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ABSTRACT 

The Methodenstreit (“battle of methods”) is an academic controversy between the German historical 

economists led by Gustav Schmoller and the Austrian marginalists led by Carl Menger. The debate 

concerned a wide range of topics related to the scientific and societal role of economics and the social 

sciences more generally. Many questions at issue in the debate remain controversial to this day. 
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The Methodenstreit (“battle of methods”) is an academic controversy between the German 

historical economists led by Gustav Schmoller and the Austrian marginalists led by Carl Menger. The 

debate concerned a wide range of topics related to the scientific and societal role of economics and the 

social sciences more generally. Many questions at issue in the debate remain controversial to this day.  

Nineteenth-century German social sciences were characterized by a wide variety of research topics 

and methods. In his first book, the Principles of Economics (1950/1871), Menger claims that 

economics should focus on finding universally valid principles of human action. To find such 

principles, the discipline should investigate idealized models of economic agents that satisfy needs by 

means of scarce goods. In this way, Menger hopes, economics will be similar in exactness to the 

natural sciences. One of the ideas that Menger and his Austrian followers champion is the principle of 

marginal utility. Hence, their work is often considered part of a wider “marginal revolution” in the 

economic discipline, leading up to contemporary mainstream economics. 

In a brisk review (Schmoller 2004/1873), Gustav Schmoller criticizes Menger’s Principles on two 

points: (1) Menger proposes theories without having a sufficiently firm empirical basis for his claims. 

For Schmoller, claims to universal regularities should be based on historical studies and statistical 

evidence, which he likens to the “scales and microscopes” of the natural sciences, and prefers to what 

he sees as mere “speculation about concepts” by Menger. (2) As a “newcomer” to the discipline, 

Menger has mistakenly taken his specific research interests to cover the whole discipline. For 

Schmoller, economists should investigate a wider range of topics related to human needs and the use 

of goods, including the role of institutions, their historical development, and relevant aspects of 

human psychology.  

Menger responds to these challenges ten years later with his second book, Investigations into the 

Method of the Social Sciences. In this methodological treatise, Menger seeks to articulate the 

methodological and ontological assumptions that he takes to ground his conception of the discipline. 

Relying on a form of Aristotelian realism, he argues that rather than mere conceptual analysis, his 

science investigates the essential nature of economic phenomena. He also reiterates his claim that 

economics should be an idealizing theoretical discipline that explains the behavior of economizing 

agents facing scarce goods. 



In an increasingly acidic (and public) exchange, Menger argued that the historical economists were 

neither historians nor economists, committing what he saw as “the most fundamental error of which a 

school can be the victim,” namely to bypass “the very science which they thought to develop” 

(1985/1883: 49), whereas Schmoller claimed that “it is … characteristic of an unworldly and naive 

armchair academic to see human needs or the desire for acquisition or self-interest as final, most basic 

elements in the scientific sense of the word” (1883, translated by author). Their confrontation ends 

with a short dismissive reply from Schmoller to Menger’s (1884) “errors of historicism” (Irrthumer 

des Historismus in der Deutschen Nationalökonomie), but followers of both sides continued the 

debate in the following decades. 

Beyond the wide contours of the confrontation, there is still disagreement over the exact terms of the 

dispute with little agreement on actual points of intellectual conflict. Many accounts emphasize a 

contrast of “deductive” and “inductive” methods of research but such readings have also been 

contested. Other authors see the debate as resulting from differences in character, emphasis, or deep 

metaphysical background assumptions. 

Schumpeter talks of “clashes of temperaments and of intellectual bents” where “a great part of the 

fighting is directed against positions which are indeed hostile fortresses in the imagination of the 

warrior” (1954: 783). 

Recent research into the Methodenstreit has emphasized the role of social and political questions in 

the background of the scientific conflict (e.g., Grimmer-Solem 2003). Schmoller and his Society for 

Social Policy emphasized the practical use of science for public policy and were active proponents of 

the social reform movement. For this, they were accused of socialism by Menger, who as a 

conservative liberal, favored free markets and limited state intervention. Both parties actively used 

their academic and administrative positions to frustrate the careers of opponents. 

The original Methodenstreit is generally seen as a first move in a number of methodological debates 

that took place in later decades. In the first decades of the twentieth century, Max Weber clashed with 

Schmoller over the place of value judgments in science. In the course of the twentieth century, the 

Mengerian conception of economic science as popularized by Lionel Robbins gained wide 

acceptance. Nonetheless, it remained contested and faced repeated pleas for a more pluralistic 

conception of the discipline. 
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