
 1 

Rosmini as the Idea-Historic Predecessor of Social Market Economy 
Liberal remarks to some actual interpretations of the Philosophy of Right 

A Series of Five Video Lectures by the Cattedra Antonio Rosmini 

Markus Krienke (Lugano/New York) 

 

 

First lecture 

In these five video lectures I will analyse the economical thought of Antonio Rosmini and try to 

characterize it pertaining to the liberal tradition. Now, the liberal tradition itself is not a monolithic 

system but it contains a variety of conceptions and traditions that often are quite incommensurable 

the one with the others. In order to define better the Rosminian economic thought, I’ll analyse 

therefore the distinction between liberalism, libertarianism and ordoliberalism. This distinction is 

not a complete list of the various liberal thoughts but a methodology, which enables to characterize 

more closely a certain liberal thought. Libertarianism and ordoliberalism can be understood as two 

attempts to renew liberalism in significant moments of its crisis: ordoliberalism in order to face the 

challenge of totalitarism in the first half of 20th century, and libertarianism in order to counter the 

egalitarian risk of the social democratic interpretation of liberalism in the post-war welfare states. A 

deeper analysis of Rosmini’s thought will show indeed many affinities to the ordoliberal model, 

which is the theoretical basis of what was called “social market economy.” The adjective “social,” 

in this expression, does not have a collective meaning but indicates an ontological dimension of the 

concept of liberty itself. Therefore, also the expression “social market economy” is a liberal model 

and is based on the idea of free market. The similarities of Rosmini’s conception to this model 

would indicate a way how Rosmini can give us today some benchmarks to face the crisis which first 

of all is a social and cultural crisis. 

Carlos Hoevel presented another tentative to actualize Rosmini in an analogous way in his volume 

“The Economy of Recognition. Person, Market and Society in Antonio Rosmini”: Hoevel reads 

Rosmini as a new actualization of civil economy as it was conceived by the thinkers of Neapolitan 

Enlightenment round Antonio Genovesi (Galiani, Doria, Giannone, Vico, Filangieri, Pagano, 

Bianchini) in critical distance to the principles of Adam Smith. Today, Stefano Zamagni and Luigi-

no Bruni have reformulated this idea as a critical alternative to capitalism. Now, the result of our 

analysis will be that we disagree with this thesis of Hoevel, and we will show that there are much 

more reasons to retain Rosmini a prophet of ordoliberalism and social market economy than not an 

exponent of the tradition of civil economy. 
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In order to demonstrate the affinities of Rosmini to ordoliberalism and social market economy, we 

criticize in a first step, in this video lecture, the thesis of Carlos Hoevel, then in the next two lec-

tures we will analyse the various theoretical conceptions of liberalism, libertarianism and ordoliber-

alism, to enlighten in the end, in the fourth and fifth lecture, some central elements of the economi-

cal thought of Antonio Rosmini, showing his correspondence to ordoliberalism. 

According to Carlos Hoevel, Rosmini’s economic thought is a “sound criticism of the subjectivist 

and utilitarian conception of the economic science,” aiming at refunding this science in a personal-

istic approach. With the expression “personalistic approach” he identifies the moral foundation of 

economics in human action. This thinking, according to the reading of Hoevel, is not antiliberal, but 

a specific expression of liberalism which avoids the liberal “trap,” consisting in the exclusion of any 

moral and reciprocal dimension of the economic actions because reducing it to the only aim of 

“pleasures.” But, unfortunately Hoevel does not collocate these differences as possible variations of 

the liberal tradition, but searches for a “liberal” concept which would be alternative to liberalism, 

finding it in the civil economy approach of Zamagni e Bruni, which has its own enlightenment 

roots, but is stressed against individualism and capitalism, and therefore, in the actual crisis, does 

not aim to renew the economy of free market but to find an alternative: instead on the maximization 

of individual profit, economy should be based on the moral attitude of reciprocity and gratuity in a 

corporate context. This approach insists to be liberal because it overcomes the dichotomy between 

the individual and the state, and therefore it is critical to a state control of economy. Zamagni, in-

deed, rightly insists very much on this point. But anyway we deal with a radical alternative to the 

liberal approach insofar the civil economy aims to overcome “methodological individualism” and 

the basic principle of the individual right of private property (which is not negated but does not 

function any more as basic principle). Now it is also clear why for Hoevel “personalism” means an 

alternative to classical liberalism and to capitalism because the concept of “person,” here is used as 

a critical and moral contraposition to the criterion of individuality. 

This personalism finds its expression, in Hoevel’s interpretation of Rosmini’s economical thought, 

in showing a certain moral balance of Rosmini’s reasoning. Without any doubt, Rosmini’s thought 

presents this balance in terms which today we would call “human capital” and for Rosmini they 

consisted in the well-adjusted maximization of “knowledge, will and power.” Hoevel is right when 

he affirms: “the central problem of the economy is not just technical or political. It is a problem of 

internal eudaimonological and ethical balance of the economic agents.” But this balance determines 

methodologically the whole interpretation of Hoevel and gives to it a certain moralistic character. In 

my opinion, Rosmini distinguishes more precisely between moral arguments and social-ethic rea-

soning on the institutions of free market. This is particularly important in his definition of owner-
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ship, which is the fundament of the derivation of right. Here Rosmini affirms clearly: “Jural free-

dom means only ‘that relationship of governance that a owner has towards what he owns, enabling 

him morally to use it as he wishes.’ It could happen hat some kind of morally obligatory law im-

pedes or limits the use that a person can make of something that is his own. In this case, the law 

would limit not only the jural freedom of the person, but even his right of ownership. His owner-

ship of what is proper would be reduced to the extent that the obligatory law prevented him from 

using it as he wishes. As we can see, the idea of ownership essentially embraces and cvontains that 

of freedom (of free use). Ownership, therefore, is normally defined as ‘the faculty of disposing as 

one pleases, without interference from others, of the substance of a thing, and of what is useful in 

it.’” We clearly deal, in Rosmini’s conception of right, with an order of creating and guaranteeing 

liberty and free development of personhood, not with a moral order of prohibition. Rosmini clearly 

affirms: “we placed the supreme principle of rights in person, in personal freedom. […] Right is a 

faculty of free activity. Personal freedom therefore must be the formal principle of ownership.” 

Just to give some examples for Hoevel’s interpretation: on the one hand he finds in Rosmini’s text a 

clear critique of consumerism, luxury and fashion, but on the other hand also the value of meaning-

ful spending in itself which is more worthy than saving and “deserves to be encouraged as long as it 

increases the person’s merit,” and even luxury, if it does not serve egoism but the “nation’s great-

ness,” is admitted. Then, Hoevel sees in Rosmini the critique of a false understanding of incentives, 

however incentives are moral when they “guide” the active citizens and “strengthen” the passive 

ones. Further, competition is considered in its ambiguity because it could lead to destruction while 

at the same time it guarantees freedom. Then, arguing against Locke that labour is not motivated 

only by “pain”, Rosmini affirms, on the one hand, that no one can be “forced” by governments to 

work but only by moral reasoning e.g. on the “evil” of one’s “laziness;” however, on the other hand, 

he holds that government can require work from those who receive social assistance. Again on the 

topic of work, while Rosmini recognizes the “right” to work, but he affirms at the same time its 

flexibility and the impossibility of a durative full employment. Ultimately, government has to assist 

the extremely necessary cases and to take care for the fundamental capacities, but without substitut-

ing the individual’s beneficiary. These affirmations which we found in Hoevel’s book and which 

we put together in these “moral antitheses” show that the architecture of his work is constructed on 

the aim to present the moral “middle” which is the virtue of the institution of economy, and without 

any doubt we treat with the ideal result of a just configuration of the economic system. But in this 

way, these arguments are not able to give a sort of “foundation” of concrete institutions. The fun-

damental achievement of Rawls and of post-rawlsian libertarianism is indeed the foundation of the 

institutions of free market, and this foundation is based on the concept of liberty. The same aim has 
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already moved the thinkers of ordoliberalism and social market economy that in the Anglo-Saxon 

discussion were indeed not noticed. In Rosmini we can find this interest to justify social institutions 

on the basis of the concept of liberty and not directly on the moral imperative. 

Very closely to Kant – even if Kant is very criticized in Rosmini’s Philosophy of Right for other 

reasons – Rosmini elaborates a philosophical discourse, which finds in the cognitive concept of lib-

erty the foundation of social institutions and not directly in the moral discourse. And as well as in 

Kant, this discourse is distinguished but not completely separated from the moral imperative, be-

cause this moral imperative is the ratio cognoscendi of liberty. “We must note carefully that the du-

ty of respecting moral freedom in others does not depend upon this faculty’s being a right, but on its 

being a right because others have the duty to respect it. […] The moral freedom of some given ac-

tivity in a person and the moral duty of others to respect that activity arise from different sources. 

The first can certainly exist without the second, and the second without the first.” Therefore, as well 

as in Kant also in Rosmini the imperative to recognize all the beings in their order and therefore to 

recognize the dignity of human person stands evidently in a close relationship to the foundation of 

liberal institutions, because the recognition of personhood of others and therefore of their original 

liberty is the essence of right. This recognition, according to Rosmini, is the moral fundament of 

right, and since it is a re-cognition, it has a cognitive basis (although it is not reducible to the cogni-

tive dimension). 

This is the autonomous methodological fundament of the Philosophy of Right and of Rosminian 

liberalism. In the system of rights the recognition of others is de iure realized and should it also be 

de facto. So we deal with a type of “ethical life” through institutions in the Hegelian sense. We can-

not translate “Sittlichkeit” with “morality” because the sense of Hegel’s practical philosophy lies in 

the distinction between “Sittlichkeit” (“ethical life”) and “Moralität” (“morality”). So liberty has its 

proper order which, and here Rosmini is more Kantian than Hegelian, does not overcome morality 

negating it, but in a certain way it becomes its social form, and as its social form also its social pos-

sibility. Therefore, not only morality as morality of liberty is the fundament of the system of rights, 

but this morality of liberty is translated into the essence of rights as the most original realization of 

this liberty. In this way, the essence of rights gets in a certain way the metaphysical and social pre-

supposition for the realization of morality, its ratio essendi: therefore Rosmini can say that the dis-

covery of the “person,” that is of the principle of liberty, was the turning point of social systems be-

cause it was the presupposition that liberty could be realized also through the social structures 

which are juridical structures, based on the fundamental right of private property: “we placed the 

supreme principle of rights in person, in personal freedom. When we investigated the principle of 

derivation and determination of rights, however, we turned to the concept of ownership.” The fun-
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damental rights for Rosmini grow up from a concrete metaphysics of liberty which means the per-

sonalization of the world of things and social relationships: in the first manner, and this is the theme 

of the first book of the Philosophy of Right, Rosmini personalizes fundamentally the concept of 

property, and in the second manner, centrally to the second book of the Philosophy of Right, the 

Roveretan personalizes the intersubjective dimension through the “universal society of mankind.” 

Against Kant, Rosmini does not speak of abstract ownership and abstract universality of mankind, 

but declines these dimensions as dimensions of relationship. This interpersonal dimension can be in 

a certain way interpreted as Hegelian, also if at the same moment it is very critical to Hegel. We can 

say that in a certain way Rosmini does not have the same pessimistic view on markets as Hegel has, 

but shares rather the Smithian optimism. But, against the Scottish tradition, for Rosmini the inter-

personal relationship is not individual, it does not exclude liberty in the moral imperative, but it is 

social, and that means that it is a relationship based on the recognition of liberty. Rosmini distin-

guishes this difference with the terms “morality” and “essence of right”. The basis of rights not to 

follow the imperative, but to recognize the liberty of the other person which for Rosmini is a conse-

quence of the imperative. The conduct is not determined by the individual moral duty but by the 

liberty of others. To distinguish this dimension, Rosmini speaks not about moral but of juridical 

recognition. Juridical recognition is a specific form of recognition, based on moral recognition but 

diverse from it. 

It should be clear that the social institutions, in a liberal and Rosminian sense, are institutions of lib-

erty as social realization of morality that is not the same as the morality of individual actions. We 

cannot reduce, in a liberal sense, the first one to the latter one. The main problem of the civil econ-

omy approach is not that it criticizes the individualistic dimension of liberal economy, but that it re-

duces this important difference between the ethics of institutions, based on the cognitive principle 

of liberty, and the individual ethics of moral actions. Besides the many advantages of the principle 

of personhood, it reveals a real problem: that it tends to blur right this difference. Perhaps for this 

reason, the liberal tradition often criticizes the concept and prefers to speak of abstract individuality 

which consents better to analyse the logic of liberal institutions than not the moral perspective (pay-

ing the price, of course, of an abstract point of view on the nature of interpersonal relationships). 

Now, the two basic principles of Rosmini’s Philosophy of Right, individual and social right, do not 

only give the structure to Hoevel’s book, but they are also able to show in what the “moral misun-

derstanding” of Rosmini consists. On the one hand, for Hoevel the emblematical key element of 

Rosmini’s comprehension of economics and social order is the concept of ownership, which is pre-

sented as a ‘moral’ variation of a liberal approach without individualistic reductionism: indeed it is 

elaborated in the seventh chapter under the title “Recognizing the Other.” Rosmini rejects both the 
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Anglo-Saxon argumentation of ownership by labour, and its Continental foundation by civil socie-

ty, and presents his personalistic concept in the perspective of his Trinitarian ontology, which com-

prehends the whole being of person in a physical, intellectual and moral manner. All three dimen-

sions are considered in the dimension of property: “we do not limit the meaning of the word owner-

ship to dominion over external things. We take it in its original, natural significance which involves 

all that a person has joined to himself as part of himself, that is, as his. In this meaning, as we said, 

the word ownership is highly appropriate in indicating the characteristic differentiating the exist-

ence of rights and jural duties. Accordingly, ownership constitutes a sphere around the person in 

which the person is the centre. No one else can enter this sphere.” The process of appropriation is 

considered in the following way: “This extraordinary fact of human nature called ownership con-

sists in the inclination and the power possessed by the human person for uniting to himself, with all 

the forces at his disposition, whatever he considers as good. The person immediately thinks of these 

things as parts of himself, as his own; this act is called appropriation.” The characteristics of own-

ership for Rosmini are four: exclusiveness, perpetuity, unity and simplicity, unlimitedness. All these 

characteristics are derived from the spiritual nature of the person. Since the person is ontologically 

structured in the triple manner of intellectual, real and moral dimension, also Rosmini’s concept of 

property resembles the same dimensions: “This juncture [between things and persons] must be 

threefold: physical, intellectual and moral. […] The physical juncture arises from two things: 1. 

From a real relationship of utility between something and a person […]. 2. From taking possession 

of the thing. […] The intellectual juncture also arises from two things: 1. From an act of intelli-

gence with which the thing is mentally conceived and conceived as good for oneself. This gives rise 

to the thought of taking possession and making use of the thing. 2. From another intellective act 

with which we judge that the thin, when known as free, may lawfully be taken possession of with-

out our injuring the ownership of anybody else. Finally, the moral juncture arises from two things: 

1. From the act of will with which the person intends to take stable possession of the thing, and re-

tain it exclusively for his own use. 2. And from the jural quality inherent to this act in which the 

formal appropriation of the thing consists. This jural quality is established through the thing’s be-

coming part of the feeling of myself in such a way that touching it means touching me, as we can 

see from the pain we feel and the injury we think we receive when it is touched.” All ownership has 

to reflect, therefore, this triple ontological dimension. In this sense, property becomes the basis of 

the concept of economic freedom and of the order of freedom rights. In the sphere of economic 

freedom as a “relative acquired right,” personal freedom can be realized. But the moral dimension, 

which allows to the factual ownership to become a personal right, is not the moral rightness of the 
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owner, but the recognition of the others who have to recognize this ownership independently of the 

use the owner makes. 

Then, in the second part of Hoevel’s book, the theme of “social recognition” is declined in a classi-

cal “virtue”-approach, but not as such in a modern “rights”-approach: Rosmini, according to 

Hoevel, “sees social justice as society’s architectonic principle, in the same fashion as all those of 

the classical period – from Plato and Aristotle onwards – had used it.” I would fundamentally disa-

gree with this affirmation, because for the classical period “social justice” (which is a modern word) 

is based on the moral interpretation of social relationships. But according to Rosmini’s idea of 

recognition as a fundamental principle of rights, they are based on the recognition of the other’s lib-

erty and individuality – person is a “supreme incommunicable principle” – and not on the moral 

reciprocity of gratuity. The “bond of society,” for Rosmini, is constituted only on the basis of the 

combination of rights, and not directly on a relationship that makes the individual debtor of the oth-

er. This is a moral dimension which is not excluded, but which cannot determine the dimension of 

rights: Every society for Rosmini is constituted on the basis of the conjunction of rights. Therefore 

Rosmini is sceptical to the notion of common good: he notices that civil society can threaten indi-

vidual freedom “under the pretext of its own advantage and the increase in common good, which 

cannot be promoted if it harms anyone.” 

For these general motives, I recognize more common principles between Rosmini and the neoliber-

alism of the German ordoliberalism or of the social market economy than not with civil economy: 

e.g. for the principle of incentive interventions of the government which does not harm the individ-

ual rights, and also for the “principle of universal free concurrence,” which means that Rosmini opts 

for the principle of equality of opportunities with regard to human capacities and not for the princi-

ple of material equality as result. 

 

 

Second lecture 

In this second lecture, I want to analyse the three types of liberalism I had denoted in the last video 

lecture: liberalism, libertarianism, ordoliberalism. I stressed that we do not deal with a complete list 

of phenotypes of liberalism but with three general types of liberal thought which help to distinguish 

and classify singular liberal thoughts. My aim in the second and third video lecture is to give for the 

international, non-German audience an insight to the concept of ordoliberalism and social market 

economy (this latter concept is systematically based on the principles of ordoliberalism) and to 

show that we deal with a sort of justification of liberalism through the declination of liberty: insofar 

we deal with the question how to recalibrate the institutions of economic system, the authors of 
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ordoliberalism reflect philosophically on the dimension of liberty and for this renewal of liberalism 

their thought is also called ‘neoliberalism.’ This try of foundation of liberalism is therefore indeed 

alternative to the concept of libertarianism. Insofar I aim to show in the following lectures not only 

the structure of ordoliberal thought but also the affinities of Rosmini’s economical thought to 

ordoliberalism and social market economy, this second lecture tries to clear the concepts of liberal-

ism and libertarianism in order to define rightly, in the third lecture, what ordoliberalism means and 

what are his advantages over other conceptions of thinking liberalism. 

This aim to argue with a renewed liberal thought against the social crisis is clearly expressed by 

Röpke: “It is a palpable truth that the crisis of our society is identic with the crisis of liberalism. 

And if this is the case and if the crisis of modern society is contemporarily the crisis of liberalism, 

can we not hope to contribute with a purification and inner regeneration of liberalism to overcome 

the crisis of society in its whole?” So in which aspects do the ordoliberal renewal of liberalism con-

sist? In a first moment, we could define the difference in the way in which the social dimension or 

relationship is considered as an essential expression of liberty and therefore not in antagonism to 

individual liberty but as its complement. And this is precisely the meaning of “social” in “social 

market economy:” the adjective does not mean “collective” against the methodological individual-

ism, but an essential and complementary way in which personal liberty is realized. In the conse-

quence, the social dimension cannot be thought beginning from society or from the other, but from 

the individual. This is the central point also to ordoliberalism and social market economy. The 

complementarity of this dimension to the liberal approach we can see in the “official” definition of 

“social market economy” by Alfred Müller-Armack: “The concept of a social market economy may 

therefore be defined as a regulative policy which aims to combine, on the basis of a competitive 

economy, free initiative and social progress […]. We know today that the market economy does not 

sufficiently satisfy certain requirements of social conciliation and security. We should, therefore, 

strive to build in appropriate stabilizers.” So this complement must be structured in a way that does 

not obliterate individual liberty but becomes a condition and a guarantee for individual liberty itself. 

Therefore we deal with a sort of “foundation” of liberalism. 

At a closer look, also recent libertarians, who after Rawls felt the necessity to renew the most origi-

nal intuitions of liberalism after his ‘social democratic shift,’ pronounce the need of a rational foun-

dation of liberalism, but in coherence with the liberal individualism of classical liberalism, accord-

ing to these thinkers, the social dimension cannot have a proper cognitive dimension. Therefore, we 

deal with a concept, which is really antagonist to the ordoliberal approach. As well as the ordoliber-

als, the libertarians search for a deeper moral foundation of classical liberalism. They find it in the 

subjectivistic property-dimension, which becomes their rationalistic apriori, and therefore, they 
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stand without any doubt closer to the ideological fathers of classical liberalism in the Scottish tradi-

tion than the ordoliberalists and social market economists do. Instead, the latter ones nourish some 

suspect to the methodological individualism of this tradition, while the first ones would doubt about 

the liberal strength of social market economists. 

It is clear, why only through the confrontation with the libertarian radicalization of liberalism, the 

relevance of ordoliberalism as neoliberalism can be shown: it has to be systematically argued that 

not the negation of the social dimension but a certain systematic configuration of it is the real foun-

dation of liberalism. This configuration has to be thought as a realization of personal liberty, of the 

liberty of the “highest incommunicable principle” as Rosmini would define it, and therefore we deal 

with a critic but not with a radical alternative to the “methodological individualism” of the liberal 

tradition. If this strategy is possible, for the civil economy approach it is no longer enough to 

demonstrate the reductive character of libertarian individualism in order to demonstrate the urgency 

of civil economy. Further, it can be shown how the fundamental concerns of civil economy are not 

antagonist to liberalism, but can be realized in a liberal approach itself that is in ordoliberalism. 

As we have seen, the confrontation with the ‘social’ dimension of the market economy becomes at 

the same time a reflection on the moral basis of liberalism and releases therefore the discourse on 

liberalism from its limitations within the ‘old antagonism’ with socialism or communitarism. This is 

another argument why the confrontation between ordoliberalism and libertarianism is so important. 

If we continue to focus on the antagonism of liberalism to socialism, with its central theoretical 

concepts of anticollectivism and antiutopism, we won’t be aware of any internal distinctions of lib-

eralism between classical liberalism, libertarianism and the social market economy. We won’t rec-

ognize that the distinctive word ‘social’ is not only an ex-post-correction of liberalism which dog-

matically cannot think social relation, or a stabilization of the moral basis of market ‘before’ or 

‘outside’ of it. It is not a concession to socialism or a radical alternative to liberalism. The confron-

tation between libetrtarianism and ordoliberalism is therefore a sort of “becoming reflexive” of lib-

eralism, a sort of evolution of liberal thinking after the antagonism of liberalism to an “enemy” out-

side of it that was socialism or communism, and than even communitarism. But in the way in which 

political socialism has been defeated and communitarism as a theoretical concept became always 

more “liberal” (we only think the liberal concepts of Walzer or Taylor), liberalism has lost his ex-

ternal frontiers, and this lost is becoming the risk to lose its theoretical strength. Instead, its “becom-

ing reflexive” is a new evolutionary period and allows bringing forward the reflection and renewal 

of liberalism today. 

This “becoming reflexive” has to depart from the point on which all liberal families converge. All 

liberal theories strictly negate any ‘substantialisation’ or ‘hybridization’ of markets. This is an im-
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portant dimension of their methodological individualism and its fundamental meaning. The market 

is not a social entity that could replace individual actions, based on the valuations, the interests and 

the aspirations of the single persons: “the fundamental fact [is] that there is no such thing as a ‘mar-

ket as such’. What we call a market is always a system of social interaction characterized by a spe-

cific institutional framework, that is, by a set of rules defining certain restrictions on the behaviour 

of the market participants” (Vanberg). The question about the distinction of the various traditions of 

liberalism concerns the evolution or justification of these institutional frameworks and rules. While 

classical liberalism holds them either to the explication of the natural laws of markets and morality, 

or an unintended result of individual actions, and thus as an evolutionary product, libertarianism 

negates any possibility of a positive affirmation of those rules: they can be only negative because 

they have the only role to ensure individual liberty. Therefore, classical liberals can admit that states 

have positive social functions (in the measure that they do not hinder the realization of individual 

actions and of the market-own rules and proprieties, or the evolutionary nature of markets), whereas 

for libertarians no positive social function can be admitted. Ordoliberals and the theoreticians of the 

social market economy retain that the liberal motivation for the function of the state is not a suffi-

cient justification, and that anyway, any social institution, framework or rule has to be seen as a 

positive expression of the liberty of a person and not only a negative or regulative instance. There-

fore, ordoliberals evidently go beyond Kant, even if Kant is without any doubt the most cited author 

by them. In other words, whether a certain radicalization of Kant, radicalization which is a real 

overcoming of Kant, is symptomatic for libertarian authors, a more ‘developed’ Kant, in the direc-

tion of the positive knowledge of social dimensions of liberty – we could say, in a ‘Hegelian’ direc-

tion –, would tend to move towards the ordoliberal tradition. 

The perspective gets even more complicated if we consider that also classical liberalism is not 

without any cognitive, or natural-legal-based consideration, as a look at Smith and Hume immedi-

ately states. For example Barry affirms: “Although we are accustomed to think of rights theorists as 

strictly libertarian and consequentialists and utilitarians as classical liberals this is clearly an inade-

quate classification.” But doubtless, on the level of moral theory we deal with non-cognitivistic 

conceptions, anyway. This is the precise perspective, which results in radicalized libertarianism and 

from which ordoliberalism distances itself definitively. The cognitive basis of moral values impli-

cates a positive affirmation of rules and frameworks, but at this point ordoliberalism has to demon-

strate why this perspective does not threaten individual liberty. Precisely this difficulty is once more 

radicalized in the social market economy, which affirms the necessity of the cognitive structure of 

interpersonally realized liberty not only for the affirmation of moral values, but for the foundation 

of a determined ‘social constitutional state’ (sozialer Rechtsstaat) and therefore also for the ‘princi-
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ple of social statehood’ as it is for example, founded in the German constitution. Thus, in this per-

spective, the social market economy becomes the crucial question of the whole liberal tradition and 

could become the only model within all the liberal family able to theoretically found the basing 

principles of the social-political dimensions in a liberal order. In this direction, it is more than evi-

dent that the main thinkers of the social market economy have always underlined the moral obliga-

tion to affirm the ordoliberal ground model and the social market realization of it: neither the utili-

tarian wealth-perspective, nor the theory of a process of evolutionary selection which conducts in an 

unintended way to market and states, can be arguments for liberalism, but only a moral argumenta-

tion would be able to give a strong fundament to it – which now, when the primary ‘enemy’ of 

communism is defeated, is able to give to liberalism a strong and reliable argumentation. So the 

‘social’ dimension of liberty, for the ordoliberals, is a moral argument – moral not in the sense of 

individual morality but of the justification of social structures in the criterion of liberty. Insofar the 

ordoliberal model realizes a higher quality of liberty, it is morally justified: the justification is not 

directly the economic success, but the realization of liberty. Röpke affirms: “If one of our pilgrims 

lo Moscow and tourist snob […] would come to tell us that in the communistic paradise would be a 

material abundance and that in our capitalistic hell would be the misery and an anti-economistic sit-

uation, there would be given the case to answer in good Geneva dialect “tan pis”, we are sorry, but 

this cannot impress us. Because not this we expect from the market economy. We expect from it 

first of all the achievement of over-economical ideals.” Indeed, future liberalism has to find answers 

not against socialism but “for the moral-cultural ligaments of democratic capitalist societies” (Wei-

gel). 

This moral dimension not as a risk to individuality but if it should be a justification for liberalism, 

now it has to be argued in reference to liberalism itself, and then in critical distance to libertarian-

ism. The liberal tradition affirms the centrality of individual rights and of the abstinence of the state. 

The argumentation relinquishes any aprioristic reasoning of what in continental European thinking 

is the ‘foundational’ aspect from Descartes to Hegel. These fundamental features of liberal thinking 

have a moral claim, because, as Hayek underlines, every meaning of ‘social’ would impede the 

growth of real morality because it would lead to “the destruction of the indispensible environment 

in which the traditional moral values alone can flourish, namely personal freedom.” So the decon-

struction of the theoretical value of the ‘social’ dimension of political and economic systems has a 

moral fundament: because if the ‘social’ dimension destroys liberty, it cannot ground a ‘humanistic’ 

social system. All contribution to the whole and to the public can only be a consequence of the in-

surance of individual liberty and thus a strictly individualistic perspective. 
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In this field, the classic liberals of economic thought move between Locke and Rawls, either for the 

theoretical aspect or for the temporal one: between a mere property based foundation and an origi-

nal-choice situation of individuals, liberty is realized in the individual nature of people. Therefore 

the original-rights perspective is neither categorical as the individual-property tradition which will 

be radicalized in modern libertarianism, nor inter-individual as in the later Rawlsian tradition. These 

aspects, often associated with today’s forms of liberalism, have to be put into the ‘epoché’ if we 

want to analyse classical liberalism. According to Smith, the state has a positive function, which is 

to give the possibility to this individuality. For classical liberalism, there cannot be another source 

of natural law, besides individual morality. The view of it from the side of justice realized in the po-

litical context leads to a result that can only be negative. “It is negative in so far as it proscribes, in-

structing people what not to do so that individuals’ delimited private sphere, including their proper-

ty, is protected from arbitrary coercion” (Sally). Indeed, we read in David Hume: “Tho’ the rules of 

justice be artificial, they are not arbitrary. Nor is the expression improper to call them Laws of Na-

ture; if by natural we understand what is common to any species, or even if we confine it to mean 

what is inseparable from the species.” The identification of moral and commercial arguments does 

not dispense them from moral argumentation, but it implies the ethical demonstration that market 

logic does not contradict morality and that the market logic is the best realization of moral liberty. 

While classical liberals take the existence of freedom as a fact, after the provocation of Rawlsian 

liberalism some liberals like Rothbard and Nozick searched for a rational-moral foundation of liber-

alism. This foundation, in the classical approach, cannot exist because of the refusal of any aprioris-

tic rationality. It can only succeed in a subjectivistic radicalization of individualism without any 

possibility of affirming a rational ‘essence’ of liberty. Therefore its ‘essence’ is directly identified 

with the individual materialization of liberty in property. So Narveson affirms this radicalization: 

“Liberty is Property […] the libertarian thesis is really the thesis that a right to our persons as our 

property is the sole fundamental right there is.” The constitutive strategy of libertarianism consists 

therefore in the reduction of individual liberty to the private property dimension. Every egalitarian 

tendency, which in Rawls led to a broad redistributing activity of the state, is radically excluded. In 

the consequence the public sphere is radically reduced to the private property dimension. Nozick’s 

operation to justify a minimum state on the basis of only private property conditions is therefore the 

most radical justification of state, even if in its minimal configuration. Insofar it is legitimized as 

assurance firm, which resulted of a process of private competition, it is in reality a state without any 

public dimension. Therefore, it cannot realize any representative and social dimensions: a mere 

state of law, not of representative democracy and basic social assistance. 
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At this point, the ambivalent position of Hayek emerges as in one sense entirely classical liberal, in 

regards to natural laws, constitutional framework and some social duties of the state, but in the oth-

er sense he considers the state as only the non-intentional and evolutionary product of the natural 

development of individual liberty. His methodological individualism however, does not merge with 

the libertarian subjectivization of liberty, which he calls explicitly a “false individualism”. There-

fore, Hayek and Austrians admit more than the libertarians: for the latter ones all rationality is iden-

tified with the individual property position. Therefore the Austrians present “a theoretical vision of 

how such an order would form if certain social conditions were to be fulfilled” and therefore they 

sustain a “curious a prioristic rationalistic utilitarianism” (Barry). Hayek combines, thus, elements 

of liberalism and libertarianism in his original thought. 

The main element which converges between Hayek and libertarianism is the distinction between 

state and law, and the radical association of the law to the natural position of the individual. There-

fore, it does not appear true that neither Hayek nor libertarianism is contrary to any moral consider-

ation: Nozick argues against classical utilitarism in order to defend radical individualism as a de-

fence of liberty: “From a libertarian point of view, however, the major deficiency in the classical 

liberalism of Smith, Hume and their successors is the fact that their anti-rationalism disables them 

from constructing an individualistic ethic which can be substantiated independently of these spon-

taneous forces which produce order.” The non-cognitivistic basis of liberalism is, thus, the major 

problem for the constitutive intentions of libertarianism and of the evolutionary theory of Hayek 

which is non casual, but sees individualism as the final evolutionary product. 

While Hayek refuses the metaphysical thought of Kant or Aristotle, libertarian thinkers refer to their 

theoretical profoundness, but interpret them in a radical individualistic view. Nozick can often 

quote Kant, but only in a manner necessary to limit liberty to the point where the liberty of others 

begins, and therefore not only stating an individualistic notion of liberty, but also affirming its sub-

jectivization. Ayn Rand, referring to Aristotelian teleology, realizes the same operation, emphasiz-

ing naturalism and egoism from Aristotle, which are essentially alien to Aristotelism. So their ra-

tionalism serves only to found the subjectivistic apriori to state and society. Consequently, the fail-

ure of social models can be demonstrated not by a moral demonstration, which in radical subjectiv-

ism can only be negative, but by the destructive economic consequences of a certain model. In other 

words, there are no positive moral arguments for libertarianism, precisely because this dimension as 

a cognitive one is excluded by its principles. 

Reassuming, with the libertarian thinkers we deal with a radical individualization of liberty, which 

eliminates every ethical reasoning – the “ethical life” is completely substituted by the individual-

rights-discourse. With the liberal approach, the development of economy brings major wealth for all 
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and therefore the utilitarian argument can be applied to the political and governmental debate on 

economic policies. In spite of the methodological individualism, liberty is not reduced to a disposi-

tion for the individuals, because it exceeds individual decision. Vice versa, because libertarians 

found liberty on the right of property, which can be – by contract, donation or heritage – alienated, 

liberty becomes identified with the subjective will of the individual, and so the methodological in-

dividualism becomes connected with the subjectivization of liberty. 

In this perspective, the radical subjectivization of liberty, libertarianism is interestingly very similar 

to ancient feudalism. Indeed, both do not justify any public dimension of liberty and reduce law on 

the private property dimension. Someone who clearly sees this coincidence is Freeman: “Like feu-

dalism, libertarianism conceives of justified political power as based in a network of private con-

tracts. It rejects the idea, essential to liberalism, that political power is a public power, to be impar-

tially exercised for the common good.” Freeman specifies then that the main difference between the 

feudalistic system and libertarianism consists in the fact that loyalty was the main motivation and 

moral bound for the feudalistic structures, and that has been substituted in the libertarian system by 

self-interest. Then he concludes: with the exception of loyalty, “in all other respects, mentioned, 

libertarianism resembles feudalism.” The internal paradox of the radical subjectivization of liberty 

for the libertarian thinkers is that in this way liberty systematically cannot be thought: the identifica-

tion of liberty with property means the sacrificing of liberty to the individual materialistic existence 

in its radical contingency. In this context, morality is not excluded but it results as radically individ-

ualized and it does not constitute a duty of the subject to others. Other subjects do not appear as 

positive relations but as potential risk to individual liberty. 

Therefore, paradoxically libertarianism does not mean a radical affirmation of liberty but the con-

tradiction of its fundamental nature, which consists in its apriority of the subject. But the aim of this 

lecture is to show that the specific essence of liberty and the human dignity, with which it derives 

from, consists in the fact that the subject cannot behave freely when confronting liberty itself – this 

was indeed the operation of libertarianism: in other words, the subject is not ‘free’ in confrontation 

to liberty itself. Liberty is the apriori and therefore not in the power of the subject, and the dignity 

and moral foundation of the subject consists in not being free with regards to liberty itself. In the 

end, private property is the most important expression of individual liberty but liberty cannot be jus-

tified by this identification. What in the beginning seemed the most radical justification and founda-

tion of liberalism, turned into the paradox of liberty. This is the profound meaning of the saying that 

radical liberty damages itself. 
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Third lecture 

After this analysis of libertarianism however it is more than doubtful that it could be possible to ar-

gue for liberty in a scientific way. While that project leads to a subjectivization of liberty, liberty 

has to be considered as before and apriori to subjectivity – otherwise liberty would result as abso-

lute. So it is not methodological individualism, but the subjectivization of liberty by libertarianism 

which renders liberty impossible in the political and economic systems. This is without any doubt a 

very important result to which libertarianism – indirectly by its critics – lead. 

With this important negative result, it becomes clearer what the real aim of ordoliberalism in its ref-

erence to the liberal tradition is. With libertarianism, ordoliberalism shares the preoccupation that 

the wrong understanding of egalitarism in the liberal tradition leads to a totalitarian egalitarianism. 

This was the problem that Nozick perceived in Rawls, but even more radically the thinkers of 

ordoliberalism saw this risk in the fragile institutionalization of liberalism at the beginning of the 

20th century. This egalitarianism, as Röpke argues, would be functionalist and controlled by its bu-

reaucratic monstrosity, and therefore it would kill every natural and organic development in society. 

Röpke warns of the “arrogance of the liberal rationalism, that the liberating function of liberalism 

easily changes into a dissolving function which in the end abolishes liberalism itself.” And he speci-

fies: “Egalitarism which is based on an atomistic individualism may unavoidably bring, even if it 

targets only an equality of starting points, to the consequence that continued and centralized inter-

ventions by the government could seem desirable, which always correct from new the tendencies to 

disegality. In this way it raises the risk of a total functionalization of society. […] If we reason that 

everyone has to be placed in that place in which he is entitled to because of his ‘achievement’ 

which always has to be confirmed, and should be inserted in the social hierarchy, we presume a 

welfare state which differs from a totalitaristic state nearly only in the name.” It is obviously incon-

testable that the methodological individualism as ground principle of liberalism means egalitarism – 

but not a material egalitarism but egalitarism in the principle of liberty. And this dimension of liber-

ty as principle is the main argumentation of libertarianism and ordoliberalism. Against a materialis-

tic misunderstanding of egalitarism, libertarianism and ordolibearlism do agree. In this field, 

ordoliberalism tries to elaborate a concept of liberty which on the one hand respects the methodo-

logical individualism and its apriorism, and on the other hand would be able to found the principles 

of liberalism in a diverse way to libertarianism: in a way which creates a public sphere of liberty 

that is not the state but legitimates in a minimal way its democratic and social institutions. This le-

gitimation, which cannot be found on a principle that would be diverse from the individual liberty, 

is therefore a radical individual-right-based legitimation. Only in this way, as libertarianism teaches, 

the justification can be considered fundamental. 
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The position of Röpke, thus, consists in the argumentation that only the affirmation of the relational 

dimension of individual liberty can avoid two things: the atomization of society as a result of the 

subjectivization of liberty (as result from libertarianism), and forms of liberal egalitarianism (as re-

sult from classical liberalism). Röpke’s approach is not a mere affirmation, but has a normative as-

pect: the social dimension of liberty is not merely the result of evolutionary processes, but on the 

contrary such an affirmation would disqualify every theoretical concept of liberty. To sustain this 

dimension, a liberal night watchman state, which extremely can also be an unintentional result, is 

surely not enough. Röpke and the other thinkers of ordoliberalism insist on a strong, always vigilant 

state, which nevertheless does not interfere with economic logic. In this sense, Eucken affirms: 

“What, therefore, should be the nature of state activity? The answer is that the state should influ-

ence the forms of economy, but not itself direct the economic process. […] State planning of forms 

– Yes; state planning and control of the economic process – No! The essential thing is to recognize 

the difference between form and process, and to act accordingly.” 

Social rules, in other words, do not only ‘limit’ liberty but they are a real precondition to the reali-

zation of liberty. “In distinction to ‘orthodox’ economics, Ordnungsökonomik – in the tradition of 

Walter Eucken and the Freiburg School – analyses not only the individual (economic) behaviour 

but aims at the analysis and explication of different sets of rules” (Goldschmidt). For Röpke this 

means to combine two aspects, that is “the belief in the liberty of the markets and the insight that 

this liberty deserves extensive politics that strongly trace out the field of the economical liberty like 

a playing field, carefully defines her conditions – so to speak the playing rules – and guarantees re-

spect to this framework of the market economy (of the playing field, as well as of the playing rules) 

with impartial strength. Liberty and binding are combined to a specific synthesis, trying to find the 

social point that is guilty for one as well as the other principle. Aside to the trust in the ordinating 

force of free competition and free prices stands the mistrust of the forces which try to abolish or to 

disturb this liberty making disorder from order. From this derives the insight that the free market 

economy is the task of alert politics which is aware of difficulty, but this free market economy 

could not be left alone after the removal of obstacles. This task presupposes not a night watchman 

state, but an independent as well as a strong state, a gouvernement qui gouverne. […] The state has 

to limit itself to the role as director and referee and here it enjoys full authority, but should not play 

football at the same time. In other words: the market economy becomes, according to this new con-

ception, an object of an everyday active politics. This allows to the representants of the new liberal-

ism the right to refuse themselves to be confused with the philosophy of the laisser-faire which was 

dead long ago.” 
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The ordoliberal thinkers, in other words, refer entirely to Kant and not to his individualistic-

Lockean reduction: to avoid this reduction, it can be sufficient to recognize that for Kant in the 

‘original position’ no liberty is yet realized, and that therefore the liberal rules within the “civil con-

dition” are not only ‘limitative’ but also ‘ensuring’ for the realization of liberty and dignity of the 

subject: indeed, this second dimension is not realized by classical liberalism, and in modern liber-

tarianism it is naturalized to the individual property position. 

Classical liberalism is forced to trust in an ideal – the ideal that in a perfect natural development of 

social structures perfect competition becomes fully realizable as the realization of natural law or as 

unintended results of intentional actions. Contrarily, the ordoliberalist theoreticians retain that this 

ideal is illusory because it does not provide rules and mechanisms, which could impede the for-

mation of powerful positions that disturb the free exercise of liberty by all single individuals. “Un-

like the advocates of Classical Liberalism, we know that the machinery of competition has certain 

deficiencies caused by imperfect markets, oligopolies and monopolies. […] Above all, the competi-

tive order requires legal safeguards making sure that the market parties do not destroy it by pushing 

it into an anti-market direction” (Müller-Armack). 

Now, on the basis of these fundamental characteristics of ordoliberal thought, the similarity to 

Rosmini’s economic thought is quite intuitive. This similarities which will be analysed in the next 

lecture, sometimes determine even the structure of concrete reasoning which is expressed in sen-

tences like the following one of Wilhelm Röpke, who has already been introduced as one of the fa-

thers of ordoliberalism, which could without any doubt seem Rosminian: “Society has its rights as 

they were individuated by the individual; but the exaggeration of the social rights in the collectiv-

ism is not less dangerous than the exaggeration of the individual rights which would become, in its 

extreme ends, anarchy.” Here, we notice the moral dimension of ‘balance’, and indeed the exclu-

sion of both exaggerations is more a result than a planned design. But what is affirmed in this sen-

tence is that the social dimension of liberty is not contrarious to liberalism, but one essential ele-

ment of liberty. Only together with it, individual liberty can be institutionally affirmed and guaran-

teed, because without it, as the view on libertarianism showed, there would not be possible any af-

firmation of liberty. Röpke formulates the practical and concrete realization of this affirmation for 

the economical question again: “The economy of the market, as essential as it is, cannot be enough. 

It is important to raise some concerns which emerge on the outside of the problem of the economic 

order, which has to be resolved by the market economy […]. This economic order has to be inte-

grated with others, which are larger and higher, and on which depends the success of the market 

economy which they themselves presuppose. For this reason, in the name of the human being in its 

complexity and of the entire society, we opposed ourselves from the beginning to simplifications 
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and reductionisms similar to economicism, utilitarism, materialism, amoralism.” To ensure liberty, 

liberty has to be defended, not only by individual negative rights but by a series of institutions 

which mark some limits to concurrence as Einaudi said: “In the same way democracy can be saved 

from the collectivistic crash only by building bastions around it which restrain it and constrain it to 

look towards the antidemocratic institutions, economy of concurrence can be saved only by putting 

chains and limits to the same concurrence.” It is very important to remark that Einaudi did not sug-

gest to imped concurrence, but to put limits to it. The clue of ordoliberalism, indeed, is that concur-

rence is a central and important principle. Therefore it is a radical misunderstanding to read this af-

firmation as a plan to impede concurrence. But concurrence has to be evolved, if it should be an ex-

pression of liberty, in a framework of institutions and constitutional presuppositions. These presup-

positions are intended when Röpke defines a “catastrophic error […] to consider the market econo-

my (or the economy of competition) as something autonomous which stands alone in itself, as a 

natural condition which has no need of help in assistance and defence, and puts the market economy 

outside of the political sphere. It was an error to neglect the decisive importance of an ethical and 

juridical context of institutions which would be appropriate to principles of the same economy.” 

Competition and market order are not naturally given as liberals said and are not individualistically 

reducible like in libertarianism. Foucault gave a good summary of this swift of ordoliberalism in the 

liberal tradition: “In this regard, ordoliberals break with the tradition of 18th and 19th century liber-

alism. (...) Why? Because, according to them, when one derives the principle of laissezfaire from 

the market economy, one is basically caught in what can be called ‘naturalistic naivety’, i.e. that it 

is believed that the market (...) in any case is a natural given, something that spontaneously occurs 

and therefore that the state must respect, as though it were such a natural given. But, according to 

the ordoliberals – it is here that Husserl’s influence is easily recognizable – we are dealing here with 

naturalistic naivety. Indeed, what exactly is competition? It is surely not a natural given. Competi-

tion, in its game, its mechanisms and its positive effects, that are recognizable and evaluated, is 

surely not a natural phenomenon. It is not the result of a natural game of desire, instinct, behavior 

and so on. In actual fact, competition owes its effects solely to its essential nature, by which it is 

characterized and constituted.” 

It is the liberty in human nature which is not simply given but which has to be recognized in an or-

der or framework. Liberty is not a natural factor (liberalism) or naturalized (libertarianism) but it 

emerges as a real human reality over the mere given factor of nature. This means the moral dimen-

sion of liberty: it is not simply given (liberalism) and it is not simply individualistic (libertarianism). 

It is a duty for human being and a challenge to find the right institutional rules and institutions that 

liberty can be realized in a real free way. In this sense, we find a very positive affirmation of com-
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petition also in Rosmini’s Philosophy of Right, expressly fro the affirmation of individual freedom 

against public oppression, and therefore in the same way that ordoliberalists intended the social 

function of competition: “pure love of truth should lead us to confess that human rights in general 

have always been oppressed and unacknowledged. This came about because society or social gov-

ernment was always stronger than separate individuals. And by society, or its government, I mean 

the majority of influential forces, if not always the majority of persons. It is indeed extraordinary to 

see that the remedy often proved much worse than the evil. Now and again, as oppressed individu-

als arose, people claimed to free them from oppression. […] Civil society, therefore, injures human 

rights in all the ways in which individuals injure anothers’ rights. Hence 1. It injures the rights of 

freedom of particular individuals […] 2. It simultaneously injures the rights of freedom and of own-

ership by entering into the rights of lesser societies, or of individuals, and appropriating objects for 

itself either a) through foolish pride which, under the title of public authority, thinks it can achieve 

everything, and uses this title to mask its injurities; or b) under the pretext of its own advantage and 

the increase in common good, which cannot be promoted if it harms anyone […].” Then, after con-

sidering further aspects of the public threatening of individual liberty, Rosmini precises that the 

“question of free trade has scarcely been considered under this aspect of justice, although it is the 

principal point of view from which it should be examined if indeed it is true that justice precedes 

every other question and interest. […] Considered in general, competition through honest means is 

a natural right relative to all kinds of earning. No one can prevent another from earning except by 

occupying beforehand, through competition, what the other would have earned. […] To limit, by an 

act of will alone, others’ freedom to earn and in general their freedom to acquire some other good or 

occupancy, is an infringement of Right even if the limitation is supported with force A private indi-

vidual could not do this, the government, therefore, cannot do it in favour of an individual. General-

ly speaking freedom of trade is founded in natural Right and is therefore inviolable.” In the end of 

the last book of the Philosophy of Right, Rosmini underlines that the “principle of free competition 

[…] preserves civil society” from its injuries. 

After considering the similarities of ordoliberal and Rosminian economic thought in its principles 

and basic reasoning, in the next video lecture we will analyse some concrete aspects of Rosmini’s 

economic thought in order to demonstrate our thesis of Rosmini as idea-historic predecessor of 

ordoliberalism and social market economy 

 

 

Fourth lecture 
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First of all, to reflect this high value that Rosmini assigns to competition, we have to remind the 

personalistic aspect of property which we already considered in the first video lecture. For Rosmini 

the personalization of property does not aim to moralize it but to collocate it in the social context of 

the individual person, of society and its framework. Therefore, we have to remind the definition of 

the principle of person in the Philosophy of Right and its immediate conjunction to the principle of 

property: “Precision requires that we say ‘the human person is subsistent human right’. It follows 

that the person is the essence of right. […] Of its essence, person has all the elements that form the 

definition of right. As we said, ‘The person is an intellective subject in so far it contains a supreme 

active principle’. This definition clearly coincides with that of right itself.” Contrarious to the civil 

economic approach and more closely to Kant and Hegel, the essence of right is ontologically 

founded in the individuality of person. We cannot recognize in Rosmini a relational foundation of 

right and social institutions: we only have to analyse in which way the individual foundation of lib-

erty and rights are morally constituted in an intersubjective dimension. The relationship to others is 

defined of “not harming others.” “We can safely say that the human person is the first, proper seat 

of jural freedom, and human nature the first, proper seat of ownership, if we consider human nature 

as pertaining to and subordinate to person, that is, as something proper to person.” In this concept 

of property, we find the passage in Rosmini from an abstract methodological individualism to the 

concreteness of human nature. At the same time, in this dimension we can also find a specific dif-

ference to the Hegelian conception of the dynamics of recognition through right. Rosmini does not 

think that freedom affirms itself through the limitation (negation) of other’s freedom. This would be 

a foundation of right, which although in the intersubjective perspective would remain subjective. 

Rosmini does not think personality and the dignity of person beginning from the subjecrtive dimen-

sion, but from the recognition by the others. This recognition is not a mere theoretical dimension 

(cognitive) but is already moral (re-cognition as love), and the dynamics of recognition is diverse if 

it is thought as cognitive (negation) or as love (affirmation). Therefore, the dimension of love in 

Rosmini is not antagonistic to individualism, in the way that it would overcome it in an approach of 

relationship and charity – these dimensions are very important but supererogatory and therefore not 

assigned to the dimension of civil society but to Church – but it considers the Hegelian dimension 

of recognition as cognitivistic and therefore negative. The social dimension of Rosmini’s approach 

is therefore affirmative and means not a liberty, which finds only itself in the other (Hegel) but is in 

itself only in the other. There is a real need of the other, also if we deal with an individual approach. 

But the movement of recognition aims at affirming the subsistence of the other, first of all in ist 

property dimension. In the right the subject is not contemplating itself in the other, but the self 



 21 

without overcoming its individuality realizes that its affirmation dipends on the recognition by the 

other. 

For this vision of liberty the reference of ordoliberal thinkers to Kant and to Husserl is central: in 

the way Kant claims the constitutive function of rules for the apriori realization of liberty (and not 

only aposteriori to limit other’s or state’s inherence), he still has a negative concept of liberty, 

which could not really be called ‘value’ in his thought. The ordoliberalists were fully aware of that. 

Liberty for Kant is rather a noumenon and a regulative idea, and the phenomenologists, primarily 

Husserl e Scheler, criticized the abstractness of it, claiming a material comprehension of moral val-

ues The concrete dimension in social market economy is based on the intersubjective context of 

post-kantian reflection. Here we notice, that Rosmini does not follow the same history of ideas, first 

of all if we consider his critical position to the Hegelian conception. But at a closer look, the same 

critical dimension against the Hegelian conception we can also recognize in the thinkers of social 

market economy: morality and religiosity are the main characteristics of thick, concrete intersubjec-

tive relationships, which do not consider subjects as individuals. The most valid liberal thinkers, in-

deed, have always rejected such a vision of an ‘unencumbered self.’ This dimension is very im-

portant in Hegel, but if Hegel is less quoted by the ordoliberals, perhaps it is because of the same 

reason that we recognised a critical difference to them also in Rosmini: the subjective affirmation of 

abstract liberty is resolved only in the ethical dimension of state, where the principle of personality 

is wholly transferred on the level of the public and the state. Together with Rosmini, the ordolib-

eralis thinkers found the moral dimension in the person: but therefore personhood cannot be re-

duced to a mere negative abstract right which finds interpersonality only at the level of ethical life, 

but has to be found in the constitution of juridical duty on the positive, moral recognition of the lib-

erty of the others. For Hegel, however, the “ethical life” is the institutional dimension of liberty and 

it is given whenever free subjects are given in intersubjective relationships. It does not depend on 

individual decision or arbitrary free will, but is a necessary dimension of freedom. In this dimen-

sion, liberty is not identified by individuality or its subjectivization – and thus with the presupposi-

tion of classical liberalism and libertarianism – but by the recognition of the other. The other is con-

stitutively considered in the individual – and liberty means that every individual is himself only 

when one affirms the other in ones liberty. For the social market economy liberty does not ‘end’ 

where the other liberty begins, but liberty is there only where it is affirmed. To affirm liberty, how-

ever, the subject has to presuppose the other, and therefore the social relationship stands at the 

foundation of the concept of the social market economy and is the realization of its ‘social dimen-

sion’. This is the positive dimension in which Hegel has centrally contributed to the development of 

renewed liberalism in Rosmini and in the ordoliberalism. 
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We reassume: liberty becomes true only if recognized and intersubjectively realized. This is not the 

negative definition in Kant and not the ethical life in Hegel, but for the ordoliberalists only the posi-

tive liberty in the phenomenology, or alternatively the Rosminian concept, permit to develop an al-

ternative liberalism which finds its distinguishing element in the idea of order: the ethical institu-

tions in Hegel have introduced the idea that morality has to be realized not only on the level of rules 

but also in intersubjective realized liberty. There is, in other words, a morality of liberty, not only of 

individual actions. This dimension was recombined by Rosmini and by ordoliberalists with the 

principle of individual and personalist liberty. 

The “natural order,” thus, for the neo-liberals of ordoliberalism and the social market economy 

means firstly functioning social relationships, and includes the value of community and the im-

portance of some fundamental moral characteristics of interpersonal relations. Röpke indeed criti-

cizes that classical liberalism only faces a very limited section of life, but people are more than eco-

nomic concurrents: he wants to establish not only an economic theory but a broader social view. 

Therefore the “economic order has to play its part in realising the Kantian ethic of ensuring the in-

dependence and freedom of the citizen from other citizens as well as from the state” (Sally): we 

deal surely with a liberal theory, but it comprehends liberty not only as negatively ensured, but con-

ceiving positive rules affirming interpersonal relationships in which moral and religious dimensions 

are realized, it goes beyond the classical liberal approach. 

This does not mean that the state has to determine social structures, because firstly we deal with the 

philosophical reflection that liberty, in its very liberal and not communitaristic sense, is only real if 

it is ‘recognized’. Liberty itself, not its political realization, requires recognition, and without this 

recognition liberty does not exist. We deal, in other words, with another structure of liberty than it 

is formulated by the classical tradition (individual dimension) or by libertarianism (property dimen-

sion). 

This is the consequence of the strictly personal-ontological and not social characterized Rosminian 

concept of subsidiary (considering that the social dimension is not eliminated but joined in the same 

person). Man essentially realizes itself in its personal relations of family and transcendence. Pro-

tected by original and natural law, these relationships produce the fundamental human obligations 

in the social sphere (besides duties of individual morality), which for Rosmini are not reducible to 

an individualistic rational logic of homo oeconomicus. It is rather the dimension of reciprocity, 

mentioned by Zamagni, but not identic with the supererogatory dimensions of gift and forgiveness. 

While every individual, according to Rosmini, has its most genuine and natural duties within the 

family and the religious relationship, in the society and in the corporate world man has the obliga-

tions of reciprocity of rights and recognition. Otherwise this thought would lead to a damaging 
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competition between the family, the religious and the professional sphere. Instead of protecting the 

person, the supererogatory dimensions of gift and forgiveness characterize in Rosmini non-liberal 

but hierarchic social structures because we deal here with the moral realization of it. What Rosmini 

points out in the civil society is that the individual has not only to find moral values and social rela-

tions in corporate structures but also has to be protected in his individuality and original liberty. 

 

Fifth lecture 

In the last videolecture we have considered not only the roots of the ordoliberal thought and some 

elements in common with the Rosminian idea of economics, but also the ambiguous position that 

Hegel assumes in this theoretical context. The interpretation of ethical life in reference to Hegel is 

not only clarifying but also dangerous. Indeed it has to be underlined that the reference is only at the 

beginning of the Philosophy of right where Hegel affirms not against Kant but in order to fulfil his 

theoretical novelties, the necessary social dimension of liberty and its guarantee by social institu-

tions. This concerns the necessary social dimension of liberty and this dimension realizes a ‘social’ 

moment of liberty, which is not the public one of the state, but it is requested by liberty itself. We 

can retain that the social dimension in the concept of social market economy has to be understood in 

this way: liberty requires itself, in the continental tradition, recognition, and this recognition focuses 

on the other. Relationships, and therefore minimal social relationships like society – but for Ros-

mini also family or religion – are constitutive for the realization of human liberty and dignity. They 

make sure that the social structure of liberal society is not only determined by ‘concurrence’ (classi-

cal liberalism), ‘cooperation’ (ordoliberalism) or ‘non interference’ (libertarianism) but also by sol-

idarity. This solidarity does not risk the liberal ground intention only if it is affirmed on the individ-

ual basis, and not as a political issue. 

According to the fundamental principles of liberalism, this solidarity cannot be imposed against in-

dividual freedom. It has to derive from the fact of liberty itself. Already the perspective of individu-

al basic rights and liberties offers such a dimension, because one must consider that the right and 

guarantee of life as the fundament of every subject for possessing anything and for pursuing his 

happiness, includes ones physical subsistence. 

This dimension, indeed, is fundamentally common to Rosmini and the thinkers of social market 

economy: “Who retains society as a mere association of individuals which can be thought with the 

logical reason of the individual, is brought inevitably to the consequence that first nothing can be 

tolerated in a society which is not the object of the clear conscience of the individual, nothing which 

is the unplanned and unconscious result of innumerate singular acts as the price of steal or the inter-

est on capital, and second that human reason is enough not only to catch society as a whole and the 
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economy but also to conduct it according a conscious plan in its entirety. With this last conse-

quence, something curious has occurred in individualism which is found in line with liberalism: lib-

eralism has eliminated itself and has become collectivism, which is still in the name of reason and 

the individual, but truthfully under the perversion of all the authentic and original ideals of liberal-

ism” (Röpke). Society, in other words, is a relationship of individuals which is constitutive for indi-

vidual liberty and therefore are important the institutions which are realizations of liberty in order to 

promote the development of the relational dimensions of liberty. For Rosmini the constitutive di-

mension of this thought is not placed in the state but in the supernatural dimension of liberty, which 

is represented in the Church. This makes sure that relational status of liberty is grounded between 

all the individuals of human mankind: indeed, we have to look to the “theocratic society” to with-

draw these dimensions. And since for Rosmini these are structures of liberty, they can be consid-

ered as ontological structures. 

In comparison to libertarianism becomes also clear how Rosmini does not present a patrimonialistic 

conception of society as it was often attributed to him. Indeed, he thinks the constitutional dimen-

sion only as constitutional law state, but he does not exclude the representative dimension of per-

sonhood. The democratic principle, however, is not evolved in a political but only in a juridical 

sense. In this way, some interpreters could speak of a “juridical democracy” in Rosmini. Anyway, it 

is not our duty to discuss this concept, but we can affirm that Rosmini universally admits the repre-

sentative dimension. Therefore, in the actual discussion, we have the possibility to argue that the 

Rosminian approach is not contrarious to the democratic principle, even if Rosmini, in his time, 

criticized and refuted democracy in an evident and unambiguous way. 

The same consideration is valid for the foundation of the principle of fundamental juridical solidari-

ty. Evidently, Rosmini does not argue for a social state or theorize its principles, and indeed he is 

often quite critic in order to this idea which he retains incongruous with the principles of charity and 

benevolence. In this manner, one could find a proof for the thesis that Rosmini argues according to 

the ethics of virtue and not on the basis of institutional principles. But not even this apparently clear 

anti-institutionalism – which would be at the same time a serious and apodictic negation of every 

possibility to recognize in Rosmini the anticipation of the principles of ordoliberalism and social 

market economy – withstands a deeper analysis of Rosmini’s text: there we find the explicit affir-

mation that benevolence is not only committed to the liberty of the rich but it is indeed institutional-

ized in the Church’s activity. Often we forget that Church is the first and most important “particular 

society” in Rosmini’s Philosophy of Right. Hoevel actually reads this book from our actual point of 

view: aiming at the considerations of the “civil society” and leaving nearly beside the considera-

tions of the other two societies which for the comprehension of Rosmini’s concept of right are al-
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most more important. Therefore it is nothing but a real error of Hoevel’s reading when he affirms 

that Rosmini “interprets the social role of the Church only as a moral and spiritual influence.” And 

again: “As it is reflected in his great work Delle cinque piaghe della Santa Chiesa, according to 

Rosmini, Christianity and the Church should not act directly as factors of power in the political and 

social scene, but indirectly through the spiritual, moral and cultural transformation.” According to 

Hoevel, beneficence can be realized for Rosmini only by indirect influence of the ecclesiastical so-

ciety as a love communion: “If beneficence is not something of a State nature, but a right of the 

heart which cannot be usurped or imposed either by external law or by force, it is therefore, by na-

ture, an eminently ecclesial thing. Yes, the solution to this great problem must be sought in Jesus 

Christ. He has instituted the Church and charged Her to succor all human misery.” 

In this affirmation again it becomes clear that every reading of Rosmini in a nowadays perspective 

risks to reduce his “Social right” (the second part of his Philosophy of Right) to that what we today 

intend with civil society. But for Rosmini the situation was much more complex, and many dimen-

sions he attributed to the Church has to be read as considerations which today is partially realized 

by the institutions of civil society; or, reading this the other way round, many affirmations of the 

“theocratic society” in the Philosophy of Right can be stressed as a critic of the arrangements of 

modern society. 

Now, turning to the analysis to Hoevel’s affirmation, according to him, the indigents in Rosmini 

would not be politically represented. To the contrary, this does not result true: even if Rosmini does 

not think about universal suffrage and institutions for social redistribution, it does not seem that 

Hoevel’s affirmation could be justified on the basis of the whole Rosminian text. To understand this 

better, we have to consider in a first step that for Rosmini, in a quite traditional way, all benevo-

lence is separated from the state. “When we sacrifice the smallest good that is ours by right for the 

sake of someone else, we act benevolently. We are not bound under any jural obligation to make 

this sacrifice either to spare the other person from the greatest possible evil or to procure for him the 

greatest possible good. Under the moral law of mutual benevolence there is nevertheless an obliga-

tion to do this. There is always damage to right, always some violation of the moral-jural law, when 

we force others, as a matter of fact, to make some sacrifice for us or to cause harm to third parties. 

This is true however insignificant the sacrifice or harm may be, or however great the evil or good 

that we want to avoid or procure. Knowing preventing good to others or causing them harm with 

actions that bring us no advantage whatsoever, but which we exercise under the pretext of using our 

ownership, means acting injuriously, invalidly and vainly. This kind of activity is not sanctioned by 

any moral law. Consequently there is no obligation in others to respect either the freedom or these 

actions or the ownership on which they rest. Acting in a way which avoids harm to oneself or ob-
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tains some good, without harm to others or impediment to their good, does no injury to another’s 

right, no matter how ownership of fact is employed. Such activity is always jurally lawful and valid, 

and can sometimes be upheld by force”. We quoted this reasoning of Rosmini entirely because we 

can resume three aspects in it: first of all, benevolence cannot be forced by law. But also actions, 

which harm others or damage them, even in a insignificant way, are not juridical any more and 

therefore they are outside the political-juridical order. There is no reason to interpret this dimension 

in an immediate moral way; so we have to think firstly about the juridical dimension of compensa-

tory right. But it is clear, that secondly this affirmation could also be interpreted as the principle of 

social responsibility. And thirdly, in some cases right can enforce even the obtaining of some good 

for others. This could be interpreted as a possibility to argue for some social right in Rosmini, 

which, on the other hand, must always be conciliated and must not contradict the fundamental prin-

ciple of individual freedom rights and their basis in the private property. 

Rosmini himself saw this problematic, and since he considered his theory on individual ownership 

as complete (therefore there is not any doubt about the basic liberal structure of Rosmin’s social 

thought), he wasn’t able to think any public institutions to organize solidarity by law. As the only 

institution remained therefore the Church, which fulfils the dimension of individual right with what 

the state cannot do. For Rosmini, this solution was possible because of his threefold concept of so-

ciety. If we want to apply to our secularized idea of society this dimension, we would have to say 

that every beneficence, which has to be realized by state, can only be justified on the base of indi-

vidual right, because otherwise it would destroy liberty. This would be an authentic liberal founda-

tion of a certain social state: “While the homo sapiens acquires moral significance only by the at-

tribution of human rights, our concept of personality is the basic concept of our moral-cultural 

grammar of our self-comprehension and therefore is considered a priori with normative signifi-

cance. […] Therefore, there is a great difference not only in the quantity but also in the quality be-

tween the guarantee of biological continuity and of existence on the one hand, and the giving of ma-

terial presuppositions to a personal and liberal conduct of life, on the other hand. The first is to 

guarantee that people live and continue to exist; the latter requires the guarantee of a minimum of 

personal liberty in which people are in need to be able to act and to conduct the life of a person” 

(Kersting). Beyond these two dimensions, the first as the social-state consequence of classical liber-

alism, the latter as the ordoliberal and social market model, Kersting individuates two other aspects 

of the social state which cannot be justified from a liberal point of view and which are therefore to 

be rejected: the first is the guarantee of democracy in a Rousseauian tradition, which seeks to so-

cially enable the citizens to participate in a democratical discourse and does not recognize the liber-

al dimension of individuals before their democratic ‘totalitarization’, and the second is the guaran-



 27 

tee of egalitarianism which is inconsistent with the liberal presuppositions of a liberal order. Both 

conceptions are clearly refuted also by Rosmini. 

After this analysis of the fundamental conception of the Philosophy of Right which gives the institu-

tional framework for the affirmations of individual property, free concurrence and market, free for-

mation of prices and the centrality of individual personhood, it could seem strange that Carlos 

Hoevel tries to interpret the economical conception of Rosmini in the tradition of civil economy, 

pointing out a presumptive corporative character of the economical thought of Antonio Rosmini: 

“In fact, Rosmini has in mind societies such as those civil associations of mutual assistance of the 

medieval communes, which are against the non-civil power of the seigneur. Their spirit was funda-

mentally a corporate, non-individualistic spirit, to the point that in their struggles, they presented 

themselves as a compact team, frequently violent, against the old nobility.” Then he proceeds: 

“Through these unions, the associations establish a series of common rights with the aim of defend-

ing and potentiating them much better than if they were to exercise them separately. In this sense, 

Rosmini is not thinking of civil society in the liberal French fashion, that is, as the product of a 

State that irrupts into the civitas or the medieval commune in order to crate rights and freedoms.” 

The civil society would be consequently, as Hoevel concludes, the “association of associations,” 

which means that Hoevel does not interpret it as the convergence of individual wills that is on the 

basis of individual rights. Insofar for him it is the “association of associations,” and these would be, 

as Hoevel expressly says, the families, I retain that here lies his fundamental misunderstanding in 

the interpretation of the social thought of Antonio Rosmini. Indeed Rosmini says that society is the 

convergence of families, but in society does not rule the family’s relationship but the social rela-

tionship which is artificial and not natural. This difference is simply fundamental to understand the 

Philosophy of Right of Rosmini. If Rosmini himself distinguishes a “natural association” from an 

“artificial” one, how can we directly affirm a fundamental identity between both? It seems, that 

Rosmini wanted to stress the divergence and not the comparability of family and civil society. 

Therefore, Hoevel comes closer to Rosmini’s intention if he sees the social associations as little re-

alizations of civil society, but this is not the same as defining the civil society the “association of as-

sociations”, but logically exactly the other way round. And indeed, for Rosmini, it seems that civil 

society defines the rules which should be normative for all private associations: but these rules are 

based on the idea that the common good is related to individual rights and not vice versa. For Ros-

mini it is unthinkable that in the name of common good individual rights could be neglected. Only 

for the latter ones, not for the first one, it is possible to appeal to the Political Tribune. 

Significantly, Hoevel does not proof much these considerations with references to Rosmini’s text, 

and in the unique quotation in these pages, in the footnote 18 on page 220, Rosmini affirms quite 
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the opposite of what Hoevel tries to demonstrate: here Rosmini, indeed, defines the state as an un-

ion of families, but under the condition that “the rights of every individual and of every family are 

protected and regulated” and that these rights have to be exercised “without collisions.” Now, per-

haps Hoevel sees in this affirmation of the fundamental importance of family an indication for cor-

porative structures. But we don’t have to forget that Rosmini, beyond his great consideration of 

family for its private relationships in contrariety to the public relationships in civil society, also 

warns of the egoism, which these private structures can produce. Every private and public structure 

has this vice, from families to political parties, from local administration to the state, and Rosmini 

recurs to the universal principle of personhood as unique remedial for the danger of these egoisms 

which nourish the common good that is not the common good of the family or the state, but of the 

whole mankind. This consideration, taken by Hoevel to proof definitively the civil economic char-

acter of Rosmini’s thought, in reality affirms another time the centrality of individual personhood 

and his proximity to the conception of ordoliberalism. This dimension, even if indirectly and unin-

tentionally, is clearly stated by Hoevel when he says: “Therefore, to the Roeveretan, it is necessary 

that national societies and economies should be regulated in some way by a universal society,” but 

this affirmation remains without any critical consideration. 

Hoevel, instead, affirms: “Rosmini agrees with the Italian civil economist philosophers, who, as 

from Vico and Doria, consider that economic interests do not self-regulate by the mere invisible 

hand of the market, but that they require regulation by civil society.” This affirmation is in its con-

tents without any doubt a right interpretation of Rosmini’s thought, but it doesn’t proof the belong-

ing to civil economy approaches, because, as we have seen, it affirms also a central argument of so-

cial market economy. This becomes even more clear when Hoevel affirms immediately: “In effect, 

according to Rosmini the way to achieve larger production and a fairer distribution of wealth is cer-

tainly that of a market where the interchange between individual interests plays a leading role, alt-

hough always within the rules of ethics and the law.” What Hoevel retains an argument for civil 

economy, is in reality the proof of Rosmini’s liberalism as anticipator of the ordoliberal concept. 

And if he claims, then, that ethical individual virtues are better than social virtues, this argument 

would be another affirmation of an ordoliberal approach, and Hoevel himself recognizes at this 

point the difficulty to harmonize it with the civil economy model. 

The distinction which in our considerations we required against Hoevel, between moral and juridi-

cal sphere, and which Hoevel overcame in a reduction of the constitutional sphere to the morality of 

the concrete economical action – therefore his anti-program to the libertarian conception – was 

eliminated also by the interpretation of Rosmini’s Philosophy of Right by Francesco Petrillo: it is 

interesting to observe that while the economist Hoevel tends to a moralization of the public sphere, 
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the jurist Petrillo aims to a juridification of the private sphere. Both rely with their interpretation on 

the same Rosmini’s Philosophy of Right. This means that the most recent two great interpretations 

of this central work of Rosmini represent two significant radicalizations of the difference between 

individual virtues and institutions of social justice – this difference which is based on Rosmini’s 

definition of the principle of personhood. 

We stated against Hoevel that only after the moral definition of right the juridical science begins 

with the definition of juridical duty, which is the respect for the moral liberty which is expressed in 

the right. But for Petrillo, now, the last element of the definition of right is itself the juridical duty 

which is cognitively determinable on the basis of the cognoscibility of liberty. This identification is 

therefore the opposite identification respect to Hoevel. But Rosmini does not admit this identifica-

tion, as we already proofed, and again Rosmini underlines: “All jural duties are indeed moral, but 

not all moral duties are jural. […] jural duties have as their object the need to respect, that is, not to 

remove or harm, some activity proper to another person.” Therefore it does not seem correct to af-

firm as Petrillo do, “it is not only morality, or better, it is properly not morality which founds the 

recognition of rights, but rather the conscience understood as cognition.” 

Rosmini’s thought is situated exactly in the middle of both interpretations: he does not reduce the 

right to the moral action, nor he assigns only to the right the re-cognitive structure of interpersonal 

relationship. The liberal perspective of Rosmini is not morality and therefore a sort of non-

cognitivist affirmation of individual liberty, and it is not the cognitivist affirmation of liberty, which 

would destroy individual autonomy, and give to the state a cognitive dimension, which was correct-

ly negated by Hayek. Rosmini’s liberalism is antiperfectivistic in both matters: morally as well as 

socially, without negating the importance neither of the moral dimension nor of the social one. This 

is the specific affirmation of human dignity by Rosmini, which recurs only in the ordoliberal tradi-

tion. At the same time, this conclusion means also, positively for the concept of ordoliberalism and 

social market economy, that Rosmini’s anticipation of its principles means that we don’t deal with 

an exclusive “German model,” but that its principles can be seen as possible remedies against the 

actual crisis. 
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