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Abstract: 

The meaning of Hayek’s call for humility changed after the introduction of evolutionism into his 

thought. Initially, his call pretended to highlight the greater capacity of spontaneous orders to 

combine disperse knowledge of local circumstances. His account, however, was not able to fully 

argue why would such knowledge be socially valuable, why could only spontaneous orders 

combine it, and how could it be relevant for the political institutions of society. Then, through the 

introduction of evolutionism, widening his conception of knowledge, he renewed his account of 

social phenomena and became able to answer criticisms that could be associated with his previous 

works. Ever since, Hayek calls for humility points out at the potentialities of individual learning 

and innovation. I argue that reinterpreting Hayek’s call for humility in the light of his evolutionism 

allows for a clear understanding of the value of freedom and the role he assigns to the state. 

 “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,  

than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”  

(Shakespeare, Hamlet, 1.5.167-8, Hamlet to Horatio) 

I. Introduction 

Academic literature from the past two decades has shown how institutional frameworks 

have major effects on the long-run outcomes of economic growth and development. Various 

articles have argued at a general level that institutions —broadly understood — are a fundamental 
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cause of long-run growth and development for societies (Acemoglu, Johnson & Robinson, 2001, 

2002, 2005a; Rodrik, Subramanian & Trebbi, 2004; Acemoglu, Gallego, & Robinson, 2014). 

Others have shown how particular institutions such as extractive institutions (Acemoglu, Johnson 

& Robinson, 2001; Dell, 2010) and slavery (Nunn, 2008), but also property rights (Acemoglu & 

Johnson, 2005), checks on authoritarianism (Acemoglu, Johnson & Robinson, 2005b) and even 

democracy and state capacity (Acemoglu, Naidu, Restrepo, & Robinson, 2019; Acemoglu, García-

Jimeno & Robinson, 2014; respectively) have had great impact on the development outcomes of 

societies that implemented them. Friedrich Hayek, in line with institutionalists, dedicated his 

studies to the “analysis of the interdependence of economic, social and institutional phenomena” 

(The Nobel Foundation, n. d.). Hayek, concerned by the menace of totalitarianism in the past 

century, studied the value of individual freedom for social development and its political 

consequences. His work still today invites us to think about what the best institutional 

arrangements in the search for social development and economic growth are. 

Hayek, at the end of his Nobel Prize lecture, called his audience of economists and social 

scientists for humility. He associated development and the possibility of building an adequate 

institutional framework to the recognition of what he called ‘the insuperable limits of our 

knowledge’ (Hayek, 1974, p. 7). But, what did he mean by ‘knowledge’? How is it related to 

development? A complete answer to the second question requires one for the first one. However, 

Hayek’s conception of knowledge changed throughout his career. In this article, I attempt to show 

that the introduction of evolutionism into his thought marked a definitive step towards the 

consolidation of his theory of social and political development. Evolutionism brings forth a 

widened conception of knowledge with which Hayek develops an over-all account of how 

individual freedom may play a crucial role in the path to progress. I will argue that reinterpreting 

Hayek’s call for humility in the light of his evolutionism allows for a clear understanding of the 

value of freedom and the role he assigns to the state. 

A variety of commentators have worked on related aspects of Hayek’s theory. On the one 

hand, they have discussed how to interpret Hayek’s evolutionist account of social phenomena. 

Petsoulas (2001) argued that Hayek’s ideas of spontaneous action and individual rule-following 

are inconsistent within his theory. Angner (2004), and Caldwell and Reiss (2006) have discussed 

the optimality of these orders within Hayek’s theory. With conflicting views, the issues of how to 

interpret Hayek’s normative remarks about spontaneous orders and how to better characterize the 
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advantages he attributes them remain. Another discussion has dealt with the compatibility of 

Hayek’s individualism with his endorsement of evolution by group selection (Hodgson, 1993; 

Lange-von Kulessa, 1997; Caldwell, 2001). These issues, summed up, touch some of the 

theoretical pillars of Hayek’s theory, urging for critical revisions of how to coherently interpret his 

social theory. 

On the other hand, some have discussed how to understand Hayek’s economic and political 

proposals. For starters, Friedman (2013) challenges the foundations of Hayek’s political theory, 

arguing that individual knowledge cannot have political value if it is also fallible and uncertain. 

Bergh (2019) and Wright & Mata (2020), meanwhile, show how Hayek’s epistemological views 

have consequences on the costs and the perspectives of government policy. There has been no 

clear interpretation of the political value of freedom and its relation to individual knowledge. 

Accordingly, Legutko (1997), Petsoulas (2001), and Gamble (2013) have discussed the terms of 

Hayek’s political appreciation of freedom, discussing the possibility of instrumentalism in his 

theory. Rodrigues (2012) argues further that Hayek’s regards on the state are an instance of 

‘ideological impurity’ as tension arises between the positive state action and free market processes. 

Within this literature, Hayek’s appreciation of spontaneous phenomena and individual knowledge 

has posed trouble for the interpretation of his politics. 

This paper brings together the literature that has worked on Hayek’s evolutionism and the 

one related to his political perspectives. I aim to contribute to the discussions of the former about 

the coherence and normativity of Hayek's theory. Meanwhile, I also aim to clear up some 

misunderstandings about the incompatibility of social spontaneity and intentional rule-following. 

Besides, I show how a reinterpretation of Hayek’s call for humility can enlighten the understanding 

of his institutional design. I argue that such reinterpretation can point out the political value of 

individual knowledge and its implications for government policy, and offer a precise delimitation 

for the role of the state. Within this argument, I also show how Hayek’s is an instrumentalist 

defense of freedom.  

This work’s contribution to the History of Economic Thought and studies on Hayek is 

twofold. First, my work provides an over-all interpretation of Hayek’s theory that contributes to 

the resolution of several debates within the literature, as I said before. Second, my interpretation 

of Hayek’s call for humility follows the line of investigation of works such as Caldwell (2000, 
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2004) that have begun to study the significance of Hayek’s evolutionist turn for the development 

of his work. From these perspectives, I pretend to offer some recommendations for institutional 

buildup and leave the door open for further studies along this path. 

In order to appreciate the significance of Hayek’s evolutionary turn, I first show how 

Hayek’s call for humility could be interpreted before the introduction of evolutionary ideas in 

section II, following this introduction. Section III exposes some criticisms and challenges to that 

account. Section IV, then, deals with how Hayek’s evolutionary turn changes his approach to 

individual knowledge and complements his account of social phenomena, allowing him to answer 

previous criticisms. This section provides a renewed interpretation of his call for humility and 

opens the way to the understanding of his views on politics and the state. Section V goes on to 

show how his general ideal of the rule of law adjusts political institutions to privilege spontaneous 

growth. Then, section VI shows how my interpretation of Hayek’s call for humility allows for an 

understanding of the role of the state within the rule of law. I conclude in section VII. 

II. Before evolutionary theory, ‘time and place’  

Up until the 60s, Hayek’s call for humility highlighted the potential loss of knowledge 

regarding local circumstances. This call is both moral and epistemological, as Hayek considers 

humility to be an “attitude” but, at the same time, to be related to a certain view on social matters. 

He claims that his theory “is, primarily, a theory of society” and that, from that point of view, it 

lead him to call for humility; the way he conceives social phenomena sustains the need for certain 

moral attitudes. Thus, for starters, one must review his account of social phenomena. 

Hayek’s early critique of equilibrium analysis in economics can help us identify the 

building blocks of his theory. In his 1937 essay Economics and Knowledge, he states what he 

considers must be the central problem for the study of social phenomena: 

There is a further question (…) which appears to have received no attention at all, 

and that is how much knowledge and what sort of knowledge the different 

individuals must possess in order that we may be able to speak of equilibrium. (…) 

Clearly there is here a problem of the division of knowledge which is quite 

analogous to, and at least as important as, the problem of the division of labor. (…) 

[I]t seems to me to be the really central problem of economics as a social science. 

(Hayek, 1948, p. 50; emphasis on the original). 

Hayek believed every individual possessed some partial knowledge. Individuals, who are always 

trying to attain their goals, constantly face the hazard of uncertainty. That makes the compatibility 
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of individual plans the great challenge for social coordination. Hayek, then, was concerned with 

finding favorable conditions that could foster goal-attaining for the greatest part of the population. 

Herein, Hayek associated the problem of understanding social phenomena with the one of 

knowledge coordination. The compatibility of individual plans depends on the compatibility of 

information they are based on. For this reason, Hayek took the individuals’ partial knowledge as 

the building blocks for his theory. 

What does Hayek refer to by ‘knowledge’? Following Scheall (2015) here I will advance 

that Hayek understands knowledge, simply, as ‘beliefs’ (Scheall 2015; cf. Hayek, 1948, pp. 50, 

80). The knowledge in society are the various kinds of beliefs that individuals hold. However, he 

is most concerned with the beliefs that guide individual expectations, behavior and the use of 

resources; in other words, those upon which the individuals base their plans of action. Hayek 

considers these beliefs to be those about local circumstances, those of the ‘man on the spot’, of 

“time and place, of the fleeting circumstances of the moment and of local conditions” (Hayek, 

1952, p.175; cf. Hayek, 1948, pp. 77, 80, 83). 

The focus on these beliefs explains the problem of the ‘division of knowledge’. Hayek 

considers the individuals, in their very concrete and contextualized positions, are the ones who 

have access to this knowledge. Following Hayek, the knowledge about local circumstances is 

‘fragmented’, existing “solely as the dispersed bits of incomplete and frequently contradictory 

knowledge which all the separate individuals possess” (Hayek, 1948, p. 77; cf. Hayek, 1952, p. 

92). Therefore, the crucial knowledge for social coordination is never available as a complete 

whole, nor can it be apprehended coherently by a single mind (Hayek, 1952, p. 92). Such 

knowledge is, essentially, fragmented and disperse. 

Because of that, social coordination must deal with the scarcity of knowledge. Hayek says 

that a well-ordered society makes the “fullest use of the knowledge available” (Hayek, 1948, p. 

32, 79; Hayek, 1952, p. 176). In other words, he associates the efficiency of social order to its 

capacity “to find a method whereby this widely dispersed knowledge may best be drawn upon” 

(Hayek, 1948, pp. 77, 78-9). Henceforth, his analysis of social phenomena searches for a way of 

organizing society that is able to combine the “knowledge initially dispersed among all the people” 

(ibid) and put it to use. 
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Having that in mind, Hayek focused on the study of spontaneous social orders. He 

characterizes them as phenomena that are the ‘result of human action but not of human design’ 

(Ferguson, A., 1767, p. 187; in Hayek, 1948, p. 7, e. g.). So, what are spontaneous orders? Hayek 

defines them by the existence of two elements. First, spontaneity assumes individuals behave 

freely. That means that each individual can use “his[her] peculiar knowledge and skill with the 

aim of furthering the aims for which [s]he cares” (Hayek, 1948, p. 17, emphasis in the original) 1. 

Hayek’s concern with freedom is simply the absence of coercion, where individuals are subject to 

another’s will. Thus, freedom does not dispense with intentional or planned action. Rather, it is 

the condition where each individual is able to plan for herself (cf. Hayek, 1948, p. 79). In this 

sense, spontaneous orders, first, are contexts of “free (and therefore not ‘consciously directed’) 

collaboration” (Hayek, 1948, p. 22). 

Then, the second element that defines them is a capacity to combine individual knowledge. 

Hayek considers that, within free collaboration, social phenomena can combine disperse 

knowledge that was otherwise inaccessible: 

[T]he spontaneous interaction of a number of people, each possessing only bits of 

knowledge, brings about a state of affairs (…) which could only be brought about 

by deliberate direction only by somebody who possessed all the combined 

knowledge of all those individuals. (Hayek, 1948, pp. 50-51).  

Ever since the publication of Economics and Knowledge, Hayek links spontaneity to knowledge 

combination2. This quote remarks that free collaboration leads to new “states of affairs” (social 

processes, formations, orders) that reflect the combined knowledge that the individuals possessed 

separately. Spontaneous orders, somehow, have the capacity to overcome the dispersion of 

individual beliefs. Besides free behavior, spontaneity highlights the importance of free interaction 

for the communication of disperse knowledge.  

How does it happen? Hayek states that contexts of free interaction lead to the appearance 

of devices that allow knowledge to be combined and communicated. Such devices accomplish the 

task of coordinating knowledge that was previously unreachable: 

it is not by the explicit or conscious combination of all this knowledge in any 

individual brain, but by its embodiment in symbols (…), in habits and institutions, 

 
1 See a more detailed and critical examination of Hayek’s conception of liberty see Gray (1998) and Gamble (2013). 
2 According to Caldwell (1988), the publication of Economics and Knowledge marked a radical change in Hayek’s 

approach to social phenomena, away from the economic theorization of the time and towards an open environment of 

social thought. I agree with his interpretation and exclude Hayek’s early works on economics.  
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tools and concepts, that man in society is constantly able to profit from a body of 

knowledge neither he nor any other man completely possesses. (Hayek, 1952, 149-

50; cf. Hayek, 1948, p. 88) 

It is possible to speak of such symbols, habits, institutions, tools, concepts as, simply, ‘institutions’ 

(in a wide sense). Hayek saw in these institutions the ‘embodiment’ of disperse individual 

knowledge. In other words, as they emerge, these institutions are able to combine the knowledge 

individuals held separately and, then, they make it available.  

Thus, emergent institutions reflect the characteristic traits of spontaneous orders. It is 

important not to understand the Hayekian idea of ‘emergence’ as a once-and-for-all process. Hayek 

says institutions “not only have (…) not been designed by any mind, but are also preserved by, 

and depend for their functioning on, the actions of people who are not guided by the desire to keep 

them in existence” (1952, pp. 148-9). That is, institutions are constantly emerging from the free 

interaction of individuals (cf. 1952, p. 145). They rest upon ongoing spontaneous orders. Then, 

they materialize the combination of knowledge. Constantly emerging, they continue to combine 

the knowledge individuals hold. Thus, individuals are able to profit from disperse knowledge 

thanks to the ever-emerging institutions of spontaneous orders (Hayek, 1948, p. 86, 88; 1952, pp. 

149-150). Institutions bring a ‘state of affairs’ where the problem of the division of knowledge is 

solved, surpassing the individual plans that led to it.  

For that reason, Hayek finds spontaneous orders to be efficient forms of social 

organization. By their capacity to combine and communicate knowledge, they work as a way to 

draw upon the “knowledge initially dispersed among all the people” (Hayek, 1948, p. 77, cf. pp. 

78-9). They prevent the waste of individual knowledge by combining it and making it available 

for others. Thus, they foster the coordination of individual plans (expectations) and tackle the 

scarcity of knowledge (Hayek, 1948, pp. 145-6). 

Hayek, however, was concerned with the menace of totalitarianism that rose during his 

time in Europe. During the 1930s and 1940s he pretended to offer a social theory that could 

challenge the defendants of, generally, planned or centrally directed economies3. Therefore, he 

contrasted spontaneous orders to directed ones. Hayek proceeded to assess the knowledge-

combining capacities of both types of orders. He attempted to make a scientific comparison of the 

 
3 All throughout this article I will refer to central planning, planned economies, direction, and directed orders 

indiscriminately, even though they may carry different connotations within other contexts. 
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efficiency of both types of orders. The result would offer critical guidelines for the institutional 

buildup of societies. 

The result of his comparison shows directed orders entail a waste of individual knowledge. 

Hayek starts by assuming that they imply there is an individual or a group in charge of planning 

the whole social order. From there, he identifies two main limitations to central planning’s capacity 

to combine knowledge. On the one hand, the order can only reflect the knowledge of its director. 

The director, be it a person or a group, can at best master the knowledge a single mind can master. 

Then, the problem is, as noted above, that a single mind has no capacity to apprehend the 

individuals’ disperse and fragmented knowledge (cf. Hayek, 1952, p. 175, 176). In other words, 

direction implies that the whole social order follows the director’s partial view. I call this the 

single-mind limitation of central planning. 

On the other hand, central planning blocks the individuals’ possibility to incorporate new 

knowledge into the social order. Under direction, individuals cannot behave freely. Thus, they 

cannot provide their knowledge to the social order; their actions can but reflect the instructor’s 

knowledge. This way, direction rules out the constant adaptation of social institutions. This ruling 

out (or waste) of individual knowledge can be called central planning’s coercion limitation.  

Bergh (2019) refers to these limitations as knowledge costs of government policy. The 

limited access the government has to disperse individual knowledge implies a risk for policy: the 

difficulty of getting the required information. According to Bergh, “the effect of government size 

on economic development depends not only on the amount of public funds needed, but also on the 

amount of knowledge needed” (Bergh 2019, p. 7). Therefore, policies that require greater amounts 

of knowledge are more costly and imply greater risks of failure (Bergh, 2019, p. 6). In this sense, 

central direction, attempting to plan for the whole social order, requires greater amounts of 

knowledge and implies greater risks of failure. Hayek saw these risks as limitations to what central 

planning could achieve (cf. Hayek, 1952, p. 176-7). 

Hence, direction can promise only a limited growth for society in comparison to 

spontaneity. Whereas central planning freezes spontaneous interaction in order to make people 

follow the director’s commands, the spontaneity leaves an open space for institutions to emergence 

and foster social coordination to extents that surpass individual capacity. Hayek says spontaneity 

allows people to profit from more knowledge than a director can combine and brings forth greater 
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possibilities for social coordination (cf. Hayek, 1948, pp. 145-6). He concludes that spontaneous 

orders are a more efficient social orders and that, in this sense, there is no possible scientific 

defense of central planning. 

So, Hayek then embraced the challenge of explaining where planning’s appeal come from. 

Herein, there is something aside from true knowledge guiding the preference for central planning. 

Hayek views planning’s appeal as that of a certain admiration of our own plans, an admiration of 

our own visions of society. According to him, what prevents us from acknowledging the power of 

spontaneous social forces is associated with that admiration, an attachment deeply tied to our 

affection. He says, in fact, that our preference for planning comes from “a form of love of power” 

(1952, p. 179). That is, it comes from the way in which we are attached to our own designs and 

visions of society. This attachment blocks us from truly understanding social phenomena and 

recognizing the advantages of spontaneous orders, that come from the infinity of diverse individual 

contributions to the over-all order. Our attachment reflects some all-too/high regards for our 

designs at the expense of those of others. Hayek concludes that love of power is a problem of a 

certain moral attitude, pride. 

For this reason, Hayek calls social scientists for humility. “The great lesson of humility” 

he intends to give is pointing the weakness (humus) of our individual plans in contrast to 

spontaneous social forces (Hayek, 1952, p. 180; cf. 1948, p. 32). The recognition of our limitations, 

according to Hayek, can open us to a greater path for society. He calls for humility to point out the 

mysterious and crucial role of spontaneity (and freedom) within social development (cf. Hayek, 

1952, pp. 179-180). Humility calls for an open affection, one that, far from holding itself up being 

attached to proper designs, may freely value the different forces that bring up new knowledge 

within the social process. Humility stands in favor of recognizing the contribution of disperse 

individuals. 

III. Hayek’s challenge: the insufficiency of ‘time and place’ 

Nonetheless, Hayek’s work presented some serious problems up to this point. As some 

contemporary and modern commentators have pointed out, his theory could not tell why the 

relationship between spontaneity and individual knowledge is socially and politically relevant. 

Three different reactions illustrate this claim: the fallibility of knowledge questions its value; 
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planning’s limitations might be overcome without recurring to spontaneity; finally, Hayek does 

not seem to give a precise way to adjust political institutions. 

Friedman (2013) and Scheall (2015) have shown that Hayek’s conception of knowledge is 

subjective and fallible, and Friedman (2013) convincingly argues that the spontaneous 

combination of knowledge does not necessarily eliminate these traits. So, even if emergent 

institutions are able to combine disperse knowledge, that does not erase the fact that what they are 

combining are, simply, beliefs. Therefore, it is possible to question the importance of individual 

knowledge for social development. It does not seem straightforward that the knowledge combining 

capacities of social order can foster social coordination. If there is no correction mechanism for 

individual knowledge, the ability to combine it has no clear value for society. Thus, leaving 

development to the individuals’ spontaneous interaction would be too risky, not to say 

irresponsible. In this sense, Friedman asks: why would it be valuable for society to focus on 

combining the disperse opinion of individuals? And, if spontaneous growth is open only in the 

sense that it is guided by mass opinion, would it be better than the restricted growth of direction 

(cf. Hayek, 1952, p. 154, 160)? Hayek’s theory, up to this point, is unable to fully answer these 

questions. 

Second, recent work on Hayek challenges the necessity of having spontaneous orders in 

order to combine disperse knowledge. Bergh (2019), after pointing out the information costs that 

centralized policy faces, proposes schemes of government policy with reduced knowledge costs. 

His work suggests a Hayekian adaptation of centralized policy. There, decentralized knowledge-

gathering can reduce centralized ignorance. Wright and Mata’s recent work (2020) further 

exemplifies how such adaptations can be made. They show how the Obama administration in the 

United States modified its techniques of information gathering and processing. They highlight the 

role of “epistemic consultants”, whose principles of action seem somewhat related to my 

discussions above: 

Obama’s information reformers shared two epistemic assumptions. (i) The kind of 

information most relevant for assessing, creating, and enacting policy is dispersed 

throughout the population; it is everywhere and in everyone and requires special 

techniques and tools to be revealed. (ii) Human judgment is unreliable; individuals 

frequently make errors and exhibit biases so their judgment and reasoning should 

be considered with caution. (Wright and Mata, 2020, p. 3). 
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The reformers, with their focus on disperse and fallible knowledge, follow some sort of Hayekian 

form of policy building, but they did so from the side of the state.  

Both Bergh (2019) and Wright and Mata (2020) show how state building may provide 

ways to answer Hayek’s concern for individual knowledge. While these works share Hayek’s 

concern for the value of disperse knowledge (even after acknowledging its fallibility), they also 

question the role of spontaneous orders. Using the terms from before, they can show the 

government may bypass the coercion limitation of central planning by recurring to disperse data-

gathering techniques. These techniques do not imply loosening the coercive grip of the government 

over citizens but offer access to their disperse knowledge. Thus, the gap between the knowledge-

combining capacities of directed and spontaneous orders could be reduced and, then, there would 

be no need to make room for individual freedom. Hayek’s conclusions could be challenged by 

arguing that such freedom does not provide any contribution that cannot be replaced. His call for 

humility would end up hinting at the need to sophisticate the government’s data gathering and 

processing techniques, contrary to his wishes. 

In the third place, Hayek’s theory has shown difficulties to propose a positive and precise 

view on how to adjust political institutions. Caldwell (2004) notes this critique was present in the 

responses that both Dickinson, one of Hayek’s fiercest opponents, and Keynes gave after the 

publication of The Road to Serfdom. Dickinson challenged ‘the liberal opponents of collectivism’ 

to come up with “any workable set of institutions” that could back up their vision of society while 

still facing the socialists’ political concerns (Caldwell, 2004, p. 288). His call preyed on the 

ambiguous or unfinished state of Hayek’s liberal-like theory. Keynes made a similar challenge in 

a personal letter he wrote to Hayek after reading the book: 

You admit here and there that it is a question of knowing where to draw the line. 

You agree that the line has to be drawn somewhere, and that the logical extreme is 

not possible. But you give us no guidance whatever as to where to draw it. (Keynes 

to Hayek, 28 June 1944, in Keynes 1980, 386; in Caldwell 2004, p. 289) 

In fact, aside from highlighting the need for individual freedom, Hayek’s call for humility does 

not point towards any precise relationship between spontaneous interaction and necessary social 

organization. So, if “the logical extreme is not possible”, what does it mean for society to value 

spontaneous growth?  
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Hayek did sketch his idea of the rule of law during the decade of 1940 (Hayek, 1944, 1948). 

However, his account did not get to the point of providing clear cut perspectives for the role of 

public (government) institution. Keynes’s challenge, then, was for Hayek to further develop his 

theory in order to answer these questions. On the same line, Rodrigues (2012) identifies a tension 

between Hayek’s remarks on state action and his appreciation of spontaneous orders. He interprets 

Hayek’s regards on state action as a form of “ideological impurity” (Rodrigues, 2012, p. 1029).  

On this account, Hayek’s appreciation of spontaneous orders would lead Hayek to endorse the 

“logical extreme”, whereas he does not and conceives a wide space for state activity. Rodrigues’ 

reading views Hayek as half a libertarian and half a piecemeal institutionalist. In this sense, I agree 

that Hayek’s remarks on the disperse knowledge of ‘time and place’ are unable to provide a 

unifying interpretative key for his regards on social orders and political institutions.  

Thus, the decade of 1940, and more so the present days, have presented some serious 

challenges for Hayek’s theory of social phenomena. These criticisms point out important 

weaknesses in Hayek’s conception of social orders. Up to this point, Hayek does not seem to have 

a convincing argument to prefer the spontaneous orders as the most effective way to gather 

individual disperse beliefs. Hayek’s theory was lacking in both its foundations and its ultimate 

political implications. As I will show in what follows, taking account of the evolutionary turn in 

his thought might prove to be an answer to these shortcomings. 

IV. Hayek’s evolutionary turn: towards individual experience  

I interpret Hayek to have been conscious of the challenges noted in the last section. His 

work in the 1950s turned into an attempt to go back to the origins of his thought and complement 

it with new ideas. After that decade, new developments on cognitive psychology and social 

evolution had greatly influenced his thought on social matters4. In this section, I claim that the 

 
4 Friedman (2013) digs into how his work on The Sensory Order reflects developments on some of the main themes 

of Hayek’s thought. As Caldwell (2000, 2004) shows, Hayek’s work on The Sensory Order was based on a manuscript 

written during the early 1920s. Besides, his seminar on “Scientific Method and the Study of Society”, that began in 

1952, brought the company of different natural scientists and, according to Caldwell (2000, pp. 10-11; 2004, pp. 296-

299), might have ‘nudged’ Hayek’s studies towards the unity of the sciences and biological and evolutionary accounts 

of social phenomena. An early disposition might coincide with the fact that his father was a physician and a botany 

professor in Vienna.  

Commentators have also discussed the influences of different writers and scholars on Hayek’s evolutionary turn. 

Boettke (1990, pp. 63-67) identifies writers of Scottish Enlightenment and the British classical liberals as major 

influences. Some examples of these would include John Locke, Bernard Mandeville, David Huma, Josiah Tucker, 

Adam Ferguson, Adam Smith, Edmund Burke, Alexis de Tocqueville and Lord Acton (see, e. g., Hayek, 1948, p. 4). 

Petsoulas (2001) makes a critical revision of that account regarding the influence of Mandeville, Hume, and Smith 
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introduction of evolutionary ideas brought the most significant change to the development of his 

theory. Through the lens of Hayek’s evolutionism, I interpret his call for humility to point out the 

importance of individual learning and innovative processes (ILIPs) for social development. This 

renewed interpretation can show how he answered the criticisms of his theory and developed a 

precise account of the role of political institutions, where he clarifies the role of the state. 

The literature has traced the formal introduction of evolutionary ideas back to The 

Constitution of Liberty (Hayek, 1960; Caldwell, 2000, p. 12; 2004, chapter 13). Previous to its 

publication, as shown in section II, Hayek had focused on the individuals’ disperse and fragmented 

knowledge about ‘time and place’. His analysis of an order’s capacity to combine knowledge 

brought both the main conclusions and problems of his theory (section III). Therefore, a 

fundamental issue within his theory was the possibility of offering a renewed conception of 

knowledge and of its relation to spontaneous orders. 

His 1960 book does the job. Rather than changing the characterization of spontaneous 

orders, it gives a deeper account of the fragmented and disperse knowledge they combine. From 

then on, Hayek interpreted knowledge “to include all the human adaptations to the environment in 

which past experience has been incorporated” (1960, p.77). Thus, knowledge changes from being 

solely a ‘know that’ to being associated with the process by which individuals ‘know how’. In 

other words, it changed from being knowledge about the environment (‘time and place’) to 

knowledge about the individuals’ relationship with it. This has two different but interrelated 

consequences that characterize the change in Hayek’s conception of knowledge by which, in turn, 

the relationship between knowledge and spontaneity changes. 

First, this widened conception of knowledge gives it an adaptative character. Knowledge, 

rather than referring solely to individual beliefs about local circumstances, refers also to the 

individuals’ adaptation process. Knowledge captures how individuals perceive their circumstances 

but also the ways in which they deal with them. In other words, knowledge captures how individual 

behavior adjusts itself to the environment.  

 
(chapters 3, 4 & 5, respectively). Angner (2002), besides, studies the influence of biologist such as Alexander M. Carr-

Saunders and of Oxford zoology. Further influence exerted by the various scholars who attended Hayek’s 1952 

seminar has yet to be studied (see Caldwell, 2004, p. 298). 
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This means that Hayek’s conception of knowledge became deeply entrenched with 

humanity’s evolutionary process. Knowledge includes the feedback that individuals perceive 

about the effectiveness of their conduct. In this sense, knowledge opens to the knowledge of 

‘experience’: a trying-and-judging process by which an individual gains knowledge about the 

efficiency of her methods of striving towards goals. Therefore, it is possible to interpret that, as 

individuals are responsible, as they suffer or relish the results of their actions, they become able to 

judge the efficiency of their conduct (cf. Hayek, 1960, p. 139, 143). First, Hayek’s evolutionary 

conception of knowledge opens up to processes of individual learning (Hayek, 1982, p. 18). 

Second, this conception leads to a new sense of how knowledge accumulates. Now, as the 

quote above pointed out, individuals may ‘incorporate past experience’ into their ways of adapting 

to the environment. Thus, knowledge includes those adaptations in the sense that they reflect, 

somehow, past experience. For this reason, one can understand that individual learning is able to 

shape future modes of conduct. However, for that to happen, behavior must adapt itself in different 

ways from before, it must change somehow. In other words, experience entails the possibility of 

innovation. Only then conduct can reflect an individual’s learning process. So, summing up, 

Hayek’s renewed conception of knowledge encompasses individual learning and innovative 

processes (ILIPs).   

This evolutionary turn allows Hayek to revisit the relationship between spontaneous orders 

and knowledge. First, he associates spontaneity with the adoption of more efficient ways of 

conduct among individuals. When individuals freely interact, they make knowledge about new 

and old conduct visible. Thus, their knowledge can spread among other individuals (cf. Hayek, 

1982, p. 488), allowing them to share it and/or test it. Therein, shared practices and rules of conduct 

lead to the emergence of social institutions. Institutions combine and communicate individual 

knowledge, guiding a process of accumulation of knowledge about the most efficient ways to attain 

individual goals. Then, as individuals freely interact with one another and use social institutions 

they are constantly testing them and triggering new processes of selection by which society’s most 

effective devices prevail (Hayek, 1960, p. 88). 

Herein, Petsoulas’ (2001) has argued that there is, at least, “tension” between spontaneous 

behavior and deliberate individual modification of conduct (p. 60). In this sense, she says “the 

catallaxy [Hayek’s way of calling market/spontaneous orders] can hardly be considered 



15 

spontaneous: not only does it depend on the participant’ prior acquiescence in the prospect of 

unpleasant outcomes, but also (…) rules upon which market exchanges rely are the product of 

prior agreement” (ibid.). In other words, she views a conflict between interpersonal agreement 

over rules of conduct and spontaneity, given Hayek’s claim that they come together in the market. 

Ultimately, her critique ends up saying “the intentional selection of rules of conduct is at odds with 

Hayek’s evolutionary account” (Ibid., p. 62). 

I believe that her problem with Hayek’s account lies in a misunderstanding of what he 

meant by spontaneity. Hayek explicitly says spontaneous growth “lies between instinct and 

rational design” (Hayek, 1982, p. 495). That is, for one thing, the process of cultural evolution 

does not imply that individuals leave reason behind or act on any exclusive form of 

unconsciousness (such as instinct). Neither, as it may be clear, does it imply the execution of a 

mastermind’s design for social interaction. Spontaneous orders stand midway: they assume 

disperse individuals simultaneously planning for themselves, even if the resulting order surpasses 

their intentions. Consequently, in Hayek’s view, the social order might remain spontaneous even 

when individuals carefully revise and agree upon the adoption of certain rules of conduct and the 

risks they suppose (success prospects). Spontaneity does not mean an order comes without any 

care or intelligible cause5. The freedom to agree to different rules and, later, to judge their 

efficiency towards the attainment of goals is what brings out the spontaneous process of social 

evolution (cf. Hayek, 1960, p. 95). 

 Indeed, spontaneity fosters the critical appreciation of conduct. As individuals experiment 

success or failure in the attainment of their goals, it encourages them to carefully examine the rules 

they adopt. Hayek says in this regard that “liberty and responsibility are inseparable” (Hayek, 

1960, p. 133). According to him, the possibility of choice must imply that individuals bear the 

consequences of their actions, in order for them to judge and learn (Hayek, 1960, p. 139, 143). 

Herein, individual dissent from a certain set of rules might not conflict with spontaneous order but 

rather trigger processes of change within the rules of social interaction or the conformation of 

separate, competing social groups that follow different sets of interaction rules. Spontaneity calls 

 
5 Cf. my previous discussion of the characterization of spontaneity on page 6. Hayek had dealt with this issue back in 

The Use of Knowledge in Society: “[the] question is (…) who is to do the planning. This is not a dispute about whether 

planning is to be done or not. It is a dispute as to whether planning is to be done centrally, by one authority for the 

whole economic system, or is to be divided among many individuals” (Hayek, 1948, p. 79). 
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for an active use of reason, encouraged by the means of responsibility and the desire to efficiently 

attain individual goals6. 

Spontaneity, thus, provides an incentive for innovation. While individuals distinguish the 

efficiency of certain rules of conduct, they get the chance to select and adopt the ones they prefer. 

However, besides known methods of conduct, that process may also lead them to variations in 

their conduct. The judgments they make can be repeatedly put to test and may help in identifying 

the unfulfillment some conduct may bring. Then, dissatisfaction and/or the admiration of another’s 

conduct may fuel the modification of one’s own. This way, in contexts of free interaction the 

individual’s learning process fosters innovation by telling her where it might be worthwhile (cf. 

Hayek, 1960, p. 123). There is no contradiction between intentional rule selection and spontaneity, 

but rather a complementarity that pushes forward the selection and adoption of more suitable 

conduct. 

Therein, identifiable groups may appear as individuals begin to share rules of conduct and 

profit of common institutions (Hayek, 1982, p. 18). Here, “the existence of individuals and groups 

simultaneously observing partially different rules provides the opportunity for the selection of the 

more effective ones” (Hayek, 1960, p. 124). Groups following different sets of rules may suffer or 

prosper as a result of their behavior. Consequently, the most effective sets might become visible 

in the groups’ capacity to attain their goals and/or prosper relative to others (cf. Hayek, 1960, p. 

88). Then, as successful groups prevail, the somehow more efficient rules of conduct are selected. 

That selection, be it through elimination or cooperation and inclusion between groups, brings forth 

the individual process of selection to a collective level. Thus, spontaneity leads to the social 

selection of the most efficient institutions and rules of conduct, or what Hayek calls the process of 

cultural evolution.  

Some commentators have opposed this account, arguing there is a conflict between 

methodological individualism and group selection7. Following Lange-von Kulessa (1997), it is 

 
6 Even though Hayek acknowledges that a significant part of the evolutionary process works through the unconscious 

rule-following of individuals, he does not claim that all rules of just conduct remain either unconscious or 

unarticulated. Oğuz, F. (2010) studies the role of unconscious processes within Hayek’s theory.  
7 This was an issue of great controversy within the literature close to the break of the millennium. Though an extensive 

account of it is beyond the scope of this article, contributions to this dispute can be found in the works of Hodgson 

(1993), Lange-on Kulessa (1997), and Caldwell (2001, 2002). My interpretation follows Lange-von Kulessa’s position 

and states there is no conflict, but, rather, complementarity. This interpretation complements Caldwell’s and conflicts 

with Hodgson’s. 
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possible to see how group selection and individualism complement one another. Group selection 

is a consequence of individual action in contexts of spontaneity; selection between groups depends 

on how individuals interact with social institutions and how, at a collective level, groups reflect 

the rigidness or openness of their ILIPs. The disappearance or the co-dominance of groups, in this 

sense, reflects the group’s will to exclude or include outsiders (or their (in)disposal to join another 

group), respectively. Groups fall because of the rigidness in their development, and individuals 

may suffer only from this, as long as no coercive power handles the movement between groups8. 

For this reason, Hayek’s theory views the collective state of development as a reflection of the 

network of individual relations and ILIPs that lead society towards a certain path. As individuals 

and institutions interact, “[r]ules of conduct and institutions, respectively, are the traits being 

adopted, mutated and selected in the transmission of cultural evolution” (Lange-von Kulessa 1997, 

p. 277). Thus, the interplay between, on the one side, ILIPs and, on the other, the rules and 

institutions of social groups guides the process of rule selection and social evolution (Hayek, 1982, 

p. 490-91; cf. 1960, p. 88; 118). 

Taking that into account, Hayek’s evolutionist turn allows us to answer the question of why 

the disperse and fragmented knowledge of individuals may be important for society. Indeed, since 

1960, Hayek’s theory offers a proper conception of social progress. Hayek argues “it is 

questionable whether the statement has a clear meaning that the new state of affairs that progress 

creates is a better one” (1960, p. 95). According to him, the individuals’ goals and preferences 

change, making it difficult to define or characterize a way to measure progress. However, he 

acknowledges the possibility of accumulating knowledge about how to attain goals, even if they 

change over time. Throughout the third chapter of The Constitution of Liberty, he discusses how 

the concept of progress can make sense, arriving finally at the definition of progress as increasing 

“power over nature” (Hayek, 1960, p. 95). This he refers to as "the common effort of making our 

environment serve human purposes" (Hayek, 1960, p. 139). Progress accounts for the increasing 

efficiency of our methods to couple with the circumstances we are in. 

 
8 Notice that group selection is not a violent process, at least in a coercive and forceful sense, if it happens in the 

context of spontaneous social processes. This may be the reason why sometimes Hayek analyzed the selection criteria 

in terms of relative prosperity or wealth (e. g. Hayek, 1982, p. 492). I believe such characterization reduces the depth 

of Hayek’s account, where cultural attraction may both explain a group’s dominance and still be independent from its 

level of wealth or prosperity. An in-depth account of this argument surpasses the purpose of this article. 



18 

Understanding Hayek’s normative remarks on spontaneous orders has been an important 

issue within the literature. Angner (2004) held a debate about how spontaneous orders could be 

desirable from Hayek’s standing. He claimed that the most appropriate interpretation of Hayek 

must be what he calls the ‘weak normative’ reading. According to this reading, spontaneous orders 

only tend to be desirable, in the probabilistic sense meaning that most of them are. His 

interpretational move is an intent to free Hayek from committing the naturalistic fallacy and also 

account for his normative remarks on evolved orders.  

Nonetheless, as desirable as that reading may be for some, it does not deal with the real 

content of Hayek’s studies. The weak normative reading attempt to convert a strictly normative 

argument into a probabilistic one still fails to discuss the depth of Hayek’s interest in spontaneous 

processes, as Caldwell and Reiss (2006) comment on the matter. In this sense, Caldwell and Reiss’s 

(2006) interpretation seems closer to Hayek’s ideas. They claim Hayek’s theory is highly 

descriptive and that, aside from that, his “normative statements were based on arguments about 

the effects of specific social and economic institutions on individual liberty and on the discovery, 

preservation, transmission, and coordination of knowledge” (p. 366). I partially adhere to their 

reading. 

The debate on normativity raised by Angner (2004) is mistaken in its persistence on 

discussing Hayek’s normative remarks in terms of optimality or ‘desirability’. That I share with 

Caldwell and Reiss. However, they are all still missing the depth of Hayek’s study of knowledge 

in evolutionary orders. If Hayek’s normative remarks were based “on the discovery, preservation, 

transmission, and coordination of knowledge”, this statement opens, rather than closes, the 

problem. Why is knowledge persistently important to Hayek? As I said before, his conception of 

knowledge turned his focus towards the methods with which humans adapt to the environment and 

take advantage of local circumstances. Thus, the accumulation of knowledge about them would 

provide us with increasingly better information on how to pursue our goals. Such accumulation 

would lead to the increasing power over nature Hayek called progress. The combination of 

knowledge is, again, at the heart of the matter. 

What can one conclude about the optimality of spontaneous orders? I say Hayek’s 

evolutionary conception brings more light about the benefits of freely adaptive processes than 

about the static optimality of institutions. Within Hayek’s theory, what is desirable is the social 
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process of accumulation of knowledge. This process, increasingly corrected by the test of 

intersubjectivity in free interaction9 and by the environment’s restrictions, leads to increasingly 

precise knowledge about the efficiency of our ways. That process secures that, over time, society 

might grow in its capacity to serve its aims and use its resources (Hayek, 1982, p. 290). Thus, 

spontaneous orders bring a desirable path of social evolution. 

Nevertheless, that does not imply any optimal characterization of the emergent institutions 

found at a particular time during the process. The progress Hayek associates to the accumulation 

of knowledge fosters only the possibility that society learns, both from success and failure (Hayek, 

1960, p. 94). For this reason, older institutions, tested by more and different challenges, may be 

more likely to serve individual ends, but they may also become dispensable as humanity advances. 

As we accumulate experience, we may learn both the usefulness or the futility of certain methods 

of conduct and institutions. Booms and busts are both possible within the Hayekian theory of 

cultural evolution. Spontaneous orders can only assure “a process of formation and modification 

of the human intellect, a process of adaptation and learning” (Hayek, 1960, p. 94), where some 

epoch’s growing institutions might be obsolete during another. Within this process, still, Hayek is 

confident that a greater repertoire of methods to deal with our environment and use our resources 

may lead to progress.  

Hence, the problem of social organization in Hayek’s theory becomes a problem of how 

society can become more able to reach its desired goals. Herein comes a renewed contrast between 

spontaneity and direction. Thus, the relevant question becomes: is the faster way to acquire 

knowledge on the more efficient methods to deal with the environment spontaneity or direction? 

To answer that question, it is necessary to return to Hayek’s views on uncertainty. He states 

“[i]t is difficult to conceive all the combinations of knowledge and skills which thus come into 

action and from which arises the discovery of appropriate practices or devices that, once found, 

can be accepted generally” (1960, p. 79). That is, there is uncertainty regarding what new forms 

of behavior or devices could lead to society’s progress. Hayek also says that who will bring forth 

those new forms of behavior or devices is also unpredictable (Hayek, 1960, p.79). In sum, there is 

no certainty about who, how or when progress will happen. Thus, “[o]ur necessary ignorance of 

so much means that we have to deal largely with probabilities and chances” (Hayek, 1960, p. 81). 

 
9 This remark opens the way for further studies on the social and political consequences of Hayek’s epistemology. 
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In Hayek’s perspective, there is no certain path towards progress. Therefore, the problem of social 

organization turns from finding the fastest way to maximizing the chances for progress. 

Hayek’s answer becomes clear as he says: “it is because every individual knows so little 

and, in particular, because we rarely know which of us knows best that we trust the independent 

and competitive efforts of many” (Hayek, 1960, p.81). That means that, in the midst of uncertainty, 

maxing out the probability of progress is done by leaving the widest space for experimentation. 

The more people are learning and trying out new and old devices and ways of behavior, the greater 

the probability of finding the useful ones and of them spreading throughout society. In terms of 

my previous account, that means leaving the widest room for the emergence of ILIPs (cf. Hayek, 

1960, p. 82). Where are there more chances of learning and innovating? 

Answering that question, Hayek considers spontaneous orders as the most efficient type of 

order. Within them, in the absence of coercion, individuals are all able to experiment and learn. 

Spontaneity’s room for the emergence of ILIPs and the spread of the knowledge they generate 

implies higher chances for progress (Hayek, 1982, pp. 474-5). Thus, spontaneous orders max out 

the probability of progressing by allowing all individuals to contribute to the social process. 

Central planning, on the contrary, can offer but a reduced growth. The limits of centralized 

organization begin where spontaneous behavior is cut off and individuals are not allowed to 

contribute with their knowledge, the coercion limitation. Within directed orders, individuals are 

not allowed to behave freely. Thus, they cannot test out new forms of conduct nor can they 

incorporate past experience into their actions (cf. Hayek, 1960, p. 124). Individuals are 

commanded by others. Hence, the development of ILIPs is blocked. Even if individuals have fine 

judgments about the efficiency of the commands given to them, they cannot modify their conduct 

or display their judgments freely. This way, direction dissociates individuals from society’s 

evolutionary process. For that reason, the chances of progress happening are reduced. 

Additionally, the single-mind limitation still applies. This time, that means that the over-

all order considers only the director’s preferred ways of adapting to the environment. The planning 

head’s methods of attaining goals become the single bet of the whole order. That means that 

direction reduces society’s ILIPs to the directing head’s own process. Consequently, it centralizes 

learning and innovation and reduces society’s chances of progress to a single one (Hayek, 1982, 

p. 474). 
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Thus, Hayek concludes that spontaneous orders present higher chances for social progress 

in comparison to directed orders. Spontaneous orders are, again, the method for humanity to put 

its full capacity in service of the achievement of its aims (cf. Hayek, 1960, p. 143), they prevent 

the waste of individual knowledge and foster the emergence of ILIPs. However, Hayek’s focus is 

now on the waste of disperse and local experience, rather than just knowledge of ‘time place’. The 

change of focus from know that to know how links free behavior to social progress. This way, 

Hayek acknowledges spontaneous orders as a better form of social organization for the over-all 

order due to his understanding of the forces that lead to the accumulation of knowledge (cf. Hayek, 

1960, p. 94). Once again, he concludes that the preference for planned social orders does not come 

from a scientific understanding of social phenomena. 

On this account, Hayek reaffirms the origin of the preference for social design to be 

associated with pride. He readily refers to that planning mentality which “is based on conceptions 

that are demonstrably false, yet are so pleasing to human vanity that they have gained great 

influence and are so constantly employed” (Hayek, 1982, p. 9). Planning’s support comes not from 

a true understanding of the functioning of society but from its capacity to “gives us a sense of 

unlimited power to realize our wishes” (Ibid.). In words from before, it is a love of power, a being-

attached to our ideals, that is revealed through planning’s appeal to us. What blocks us from 

acknowledging the best chances for social growth is, again, a certain moral sentiment, our ‘vanity,’ 

or pride. 

Hence, Hayek calls for an apparent ‘self-denial’ (cf. Hayek, 1982, pp. 83-4). He calls for 

taking a step apart from our attachment to control and to recognize our limitations. He claims “it 

has always been the recognition of the limits of the possible which has enabled man to make full 

use of his powers” (Hayek, 1982, p. 10). So, in 1974, at the end of his Nobel Prize memorial 

lecture, he said “the recognition of the insuperable limits to his knowledge ought indeed to teach 

the student of society a lesson of humility which should guard him against becoming an accomplice 

in men’s fatal striving to control society” (Hayek, 1974, p. 7). Hayek calls his audience for 

humility. 

Now, how might one interpret Hayek’s call for humility? It is definitely not just about 

‘information’. Hayek calls for acknowledging the potential of “a civilization (…) grown from the 

free efforts of millions of individuals” (1974, p. 7). He calls for attention to the disperse, 
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spontaneous forces of individual learning and creativity. Herein, he points out his answers to the 

previous critiques from section III. 

First, humility is a call to recognize the value of disperse individual experience. Humility 

is about helping us recognize that our views and thoughts can be unexpectedly surpassed by those 

of others. In other words, it calls for acknowledging that someone else may be able to come up 

with new interests and methods of coupling with the environment that in time I might recognize 

beneficial too. Hayek is pointing out that they may be a valuable contribution for society to take 

into account. Hence, one can see Hayek’s evolutionary turn allows for an answer to Friedman’s 

(2013) critique: the individuals’ disperse learning and creativity fosters social progress. Even when 

some individual knowledge may be doomed to fail, diverse attempts at coping with life increase 

society’s knowledge on how to do it (and how not to).  

Hayek’s evolutionary turn offers an approximation to the knowledge of ILIPs and to 

emergent institutions that is both positive and critical. While ILIPs are the building blocks of his 

theory, they still provide fallible knowledge. Therefore, Hayek’s call for humility encourages both 

an open mind to others’ spontaneous contributions and their critique reviewal. According to 

Hayek, the possibility of widely and freely testing new developments is what drives society in its 

path of progress. Thus, having a door open for new ways of behavior and new devices is useful as 

long as they become critically judged by individuals. Through this process, the accumulation of 

individual experience helps to distinguish useful from futile knowledge. Humility, thus, differs 

from sheer naïveté or submission. Hayek’s is both a positive and critical approach to individual 

knowledge. 

Second, Hayek’s call for humility points out that freedom has an irreplaceable value for 

society. After the account of Bergh (2019) and Wright and Mata (2020), policy techniques of data-

gathering could pose a challenge to Hayek’s appreciation of freedom. However, Hayek’s focus on 

ILIPs shows how those techniques, though valuable, are unable to solve the whole knowledge 

problem of public policy, because ‘time and place’ knowledge is not the only kind of valuable 

disperse knowledge. Those techniques would still be missing the disperse knowledge of 

experience, which requires ongoing spontaneous orders to emerge. Thus, after revising Hayek’s 

turn towards ILIPs, it is possible to add that Bergh’s (2019) account of the Hayekian knowledge 

problem is incomplete. 
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In this regard, Hayek calls for humility to point out that centralized action cannot possibly 

replace the individuals’ learning and creative processes. May the government have all knowledge 

about the conditions that individuals face at a certain point in time, freedom would still be the 

space where new knowledge and innovations have a better chance to appear. Thus, humility points 

to a deeper knowledge problem. In Hayek’s words, it remarks that “[l]iberty is essential in order 

to leave room for the unforeseeable and unpredictable (…) [for] the emergence of what we shall 

want when we see it” (Hayek, 1960, p. 81). Humility means reminding progress consists “in the 

discovery of the not yet known” (Ibid, p. 4) and, thus, calling for an open door for the “countless 

number of humble steps taken by anonymous persons” (Ibid, p. 79). Hayek calls for humility to 

open the door for otherness: to leave room for the emergence of unexpected better alternatives for 

coping with life. 

Thus, in the third place, Hayek’s call for humility asks to take into account the potentialities 

of spontaneous orders within the political organization of society. If spontaneity is truly valuable, 

political organization must incorporate it somehow into its design. Hayek’s evolutionary study of 

social orders leads to the conclusion that the pace and reach of social progress lie in the favorable 

or unfavorable conditions under which society is organized (1960, p. 92). Furthermore, his 

renewed focus on ILIPs provides an interpretative key for a comprehensive reading of his political 

proposal. In this sense, I can say Hayek became able to arrange political institutions in order to 

offer favorable conditions for spontaneous growth.  

Hayek calls for humility to make others consider such an arrangement. Henceforth, his 

appreciation of ILIPs would lead to a positive political scheme where the role of the state -and 

government intervention- becomes clear. The two next sections develop this argument. There lies 

his answer to Keynes and Dickinson’s challenge. 

V. A political order for disperse learning and innovation 

Hayek’s call for humility helps understand his political scheme, which, in turn, allows 

understanding the role of the state. His first detailed account of policy and the rule of law appears 

with The Constitution of Liberty (1960), later to be refined in Law, Legislation, and Liberty (1973, 

1976, 1979 in Hayek, 1982). He finally proposes a positive ‘set of workable institutions’ to 

materialize the political consequences of his social studies. In line with his call for humility, his 

solution to the problem of its organization was to make a political scheme that privileges society’s 
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evolutionary process and the emergence of ILIPs. Hayek’s political ideal of the rule of law answers 

his call for humility by adapting the political institutions to privilege spontaneity’s requirements. 

Some critics have accused Hayek of being incoherent for attempting to propose a set of 

political institutions. They claim Hayek’s appreciation of spontaneous orders would mean social 

organization would have to come about ‘spontaneously’ too. In this sense, Hayek would contradict 

himself by proposing a proper set of political institutions, that could be seen as a political design 

for society. I claim there is no contradiction. The issue has been discussed at large by Servant 

(2018), who has reviewed the form in which the critiques have expressed the existence of that 

tension and proposed a solution. Servant contends there is no inconsistency or tension, because 

spontaneous growth can only work where political institutions meet the requirements of what he 

calls a ‘liberal order’. Thus, Hayek’s concern with spontaneous orders would ask for a 

corresponding political proposal that allows them to operate. 

In addition, I would have to say that the problem disappears when one distinguishes the 

problem of understanding the potentialities of different types of social order from the one of 

finding the best way of social organization -both explicitly considered by Hayek (e. g. 1948, p. 1, 

77, 79; cf. 1982, p. 474). Hayek’s recognition of the superior potentialities of spontaneous orders 

does not erase the need to find an efficient way of social organization. Rather, his appreciation of 

spontaneous orders and the conditions under which they can develop urges to define the 

characteristics of his political proposal accordingly10. Hence, while his study pretends to show the 

value of spontaneity, his political proposal would respond to the necessity of designing political 

institutions taking that into account. That would be why, as I claim, one can interpret his political 

theory to arrange the political order of society in order to privilege spontaneous developments. 

The rule of law is Hayek’s over-all adjustment of the political organization of society. What 

does it mean? First of all, that law governs over any other source of authority and, particularly, 

over the will of any individual or group. Under the rule of law, all organizations, individuals, and 

groups are subject to rules. Those who hold power, then, become “only guardians and servants” 

of those rules (Hayek, 1960, p. 242). The rule of law, according to Hayek, follows the goal of 

 
10 Hayek seemed to be aware of this issue. Therefore, he explicitly recognized “government is of necessity the product 

of intellectual design”, so said his intentions was to “give it a shape in which it provides a beneficial framework for 

the free growth of society, without giving to any one power to control this growth in the particular” (Hayek, 1982, pp. 

484-5). 
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freeing society from arbitrary intervention in its evolutionary process. Therefore, it presupposes a 

subordination of everyone, including the government and all public institutions, to the rules that 

are enforced within society (cf. Hayek, 1960, p. 310). Hayek’s first concern is establishing the 

hierarchy of social authority, giving no place for arbitrary or discretionary rule. 

But, what did he mean by ‘law’? What do those rules have to do with his account of social 

evolution? One must review Hayek’s wide conception of ‘law’ to answer these questions. The 

‘law’, according to him, refers to the “rules which govern the conduct of individuals towards each 

other” (1982, p. 83). Hayek does not restrict law to refer to the articulated laws of jurisprudence 

or the more general laws of constitutionalism. Within his theory, law corresponds to the modes of 

conduct that individuals generally agree with and practice in their interactions, either by using 

them or taking them as guides for their expectations of the others’ conduct (cf. Hayek, 1982, p. 

80).  

The law’s relationship to society’s evolutionary process becomes clear by digging into its 

origin. Hayek associated law with the cultural foundations of society. According to him, law dates 

back to when “only the observance of common rules (…) [made] the peaceful existence of 

individuals in society possible” (Hayek, 1982, pp. 69-70). Law refers to all those practices and 

conventions that emerged in the process of social evolution and, therefore, it includes all such 

implicit and explicit, conscious or unconscious rules of conduct found within society. These 

practices and rules of conduct, in turn, Hayek considers to be the individuals’ adaptation to the 

environment. Thus, it is possible to advance that he considers the law to be the widely spread and 

accepted knowledge that guides the process of social evolution. It is constantly changing, 

compiling socially spread knowledge and responding to the innovations that ILIPs bring to society. 

Briefly, Hayek’s first concern with the rule of law is to give the dominion of society to its 

spontaneous process.  

Then, Hayek recognizes the need to materialize the primacy of the evolutionary process 

somehow. Formally establishing the dominion of the law does not make it happen. So, in second 

instance, he identifies the rule of law with the rule of articulated laws. By articulated law Hayek 

refers to those laws that are formally expressed and enforced within the political organization of 

society. Here, he makes it clear that within the rule of law all individuals and groups become 

subject to articulated laws. Hence, one can see that these laws are the medium by which the law 
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(in the wider sense) can govern over society and by which the political order adjusts itself to 

society’s evolutionary process.  

For that reason, the rule of law establishes a certain vision of what articulated law should 

be. In this sense, Hayek’s second concern with the rule of law is for it to establish “a rule 

concerning what the law ought to be, as a meta-legal doctrine or a political ideal” (1960, p. 311). 

Herein, he identifies two kinds of articulated law: private and public. On the one hand, private law 

is what he called ‘general, abstract rules’ that govern the conduct of individuals towards one 

another (Hayek, 1982, p. 82; cf. 1960, p. 72). On the other hand, public law is that which concerns 

the direction of the efforts of common organization or, in other words, ‘the rules of organization 

of government’ (Hayek, 1982, p. 125; cf. p. 69, p. 116, p. 120). Hayek views the need for the laws 

that govern the spontaneous interaction within society to be distinguished from the laws that direct 

organization.  

Then, his first focus turns towards private law. I contend he gives it two different tasks in 

order to make the political order reflect society’s evolutionary process, materializing the rule of 

the law (in the wider sense). Private laws must reflect the knowledge from society’s ongoing order 

of actions. That is, the rules that private law enforces must be in accordance with the widespread 

knowledge individuals have. That task implies that this law must capture social knowledge, but 

also adapt to the ongoing changes within society (Hayek, 1960, p. 124). Capturing such knowledge 

implies that private law adequately reflects the individuals’ current order of actions. Meanwhile, 

adapting to such knowledge means that law is flexible enough to incorporate the spread fruits of 

individual innovations and keep up with society’s progress. In short, the first task of private law is 

to reflect the old and new developments that shape society’s spontaneous process of growth 

(Hayek, 1982, p. 113). 

Hayek selects a precise mechanism for the articulation of private law in order to guarantee 

it accomplishes its double task. For this purpose, he establishes that private law must result from 

processes of law-finding or discovery. Here, he draws upon the Anglo-Saxon tradition of common-

law, where judges are in charge of formulating the rules of private law. Their function is to realize 

law-discovery procedures, where they “merely articulate already observed practices or (…) 

required complements of the already established rules” (Hayek, 1982, p. 116, cf. p. 69). These 

laws Hayek calls ‘rules of just conduct,’ because they reflect the articulation of rules already found 
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and practiced within society. They simply reflect the state of actions that individuals already 

follow, sometimes unconsciously or through tacit rules of conduct. The law-finding practices of 

jurists unveil such rules, further formulating them in the form of general, abstract rules that would 

support the shape of the ongoing order of actions. Thus, Hayek secures that private law both 

reflects the spontaneous order of actions in society and keeps up with its change process. 

Futhermore, Hayek asks that private law secures some room for spontaneous growth. 

Following my interpretation from above, this means leaving space for ILIPs to emerge and spread. 

Thus, private law oversees the maintenance of the conditions they require to appear, i. e., individual 

freedom and responsibility. Reflecting the individuals’ common practices and rules would have 

no sense within Hayek’s theory if, in addition, there were no room for them to change. The degree 

of freedom and responsibility that the law must define, thus, is essentially related to the ideal of 

providing the maximum chances for progress. For that reason, the second task of private law is to 

guarantee that all individuals have a space of freedom and responsibility (Hayek, 1960, p. 231).  

Here I must stop to clarify my view on what has been another common issue within the 

literature. Hayek’s concern about freedom is, thus, instrumental. He defends freedom not as an 

end, but as a means for the ongoing process of social evolution (social progress). Legutko (1997) 

states (with scarce evidence) that Hayek has some kind of parallel moral intrinsic argument in 

favor of freedom. Meanwhile, other commentators have pointed out Hayek’s instrumentalism. 

Petsoulas (2001, p. 31) and Gamble (2013, p. 348) have ‘accused’ Hayek of defending freedom as 

a means for society to obtain prosperity. These claims are right in noting his instrumentalism. 

However, it may be useful to complement their account by analyzing Hayek’s remarks on the 

possibility of spontaneously emerged institutions being ineffective or flawed. Friedman (1997), 

recognizing Hayek’s ambiguity about the promises of spontaneous growth, says Hayek’s reason 

for defending freedom is that, simply -and problematically- it provides the opportunity for human 

striving. Hayek indeed states that in strive is where “man enjoys the gift of his intelligence” 

(Hayek, 1960, p. 95). Thus, Friedman’s analysis goes a step closer to a complete interpretation but 

ignores how Hayek ends up valuing spontaneous growth.  

Hayek attributes to private law the task of defining private spheres of freedom and 

responsibility to max out the chances of progress. He says “the chief aim of freedom is to provide 

both the opportunity and the inducement to insure the maximum use of the knowledge that an 
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individual can acquire” (Hayek, 1960, p. 144). This freedom is appreciated as a possibility to 

further the accumulation of knowledge by which we, eventually, become more able to distinguish 

the most efficient ways of attaining our goals. Consequently, notice that rules of just conduct 

protect freedom as well as protect the over-all order of actions: they are at the service of the social 

process, rather than of intrinsic value. 

That is why Hayek proposes to accomplish this task by making private law define spheres 

of freedom and responsibility for all individuals. These spheres have two tasks in order to comply 

with the requirements of ILIPs. On the one side, they provide “to each individual a known range 

within which [(s)]he can decide on his[(her)] actions” (Hayek, 1960, p. 224). Such a range of action 

would give the individual a space where she is not coerced by any other individual or group, 

assuring that she can use her knowledge and creativity however she sees fit (freedom). On the 

other side, private law must tell the individual “what possible consequences of his[(her)] actions 

[s]he must take into account or what [s]he will be held responsible for” (Hayek, 1960, p. 225).  

Private law, in sum, secures a range of action where the individual can decide uncoerced over her 

own conduct and learn from her choices, preserving the complementarity between freedom and 

responsibility. It is the first materialization of Hayek’s promotion of spontaneous growth.  

He takes a second step by establishing the relation between private and public law through 

constitutionalism. Briefly11, according to Hayek, “a constitution is essentially a superstructure 

erected over a pre-existing system of law to organize the enforcement of that law” (Hayek, 1982, 

p. 128). Hayek’s constitution, thus, would presuppose there is a system of rules of just conduct 

(Hayek, 1982, p. 379) and then, regulate the activity of public organization. Herein, he establishes 

that public law is subject to private law. This means that the rules that govern the activity of 

government and all state organization cannot bypass what the rules of just conduct call for all 

individuals. They cannot voluntarily interfere with the order of actions that private law reflects nor 

can they trespass the individual spheres of freedom and responsibility that it defines. Consequently, 

Hayek’s constitutionalism makes public organization develop as a parallel device to private order, 

 
11 A more thorough analysis of Hayek’s constitutionalism, his characterization of the law and the political institutions 

he proposes (besides the more general role of the state) exceeds the possibilities of this paper. Boykin (2010) serves 

as a great introduction to the whole Hayekian political order and Martin & Wenzel (2020) dig into a more critical 

account. Hayek’s own discussion can be found in the third volume of Law, Legislation, and Liberty (Hayek, 1982). 
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leaving behind its possibility to direct the conduct of individuals where private law does not 

consent it (Hayek, 1982, pp. 484-5). It rules out arbitrary intervention on spontaneous growth. 

The subordination of public law to private law complements the latter’s link with 

spontaneous growth. Skoble (2006) shows how, on the one side, the subordination of public law 

to the law-finding process of private law, in Hayek’s theory, guarantees the spread of 

spontaneously emerged knowledge leading society’s growth better than the purposeful direction 

of a central organization. As public organization cannot interfere with the articulation process of 

law, it becomes unable to alter individual rules of conduct with discretionary criteria. On the other 

side, the subordination of public law to private law ensures that individuals have their spheres of 

freedom and responsibility untouched. While private law is in charge of defining them, it is able 

to protect those spheres only from the intervention of other individuals. Therein, the public law’s 

subordination means that neither other individuals nor public organizations can trespass those 

individual spheres. This way, public institutions are prevented from tempering both the 

accumulated knowledge of accepted rules of conduct and the space for the emergence of ILIPs. 

Hayek’s over-all adjustment of the political order reflects the intention to privilege 

society’s growth as a spontaneous process. First, gives emerged rules of conduct authority over all 

individuals by establishing the rule of law. Secondly, this implies characterizing what articulated 

law should be. Within Hayek’s view, private law has the task of adapting enforced laws to the 

order of actions of spontaneous interaction and, furthermore, is in charge of leaving room for 

freedom and responsibility for each individual. His over-all adjustment, third, protects the 

spontaneous order of society via constitutionalism, making public law subject to private law.  

VI. The state: a needed guardian and ever-possible assistant 

Hayek’s call for humility defines not only the political environment of the rule of law, but 

also the role he attributes to the state (or ‘government’ -I use them indiscriminately-). Hayek thinks 

of it as an emerged institution. The state raised from society’s early need to have some form of 

common organization. Thus, now, as a part of common organization, the state is governed by 

public law. Hayek’s first concern with the rule of law is to guarantee it may not be discretionarily 

or arbitrarily used according to individual or group purposes. In this sense, it is fair to remark that 

the state is controlled by public law, which is subject to private law, so it does have a restricted 

range of action. However, restricted does not mean null or minimal. That restriction does not mean 
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that Hayek neglects the possible contributions government action can offer. Heeding his call for 

humility, the state’s role depends on its relation to society’s evolutionary process. Therein, the 

state has an active role in guarding and supplementing spontaneous growth. 

First, Hayek attributes to the state the task of ensuring that individuals or institutions -

including itself- do not attempt to direct the spontaneous growth of society. Private law has the 

task of allowing society to grow spontaneously through the articulation of practices into laws and 

the definition of individual spheres of freedom. Nevertheless, law by itself has no power to secure 

such laws are followed. Here, two threats to spontaneous growth appear. On the one hand, 

individuals or organizations might attempt to impose other rules of conduct rather than those that 

result from the jurists’ articulation processes. In other words, the inability of private law to enforce 

its own laws may allow for other people to direct the order of actions of society according to their 

will. They could force their preferred set of rules upon others by means of coercion. This way, 

they would tamper with the learning processes of individuals, making them adhere and respond to 

rules of conduct that they do not consider best. Thus, the spontaneity through which rules of 

conduct appear and are selected would be lost and, as a consequence, social progress would 

stagnate, just as it would in case there was central planning. 

On the other hand, Hayek recognized that individuals or organizations can threaten to 

interfere with the individual spheres of freedom and responsibility. Without any protection 

mechanism for them, individuals or organizations could attempt coercing other individuals, 

removing their possibility to choose their preferred behavior or alleviating them from the 

consequences of their actions. This way, the action of those people would hinder the emergence 

of ILIPs, blocking the appearance and communication of new developments within society.  

For this reason, Hayek views the need for an enforcement mechanism that secures private 

laws are followed and its individual spheres protected. That is, he advances the need to minimize 

arbitrary coercion of individuals or organizations upon others. Hereby, the state gains its first task 

as a guardian of the law. Hayek affirms society can achieve such minimization of coercion only 

by giving public organization its monopoly, so that it may be used only as the law provides (Hayek, 

1960, pp. 71-72). The monopoly of coercion means that the state has the exclusive right to coerce 

individuals, to make them act upon a will other than their own. However, as the state is ultimately 

subject to private law, such monopoly makes certain it does not attempt to direct social 
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development. Rather, the monopoly of coercion comes with the assignment of enforcing the law, 

thus fostering the spontaneous development of society and the emergence of ILIPs.  

A visible consequence of this task is that the state’s role as a guardian implies that it must 

use the monopoly of coercion in three different aspects. Enforcing private law implies doing two 

other things: to guarantee society’s defense from outsiders and to levy taxes for its functioning 

(Hayek, 1982, p. 383). For one, the state’s monopoly of coercion must be usable against foreigners 

that threaten to direct or coerce the local order in order to preserve its spontaneous growth. For 

another, the establishment of the rule of law, the workings of the law (both public and private), 

and the monopoly of coercion require funding. Therefore, Hayek considers it is in the interest of 

society’s spontaneous growth to give the government the capacity to forcefully levy taxes to fund 

its activities. Compulsory taxes are a kind of necessary coercion, along with law enforcement and 

national defense. Taking these other functions into account completes Hayek’s account of the 

state’s first task. That is, explicitly, to act as a necessary guardian of the spontaneous growth of 

society. 

However, Hayek does not limit the state’s role to that of guarding spontaneous 

development. The second task the state has is to follow public law in the varying activities it may 

assign to it. Here I can remark that, contrary to private law, public law is an example of what Hayek 

calls legislation, or ‘deliberately made rules’ (Hayek, 1982, p. 119). Thus, it responds not to what 

people and jurists recognize as rules of just conduct or to expected behavior. Public law is 

deliberately made by legislative institutions. Therein, government activities, however subject to 

private law, may go beyond its enforcement. Then, Hayek’s second task for the state accounts for 

an open space to supplement spontaneous growth. 

Before getting into the concrete possibilities that task implies, I find it useful to clarify one 

common misunderstanding: Hayek does not endorse a political defense of the minimal state or of 

minimizing the role of government in any way. He clearly says: 

Since (…) we are mainly concerned with the limits that a free society must place 

upon the coercive powers of government, the reader may get the mistaken 

impression that we regard the enforcement of the law and the defence against 

external enemies as the only legitimate functions of government. Some theorists in 

the past have indeed advocated such a ‘minimal state’. It may be true that in certain 

conditions, where an undeveloped government apparatus is scarcely yet adequate 

to perform this prime function, it would be wise to confine it to it, since an 

additional burden would exceed its weak powers and the effect of attempting more 
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would be that it did not even provide the indispensable conditions for the 

functioning of a free society. Such considerations are not relevant, however, to 

advanced Western societies, and have nothing to do with the aim of securing 

individual liberty to all, or with making the fullest use of the spontaneous ordering 

forces of a Great Society. (Hayek, 1982, p. 382) 

The state may contribute to social development. Privileging society’s spontaneous growth does 

not mean the state must limit itself to guarding it. Rather, as shown by Hayek’s call for humility, 

the state may have to adjust to the needs of spontaneous growth. Then, it may, besides being a 

guardian, be a powerful force that assists and complements society’s spontaneous developments. 

Hayek defines the possibilities for state activity in relation to the workings of spontaneous 

processes. Here, one must take into account what he acknowledges as limitations to what 

spontaneous orders can provide or, in other words, market failures. These failures allow Hayek to 

identify the two wide areas where state action can improve the outcomes of spontaneous 

developments. In short, he considers the state can engage in a wide range of activities in service 

provision and offer inclusion mechanisms. 

One can begin to understand the possibilities of state service provision when Hayek writes: 

we find it unquestionable that in an advanced society government ought to use its 

power of raising funds by taxation to provide a number of services which for 

various reasons cannot be provided, or cannot be provided adequately, by the 

market. Indeed, it could be maintained that, even if there were no other need for 

coercion, because everybody voluntarily obeyed the traditional rules of just 

conduct, there would still exist an overwhelming case for giving the territorial 

authorities power to make the inhabitants contribute to a common fund from which 

such services could be financed. (Hayek, 1982, pp. 382-3). 

Hayek acknowledges two main reasons to give the government the possibility to provide services 

to the population. First, agreement may arise about the desire or need for the provision of some 

goods or services because spontaneous growth leads also to the recognition of new needs and 

desires. Therein, there are cases where the emergence of ILIPs and the spread of socially available 

knowledge may not be able to fulfill such desires and needs. So, second, Hayek recognizes that 

within society’s spontaneous growth there may be “services which for various reasons cannot be 

provided, or cannot be provided adequately, by the market”; that is, spontaneous interaction won’t 

be able to satisfy some of individual desires and needs. When society identifies that these two 

reasons apply to a certain good or service, Hayek says there is the case for using the means of 

common organization to satisfy them; that is, state provision.  
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Thus, given that society identifies certain necessities or desires it wants to fulfill, an 

important question arises: when does Hayek consider that a service “cannot be provided, or be 

provided adequately, by the market”? There really are Hayekian market failures12. First, he talks 

about those goods and services which the market does not offer. Though eventually open to include 

different kinds of goods and services, he viewed ‘collective’ or public goods as exemplary cases. 

According to Hayek, this type of goods shows cases where the market can scarcely live up to the 

conditions that their provision requires. He explains his thought by saying: 

Nor can it be seriously questioned that where certain services can be provided only 

if all beneficiaries are made to contribute to their costs, because they cannot be 

confined to those to pay for them, only the government should be entitled to use 

such coercive powers. (Hayek, 1982, p. 383) 

In this case, the impossibility of restricting the consumption of such goods or services to a specific 

population makes it difficult or impossible for spontaneous mechanisms to provide them. Hayek 

also claims this analysis covers both the positive and negative consequences of market 

externalities, where needed adjustments may not appear spontaneously. Some examples of these 

services inadequately provided are the protection against external enemies, epidemics, or natural 

disasters, but also ‘many of the amenities which make life in modern cities tolerable,’ like most 

roads where tolls cannot be charged, “the provision of standards of measure, and of many kinds of 

information ranging from land registers, maps, and statistics to the certification of the quality of 

some goods or services offered in the market” (Hayek, 1982, p. 385). According to Hayek, these 

may be cases where the market on its own fails to fulfill people’s needs or desires and, thus, where 

the state may supplement spontaneous developments. 

A second instance for government provision, according to Hayek, amounts to the services 

that society may desire to provide to all when the market secures provision to only a few. In this 

case, market provision exists, but is inadequate. Here, when it is desired by the population, Hayek 

brings forth the occasion to establish some public arrangement that makes sure that every 

individual can count on their provision. Some examples of these services are health services, 

security services, information services, and education. These are services that the market clearly 

can provide, but only to some. Thus, society may incur in public provision to guarantee universal 

access to such services.  

 
12 See Rodrigues (2012) for extended considerations on about this issue. 



34 

Besides, the second area of state action is the provision of inclusion mechanisms. Hayek 

acknowledges spontaneous (market) processes may end up excluding some of the population from 

participating in social life. In his words, the “problem here is chiefly the fate of those who for 

various reasons cannot make their living in the market, such as the sick, the old, the physically or 

mentally defective, the widows and orphans” (Hayek, 1982, p. 395); that is, those who cannot 

make a living on market standards. These considerations extend also to the unemployed (Hayek, 

1960, p. 424). Hayek viewed the situation of these people as exemplars of risks that are common 

to all and that are scarcely solved by individual or market means. Thus, addressing this issue 

becomes “a necessary part of the Great Society in which the individual no longer has specific 

claims on the members of the particular small group into which he was born” (ibid.). Then, such 

misfortunes call for an arrangement of public security to take care of the people who suffer from 

them. 

What does ‘taking care’ mean? Hayek does not give an exhaustive account of the social 

security arrangements he is thinking about. However, he explicitly mentions “[t]he assurance of a 

certain minimum income for everyone, or a sort of floor below which nobody need fall even when 

he is unable to provide for himself” (Hayek, 1982, p. 395, cf. 1960, p. 426)13. This way, Hayek 

opens the door to arrangements where policies such as a guaranteed minimum income may be part 

of his ideal. Thus, the state may assist individuals to respond to the different hardships that arise 

in spontaneous processes, such as their inability to guarantee acceptable living conditions for all 

the members of society. The evolutionary process of society would allow for different 

arrangements of social security to rise and be modified, finding the most suitable ones. 

Still, there is one caveat to this interpretation. Hayek’s approach to state provision is still a 

wary one. So, one question remains: how does Hayek understand government provision of services 

or inclusion mechanisms? Does it mean that he entitles the state with ‘spheres of planning? In this 

regard, Hayek recalls that an “important point to be remembered throughout [his discussion of 

government activity] is that (…) we are resorting to an inferior method of providing these services 

because the conditions necessary for their being provided by the more efficient method of the 

 
13 Rallo (2019) discusses whether Hayek supported, or not, a universal basic income. That discussion goes beyond the 

purposes of this article but may provide an interesting analysis of the inclusion mechanisms Hayek conceived. 
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market are absent” (Hayek, 1982, pp. 387; emphasis on the original). Within his theory, 

government provision is a second best relative to spontaneous resolutions.  

Consequently, I identify three important aspects that characterize the role he assigns to the 

government. First, his view of state provision leads him to call for private participation whenever 

it is possible: 

[C]ontrary to an assumption often tacitly made, the fact that some services must be 

financed by compulsory levies by no means implies that such services should also 

be administered by government. Once the problem of finance is solved, it will often 

be the more effective method to leave the organization and management of such 

services to competitive enterprise. (Hayek, 1982, p. 386-7) 

The participation of the state in service provision always depends upon the possibilities of 

spontaneous forces. Because of that, the state must leave room for the emergence of ILIPs and 

social institutions wherever it is possible for them to solve fragments of the problem. Even though 

Hayek recognized this might not be always possible, the state must be alert to these possibilities. 

That is, the state must pay attention to wherever it can incorporate private action in its activities. 

Second, according to Hayek the state’s action is always temporary. Hayek conceives state 

provision as continuously dependent on the absence of spontaneous processes (Hayek, 1982, p. 

387-8). That means that, as spontaneous innovations eventually allow for an adequate private 

provision of services the government was asked to provide, the case for public provision would 

disappear. Hayek does not conceive the state’s service provision as a set of functions reserved to 

the government, but as contingent tasks that society asks the government to perform given the 

circumstances of the moment (1982, p. 388). In this sense, government provision continuously 

depends on the spontaneous processes’ inability to attend social aims. 

Third, because the government is a second best, its regulation must leave the door open to 

the emergence of spontaneous processes that solve the needs it attends. Therefore, state provision 

must not count with special benefits or concessions. In Hayek’s words, 

[G]overnment needs no other special power than that of compulsorily raising means 

in accordance with some uniform principle, but in administering these means it 

ought not to enjoy any special privileges and should be subject to the same general 

rules of conduct and potential competition as any other organization. (Hayek, 1982, 

p. 388). 

This consequence may be thought of as a simple restatement of the subjection of public law to 

private law. However, reviewing it allows understanding how, according to Hayek, state action 
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supplements, rather than substitutes, spontaneous growth. That government organizations work 

under the same conditions of private enterprise is necessary to leave room for the emergence of 

spontaneous competition. 

In sum, the second task of the state within Hayek’s theory can be comprehended as that of 

an assistant. The state can complement and contribute there where spontaneous orders do not 

provide solutions to social needs or desired services. Therefore, it constantly depends upon 

spontaneous developments, being alert on the possibility to include them within its activities and 

to back off where problems can have private solutions. This continuous dependence reflects the 

humility he called for: a constant tension in the search to give way to the disperse contributions 

that may come freely from individuals. 

The state’s role is that of an assistant and a guardian. It is possible to understand both roles 

as ways of attending, being alert about, the different ways in which spontaneous processes may 

bring forth the need for protection and for further supplementary activity. It is clear now how the 

introduction of Hayek’s widened, evolutionary conception of knowledge plays a key role within 

his vision of the state. His renewed call for humility, pointing out the possibility of ever-allowing 

individual experience to contribute to the social process, could be, at last, his answer to Dickinson 

and Keynes. Hayek draws the line on state intervention there where freedom and responsibility 

may allow others to try and do better (Hayek, 1960, pp. 88-89). This evolutionist account provides 

an interpretative key to approach Hayek’s theory where there is no “ideological impurity”, in 

response to Rodrigues (2012). Rather, Hayek’s theoretical developments allow for a coherent 

interpretation of his stance in the search for social progress. 

VII. Conclusions 

The meaning of Hayek’s call for humility changed after the introduction of evolutionism 

into his thought. Initially, his call pretended to highlight the greater capacity of spontaneous orders 

to combine disperse knowledge of local circumstances. His account, however, was not able to fully 

argue why would such knowledge be socially valuable, why could only spontaneous orders 

combine it, and how it could be relevant for the institutional framework of society. Then, through 

the introduction of evolutionism, widening his conception of knowledge, he renewed his account 

of social phenomena and became able to answer criticisms that could be associated with his 
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previous works. Ever since then, Hayek calls for humility pointing out the potentialities of ILIPs 

within the process of social evolution and their significance for social and political institutions. 

A renewed interpretation of Hayek’s call for humility, considering his evolutionary turn, 

points towards the value of individual experience. Individual knowledge, gathering beliefs about 

the better ways of adapting to local circumstances and attain goals, becomes socially relevant. 

Hayek argues its accumulation leads the way to social progress. Henceforth, Hayek’s call for 

humility asks us to recognize the irreplaceable value of freedom. Freedom and responsibility are 

the necessary conditions for ILIPs, which, in turn, widen the ever-mysterious possibilities of 

spontaneous social development. Hence, his call for humility also hints at the possibility of 

adjusting the political order to the workings of spontaneous orders. 

Consequently, Hayek develops his political ideal of the rule of law, a positive set of 

political institutions that would privilege spontaneous social growth. Within this ideal, the role of 

the state becomes clear. The state depends on the needs of spontaneous growth and may become 

its powerful guard and assistant. Therefore, by understanding how Hayek’s call for humility 

highlights the value of ILIPs, it is possible to understand the precise and open role he attributes to 

state action, overcoming the view of tensions of contradictions that commentators have identified 

within his work. 

Along with Hayek, our societies may have to humbly acknowledge the value of individual 

experience in their institutional buildup. Hayek’s radical commitment to this idea -that links 

everything from his epistemology to his politics- does give some hints on how to do it. A first idea 

would be to adapt public data gathering and processing techniques to include disperse knowledge 

of local circumstances and individual learning and innovative processes. Some approaches to this 

recommendation have already been made and studied, but Hayek’s evolutionary approach deepens 

the knowledge problem to which policy must be adapted. Hayek’s evolutionary turn suggests 

policy must always try to grasp the learning and innovative processes that guide individual 

behavior.  

In this sense, Hayek remarks how the state’s role is essentially related to value spontaneous 

development. This interpretation implies constantly revising, appreciating and critically judging 

the spaces of individual freedom and responsibility within society. Thus, Hayek calls for an open 

and critical notion of spontaneous orders, and for flexible schemes of government activity that 
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adjust to their changing needs. On the one hand, that means having the utmost respect for 

spontaneous processes, whose developments may better not be directed and may be incorporated 

whenever possible within schemes of government action. On the other hand, it calls for openness 

towards the multiple, and maybe yet unknown, areas where government activity may be able to 

improve social outcomes by complementing or supplementing spontaneous activity. In this regard, 

humility calls for us to be on alert to the value and the needs of social development, and to how 

state action relates to them. 

Ultimately, humility translates to attention: attention to the individuals’ diverse processes 

of learning and innovation; attention to the new developments that stem from those processes and 

their critical revision; attention to the ways in which they contribute to society and in which the 

political order takes them into account. Humility translates into attention, or what may be an 

operative (active) certainty about the social value of diverse individual experience. A door is left 

open for future studies about the value of diversity for modern societies and about the 

consequences of moral attitudes on our understanding of politics and society. 
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