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PREFACE TO THIS EDI;TION
In the spring of 1934 Ludwig von Mises accepted an invitation from
Professor William E. Rappard, founder and director of l'Institut Universitaire des hautes Etudes Internationales (Graduate Institute of International Studies) to assume the Chair of International Economic Relations
at that famous institute in Geneva, Switzerland.
My husband was pleased. "I accepted with delight," he wrote later.
And no wonder. Burdened for many years by the frustrations of his
duties as legal adviser and financial expert to the Austrian Chamber of
Commerce, a government body directing a national economic policy
with which he did not agree, he never found the time to work on a project
that had occupied his mind for many years. His teaching obligations in
Geneva were minor: one hour of lecture and two hours of seminar per
week. Finally he could devote himself to writing. In his later years he
always looked back upon those six years in Geneva as the happiest in his
life.
There, on the shores of Lake Leman, in the serene surroundings of a
beautiful and peaceful environment, he began to write a major treatise,
Nationalokonomie, Theorie des Handelns und Wirtschaftens, the original
version of the book, which, completely revised, enlarged and written in
English, was published in 1949 under its new title Human Action.
He had already, much earlier, written two major works- Theorie des
Geldes und der Umlaufsmitte/ (The Theory of Money and Credit) in
1912, and Die Gemeinwirtschaft (later translated as Socialism) in 1922.
Both of these books are now recognized as landmarks in the history of
economic thought. "The Theory of Money and Credit," said Nobel
Laureate Professor Friedrich A. Hayek, "not only filled what was the
most glaring gap in the body of accepted economic theory, it also made its
contribution to the basic problems of value and price." Socialism, said
Professor Hayek, "made the most profound impression on my generation . .. to none of us young men who read it when it appeared was the
world ever the same again.''
Unfortunately, English translations of both these works did not appear
for a long time-twenty-two years in the case of The Theory ofMoney and
Credit and twenty-nine years in the case of Socialism. Thus their influence outside the German-speaking world was inevitably limited. (Lord
Keynes, after reviewing The Theory of Money and Credit, admitted that
his limited understanding of German also limited his understanding of
the book.)
As destiny would have it, Nationalokonomie was to suffer the same
fate. Appearing in 1940, shortly before the beginning of World War II,
this book, despite excellent reviews, never became really known in
Europe. The Swiss publisher (Editions Union) did not survive the war.
Thus, when my husband and I arrived in the United States to establish
ourselves in our new country, he was determined to revise National-

okonomie, which was written for European conditions. He now wanted
to write an enlarged new version in English for a wider audience and,
hopefully, a wiser world.
Therefore Human Action is not an English translation of Nationalokonomie, as many people think. Although it springs from the same
basic philosophy my husband was always true to, it applies his principles
to a wider field and his logic to all of life, hence the title, Human Action.
This book was my husband's favorite creation. Most economists consider Human Action his best work, written in the prime of his life.
On its publication in 1949, the eminent economist and journalist Henry
Hazlitt wrote: "It [Human Action] should become the leading text of
everyone wh,o believes in freedom, in individualism, and in the ability of
a free market economy not only to outdistance any government-planned
system in the production of goods and services for the masses, but to promote and safeguard, as no collectivist tyranny can ever do, those intellectual, cultural and moral values upon which all civilization ultimately rests
.... If any single book can turn the tide that has been running in recent
years so heavily towards statism, socialism and totalitarianism, Human
Action is that book. It should become the leading text of everyone who
believes in freedom."
I believe the tide is turning. Human Action, now selling in its third edition, has been published in Spanish, Italian, Japanese, Chinese and
French. The International Carl Menger Institute in Munich has published
beautiful new editions of Nationalokonomie and of Die Gemeinwirtschajt, Untersuchungen iiber den Sozialismus in the original German
language. Most of my husband's major works are still in print; his lectures in Argentina have been published under the title Economic Policy:
Thoughts for Today and Tomorrow. This book is available in six languages, among them Chinese and Portuguese.
Human Action can be read by everyone, young and old. In the beginning it may be a slow process. The reader may ponder about sentences
that sound overwhelming to him, but gradually he will recognize the deep
wisdom contained in the book and he will read it again and again. Human Action means a capital investment for a lifetime and it should accompany the reader as long as he lives and is able to think. He will find an
explanation, a solution for every problem: let him search and he will find
the answer.
I want to express my appreciation to all those publishers, editors and
translators who have helped to extend all over the world my husband's
ideas in defense of human freedom. My special thanks go to Andrea Rich
of Laissez Faire Books in New York for her enterprise in publishing this
beautiful new edition of the book which, I firmly believe, will live for centuries to come and will one day change the world.
New York, November 1984

Margit vonMises

