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1 Introduction 
 

Our recent essay on Gordon Tullock’s 1966 Organization of Inquiry (Tullock [1966] 2005) 

made two points. First, this work even after nearly 50 years since publication has important things to say 

about what economists choose; lessons that seemed missed by the first generation of readers. The most 

pugnacious claim that Tullock advanced was that economics is more of a racket than a science.  Second, 

Tullock seemed to be relying on an unformalized notion of necessary truth in which purposive behavior is 

a concept we apply to the world, instead of discovering it in the world. We made these claims on the basis 

of Tullock’s book and what we know of the published philosophy of science literature that engages these 

topics.  We’ll consider these two issues in separate sections. 

2 The Tullock Popper Correspondence 

Now that we have begun our study of the long correspondence between Karl Popper and Gordon 

Tullock, we can add some to our previous conclusions.1  The first thing we learn is that we need to be very 

careful locating Organization of Inquiry on the basis of what Tullock wrote about it. From the 

correspondence, we learn from a letter from Tullock to Joseph [Agassi]2 and Karl [Popper] of July 9, 1958 

about Tullock’s forthcoming fellowship at the economics department of the University of Virginia which 

he describes a “practically a colony of the University of Chicago.” We quote from an important paragraph: 

I have been giving some thought coming over to London. My program would call for writing a 
book essentially based on the Logic [of Scientific Discovery?] I think maybe I have discovered a 
third system of Positional Logic the subject matter of which may be indicated by my provisional 
title: The Organization of Inquiry. The problems are two, in the first place I am not certain my 
theory of right, and secondly, it may be too trivial to bother with. The positional logic of Inside 
Bureaucracy is much less elaborate than that of economics, and my latest theory is even less so. At 

                                                           
1 We are grateful to the Hoover Institution for access to the Karl Raimund Popper papers in which all the correspondence is 

located. The Gordon Tullock Papers were being processed in our December 2014 visit so these will be the subject of a later 
visit.  However, in March 2015 Mr. Ron Basich carefully photographed the contents of a list of folders in the Tullock 
papers that we sent him.  

 
2 Joseph Agassi (2013, p. 131) cites Tullock in Organization of Inquiry as asking the right question about the origin of 

scientific associations.  
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any event, I would like to get the Logic as soon as possible, and after further thought in Virginia I 
might be able to decide definitely. 
 

Our reading of “Logic” as Popper’s English version of his 1935 Logik der Forschung is consistent with 

Tullock’s concern in a March 5, 1958 letter: 

 I am sorry to hear that Logic of Scientific Inquiry [sic] is still incomplete, partly because I 
am, as you know, enthusiastic about the book, and partly because I hope to get your opinion of my 
project after you finish it.  
 

In this context, let us reread Tullock’s first paragraph in The Organization of Inquiry : 

The genesis of this book was a period of about six months spent working with Karl 
Popper. At the time I had no intention of writing a book on science and my studies were devoted 
to an entirely different problem [the note cites Politics of Bureaucracy]; nevertheless, Popper’s 
approach necessarily rubbed off on me, and I became interested in the problems of science. Since I 
felt I had little chance of making any significant addition to Popper’s work on the philosophy were 
directed toward the problem of a science as a social system [1966, p. 1; [1966] 2005, p. xix.) 

 
Clearly, Tullock was thinking of a visit with Popper before he came to Virginia. However, the 

oddity of Tullock denying an interest in science studies before associating with Popper need to be 

remarked. The claim seems to have passed without comment.3 But the oddity expands when read in the 

context of Tullock’s letter in which he already has the actual title, Organization of Inquiry.  Tullock’s 

decision to forego direct citations to Popper’s work closes off one line of inquiry because we know some of 

the offprints Popper was sending Tullock before Virginia.   

We pointed out (Levy and Peart 2012) Tullock’s argument that economics is a kind of racket 

because economists do not pay very much, if at all, for denying professional consensus in their service to 

some political popular cause.  In Popper’s letter of March 6, 1967 acknowledging his delight at receipt of 

Organization of Inquiry he lets on that he knows all about the sort of factionalized science that would 

feature so prominently in the variations on the Duhem-Quine principle that would frequently quoted 

against Popper’s falsification principle.  

                                                           
3 It is not questioned in Charles Rowley’s notes to the Liberty Fund edition. The rather obvious error in the Duke edition 

(Tullock 1966) that Popper pointed out in his letter of March 6, 1967 remain in Rowley’s edition.  Popper’s book is not 
Logic of Scientific Inquiry (Tullock [1966] 2006, p. 53; 1966, p. 65).   
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In a letter to Popper of January 23, 1991, Tullock extends this self-interested account to explain 

the silence of the economists on political sensitive issues: .4 

The main point of this letter to you, however, is to enclose a rather long paper on methodology. 
This is very rough draft and inspired essentially by a general annoyance with some of the things 
that are going on in economics at the moment. To give a little bit of Freudian psychology (even 
that may be true in some cases) I suspect that the present turn to extremely abstract economics is 
simple escapism. Many of the conclusions drawn by economics about actual policy are very 
unpopular in the academic circles outside of economics. The young man who wants to get along 
well at faculty cocktail parties is better advised if he can say he's doing 
mathematical work in economics than if he says that the minimum wage act is hard on the poor. 
But this may be pure bias on my part. In any event, if you take the time to read this rather long 
paper, I'd appreciate any comments. 
 

3 Necessary Truth 

We begin with a conversation with Tullock (August 31, 2006) after his discussion with Buchanan 

at the Summer Institute about the Calculus of Consent. Here it was obvious that his memory was fading.5  

David: You surprised me, I think you surprise lots of people when you said that von Mises’s 
Human Action had a big impact on you. 
 
Gordon: Yes. In the first place, let’s begin with the fact that at the time I had one course in 
economics, which lasted 12 weeks, it was supposed to last 13 weeks but I was drafted, and that had 
got me to reading economics journals. I saw at the Yale Co-Op, when I was studying Chinese at 
Yale, I saw a pile of books bound in red that said Human Action and I picked one up. The thing 
which made a big impact on me was the early part where he talked about that you can use the same 
kind attack on things others than economics, I’d never heard anyone say that before.  I read the 
book actually three times and during that time I came to the conclusion that I was going to write a 
book about bureaucracy on the same kind of self-interested motives on the part of the participants 
as economics.   He did not maintain that it also led to good results even though it did in 
economics. 
 

                                                           
4 The silence of the economists on minimum wage laws comes up in another context, in letter from Leo Rosten to Milton 

Friedman August 25, 1965 in which Rosten reports a conversation with an unnamed MIT economist (Friedman is told 
that he is not Samuelson) who explains why mainstream economists maintain a silence on minimum wage laws. They do 
not want to be seen agreeing with Friedman. The episode is noted in Friedman and Friedman (1998, p. 218). Friedman 
and Rosten were very close; Rosten’s 1970 pen portrait of Friedman—“An infuriating man”— cites his opposition to 
minimum wage laws. The letter is found in the William Baroody Papers at the Library of Congress. We discovered it 
accidently when doing manuscript work on the failed grant proposal to the Ford Foundation by the Thomas Jefferson 
Center at which Tullock was the first fellowship holder, Levy and Peart (2014).   

 
5 Alex Tabarrok tells us he had similar conservations.   
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The question Tullock raised is the critical one: what is the institutional setting in which the self-interest of 

economists is directed toward good results? There is no reason to believe that the one we have now does 

this.  

Since the von Mises Tullock connection would disorient scholarship on both the Austrian and 

Virginia Schools, perhaps we ought not to rely on memory in a single conversation. Fortunately, we can 

control memory by manuscript. In Tullock’s 1971 contribution to Toward Liberty, the multilanguage 

tribute to von Mises on his 90th birthday, we read how Tullock preface’s his contribution: 

(It may seem odd to place an article originally designed for publication in a biological 
journal in a collection of articles to Ludwig von Mises. Among his other distinctions, Professor 
von Mises was among the first to point out that economics can be expanded to deal with many 
areas outside of its traditional scope. In my own case, my work in expanding economics into new 
areas was, in a real sense, begun by my reading of Human Action. The article below, then, 
represents my most extreme application of economics outside its pre-von Mises boundaries.) 
(Tullock 1971, 2:375).   

 
This article is not included in the Rowley edition of Tullock’s works.6   

4 Concluding Puzzle 

Did Tullock have an impact on Popper? Popper surely did not need Tullock to tell him that 

scientists are reluctant to allow their models to be falsified.  And why this reluctance? Presumably because 

falsification would not serve their purpose. Could that appeal be von Mises via Tullock? Perhaps it is 

important that Popper did, much to the discomfort of some admirers, take purposive behavior as a 

necessary truth (Levy and Peart 2012).   

Popper as his correspondence with A. N. Prior makes clear was completely familiar with the Lewis 

systems of strict implication. We have not begun a study of the Popper Tarsksi correspondence which 

might be illuminating. Tarski co-formalized Gödel’s intuition that one can move between “necessary” and 

                                                           
6 Tullock’s references to von Mises’s works are found in the cumulative index, [Burgess], p. 554. In violation of Library of 

Congress conventions, the entry is “Mises, Ludwig von” not “Von Mises, Ludwig.” 
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“demonstrated.” The term von Mises uses for necessary truth is apodetic, which is a transliteration of the 

Greek for demonstrated.   
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Documentary Appendix 

1.      Earliest [?] Tullock to Popper [GT Papers] 

2.      Response to #1 Popper to Tullock [GT Papers 

3.      August 7, 1957 Tullock to Popper [KRP Papers; GT Papers 

4.      August 14, 1957 Popper to Tullock [GT Papers 

5.      September 10, 1957 Tullock to Popper [KRP Papers; GT Papers 

6.      January 29, 1958 Popper to Tullock [GT Papers 

7.      March 5, 1958 Tullock to Popper [KRP Papers; GT Papers 

8.      July 2, 1958 Agassi to Tullock [GT Papers 

9.      July 9, 1958 Tullock to Popper and Agassi [KRP Papers 

10.  February 14, 1959 Tullock to Popper [GT Papers 

11.  April 14, 1959  Popper to Tullock [GT Papers 

12.  April 21, 1959 Tullock to Popper [GT Papers 

13.  March 6, 1967 Popper to Tullock [GT Papers 

14.  March 13, 1967 Tullock to Popper [GT Papers 

15.  July 12, 1967 Popper to Tullock [GT Papers 

16.  July 21, 1967 Tullock to Popper [GT Papers 

17.  July 24, 1967  Popper to Tullock [GT Papers 

18.  March 31, 1970 Tullock to Popper [GT Papers 

19.  April 4, 1970 Popper to Tullock [GT Papers 

20.  January 23, 1991 Tullock to Popper [KRP Papers 

21.  March 19, 1991 Tullock to Popper [KRP Papers 

22.  June 3, 1991 Popper to Tullock [KRP Papers 
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23.  September 23, 1991 Tullock to Popper [KRP Papers 

24.  October 22, 1992 Tullock to Popper [KRP Papers 

25.  [Post October 22, 1992] Popper to Tullock [KRP Papers 

26.  December 7, 1992 Tullock to Popper [KRP Papers 

27.  December 19, 1992 Popper to Tullock [KRP Papers 

28.  January 11, 199[3] Tullock to Popper [KRP Papers 
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