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Performance Against Dialogue, or Answering and
Really Answering: A Participant Observer’s
Reflections on the McCloskey Conversation

Uskali Miki

My career as a friendly critic of Deirdre McCloskey’s approach to the rhetoric
of economics has been an extremely rewarding experience. I have learned im-
mensely. I have learned about rhetoric, about economics, about McCloskey, about
myself—and about the difficulties of scholarly debate. The experience has been re-
warding because it has given me the opportunity to develop building blocks for my
own preferred understanding of the rhetoric of science and of economics in particu-
lar. For this side of the experience, I refer to my other work [see especially Maki
1992, 1993a, 1993b, 1995, 1997]. At the same time, the experience has been some-
what frustrating: I am not convinced that McCloskey and I have been able to gener-
ate a fully genuine debate or dialogue that would have consistently met some of the
central norms of genuine scholarly conversation. It is some of these frustrations that
I want to share with others in what follows. '

My strategy is the following. I will first make a few conceptual distinctions
which can be used to suggest criteria of successful scholarly conversation. I will
then explain why I think we failed again to meet those criteria in our recent ex-
change in the most prominent forum that was generously provided to us, The Jour-
nal of Economic Literature. To my "Diagnosing McCloskey," McCloskey replied in
terms of a contrast that was presumably intended as devastating: "Modern episte-
mology against analytic philosophy” [Méki 1995; McCloskey 1995]. My reaction
here is to suggest another contrast: a meta-level contrast between dialogue and per-
formance.

The author is professor of philosophy at Erasmus University, Rotterdam. Comments by Deirdre
McCloskey, Arjo Klamer, Jeroen van den Hoeven, Jack Vromen, Matthias Klaes, and Sheila Ryan
Johansson on earlier drafis are gratefully acknowledged.
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In a sense, what I suggest to do here is an impossible undertaking. This is be-
cause I am going to play two roles between which there is an unavoidable tension.
On the one hand, I am a participant in an ongoing debate; on the other, I pretend to
act as a judge, assessing the debate from a meta-level point of view. My hope is that
irrespective of the possible irritating effects this may have on my readers, the en-
deavor may be instructive and legitimate. The hope is that I am also playing the
third role of a participant observer who is submitting more general ideas about
scholarly controversy—ideas that have been inspired by his.limited experience as a
participant in a particular debate.

Two Types of Conversation

I will begin with the idea of two types of conversations, to be called "conversa-
tion as dialogue” and "conversation as performance." I will base this idea on two
primitive ideas, or more precisely, on two other simple distinctions: one concerning
the type of audience addressed, and the other concerning the type of response pro-
duced in a conversation.

The first primitive distinction can be characterized as follows. Persuasion, as
well as conversation, presupposes at least two participants: the persuader and the
audience (the persuadee). There is an agent doing the persuasion, and there is an-
other one being persuaded. I want to enrich this scheme by suggesting a further di-
vision within the category of persuadee or audience. The distinction I have in mind
and that I hope will be helpful for understanding the functioning of different types of
conversation is one between a second-party audience and a third-party audience.
The distinction should be intuitively clear. Second-party audiences in a conversation
are somewhat analogous to teams in a football game. Third-party audiences are
similar to the spectators of the game. Let us say second-party audiences are the par-
ticipants, and third-party audiences are the spectators of a conversation.

A more specific version of this distinction is one between expert audience and
inexpert audience. Experts participate, or at any rate are able to participate, in a
conversation because they have the required expertise, while non-experts adopt the
role of spectators at most because they lack the expertise required for participation.
An intellectual asymmetry prevails between experts and non-experts.

This forms a basis for my distinction between two types of conversation. One
type of conversation takes place between two or more active expert participants,
each serving in the roles of persuader, on the one hand, and immediate persuadee or
second-party audience, on the other. A conversation between these participants is
what | call conversation as dialogue. Such a conversation as dialogue includes at-
tempts to persuade second-party expert audiences.

It is often the case that the rhetoric used in a conversation does not aim at per-
suading the immediate second-party audience. It is rather intended to persuade rela-
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tively passive spectators, a third-party audience of non-experts that is watching and
assessing, but not actively contributing to, the conversation. I call this type of con-
versation conversation as performance. Such a conversation involves attempts to in-
fluence a third-party audience—the spectators—rather than a second-party
audience—the participants. The third-party audience may lack the expertise to as-
sess the accuracy of descriptive claims and the soundness of arguments, and thus
tends to be guided by impressions in its judgments. The persuasion of non-expert
third-party audiences may thus not be based on thoroughly scrutinized solid argu-
ments. Certain familiar kinds of political debate exemplify paradigmatic features of
conversation as performance. Therefore, we might also say that conversation as per-
formance is a matter of practicing political rhetoric.

The second primitive distinction is concerned with types of responses by a sec-
ond-party audience. In a conversation involving two or more participants, the par-
ticipants put forth claims, questions, arguments, and suggestions. In relation to
these, the other participants—the second-party audience—may behave in three
ways: not reacting at all, reacting but "merely reacting,"” and reacting by addressing
points made in detail and essence. I call the first two types of reactions by the joint
name, "answering" (or we might also say "apparent answering" or "evasive answer-
ing") and the last type, "really answering."

Answering is a matter of evading, ignoring, or missing an argument or sugges-
tion made by another participant. It is a matter of no action or misguided or misdi-
rected action by a second-party audience. Whenever evasive or apparent answering
dominates the type of response in a conversation, the conversation often also takes
on the form of performance, provided there is a certain kind of non-expert, third-
party audience present. If there is something like a causal relation between the two,
it may often run the other way around: in certain circumstances, the presence of a
third-party audience makes mere apparent answering more likely than if it were ab-
sent. This might be the relevant regularity: if the persuasion of the third-party audi-
ence is judged desirable, and if the third-party audience lacks the expertise required
to tell the difference between answering and really answering, then mere apparent
answering is more likely than if these two conditions were not met, ceteris paribus.

Really answering is a matter of engaging in a detailed argument with an under-
standing of the points made by other participants or with a genuine and sincere at-
tempt to acquire such understanding. It is a matter of "testing one’s notions by
mutual criticism, listening, really listening, to other remarks" [McCloskey 1994,
100] and then answering, really answering. Really answering is characteristic of a
genuine dialogue, of open-minded mutual scrutiny of the concepts and conceptions
held by the participants. Such a dialogue leads to learning from one another and
from the confrontation itself. We may conjecture that if the participants of a conver-
sation are experts and there is no third-party, non-expert audience whose persuasion
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would be highly valued by any of the participants, then the conversation tends to
take on the form of a dialogue.

Really answering conforms to the canons of the McCloskeyan Sprachethik:
"Don’t lie; pay attention; don’t sneer; cooperate; don’t shout; let other people talk;
be open-minded; explain yourself when asked; don’t resort to violence or conspiracy
in aid of your ideas. We cannot imagine good conversation or good intellectual life
deficient in these. They are the rules adopted by the act of joining a conversa-
tion . . ." [McCloskey 1985, 24; 1994, 99]. Most importantly, really answering
presupposes "paying attention,” "cooperating," "being open-minded," and "explain-
ing oneself when asked." Really answering is part of what McCloskey calls "honest
conversation” (for an examination of McCloskey’s notion of Sprachethik, see Miki
and Vromen [1998)).

Now the two categories of conversation suggested above will not necessarily ex-
clude one another, either conceptually or empirically. What we actually observe is
not a strict dichotomy, but rather a continuum. Provided some prerequisites are
met, the overlap between the two can be considerable to the extent that conversation
as performance will closely approximate conversation as dialogue. There are cer-
tainly several such prerequisites, but let me mention two that would seem to be rele-
vant to our case. One is related to the strucural and cognitive attributes of the
relevant group of spectators: the third-party audience should be homogeneously
competent in the sense that the majority of the influential members of this audience
should be sufficiently well informed about the topic under discussion and suffi-
ciently skillful in (assessing) the type of reasoning relevant to the topic or, in short,
they should be experts. The other prerequisite is related to the moral attributes of
the participants: the second-party audiences should observe the canons of the Spra-
chethik, in particular, "paying attention,” "cooperating,” "being open-minded", and
"explaining oneself when asked. "

It seems obvious to me that in the case of much—but I would not dare estimate
how much—of the discussion on the rhetoric of economics in the course of the last
10-15 years, these prerequisites have not been met, and therefore conversation has
tended to take on the form of performance. Part of the reason for this is not only
that few people in the relevant third-party audience—consisting mainly of practicing
economists’—have been well informed about theories of rhetoric, but, more funda-
mentally, that only few of them are competent in metatheorizing in general. This
fact about the third-party audience has helped to generate a tendency for the conver-
sation to take on the form of performance with ample opportunity to exploit the

“relative ignorance of these sp@ctators.3 This has been so especially when the conver-

sation has been in written form or, if in the form of oral discussion, when the num-
ber of spectators has been large. This opportunity, in turn, has created the
temptation to forget about the Sprachethik and to practice mere apparent answering.
Political rhetoric has played a non-negligible role.
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The JEL Exchange

My Diagnosis

My Diagnosis [Miki 1995] was originally motivated by a perception of unclarity
in McCloskey’s writing. Frankly, I did not understand everything that she had writ-
ten. This perception inspired me to engage myself in a project of conceptual clarifi-
cation. I believed this project would be useful for myself, as a means of
self-education as it were. I also believed it would be useful for the thousands of
readers of McCloskey’s work who, so I thought, could not possibly have understood
everything they read other than in an intuitive fashion. Finally, I believed it would
be useful for the rhetoric of economics project, the basic tenets of which I shared. I
thought conceptual clarifications would help make progress in a project that ap-
peared to be in a state of theoretical stagnation.

As my initially innocent project of conceptual clarification developed, further
ambiguities and inconsistencies in McCloskey’s writing began to emerge. It became
obvious that without such conceptual clarification, not all the problems with
McCloskey’s position can be seen. It appeared to me that her commentators have
partly failed because they have not done this part of the job. In any case, my project
started as one of "clarifying McCloskey" and ended as one of "diagnosing
McCloskey": clarification revealed problems other than those of unclarity. In spite
of this, I never considered my Diagnosis to be an attack; rather, it was intended as
an act of offering a helping hand in a collective endeavor to pursue a sound theory
of the rhetoric of economics.

Such a role fits with my understanding of a proper task of philosophy, namely,
the task of an under-laborer. There are other important reasons for tackling
McCloskey’s project from a philosophical point of view, as I did in my Diagnosis:
(1) the idea of a rhetoric of economics or science in general involves a number of
exciting philosophical issues; (2) McCloskey has the habit of attacking philosophers
for misunderstanding the nature of economics and science in general; and (3) para-
doxically, McCloskey herself has the habit of philosophizing a lot.

What I did in the Diagnosis was to submit reconstructions of McCloskey’s us-
ages of two key terms, those of "rhetoric” and "truth." I ended up with the sugges-
tion that she holds the view of rhetoric as persuasion in a conversation guided by the
Sprachethik and that she holds a coherence theory of both justification and truth. I
then further suggested to explicate her implicit theory of truth as one that depicts
truth as socially constrained coherence (which I coined the "elite theory of truth")
and as morally constrained coherence (the "angel theory of truth"). According to the
elite account, truth amounts to coherence with beliefs held by the elite of the eco-
nomics profession, while according to the angel account, truth consists in coherence
with beliefs held by economists whose behavior conforms to the Sprachethik in a
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herrschaftsfrei conversation—coherence in a dominance-free and morally appropri-
ate conversation. I then was led to the observation of problems of internal coher-
ence: McCloskey’s assessment of current economics fails to be supported by her
meta-theoretical theses. Finally, I suggested some revisions in her views so as to
help her restore coherence to her thinking about economics and its rhetoric. In par-
ticular, I recommended combining rhetoric with realism and, in particular, a corre-
spondence view of truth with a coherence account of justification.

McCloskey’s Reply

I do not know of a better way of responding to McCloskey’s reply than to com-
ment on some of its individual claims separately. I believe this exercise may be of
some pedagogical significance, too. I number these claims to provide the future dis-
cussion with an opportunity of having some structure.

1. "Where we disagree is on analytic philosophy. In a nutshell, Miki wants
to go on with a project of analytic philosophy c. 1955 that most professionals
now think is dead" [1995, 1319].

On the face of it, this appears to be an authoritatively demolishing claim. But
frankly, I find it hard to understand what the sentence might mean if it were to
make a statement of even minimum plausibility. Let us look at some of the elements
of the sentence:

la. ". . . analytic philosophy c. 1955 .. ."

I am afraid 1 do not know what McCloskey means by this. Late Ludwig
Wittgenstein, Willard Van Quine, John Austin, Gilbert Ryle, Wilfrid Sellars, Peter
Strawson, Rudolf Carnap, Stephen Toulmin, Peter Winch? The expression sounds
like a reference to something that is not only somewhat old, but also most likely
old-fashioned and outdated. This is probably the rhetorical intention here; indeed,
elsewhere McCloskey refers to "old-fashioned analytic philosophers” [p. 1320].
Other than that, I do not have a clue as to why McCloskey did not pick up analytical
philosophy circa 1975 or 1995.

Ib. ™. . . that most professionals now think is dead."

Here McCloskey presents herself as knowledgable about the situation in philoso-
phy to be able to make such an authoritative-sounding claim. While logical positiv-
ism, for example, is dead (and was more or less so already in 1955), analytical
philosophy, broadly conceived, is not. It is in many ways different from what it
used to be in "c. 1955"—with the important qualification that it was neither uniform
then nor is it uniform now—but it is not dead at all. Note that with this claim
McCloskey is not providing me with a piece of new information—nor, I presume, is
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she intending to do so. This claim seems to be addressed to a relatively ignorant
third-party audience.

When McCloskey refers to "most professionals," one becomes curious. Who are
they? McCloskey herself has made references to people like Richard Rorty, Nelson
Goodman, and Hilary Putnam. Indeed, these philosophers of the old generation
have changed their minds about many issues in philosophy. Two qualifications are
relevant here. First, their work can still be characterized as analytical in the broad
sense—the only sense relevant in my own case. Second, they seem to have rela-
tively little following within philosophy compared to their popularity outside profes-
sional philosophy. Note that many other, similarly distinguished, philosophers in the
older generation go on as they used to—e.g., Quine, Strawson, Donald Davidson,
John Searle—and are highly respected within phi]osophy.4

lc. ". .. Maki wants to go on with . . ."

This is at least as questionable as claims (1a) and (1b). What I think I share with
analytical philosophy c. 1955 and c. 1995 is an obsession with conceptual clarity
and argumentativeness, but I wonder what else there is that would need to be in-
voked to ground my approach. I use some very simple analytic techniques to pursue
conceptual clarity and interpretation of meanings, but they are techniques that were
used by analytical (and by many who are often identified as non-analytical) philoso-
phers in 1955 as well as in 1995.

Let us look at this issue a bit more closely so as both to clarify my position and
to provide an immanent critique of McCloskey’s charge. My point is that if I am
identified with analytic philosophy, so should McCloskey. The first general feature
(yet perhaps not a defining feature) to note about much of analytical philosophy is
that it is based on the acknowledgement of the importance of language. I share this
belief, and so does McCloskey. The rhetoric of economics project is premised on
the conviction that language matters a lot.

What I share with analytical philosophy is the idea that it is one task of philoso-
phy to pursue elucidation, clarification, unpacking, or if you like, deconstruction, of
the terms and phrases and arguments people use. This is what my Diagnosis sug-
gested to do with some of the expressions used by McCloskey, and this is what
McCloskey’s favorite philosophers Goodman, Rorty, and Putnam do c. 1995.
Moreover, this is precisely what McCloskey herself has been doing, namely, criti-
cally unpacking the language economists use!® Thus if this is what makes someone
adhere to analytical philosophy, McCloskey and I are in the same company.

There is another characteristic of analytical philosophy that I tend to share: the
idea of analysis as the technique of "taking apart" when pursuing elucidation. It is a
matter of looking at bits and pieces in a detailed manner in the pursuit of under-
standing whole messages. It is a matter of taking parts as a serious focus of scrutiny
in a piecemeal approach toward understanding the whole. Ironically, there is here a
striking analogy with McCloskey’s perception of what good economics amounts to.
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