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1. MAIN AIMS AND IMPORTANCE OF THE RESEARCH AND THE 
UNDERLYING RATIONALE 

 
 
 
 
 In order to gain a reliable knowledge about the economy, economists created a mass of 
rules (included in epistemology) to be followed. Before rhetorical economics, mainstream 
economics held that a theory was scientific only in one case: if it followed the rules of 
epistemology as perfectly as possible. These included methods such as observation, induction, 
deduction, models as well as tools such as axioms or assumptions, hypotheses and theorems. 
The aim of epistemology was to reflect the real economy and to look for truth.  
 Rhetorical economics, instead, offers an alternative to epistemology. The chief 
representative of rhetorical economics, Deirdre McCloskey, says that the key question of 
accepting an economic theory as scientific is neither the perfect obedience to the rules of 
epistemology nor the matter of truth correspondence with the facts but the persuasiveness of 
the theory’s creator. As truth is philosophical fiction and unknowable, it is not the major point 
to look for. It is practice happening in the economy that counts. The major criterion of 
rhetorical economics is whether I am able to persuade my colleagues about the correctness of 
my theory or not. I can use tools as I please. Economists are sellers on the market of economic 
theories: and the best seller (who is the most persuasive) will be able to sell his or her theory. 
The main point is whose argumentation is the most persuasive.  
 McCloskey renewed the 200-year-old tradition of using the natural language in 
economics. She advocates the literary language used by Adam Smith, Alfred Marshall and 
John Maynard Keynes. They set up the linguistic requirements for economic researchers to be 
literate and highly qualified scholars.  
 Why was rhetorical economics born? Because, according to McCloskey, the rules of 
epistemology got stuck. Due to the concentration on the creation of coherent mathematical 
models, several real factors were ignored although they had more or less important roles in 
the true description of the economy. As the new formalized ‘technical economics’ was well-
known only to few initiated people, politicians, businessmen and lay people turned away from 
economics as they lost interest in it, for these tenets and models seemed irrelevant for the real 
economy.  
 But in our opinion, every theory, discipline should eventually be helpful for all agents 
affected by real economy. So we find it very important to make an inquiry into the rhetorical 
approach represented by Deirdre McCloskey, contrasting her ideas with those of her critics, 
and to create our own position concerning her conceptions’ chances as a rival theory to the 
rules of epistemology and its applicability to practice.  
 While rhetorical economics is blooming in the USA and the Netherlands, in Hungary 
there was hardly anything published in the field. Being a novelty for Hungary, we consider 
the analysis of the main questions of rhetorical economics a necessary scientific endeavor. 
 With analyzing rhetorical economics, our research will focus on the life-work of 
Deirdre McCloskey, who had a pioneering role in establishing the basic tenets of the 
discipline and is still the main and most productive protagonist, and on critiques on her work.  
 Let us say something about the structure of our thesis. First of all, our analysis is 
supported by a detailed Bibliographical Overview in order to provide an appropriate literary 
framing. Within this framework the origins of the discipline and landscape of other economic 
rhetoricians and rhetoricians of other disciplines will be discussed in Foreground of rhetorical 
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economics. Then a thorough overview focuses on the exploration of McCloskey’s ideas in 
General views on rhetorical economics. An ample listing of reviews written on her work – 
Criticism of rhetorical economics – will follow. The last part of the literary framing, Issues of 
analysis, constitutes the bedrock of our research. 
 Secondly, the main aims of our research are outlined, i.e. we give a detailed account 
on the rhetorical approach of economics with a critic’s eye. It seemed rational to make 
inquiries in the five areas of Issues of analysis, which are the following:  

1. On the methodology of economics in general; 
2. Legitimating scientific knowledge; 
3. The vices of economists; 
4. Rhetoric and the literary character of economics; 
5. The concept of truth in economics. 

 All the five fields are important points of analysis. The first two are obvious topics of 
deciding on the scientific value of a discipline; the third is closely related to them discussing 
special issues of economic methodology; the fourth contains McCloskey’s revolutionary ideas 
and her novelty in economics, while the issue of truth is the most reviewed and most 
vulnerable point of rhetorical economics. 
 Finally, the third substantive part, Comprehensive Evaluation, deals with the results of 
our research. Here the main challenge for us is to find out whether the new rules, the clear 
argumentation, the correct analysis of conversations, discourses, written and oral economic 
texts and metaphors – as McCloskey proposes – lead to a more reliable knowledge of the real 
economy than the rules of epistemology.  
 As our research topic affects literary criticism and applied linguistic beyond the realm 
of economics, a Glossary of Literary and Linguistic Terms, where terms of non-economic 
jargon will be clarified, seemed to be useful to be added. In the Bibliography, only the books 
and articles will be listed that I studied or that are germane to the research topic and that I 
used in outlining the dissertation.  
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2. PROCESS AND METHODS OF RESEARCH 
 
 
 
 
 To outline the process and methods of the research, I have chosen to provide a brief 
“natural history chapter” (Silverman 2005: 305) that I found the most appropriate form for 
giving an honest account on the conduct of the research.  
 As the main aim of the research was to evaluate an economic meta-theory based on the 
study of different opinions, scientific data supporting the research could come from two 
resources: published books, papers and personal consultations with the authors. I dedicated 
my first PhD-years to familiarizing myself with the area of rhetorical economics, to gaining a 
general knowledge about the discipline and its scientific foreground by studying the 
professional literature. There being a wide scope of literature published on the theme, the 
professional guidance of my academic supervisor, Professor Aladár Nagy DSc.1, was of 
crucial importance when selecting the relevant books.  
 As there was hardly any Hungarian literature published, I could almost only 
exclusively rely on professional literature in English. I used the interlibrary loan service and 
recognized that most books came from abroad, which implied that in Hungary my research 
topic was not especially well-known.  
 May 2004 was the turning point in the process of my research: I took part in a 
postgraduate course2 of the Erasmus Universiteit Rotterdam (EUR) held by Professor Deirdre 
McCloskey3, which offered me exclusive opportunities for a personal consultation with her. 
She was so kind as to invite me to her home in Amsterdam and I used our more than 5-hour-
long conversation for getting a deeper insight and a correct interpretation of her ideas, some 
kind of clarification about what I had already studied.  
 Furthermore, my stay in Rotterdam offered me the opportunity of using the world-
famous University Library of the EUR, gaining access to more than 800.000 volumes, 5.400 
current journals and more 200 online databases, including those that were relevant for me and 
inaccessible in Hungary. An additional positive return of my stay was to discover that the 
Erasmus Institute of Philosophy and Economics is the European acropolis of rhetorical 
economics, offering me the unique opportunity to conduct professional consultations with 
Professor Uskali Mäki4, one of McCloskey’s greatest reviewers and Professor Arjo Klamer5, 
McCloskey’s main collaborator.  
 My third PhD-year was the hottest: winning the Huygens grant offered me another 
research opportunity in the Netherlands for four months (from October 2005 to January 
2006). This was the time of systematizing: setting up the exact structure of the dissertation, 
determining the concrete issues of analysis, and selecting the relevant corpus of literature 
supporting them.  

                                                 
1 Prof. Aladár Nagy, DSc. (Economics), Head of the Institute of Economic Theories and Head of the Doctoral 
School ‘Enterprise Theory and Practice’, University of Miskolc, Hungary  
2‘Bourgeois Virtues’: Ethics in Economics, Erasmus Institute of Philosophy and Economics, Erasmus 
Universiteit Rotterdam, 1-31 May 2004.  
3 Prof. Deirdre McCloskey (English, History and Economics), University of Illinois at Chicago, USA and 
Tinbergen Professor of the Erasmus Universiteit Rotterdam, the Netherlands 
4 Prof. Uskali Mäki (Philosophy), Academic Director of the Erasmus Institute of Philosophy and Economics, 
Erasmus Universiteit Rotterdam, the Netherlands. 
5 Prof. Arjo Klamer (Arts and Culture in Economics), Erasmus Universiteit Rotterdam, the Netherlands  

 6



 Literature supporting the issues of analysis is a more limited set of publications than 
those included in the Bibliographical overview chapter. I restricted the relevant corpus of 
literature to books and articles by Deirdre McCloskey and to reviews on her work in the field 
of rhetorical economics. A landscape of McCloskey’s life-work classified according to her 
fields of interest can be found at the end of her latest book on rhetoric (McCloskey 2001: 350-
364). In Part V. of Knowledge and Persuasion in Economics (McCloskey 1994), McCloskey 
spent 160 pages on reflecting to reviews written on The Rhetoric of Economics (McCloskey 
1985). The ‘List of works cited’ in Knowledge and Persuasion in Economics provided the 
primary source of literature on her critics. Besides, I asked her personally which other reviews 
she considered important. I collected what was accessible in the University Library of the 
EUR, conducted consultations with the professors mentioned above and made notes on both. 
 Building on my notes I determined the concrete issues of analysis. In order to make a 
systematic analysis, the method of my research was comparative analysis based on five 
concrete areas selected, which were scrutinized from the aspects of all contributors. The 
dissertation dedicates to each of the above issues an individual chapter, applying the 
following structure: The rhetorical standpoint contains an analysis of McCloskey’s ideas; 
Refutation contains an analysis of the opinions of her critics, and Conclusions will first 
summarize the different perspectives, then my conclusions drawn from the above 
contributions concerning the issue discussed will follow. The synthesizing results, theses of 
my research, practical applicability and proposals for further research will be included in 
Comprehensive evaluation of rhetorical economics.  
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3. SUMMARY OF THE RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 
 
 
 
 The research was aimed at the critical evaluation of rhetorical economics, based on the 
life-work of Deirdre McCloskey and relevant critiques on her work, concentrating on five 
particular areas: 

1. The methodology of economics in general; 
2. Legitimating scientific knowledge; 
3. The vices of economists; 
4. Rhetoric and the literary character of economics; 
5. The concept of truth in economics. 

 
 Building on the results of scrutinizing the above five fields that offered us a solid basis 
for assessing rhetorical economics, the ultimate aim of the research was to establish whether 
the rules of plausibility, persuasion, clear argumentation, the correct analysis of conversations, 
discourses, written and oral economic texts and metaphors lead to a more reliable knowledge 
of the real economy than the rules of epistemology.  
 Findings (new and novel) of the research can be classified into three categories: 

1. Findings in the concrete issues of analysis; 
2. Comprehensive evaluation of the relation between rhetorical economics and the 

prevailing methodology of economics; 
3. Proposals for further research and practical applicability. 

 
 
3.1. Findings in the concrete issues of analysis  
 
 
 Concerning all the five issues mentioned above, I found several ideas to disagree with 
in the ‘mainstream rhetorical standpoint6’. My theses therefore will contain both an 
assessment of this standpoint and proposals for modification in order to contribute to a better 
rhetorical theory.  
 
 

3.1.1. Thesis concerning the issues of the methodology of economics in general and 
legitimating scientific knowledge 
 
 
 After a thorough scrutiny of McCloskey’s and her critics’ ideas in the field of 
economic methodology, my analysis led to the following results: 
 In her rhetoric, McCloskey gave credit only to the low-brow technical rules of 
economic practice (small-m methodology) and to the high-brow conversational rules of 
Sprachethik. Besides, she first did not acknowledge the rules that prescribed the methodology 
of mainstream economics, which she labeled Big-M Methodology, and considered to be 
middle-brow rules between the former two (McCloskey 1983 and 1985), then denied only 
                                                 
6 The standpoint of Deirdre McCloskey 
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their ultimate role (McCloskey 1994). She had objections against any rule-bound 
methodologies.  
 What she proposed instead was to regard persuasion as the decisive aspect when 
accepting or rejecting an economic theory and to broaden the relevant scale of arguments 
beyond the rules of epistemology, constrained by the following standards: 
- social constraint: only the voice of well-educated economists counts; 
- moral constraint: obedience to Sprachethik; 
- Maxim of Presumed Seriousness and Principle of Intellectual Trade as moral entry points of 
conversations (Klamer and McCloskey 1989);  
- the overlaps of conversations; 
- standards of literary criticism for evaluating economic models. 
 As a result of the research I have found that the majority of these standards are soft 
and that they do not hold in themselves, not even if combined. They do not rest on solid 
grounds. McCloskey does not offer any clues on how to choose the relevant group of 
economists whose opinion matters; even she acknowledges that not all economists will obey 
Sprachethik. Besides, she does not propose any standards for measuring obedience to 
Sprachethik and what extent of obedience counts as acceptable. The equal consideration of 
everyone’s opinion is an utopia and uneconomical (cp. Mäki 1995). Although both poetry and 
rhetoric (where McCloskey speaks about economic models) contain metaphors, their roles are 
extremely different. As the conversations of economists belong to a different use of language 
than poetics, the criteria of evaluation of one field should not be applied to the other, which 
principle is disregarded by McCloskey (cp. Boylan and O’Gorman 1995). McCloskey’s 
crucial criteria on the relevant set of arguments aimed at persuasion in order to evaluate 
economic models and to decide on the acceptance or rejection of a theory prove therefore to 
be insufficient.  
 
 The same standards apply to legitimating scientific knowledge, however, McCloskey 
definitely denies the demarcation between science and non-science. She sees no difference 
between scientific and other kinds of knowledge (McCloskey 1983 and 1985) as she claims 
that both are born in shared conversation (McCloskey 2002).  
 My analyses have resulted in the conclusion that McCloskey is right in claiming that 
knowledge is socially constructed but not in denying the necessity of standards demarcating 
scientific knowledge from other kinds of knowledge. Some definite standards are necessary 
regarding what parts of the shared conversation counts as scientific and what does not. If 
rhetorical economics does not provide clearly defined criteria of scientific knowledge, for 
what reasons should it be regarded as a scientific discipline?  
 
 I have formulated my findings in the following thesis: 
 
T1. Rhetorical economics is in need of concretely defined, prescribed and defensible 
standards for what counts as a good or bad argument and for accepting or rejecting a 
theory; it is in need of clearly defined criteria of deciding what can be accepted as 
scientific knowledge. All of these are either missing or insufficiently conditioned by 
McCloskey’s rhetorical theory.  
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3.1.2. Theses concerning the concept of truth in economics 
 
 
 McCloskey’s writings contained a great deal of truth-talk resulting in severe and 
numerous criticisms, which necessitated a thorough analysis aimed at the issue of the concept 
of truth. The results of my research have led to the conclusion that McCloskey finds only 
attainable ideas persuasive and worth pursuing, which applies to her categories of truth as 
well. From the realist approach, she mixes up truth with plausibility, truth with certitude, the 
concept of truth with the way of finding truth (Mäki 1993 and 2000), and conflates the 
creation of knowledge and the creation of truth. She makes ambiguous claims concerning the 
theories of truth she maintains, and simply disregards the importance of the truth of a 
statement and the issue of pursuing truth.  
 I believe that through embodying the issue of truth in her work, McCloskey wants to 
offer a rival theory to the rules of epistemology, not simply a theory of justification through 
persuasion. She should have elaborated her theory in a more coherent way and I do not 
conceive why she decides to reject definitely the issue of pursuing different categories of truth 
due to the unattainability of truth and why she pays little attention to the reference function of 
language and to reference to the real world. If her intention was to achieve a distinguished 
ranking in the SSCI7, rejecting the issue of pursuing truth has brought her enormous success. 
If she really wanted to provide a theory of high scientific value based on persuasion and the 
actual practice of economists, then she risked losing a significant group of supporters of her 
ideas who are persuaded by truth in the first place. Furthermore, applying the same standards 
and constraints to plausibility and truth, which turned out to be weak and lacked elaboration 
has resulted in the most vulnerable points of her rhetorical theory. Dedicating constant and 
sufficient attention to the issue of the pursuit of truth and meeting the requirement of 
reference to the real world will lead to an elaboration of better models and formulating better 
predictions and thus we will get closer to truth than through throwing away the idea of 
searching for truth.  
 Based on the above observations, I would supplement McCloskey’s standards for the 
relevant set of arguments with the criteria of reference to the real world and of the pursuit of 
truth in the correspondence sense. These criteria would contribute to a more solid basis of the 
rhetorical approach of economics and to preventing economics from going towards 
arbitrariness and self-reference (cp. Mäki 1993).  
 
 I have formulated my findings in the following thesis: 
 
T2. A good rhetorical theory of economics should preserve the connection between 
economics and the pursuit of truth in the correspondence sense and should not exclude 
reference to the real world.  
 
 
 The reason for accepting a theory and rejecting another may be that it offers more 
reliable knowledge about the real economy and a deeper insight into economic processes. If 
McCloskey rejects the pursuit of truth and reference to the real world, which, however, are 
crucial for attaining reliable knowledge, how does she expect to obtain more reliable 
knowledge about the real world than by applying the rules of epistemology? It is an obvious 
contradiction. I doubt whether persuasion alone, as practised by McCloskey’s peers obeying 
Sprachethik, would ensure that.  

                                                 
7 SSCI = Social Science Citation Index 
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 While McCloskey accuses epistemology of such a high level of formalism that ignores 
several important details of the real economy, the aim of epistemology in this is to represent 
certain selected aspects of the economy and to focus on them in order to provide useful 
predictions for the economy. Abstraction and mathematical formulas do not exclude the 
pursuit of truth. As an unavoidable consequence of formalization, some data will be lost and 
aspects that cannot be put into formulas will be disregarded but still remain within the frames 
of rationality. 
 In my opinion, synthesizing the positive returns of rhetoric and epistemology could 
lead to a more reliable knowledge on the real economy than just building on the results 
achieved by either of them. The basis should be a true representation of the real world, where 
the pursuit of truth and appropriate economic models and mathematical formulas are included 
in epistemology, supplemented by a commonly accepted set of economic reasoning 
constrained by clearly defined and defensible standards included in rhetoric, which would 
mainly serve the purposes of explaining and understanding economic processes and offering 
the missing details neglected in formulas.  
 
 I have formulated my findings in the following thesis: 
 
T3. When neglecting the issues of pursuing truth and reference to the real world, 
persuasion supported by McCloskey’s standards alone cannot be claimed with certainty 
to lead to a more reliable knowledge about the economy than the rules of epistemology. 
The latter considers both the issue of pursuing truth and reference to the real world. If 
persuasion – supported by a defensible set of standards for the relevant arguments that 
cohere with epistemology at the same time – is added to epistemology, it may enhance 
the level of attainable reliable knowledge.   
 
 
 

3.1.3. Thesis concerning the vices of economists 
 
 
 Concerning the vice of ‘blackboard economics’ – named after Paul Samuelson – I 
agree with McCloskey on the issues of thinking about data more seriously and prescribing the 
criterion of appropriate literacy in economic history beyond the latest contributions taught in 
textbooks. However, I do not agree with her on the issue of applying the criteria of literary 
criticism to the evaluation of economic models as poetry and economics belong to different 
uses of language, the criteria of evaluation of which cannot be mixed (cp. Boylan and 
O’Gorman 1995).  
 Regarding the vice of handling statistical significance in the technical sense as 
scientific significance – named after Lawrence Klein –, I agree with McCloskey that a loss 
function has to be provided in order to provide an explanation of magnitudes, i.e. the results 
of the t-probe concerning their economic importance. 
 Where my research has brought new results is the issue of prediction, the 
overemphasis of which in order to be able to control the economy is the vice named after Jan 
Tinbergen. I have arrived at the conclusion that the scientificity of disciplines should not be 
decided only on the basis of their predictive power, it is only one of the aspects, not the only 
one. McCloskey is also right in that there exist no or hardly any economic predictions that 
provide better forecasts than the market does.  
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 I do not agree with the reasons underlying the challenge against the provision of 
economic forecasts in order to offer advice to economic policy makers whose policy affects 
the everyday life of the population in their countries, which McCloskey labels as ‘social 
engineering’ or ‘people engineering’ (McCloskey 1996: 97 and 115). An economic policy 
without building on rational predictions based on forecasts formulated by relying on 
appropriate economic models – fulfilling the criteria of the true representation of the real 
economy and of the pursuit of truth – is similar to gambling with the exception that here 
people’s lives are at stake.  
 All kinds of economic policies result in ‘people engineering’ – in McCloskey’s 
terminology – only the degree varies. When rational economic predictions are provided, 
aimed at the welfare of society, this happens in the best direction and the population has at 
least the chance of avoiding economic catastrophes or reducing their impact compared to a 
situation where they were left alone without anything to rely on. In poor and emerging 
countries, in post-war situations or in deconjuncture, prediction in order to control is of 
particular importance. Therefore, the definite denial of the principle of ‘predict in order to 
control’ cannot be accepted.  
 
 I have formulated my findings in the following thesis: 
 
T4. Thinking about data more seriously beyond blackboard theorizing, the requirement 
of thorough literacy in the history of economic theories and offering a loss function for 
explaining the economic significance of the results of statistical tests are all valuable 
proposals for improving the rhetorical approach of economics. When aimed at the 
welfare of society and building on models that strive for the true representation of the 
real economy and the pursuit of truth, ‘prediction in order to control’ has positive 
returns, therefore it should not be categorically rejected.  
 
 
 

3.1.4. Thesis concerning the issues of rhetoric and the literary character of economics 
 
 
 My research considering McCloskey’s most revolutionary ideas regarding the issues 
of rhetoric and the literary character of economics have brought new or novel results in the 
fields of practical applicability  and of the globalized view of rhetoric and its extension to the 
realm of science.  
 In the early phase of my research I dedicated thorough attention to the issue of 
persuasion; in what fields of social life it appears; what consequences it implies and to what 
extent its role is acknowledged. My research results showed that rhetoric is a key success 
factor of everyday business. Putting the firm as a unit of analysis into the center, I found 
rhetoric to be embodied both in its internal and external value chain. Considering the internal 
value chain, two fields are of special importance: sales and management. Rhetoric plays a 
crucial role in negotiating deals, in winning business partners and maintaining their 
confidence, in team building and at all levels of leadership and management. Regarding the 
external value chain of the firm, my research showed that in all the professional, political, 
cultural and private domains rhetoric cannot be evaded.  
 The importance of applying the appropriate rhetorical tools depending on the 
circumstances and the audience in a concrete situation is not considered seriously enough; 
some rhetorical tools are applied but not always in a conscious way. This implies that the 
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added value reached by rhetoric is not always calculated precisely or embodied in the selling 
price of a product or service. Multinational companies have begun to recognize the power of 
persuasion and organized courses in rhetoric for their employees, which has led to an 
improved working atmosphere and better sales. Therefore, McCloskey is right in claiming that 
persuasion pervades almost every field of social life and its role has to be considered more 
seriously. 
 
 Where McCloskey goes too far is the issue of extending this globalized view of 
rhetoric to cover the realm of science. She does not build on the threefold division of human 
knowledge proposed by Jürgen Habermas and wants to assess all kinds of human knowledge 
universally by the standards of persuasion, rhetoric, plausibility or literary criticism. As I 
accept the Habermasian view, I cannot support McCloskey’s universalization claim for 
assessing all the three distinct domains of human knowledge, where none of the three can be 
reduced to any of the other two, on the basis of one universal set of standards (cp. Boylan and 
O’Gorman 1995). 
 
 Attributing a character of marketing advertising to the process of accepting and 
rejecting scientific (economic) theories is another highly questionable issue. First, economic 
models and theories are often required for economic policy making, which implies that the 
acceptance of a theory has serious consequences on the everyday life of millions. As the 
salary and the reputation of a theory’s creator are only minor items at stake compared to the 
welfare of a country, they should be considered to be of secondary importance. Pro and contra 
arguments with the intention of improving the theory, not persuasion for acceptance without 
modification should be required; especially if persuasion – as McCloskey proposes – 
disregards reference to the real world and the pursuit of truth. 
 
 I have formulated my findings in the following thesis: 
 
T5. McCloskey’s globalized view of rhetoric has legitimacy in most fields of the 
economy but her universalization claim of rhetoric and literary criticism for the 
evaluation of knowledge and proposal of the persuasive power of a scientific theory 
and/or its proponent as the crucial criterion for deciding on the acceptance or rejection 
of the theory are highly questionable.    
 
 
 
3.2. Thesis concerning the comprehensive evaluation of the relation between 
rhetorical economics and the prevailing methodology of economics 
 
 
 Where do we stand now considering the issue of rhetorical economics proposed as a 
rival theory to the rules of epistemology? In order to answer that question, an elaborate and 
coherent theoretical framework of rhetorical economics is required, the standards of which are 
defensible and constitute a coherent system.  
 From McCloskey’s rhetorical theory, the following issues are missing: concrete 
criteria for choosing within rival meta-theories of rhetorical economics, a theoretical 
framework on economists as rhetorical agents, a discussion of rhetorical situations typical of 
economics, an account on the connection between truth and persuasion, a defensible concept 
of truth and a distinction between the effects and ethics of conversations (Mäki 1988b). 
Dedicating more attention to the substance of economic theories, including the linguistic 
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aspect of studying linguistic structures, genres and reasons why they have been adopted 
(Backhouse et al. 2002), and an account of the social and institutional framework of the social 
construction of knowledge (Mäki 1992) would be also appreciated.   
 McCloskey’s rhetoric includes several contradictions, the most important of which are 
the following: advocating Sprachethik in theory and violating it in practice; prescribing 
‘honest conversation’ while the truth of a statement does not matter; criticizing economists 
and economics in theory while claiming that economics is moderately well-off (McCloskey 
1995); fuzzy claims on the concept of truth and theories of truth she holds; conflating truth 
and plausibility, truth and certitude, the concept of truth and the way of finding truth (Mäki 
1993 and 2000), and conflating the creation of knowledge and the creation of truth; accepting 
mathematics in economics but rejecting mathematical thinking; referring to Aristotle and 
Jürgen Habermas but building ambiguously on their tenets.  
 I have found that McCloskey’s standpoint is closer to global than to local economic 
rhetoric, which means the standards of literary criticism constituting exclusively the 
methodology of economics, which has to be rejected. Denying the distinction between 
scientific knowledge and other kinds of knowledge and consequently not prescribing clear 
standards of scientific knowledge are also objectionable. The standards of her concept of truth 
and of the relevant set of  arguments have proved to be indefensible. 
 Based on the above observations, I would not recommend the rhetorical theory of 
economics in its present form to substitute the rules of epistemology that constitute the 
present methodology of economics.  
 
 I have formulated my findings in the following thesis: 
 
T6. McCloskey’s rhetorical theory – suggesting the application of the rules of global 
economic rhetoric in most places, being full of controversies and lacking important 
issues that would be required in order to constitute an elaborate, coherent and complete 
theoretical framework of economic rhetoric – cannot be accepted as a rival theory to 
the rules of epistemology constituting the prevailing methodology of economics.  
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4. PROPOSALS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH AND FOR PRACTICAL 
APPLICABILITY OF THE RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 
 
 
 
4.1. Proposals for further research  
  
 
 It is obvious from the above that McCloskey’s soft standards in themselves do not 
hold in themselves and do not constitute a coherent system. Building on global economic 
rhetoric – in Boylan and O’Gorman’s terminology (1995) – should have no future in 
economics either. Besides, regardless of some minor defects of contemporary economic 
methodology, 60 years of hard work in economic theory recognized by several Nobel prizes 
should not be swept away so easily. Where McCloskey is right is the issue that the relevant 
set of economic reasoning should be broadened beyond the rules of epistemology. But not at 
any rate and only if constrained by a clearly defined and defensible set of standards, cohering 
with the prevailing methodology of economics.  
 What I propose is to give rhetoric a more limited role in economics than McCloskey 
did through the subordination of the rhetorical aspect of economics to the proven and good 
practices of the prevailing methodology. Defining the concrete areas of relevance is clearly 
based on the rules of local economic rhetoric. The scientific status of economics should be 
acknowledged, which implies the demarcation between science and non-science and the 
priority of rules of scientific investigations over rhetorical efforts, which should mainly 
appear in presenting the results and their explanation (cp. Boylan and O’Gorman 1995). The 
issues of the pursuit of truth and reference to the real world are necessary requirements of a 
defensible rhetorical theory of economics. On the one hand, an analysis of genre and 
linguistic structures within the rhetorical aspect and a social and institutional framing beyond 
the social conditioning of knowledge should be included, on the other hand, the formalized 
language of economics should not be completely forgotten, it should rather be supplemented 
with stories told in natural language if necessary.  
 
 I have formulated my findings in the following thesis: 
 
T7. Building on local economic rhetoric and considering the modifications proposed in 
T1-T5, the elaboration of a rhetorical theory subordinate to the prevailing methodology 
of economics would be a great scientific endeavor worth embracing.  
 
 
 
4.2. Proposals for practical applicability of the research findings  
  
 
 I perceive the most important fields of practical applicability of the discipline based on 
the observation that beyond the official rhetoric of economics an unofficial rhetoric appears in 
the everyday practice of economists. Three areas may be of key importance: economics 
teaching, making scientific papers transparent and improving communication within the 
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community of economists on the one hand and between the three levels of economic discourse 
on the other. 
 First-year students of economics get their first impressions of economics as if it were 
exclusively a mathematical subject full of equations, axioms, induction and deduction and 
models plotted in different systems of coordinates; though the history of economic theories 
and knowledge about the real economy is included as well. It often happens that they do not 
grasp the essence of an economic process modeled and they memorize definitions, axioms 
and models, which they do not understand and soon forget. They have no motivation for 
attending lectures as they miss a story behind the formulas; they are in the need of explanation 
in natural language.  
 A more student-friendly version of micro-, macro- and international economics would 
be one supported by the rhetorical aspect of economics. Being a lecturer of microeconomics, 
in order to make my lectures more illuminating and understandable, I tell my students stories 
taken from their everyday life so that they can imagine the real economy behind the formulas.  
 It is not good news that economic texts are not completely transparent, not even for 
fellow economists. Here I see legitimacy for a broadened set of arguments beyond the official 
rhetoric constrained by clearly defined and defensible standards and commonly accepted by 
economists. A wider scope of arguments would facilitate the writing of transparent scientific 
papers, which would erase disagreements among economists resulting from the 
misinterpretation of each other’s writings.  
 The three levels of economic discourse (scientific language, business language and lay 
language) have been identified by Alfred Marshall (1920). Sharing the real economy as the 
common object of discussion, economists are still isolated, businessmen are still misled and 
common people still remain ignorant of the relevant questions of economy. Here again the 
rhetorical aspect of economics could offer some cure: a commonly accepted set of economic 
reasoning based on the natural language of economics with an unambiguous economic 
vocabulary understandable even for lay people could surely improve the communication 
between the three levels of economic discourse, which would significantly contribute to the 
welfare of society. 
 
 I have formulated my findings in the following thesis: 
  
T8. The practical applicability of the rhetorical aspect of economics should appear in 
economics teaching, in making scientific papers transparent and improving 
communication between the three levels of economic discourse and within the society of 
economists.  
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