use of the concept “in principle“ to mean that he accepts
special difficulties for economics to achieve objectivity due to being a social rather than a
physical science. However, it could be interpreted to mean that theoretically it is possible
for positive economics to avoid values even if it currently does not. It might, indeed, be
the case that right now positive economics also deals with values, but that should be
changed.
It still does not seem possible to avoid value judgments entirely in economics, because economists need to make value judgments when they decide how much evidence
is needed to accept hypotheses or make probability assessments.21 Economists need to
evaluate how important an issue is to decide what the evidence threshold should be for
the acceptance of a hypothesis or making a probability assessment.22 Economists need to
consider how costly making a mistake would be, and based on that, set the threshold for
sufficient evidence higher or lower before accepting a hypothesis or making a probability
assessment.23
For example, how much evidence does an economist need before accepting that giving
poor people unconditional income lifts them out of poverty? Would one randomized
evaluation be enough or should a hundred of them be done? There is no straightforward
way to answer that. If poverty is the most pressing issue in the eye of the economist, then
they might be satisfied with a few well-conducted studies, otherwise they might demand
many more. Therefore, positive economics cannot escape value judgments entirely.24
But what if a politician tells the economist how important an issue is, could the
economist then avoid making value judgments? In other words, the inquiry itself would
be value-laden, because it needs to be decided what questions are worth pursuing; but
once these were set, the resulting body of knowledge would be value-free.25 For example,
now that the economist knows that the problem of poverty is a high priority to others,
they could just describe their findings of how much a country’s income has gone up to
policymakers without making their own value judgments.
I cannot see how the resulting body of knowledge could be value-free. Just knowing
that poverty is important does not give enough guidance to decide whether there is
sufficient evidence to support specific claims. Such guidance only helps with setting
general research areas and projects. Surely the economist cannot ask from others about
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the importance of some specific findings every time they are thinking whether a claim is
well-supported by evidence. It would make their work as scientists very difficult if not
impossible, because they would probably need to ask for moral guidance on very many
claims.
Even a simple statement such as “5% of people earned 5% more money in region
X this year compared to last year“ can be questioned. Why did the economist decide
that they had enough evidence for the claim? This claim would require both epistemic
and ethical justification. Perhaps the reasoning would be that the economist collected
national income reports from Tax and Customs Boards and compared those with last
year’s national income reports. Why did they not do more, however? Plausibly, because
it would be too costly to increase the amount of evidence by, for example, tracking
everyone’s income by conducting national surveys and asking all the banks about their
transactions. They judged the evidence to be sufficient for the goals of stakeholders.
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Conclusion

Positive economics is not in principle independent of any particular ethical position or
normative judgment as Friedman claims. He argues that positive economics deals with
“is“ not “ought.“ I reject this claim. Positive economics often deals with values, because
it assumes ethical theories and uses concepts that are value-laden. Even if positive economics really tried not to deal with values, it could not escape value judgments entirely,
because value judgments must be made when deciding what hypotheses to accept and
probability assessments to make.
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