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Antonio Rosmini’s Social Ethics and his 
Relationship to German Thought

“Rosmini observed astutely that due to Christianism 
earthly things were no longer dangerous and devastating, 
as it adjusted the moral ideas and brought them to 
perfection through its sanctions” (Minghetti 1868, p.377).

1.	 Introduction: Rosmini as a 
pioneer of the concept of social 
justice

The Italian liberal catholic thinker Antonio Rosmini is 
known to the social and ethical thinking in Germany so 
far only as a cue for the concept of “social justice.” In 
this respect, he was on a par with Jesuit Luigi Taparelli 
who had used this concept a few years earlier (Küppers 
2008, pp.166-167; Veith 2004, p.319). But due to miss-
ing translations the different meaning of this term is not 
perceived. And it is completely unknown that it has a 
significant precursor: Romagnosi (1791) in his Genesis 

of criminal law distinguished its political dimension from 
its traditional definitions based on virtue ethics (Mbida 
2017): “it is nonsense to separate politics from social 
justice. This can only be the work of foolish ignorance 
or a misguided depravity” (Romagnosi 1791, p.941). 
Both authors received Romagnosi in extenso and criti-
cally, while declining especially the politicization of his 
concept of justice and insisted on a natural or ratio-
nal foundation. Despite more than 4 decades of the  
German translation of the most famous Rosminian work 
The Five Wounds of the Church and nearly 2 decades of 
the German version of his Philosophy of Politics, which 
both included significant social and ethical reflections, 
this term is so far almost the only one by which Rosmini 
acted in the “German world.”1 Therefore, first of all, a 

1	 Only little attention has been given to the concept of “Antiperfektiv-
ism” or of the person as the “subsistent human right.” But both can 
be considered concretisations of the Rosminian meaning of “social 
justice.”
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or the moral law” (Rosmini 1990, p.390). For this rea-
son, Rosmini did not dissipate the rights in the rational 
nature of man – as it was the program of the 18th cen-
tury’s natural law approaches. Instead, he insisted on 
the justification of every right only against the assumed 
backdrop of duty.4 For Rosmini, unlike Romagnosi, the 
natural order of social justice is the result of the moral 
reality of individual free will, while for Romagnosi any 
social freedom can only be conceived within the social 
order. For Rosmini, it is part of the nature of person, 
and for Romagnosi it is an element of the society. For 
this reason, for Rosmini, the “constitution of social 
justice” correlates with the “natural constitution of the 
society” – according to two titles of his most important 
philosophical and political writings (Rosmini 2010, 
1887). In these writings, he introduced in an innovative 
way a political institution for the guarantee of the uni-
versal recognition of every person’s freedom and dig-
nity: the so-called “political tribunal” (tribunale politico). 
It guarantees fundamental rights and liberties, and 
therefore the recognition of every person, without the 
consequence of a substantive equality of goods, which 
for Rosmini could not solve the society’s problems, but 
rather would make impossible the flourishing of per-
son (Rosmini 1978, p.99). According to Rosmini, the 
person is distinguished by natural, “pre-social” rights, 
which the society and the legislator cannot infringe.

The possibility to recognize the moral order preceding 
the society is a common idea of Rosmini and Taparelli 
d’Azeglio. With Taparelli d’Azeglio, Rosmini shared the 
Thomistic reference point for his social–ethical reflec-
tions. However, Taparelli did not focus on the moral 
dimension of the individual in his freedom, but on the 
bene commune which was metaphysically determined. 
Therefore, individuality must constitutively be subordi-
nated to this higher moral ideal. In this way, however, 
the rights are completely deprived of their political con-
figurability, since they are now a priori determined by a  
metaphysical concept of nature. Taparelli refused the 
modern idea that the individual rights aim at the moral 
common good. To the contrary, for him they derive from it 
insofar they are anchored in it. Therefore, it would be inap-
propriate, at least in a social–ethical sense, to recognize 
a real concept of individuality for Taparelli: thus, he was 
not a liberal thinker at least in a strict sense.5 This result 
was confirmed by the repeated emphasis of Taparelli who 
affirmed that outside of the social context only atomistic 
individuals would remain without any ability to establish 
an autonomous social context (Taparelli 1860, p.34), but  

4	 “The rights follow [...] of the moral duty which imposes us not to harm 
any person” (Tarantino 1983, p.240).

5	 The argument of Küppers (2010, p.89) is essentially different.

more detailed clarification of its different meanings in all 
the three Italian thinkers is given to answer the method-
ological question in which the sense of the social–ethical  
thought of Rosmini can be conveyed to the “German 
thought.”

Rosmini criticized Romagnosi for reducing the 
social order to facts. Instead, he preferred begin-
ning the reflection by recognizing a priori and ideal 
social conditions. This is the fundamental meaning 
of his understanding of natural law.2 For Romagnosi, 
the rights are the consequence of the natural order 
between things and people, as they emerge histori-
cally in the society. Natural law is therefore, according 
to Romagnosi, extensive and diverse as the necessary 
conditions of the development of the people (Rom-
agnosi 1936, pp.249-250). Thus, it is not a priori for 
the design of social relationships, but it is the ideal 
expression of the society through its historical devel-
opment. However, as Tarantino correctly pointed out, 
in this way, Romagnosi removed the element of will 
from the concept of rights taken as design pattern of 
the social context. In the consequence, rights are the 
just determination between all social actors and public 
phenomena (Tarantino 1983, p.146, 154). For Rosmini, 
however, the “relationships” between things and per-
sons are not natural, but moral and therefore imply 
individual freedom. Thus, the social relationship is for 
him a means to achieve the person – and Romagnosi’s 
idea of the supremacy of social relationship appears 
as the dissolution of individuality and freedom of the 
person into the “facts” of social reality. For Rosmini, 
the social reality does not arise as a fact, but rather it is 
generated from relationships of recognition. In this way, 
he turned explicitly against Romagnosi’s idea of the 
society, interpreting it in direct relationship to Montes-
quieu.3 For Rosmini, the social context therefore has a 
normative dimension, which results solely from the free 
and voluntary recognition by the individuals. Rosmini 
underlined that “the need, which arises from the cir-
cumstances or the aims of things, is the obligation itself 

2	 “Romagnosi is referring to the epistemological as well as ethical and 
juridical meaning of this term to a real fact as it is recognized by 
human being. To the contrary, the Rosminian concept means the in-
ternal order of an existing and possible, ideal, moral, real and mate-
rial reality” (Tarantino 1983, p.103). “Romagnosi’s utilitarianism […] 
certainly is taken by Rosmini to be the counter-model of his own 
intellectual project” (Hoevel 2013, p.24).

3	 “To others this idea of order seemed still too vague; and in trying 
to determine it closer, they specified its origin; and they believed to 
answer adequately this question in saying that the order results from 
the relations between things. Then they deduced that the principle 
of morality and legislation lays in the relations of things. Clarke in 
England, Montesquieu in France and Romagnosi in Italy founded 
this principle” (Rosmini 1990, p.383).
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this would precisely be Rosmini’s position. For Hegel, 
also for Taparelli, the welfare of the superior level remains 
a priority and legitimizes the welfare of the inferior ones 
(Hegel 2008, pp. 287-289). Taparelli himself summed up 
his approach “in a nutshell” as follows: “The existence 
of natural associations of people that are equal to each 
other in their nature, but differ in their individuality, who 
have a free will, but presuppose a natural, or at least arti-
ficial principle of their unity: these are the essential facts 
to which we have applied the general principle of duty. 
As a result, a person must be governed in fact; and who 
governs, is the stronger and has authority. This is so. 
Who is subordinated does not rule. Again, this is so. And 
the monarchy is not a republic, nor the republic is a mon-
archy. Again, this is so” (Taparelli 1928, p.592). In this 
way Taparelli denies any existence of the person outside 
of the corporatist union. Only the corporatist union guar-
antees the common good in a social–metaphysical way. 
“The necessity and the rights culminate in the moral duty 
to socialisation; the duty to social union with the others is 
focused on the completion of the human common good” 
(Behr 2003, p.106). Therefore, for Taparelli, social justice 
is found on a fact, which means that it indicates not only 
the society that originally consists of free individuals but 
also the prior common good. “How can there be mutual 
obligations without mutual relations? How can there be 
conditions without any connection or a connection with-
out any law? How can there be a law without a lawgiver 
and without authority? Since the connection of many 
rational beings under a common authority is a fact, what 
is lacking to establish a society?” (Taparelli 1928, p.299).

This brief overview makes clear that among these 
three “inventors” of the concept of “social justice” only 
Rosmini did not found this idea on a fact – be it society, 
be it natural relations of subordination – but on the moral 
freedom of person.

For this reason, only the Rosminian idea of social 
justice has produced a concept of civil society that is 
compatible with the requirements of modern liberalism. 
He succeeded to transfer the moral authority of “duty” 
from its anchoring in the natural law to the concept of 
person and therefore to the idea of freedom itself, with-
out thereby resolving it in the social sphere. Therefore, 
we could hold that Rosmini is the first, who distinguished 
in the context of Italian thought consistently between 
“freedom” and “arbitrariness” in the determination of 
will. Hence, he introduced the concept of person with a 
complexity that corresponded to the demands of a mod-
ern concept of civil society, which linked individual rights 
and the common good in a new and productive thought.6 

6	 Kobusch pointed out that the fundamental distinction between 
arbitrariness – based on individual interests – and freedom – the 

But for that matter, he reversed the Hegelian logic of 
civil society, because for him the universal does not pre-
dominate over the individual, this is the state over the 
individual, but, on the contrary, every social relationship 
is measured at the idea of pre-social moral recognition 
of the person (Krienke 2015). In this aspect, Rosmini 
emphasized and turned the tradition of the natural social 
order against Hegel.7 Therefore, Cantillo noticed entirely 
correct, “that even and especially by the considerations 
[…] on the economics of Rosmini, it has been estab-
lished his liberalism and his unusual collocation in the 
political thinking of the restoration within the tradition of 
Catholic social teaching as well as in the religious com-
munities” (Cantillo 2013, p.43). Through this concept 
of the society, which is at the same time complex and 
appropriate to the differentiation of modern social sys-
tems, Rosmini put his economic theory and his ethical 
reflections on it in the service of the society, that is, at the 
service of people. Therefore, for Rosmini, the social the-
ory stands at the center of his political thought, to which 
the understanding of the state is aligned, not vice versa.

2.	 The perception of Rosmini in the 
German social–ethical discourse

The explanation of the Rosminian concept of “social 
justice” makes it clear because the German-speaking 
social–ethical reflection not only has been putting for 
quite some time at least encyclopedic interest to it but 
also can intensify and deepen this previously attempted 
curiosity. But which is the exact status of the perception 
of Rosmini in the German social–ethical thinking? It is 
important to refer particularly to the 1999 published trans-
lation of the Philosophy of politics by Liermann (Rosmini 
1999), who not only prefaced an introduction but also 
published 5 years later an elaborated monograph on 
Rosmini’s political thought. Therein, she interpreted the 
Rosminian concept of civil society, describing it as the 
attempt “to pick up the impulses of the economic logic of 
capitalism and the bourgeois work ethics, merging them 

willing and affirmation of other freedom – goes back to Hegel 
who thus introduced a new level of reflection on social freedom  
(Kobusch 1997, p.161). This distinction then returns in the difference 
between “first-order desires” and “second-order desires” in the study 
by Frankfurt and Taylor. Further, it is of fundamental importance for 
the understanding of Ordoliberalism, as it will become clear in the 
following sections.

7	 The valid aspect in Hegel’s thought, which characterizes also Rosmini’s  
thought, can be identified together with Siep in the following way: 
“Certain duties for a subject which is ‘morally’ self-determining are 
possible only in relation to a particular way of personal community, 
which secures the freedom of individuals, by assuring their own free-
dom against their casual and accidental purposes” (Siep 1982, p.94).
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with traditional Catholic maxims of justice” (Liermann 
2004, p.447).8 Rosmini’s social–ethical concerns are 
therefore perfectly read as an integration of the modern 
free market economy with the Christian anthropology. 
On the one hand, the free market economy is recognized  
in its social dimension and collocated in its social– 
ethical context, whereby any sort of liberalism that  
cancels the moral dimension of the individual is rejected, 
and on the other hand, the Christian anthropology is 
accepted as normative criterion for any social order, avoid-
ing and excluding all forms of socialist and collectivist  
concepts a priori.

The indispensable prerequisite for such a liberal  
conception in a Christian view is, for Rosmini, the “anti-
perfectionism”: the task of social–ethical systems is not 
only to overcome directly social illnesses but also to 
guarantee the personal ethical freedom for all members 
of the society against social despotism – that is, struc-
tures of power and monopoly – and to create in this 
way the best conditions for the elimination of evil in civil 
society. For this reason, the up-to-date study by Piovani 
(1957), which was published in a German translation in 
2013, is of great relevance: Abhandlungen zur gesell-
schaftlichen Theodizee bei Antonio Rosmini-Serbati. 
The translator attested to the social–ethical thought of  
Rosmini, to be “relentlessly up-to-date,” despite his dif-
ficult language (Hebeisen 2013, p.6). Rosmini appeared, 
in the paper, as a pioneer of free market economy, pro-
activity, and as a promoter of a liberal social order. Any 
social order can be legitimized only when its function is 
not only to alleviate all social illnesses but also to create 
the adequate institutional conditions for developing the 
whole potential of human freedom.

Another Rosminian work that evokes the social–eth-
ical interest is The Five Wounds of the Church (Rosmini 
1971), which deals among other things about the impor-
tance of the Church’s reform for a modern understanding 
of the society. Traniello pointed out in a paper published 
in German that Rosmini analyzed in his work the prob-
lem that “the Christian penetration of the secular society 

8	 In addition, she specified that “Like the liberal economy Rosmini was 
convinced that an inequality which is justified in this way – being  
at the same time not fixed in its scope, but dynamic – is an essential 
condition of social prosperity: as an incentive that releases ambi-
tioned forces and stimulates performance. On the other hand, such 
a modern capitalist justification of inequality was in his eyes not 
without any problems, because part of that logic was legitimizing a 
negative phenomenon for its expectable positive consequences. To 
Rosmini it seemed ethically indefensible, to endorse morally repre-
hensible attitudes, such as envy, greed, selfishness, which could be 
the result of inequality, arguing that they induce people to increase 
work effort and aspiration. This dilemma, which he regarded as one 
of the great inner conflicts of modern societies, seemed to Rosmini 
ultimately not to be resolvable” (Liermann 2004, pp.447-448).

[…] dialectically turned into a profound secularization of 
Church” (Traniello 2007, p.409; Traniello 1999).

Some other studies, such as Nicoletti’s paper on the 
“political tribunal” in Rosmini’s thought (Nicoletti 1999) 
or Campanini’s work on the concept of civil society 
(Campanini 1999), flank these three major expressions of 
the interest for the social and ethical thought of Rosmini 
in the German sphere. Thus, it is clear that the attention 
relates to the constitutional and liberal fundament of his 
political thought, while the importance of Rosmini’s eco-
nomic thinking in relationship to the social–ethical overall 
context of his thought has not yet been sufficiently con-
sidered. In fact, Rosmini never dedicated an own system-
atic treatise to the economic system, but it is also clear 
that his economic and ethical considerations accompany 
always his social–ethical instances. Only if considering 
this aspect, one can become aware of Rosmini’s social– 
ethical approach in its entire width. Conversely, in the 
Italian- and English-speaking sphere, there are some 
studies on the economic thought of Rosmini, which char-
acterize him sometimes as anti-liberal, sometimes as a 
classical liberal thinker, and some people find in him even 
significant parallels to the thought of Hayek. Yet, others 
evidence its roots in the thinking of Antonio Genovesi 
or Gaetano Filangieri (Genovesi 1824, p.243; Filangieri 
2003, p.12) with its central concept of “civil economy,” like 
the recently published English-language study by Hoevel 
(2013, pp.22-23). In this debate, however, it is commonly 
overlooked that the German-language perspective on 
Rosmini can make a significant contribution to the under-
standing of his social–ethical thought, namely by trying to 
bring him together with the economic approach of social 
market economy. Before satisfying this desideratum, 
there is the question why this relationship has yet not been 
seen or why Rosmini’s thought has not yet gained atten-
tion by the “German thought” of social market economy.

3.	 The history of the effects of 
Rosmini’s thought

Before speaking about a still non-existing relationship, 
it should briefly be considered the Wirkungsgeschichte 
of Rosmini’s economic thought in the second half of the 
20th century, mainly because Rosmini was linked to the 
“German world” by some influential Italian economists. 
Furthermore, a more detailed and closer look on these 
thinkers as well as on Rosmini himself frees them from 
a flat classification as “socialists of the chair” (histori-
cal school of economics). This account sketches those 
thinkers who are proven to have been greatly influenced 
by Rosmini: Minghetti, Toniolo, Lampertico, and Luigi 
Sturzo (Pisu 1988, p.294).
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Regarding the first thinker, who was after all in 1861 
Minister of the Interior and from 1863 to 1864 and from 
1873 to 1876 President of the Italian Council of Minis-
ters (the government), there had not yet been any refer-
ence to the influence that Rosmini had on his theory of 
property (Ghia and Marangon 2015, p.196). In his work, 
Della economia pubblica, Minghetti wrote that in the 
foundation of property “the German school started with 
the human person and the connection between it and the 
appropriated things: this theory was then presented by 
Rosmini and completed” (Minghetti 1868, p.402). With 
“German school,” Minghetti indicated, on the one hand, 
the approaches, which actually succeeded Rosmini, by 
namely Roscher, Knies, and Schmoller, and, on the other 
hand, probably the idealistic thought at the beginning of 
the century. Both times, the “completion” of their teach-
ings consisted in the recognition of the anthropological 
dynamics in the acquisition of property, which accord-
ing to Rosmini constituted a threefold, “intellectual,” 
“physical,” and “moral” bundle (Minghetti 1868, p.404).9 
In the paper, Minghetti raised really the central issue of 
Rosmini’s social–ethical thought: the person as the cen-
ter of all economic, political, and social institutions. As 
Minghetti pointed out, for Rosmini, economic freedom 
consists in the liberty of the person, who is, accord-
ing to him, “subsistent human right” (Rosmini 1993, 
p.21), and therefore she expresses herself in the idea 
of right. In this way, Minghetti revealed the Rosminian  
mark of his thought and testifies that “the specific eco-
nomic freedom is nothing more than a consequence 
of the general juridical freedom; and the free choice of 
the means which everyone considers most appropriate 
to obtain satisfaction is part of the full possession and 
use of the own abilities” (Minghetti 1868, p.394).10 The 
influence of Rosmini to Minghetti, whose writings give 
on every page an expression of the Rosminian forma-
tion of his thought, is then highlighted by Toniolo (1952, 
p.370). Toniolo described Rosmini as one of “our most 
famous philosophers and writers on the social issues 
in general” (Toniolo 1949-1952, II, p.287), who empha-
sized the value of “freedom, sociability, and authority” as 
principles of civilization and trade (Toniolo 1949-1952, 
V, p.229). By “defending positive faith against the ratio-
nalism of the revolution,” Rosmini presented an image 
of the society, in which “society remains essentially 

9	 In addition, Zoppi highlighted this aspect in his analysis, to which we 
will return (Zoppi 1897, p.436).

10	 According to Rosmini, the “liberalism, which we mean, is a system 
of law and also the policy that guarantees to all the precious trea-
sure of their juridical freedoms” (Rosmini 1978, pp.87). However, 
as Graziani criticized, Minghetti’s knowledge of Rosmini did not go 
beyond the doctrine of property, because he did not refer to other 
Rosminian fonts and themes (Graziani 1887, p.453).

spiritual, and yet economic prosperity, the son of merito-
rious work, was necessary and noble, because it leads 
to it” (Toniolo 1949-1952, I, p.153, 305).

Lampertico referred to Rosmini directly in two writ-
ings pointing out that “Rosmini had wide beneficial 
effects on the thinking in Italy, no less than Aristotle or 
Kant.”11 Lampertico highlighted how the political and 
economic implications to acting result from the ethical 
impact of Rosmini’s anthropology (Lampertico 1897b, 
p.20).

Finally, Luigi Sturzo must be mentioned as an 
important thinker who has taken the consequences of  
Rosmini’s ideas for the development of the ethics of 
rights and business ethics. He was interested not so 
much in Rosmini’s theoretical works about the philos-
ophy of rights and politics, which seemed to him still 
bound to the social conditions of the early 19th century. 
Instead, he connected directly with his theory of knowl-
edge, ethics, and anthropology to develop the political 
and economic consequences from his concept of per-
son (D’Addio 2001, p.72, 74). For the development of 
neo-Thomism, Sturzo was totally unsuited to afford a 
confrontation with modernity. D’Addio highlights how 
the Rosminian ideas influenced Sturzo and the program 
of the Partito Popolare Italiano and cites contempo-
raries who recognized “a continuity of its spiritual, civil 
and political inspiration with the most important Italian 
representatives of the Catholic-inspired liberalism of 
19th century” (D’Addio 2001, p.80, 83). He took directly  
Rosmini’s concern that the welfare state could absorb 
the rule of law and the freedom entirely in itself. 
“The moral conscience, the sense of responsibility,  
the awareness of the limits: these are for Sturzo the 
essentials of Rosminian spirit and the constitutive prin-
ciples of the ‘spirit’ of the democratic and representative 
constitution. They ‘practice’ continuous control over the 
policy in order to preserve it and, if necessary, to bring 
it back to the scope of the standards and the objectives 
of the Constitution” (D’Addio 2001, p.102; Sturzo 1972).

To understand the direct Wirkungsgeschichte of Ros-
mini in the economic and social–ethical thinking of the 
19th century, it is important to consider a paper, which 
appeared in the two famous jubilee volumes on occa-
sion of the 100th birthday of Rosmini in 1897. In that 
paper, Antonio Rosmini e l’Economia politica, Zoppi 
set out how Rosmini’s fight against the consideration of 
economic and social institutions with the sole instrument  

11	 Unlike Ghia and Marangon claimed, the discourse Antonio Rosmini 
o la sapienza e la scienza nella vita was not published in the two 
volumes on the occasion of the 100th birthday of Rosmini (Ghia and 
Marangon 2015, p.196), but was separately published (Lampertico 
1897b, p.4). Moreover Lampertico referred to Rosmini a second time 
(Lampertico 1897a).
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of empiricism and sensationalism was the determining 
influence of Rosmini on the Italian thought in the sec-
ond half of the 19th century. Its representatives, indeed, 
explicitly opposed the “civil-economic” approaches of the 
humanism of Genovesi, Filangieri, Pagano, Galiani, etc. 
and showed a still insufficient removal of the empiricist-
sensualist doctrines. Calza and Perez, who presented an 
influential three-volume interpretation of Rosmini’s think-
ing, described that “an even cursory reading of their writings 
in the light of many wonderful ideas and highly respect-
able intentions finds soon not few prejudices that have 
been taken over by the contemporary French thinkers. 
They consist primarily in infinite inaccuracies that always 
emerge when it comes to the duty, which is never sepa-
rated from the well-being, the interest or other instincts, 
which are all only subjective, much as they are refined by 
the names of humanity and universality” (Calza and Perez 
1878-1879, I, pp.38). Significantly, the commentary on the 
Rosminian texts by the thought of Fedele Lampertico is 
the main characteristic of this study. Zoppi highlighted how 
the Rosminian doctrine of the “harmonious unity of human 
nature” was received especially against the economic doc-
trines that consider the propensity to consume as actual 
economic development factor. For Rosmini, this doctrine 
was already found in Melchiorre Gioia (Gioia 1838-1839; 
Rosmini 1994b, p.317). However, for Rosmini as well as 
for his commentators, economy is only moral when it is 
focused on the “satisfaction” (appagamento) of people, not 
on the mere maximisation of “consumption” (Zoppi 1897, 
p.413). The free market economiy does not become prob-
lematic because individuals can seek for personal profit, 
but when it becomes oriented immorally or when some 
economists teach that pure consumerism is the basic eco-
nomic factor. “The tendency to the whims of fashion and 
luxury is essentially immoral. It is the result of vanity and 
human stupidity. Therefore, they must not be preached 
and inculcated, even if that brings some advantages” 
(Zoppi 1897, p.417, 421). For this reason, consumption 
is not to be condemned as such and in general. Instead, 
Rosmini would restore the teaching of the “economists of 
the old Anglo-German school.” Zoppi referred here to the 
classical liberal idea that nonmaterial values can only be 
considered as “richness” when they stand in relationship to 
material values and can be counterweighted against them 
(Zoppi 1897, p.423). Such a resumption of the classical 
liberal idea is, according to the “Rosminian” Zoppi, not a 
step backward but a real progress in economic reflection. 
In addition to his doctrine on “wealth,” Rosmini exercised, 
so Zoppi, another great impact on the socio-ethical and 
economic thinking of the late 19th century: his consistent 
anti-socialism and anti-communism.

Rosmini had clearly studied the beginnings of these 
doctrines in England and France and also saw the 

teachings of Karl Marx. In his view, socialism was the con-
sequence of abstracting the economic thinking completely 
from any “ethical and juridical relationship,” so that it “can 
be converted by socialism without any respect for rights 
and morality” (Zoppi 1897, p.427). Thus, the errors of 
socialism are not primarily economic, but above all ethical 
and juridical. Rosmini would not reject the social nature of 
man, and not even the idea that he was part of a “social 
organism” (Zoppi 1897, p.430), but the negation of a pre-
social nature of man and of human freedom, which there-
fore are situated before and outside any political state. This 
reflection brought Zoppi then directly to an in-depth analy-
sis of the concept of property in Rosmini. In conclusion, 
Zoppi put the probably most crucial question for our essay, 
how Rosmini would relate to the “historical school of eco-
nomics,” which was not condemned by Christian thought 
and to the contrary was expressly affirmed by some  
“Christian socialists” (Zoppi 1897, p.443). He answered 
first that Rosmini would have completely rejected this 
expression of “Christian socialism” as a “hybrid connec-
tion” and as the “cause as well as result of a great con-
fusion in the concepts” (Zoppi 1897, p.444).12 But then, 
however, in the matter how to find a “middle ground” 
between liberalism and socialism, which would be nothing 
other than “Caritas applied on the conditions of our time” 
(Calzi, quoted in Zoppi 1897, p.445), Rosmini would have 
made “concessions” to the “so-called Christian socialism” 
(Zoppi 1897, p.446). Then, Zoppi enumerated almost 
exactly those elements that Rosmini de facto had in com-
mon with the concept of “social market economy,” but 
without mentioning Walter Eucken (Eucken 1992).

A final perspective at the end of the 19th century 
which connected Rosmini with the German thought is 
the already indicated study by Graziani: “One should 
observe the sharpness with which Rosmini classifies in 
this regard the first-degree goods of direct or indirect 
suitability from the second-degree ones with indirect 
suitability and so on. This division is very similar to that 
which has been done in our days by Menger. He distin-
guishes the goods in those of first, second, third, fourth, 
etc. order, depending on whether they have direct or 
more or less indirect suitability to meet the needs. This 
division was further taken over by the studies of Wieser, 
Gross, Mataia, Böhm-Bawerk and Sax and so it has 
become the occasion of a remarkable scientific prog-
ress. Therefore, I think that this division is a great merit 
of Rosmini, while it does not lessen Menger’s merit, 
who formulated his doctrine regardless of Rosmini with 
great wisdom. He increased it with other principles and 
applied it on the solving the fundamental problems of 
value and distribution of wealth” (Graziani 1887, p.458).

12	 In addition, Piovani (2013 II, p.603) agreed with this conclusion.
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From this brief overview of the historical impact of 
the economic and ethical thought of Rosmini in the sec-
ond half of the 19th century, one can conclude that, from 
a today’s perspective, a comparison with the concept of 
“social market economy” and especially with the think-
ing of Röpke appears more than legitimate. For this, 
the Wirkungsgeschichte set centrally two dimensions 
out: on the one hand, the concept of property and per-
son of Rosmini, who set him apart from the Neapolitan 
“civil economy,” and, on the other hand, his more than 
resolute anti-socialism, which separated him from the 
“socialists of the chair” approaches. This specific combi-
nation of both elements – together with other elements 
of theory – characterizes exactly the thinking of Röpke, 
although they – Rosmini and Röpke – lived and thought 
in very different cultural and intellectual worlds.

4.	 Rosmini: precursor of the social–
ethical model of the social market 
economy

It is certainly not a coincidence that many issues, which 
emerged considering the historical impact of Rosmini on 
the economic thought of the second half of the 19th cen-
tury, are also highlighted in the center of the ordo-liberal 
tradition and the “social market economy.” In the same 
way as the representatives of these thoughts, Rosmini 
looked for a “new liberalism” and a “third way,” which 
was aligned against “an undoubted innocent economic 
naturalism of the physiocratic political economy, and 
against an undoubted innocent crematism of the liber-
alistic school of free trade” (Piovani 2013, p.22913). At 
the same time, he rejected any shaping of the society 
caused by a planned economy pretends to realize in the 
name of freedom and dignity of the individual. To the 
contrary, for Rosmini, person is to be realized positively 
in the economic and civic order.

The fundamental conformity with the social market 
economy approach lies without any doubt in the idea of 
person who is determined by nature, not by social rela-
tionship (Muscolino 2010, p.22, 107-108). The natural 
and a priori order, which anchor the person in his/her 
moral freedom, is for Rosmini as well as Röpke the basis 
of any social order and the norm of social justice. For both 
of them, “nature” is not simply, as for Romagnosi, “social 
nature,” but not even, as it is for Taparelli, a metaphysical 
determination of the common good. It is understood, in 
contrast, in a personalistic sense as aligned toward the 
realization of personal dignity as a moral freedom.

13	 At this point, as well as in many others, the German translation of 
Piovani’s work is not reliable (Piovani 1957, p.107).

As it has already become clear, Rosmini’s norma-
tive idea of the society is that of the equality of freedom, 
on the one hand, and that of the free competition which 
allows material inequality, on the other hand. For that 
reason he tried to mediate the two constitutional princi-
ples of “justice” and “benefits” to each other. To achieve 
this synthesis, he embedded the right on private property 
as the principle of the society in a fundamental idea of 
moral freedom, which is nothing else than the realization 
of the personal human dignity. The social framework that 
realizes this embedding is therefore a positive guarantee 
for the realization of this dignity – it thus has the social 
and ethical function of realizing justice and is not only a 
non-intentional result of intentional acts: “Respect to the 
instinctive inclinations, the constitution of the civil society 
must therefore be oriented and disposed in a way to help 
the human beings in the satisfaction of human inclina-
tions, through the promotion of external goods and the 
limitation of all evil, and to prevent possibly all opportu-
nities for people to abuse these to their own mischief 
and misfortune” (Rosmini 1887, p.4). The function of the 
state thus is to guarantee freedom, although it may not 
become an economic actor: “The government of civil 
society must not be turned into a business or industrial 
enterprise: This would be diametrically opposed to the 
goal of this institution, which is to protect the freedom 
and the profit seeking competition of the citizens, with-
out interfering with them or compete with them” (Rosmini 
2010, p.130). And again, Rosmini underlined in an ordo-
liberal way that the government must defend the chal-
lenges of freedom, remove the obstacles, and “help each 
individual” (Rosmini 1994b, p.94). At a significant point in 
his Philosophy of Right, Rosmini defined four functions 
of the state, which correspond to his idea of a free soci-
ety and enable social justice, explicating the task of this 
impartial and strong state, which Rosmini denoted as 
the regulation of modality of rights”: “1. to defend one’s 
rights; 2. settle disputes; 3. modify the exercise of the 
rights of individuals either to prevent the harm threat-
ened without such modification, or 4. to obtain a benefit 
which would be impossible if everyone exercised their 
rights without regard for the rights of others” (Rosmini 
1993, p.238 [II, 2130]). All the four tasks corresponded 
to a systematic theory element in the study by Röpke 
(1944, 1950, 1961, 2006).

In general, the “regulation of modality of rights” 
means that the task of governmental regulatory sover-
eignty is to set the suitable rules of the society to avoid 
any restriction of freedom and rights (first task), “so that 
in exercising them no one may harm another, and each 
may help all” (Rosmini 1993, p.15 [II, 1587]). Thus, 
the formation of power and monopoly situations must  
be prevented. In fact, once, Rosmini expressly treated 
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the problem of monopolies and estimated that the 
modern “hatred of every kind of monopoly clearly indi-
cates the progress of civilisation and the prevalence in 
modern societies of the civil element over the seignio-
rial element” (Rosmini 1993, p.292 [II, 2294]). It is the 
meaning of the following principle, “to remove every-
thing that impedes free concurrence” (Rosmini 1993, 
p.242 [II, 2142]).14 As obstacles to free concurrence, 
he enumerated the following concretizations: “privi-
leges, customs, prejudices, etc.” This principle of the 
society corresponds the limitation of the government 
activity to the “policy framework” and the ordo-liberal 
doctrine of “market-oriented” acting of the state (Röpke 
1944, p.76). The state has to defend the rights of all, 
and Rosmini entrusted this duty to the institution of the 
“political tribunal.” In his Philosophy of Politics, Rosmini 
stressed that “[b]ecause of its impartiality, govern-
ment does not concern itself with individuals as such” 
(Rosmini 1994b, p.303). Rosmini underlined here the 
“strong and independent” role (Röpke 1944, p.33)15 of 
an arbitrator who stands above all parties and monitors 
compliance with the standards on the part of all social 
actors. This characteristic was lamented by Rosmini 
especially when he claimed that civil society “must be 
strong; it must have at its disposition a force sufficient 
to repress the perverse, and banish fear in the good” 
(Rosmini 1993, p.240 [II, 2135]).

The second government function, summarily  
called the settlement of disputes, is for Rosmini 
the primary responsibility of the family, which can 
be replaced by the arbitrator’s responsibility of the  
society only when the dispute cannot be resolved at 
the level of families: “civil society must not intervene 
officially in family disputes” (Rosmini 1993, p.242  
[II, 2141]). In these words, a Rosminian formulation 
of the principle of subsidiarity can clearly be detected 
(Röpke 1944, p.179).

The third government task for Rosmini is to elimi-
nate privileges, guarantee all the exercise of freedom 
as far as possible, and determine the rights so that 
their essence remains unchanged. This dimension can 
be explained with Röpke’s doctrine of “liberal interven-
tionism” more precisely with its second formulation 
referring to the “conform [...] interventions” (Röpke 
1944, p.78).

14	 Here, it becomes clear that Rosmini used the term “concurrence” in 
a wide way, i.e., not only in its economic dimension but also as indi-
cating the means of realization of the individual–personal principle in 
all its social dimensions, that is “for all goods that can be objects of 
right” (Rosmini 1993, p.242 [II, 2142]).

15	 Without such a state, according to Rosmini and Röpke, “a genuine 
and real market economy cannot exist” (Röpke 1950, p.192).

The fourth point concerns the positive tasks of the 
government, especially the use of the commons to guar-
antee the realization of the state functions, on the one 
hand, and of the few state functions that really relate 
to the common good, on the other. It also includes the 
“stimulation of moral-intellective-industrial progress 
by means of rewards for free concurrence” (Rosmini 
1993, p.244 [II, 2147]). This can be considered the first 
formation of the “liberal interventionism”: according to 
its principle of “adaptive interventionism,” it is a public 
duty “to mitigate the hardships and frictions of changes 
and disturbances in economic life and to help vulner-
able groups in their struggle for existence, in order to 
do justice in equal measure to the sense of the market 
economy as well as to the simple dictates of reason and 
humanity meet” (Röpke 1944, p.77). In the paper, we 
can find clear expression of the “social” component of 
the market economy of Rosmini.

These principles of the ordo serve for Rosmini as well 
as Röpke to establish the principle of competition as a 
positive principle of the society, for which it is important to 
look at it not as a goal but as a means: “By jural concur-
rence I mean concurrence by right, concurrence protected 
by rational Right. Note carefully, I never speak about a 
truly unlimited concurrence; the only concurrence I sup-
port is that limited by rational Right alone” (Rosmini 1993, 
p.293). Hereby, Rosmini considered that the government 
“must first ensure that the smallest part of attainable good 
is not wasted, even if the good has to be accumulated 
in certain individuals to obtain this aim” (Rosmini 1994b, 
p.301). In this way, he expressed that equality must find 
its measure and goal in freedom, not vice versa, and gov-
ernment “truly acknowledges in everyone an equal right 
to compete for the good. Certainly, the government does 
not admit an equal right ad rem, provided the circum-
stances are always the same” (Rosmini 1994b, p.301). 
For Rosmini, the market is thus an important institution 
to “save [...] civil society from all the injustices” (Rosmini 
1993, p.284). Clearly, he noted: “I fully support free com-
petition for every kind of good, provided we do not misun-
derstand ‘competition’, an undetermined and equivocal 
word.” This precisely happens when it is regarded “as 
the sole source and principle of justice,” i.e., as category 
of moral purpose. On the contrary, competition should 
only be the “effect, not the cause of justice,” because jus-
tice “is anterior to and therefore determines the right of  
competition” (Rosmini 1994b, p.337).

On this basis, Rosmini presented an interpretation 
of the dynamics of social development: the logic of free-
dom that results out of individual decisions, as it pro-
motes the system of free market economy in an ordo 
according to social justice, is based on socio-cultural 
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conditions that Rosmini elaborated in a cultural- 
historical perspective (incivilmento) (Romagnosi 1936, 
pp.345-460). For Rosmini, a stable society is charac-
terized by the balance between the “practical reason 
of the masses” and the “speculative reason of the indi-
viduals” (Rosmini 1994a, p.50). This relationship is the 
criterion to fathom the moral status of different political 
cultures. Focusing initially only on the “practical rea-
son of the masses,” Rosmini distinguished an era of 
“infancy of a society.” This is the moment of its “foun-
dation,” in which “the very existence of the society 
itself is the good seen immediately and vividly by all.”  
Rosmini described it as “patriotic epoch” (Rosmini 
1994a, p.52). In the subsequent epoch, in which the 
existence of the society is secured and provided, 
the goods are directly aimed “to the development of  
the society itself, and its power and glory.” From this 
period, it goes into “the period of luxury and enjoy-
ment,” which is awarded by the “love of tranquil, peace-
ful pleasures” (Rosmini 1994a, p.52). Nevertheless, it 
is a time of decline, leading to an increasingly powerful 
highlights of selfishness, and in which the nation “has 
entirely lost sight of the rule” that governs the develop-
ment of the people, until “the ultimate, single thought of 
the people is directed to ‘bread and circuses’” (Rosmini 
1994a, pp.52-53). In every epoch, however, there is 
also a “speculative reason of the individuals” that is 
working, which best unfolds in the two middle periods. 
According to Rosmini, “it is the second social stage 
which prompts the movement of the greatest quan-
tity of intelligence in nations, and gibes the masses 
the greatest proximate power for applying their own 
understanding” (Rosmini 1994b, p.164). The reason 
lies in the fact that the “desire for power and glory, 
nourished by prosperity […] has a wonderful capacity 
for sharpening minds” and thus leads to a subordina-
tion of the “family society” under the civil society and 
to the establishing of a “perpetual fount of intelligence” 
(Rosmini 1994b, pp.164-165). In addition, the third 
era, that of wealth, has an advanced use of the intel-
ligence that is realized now by trade, crafts, and agri-
culture (Rosmini 1994b, p.167). In his work, Rosmini 
spoke about the modern trade, i.e., the universal form 
of the economy, which promotes the most the abstrac-
tive capacities of intelligence. The risk, however, is 
that the masses “begin insensibly to weaken and use 
up the power acquired over their intelligence” (Rosmini 
1994b, p.167). Especially between the second and the 
third stage, it is clear that “civil society is the politi-
cal expression of increased intelligence, of a realized 
morality and of a new way to live the freedom” (Baggio 
2016, p.133). The market has always to be considered 

in the interior of this civil society. In addition, when it 
breaks away from this context, it leads directly to the 
breakdown of the society and thus to its dissolution. 
Whithin this evolution, Christianity contributes essen-
tially to the good use of intelligence and thus to the 
wealth and progress of the society by helping to avoid 
that the “logic of the masses” wins supremacy over it 
(Baggio 2016, pp.422-432).

Rosmini’s analysis of the evolutionary dynamics of 
society through history up to the beginning of the 19th 
century, finds in Röpke’s work its further course ahead. 
In fact, he spoke about the “massification” of the soci-
ety, in which “the individuals become more and more 
absorbed in the amorphous mass.” He specified that “we 
want to say that society, as far as this process has pro-
gressed, has lost its horizontal and vertical fine-grained 
structure and is gripped by a process of attrition, disinte-
gration and dissolution, which transforms it into a sand-
heap of individuals.” The more “the inner and organic 
bond of the genuine and spontaneous community” gets 
lost, “the more it is held together by iron brackets of the 
modern bureaucratic and centralized State” (Röpke  
1944, pp.239-240).

Furthermore, in Röpke’s considerations, we can find 
the idea of balancing the logic of mass society by the 
intelligence of the individuals, when he wrote that “mass 
society […] must be counteracted by individual leader-
ship” (Röpke 1961, p.130).16 Röpke in no way meant a 
greater influence of experts who to the contrary too often 
are “intellectually insecure and little constant,” but he 
considered essential a moral leadership that is aware of 
the “human constants” and that he called “clerks.” In this 
way, the “revolt of the masses” should be opposed by 
“revolt of the elites” (Röpke 1944, p.223; 1961, pp.130). 
Röpke stressed much on this important insight that the 
free market as a condition of the society, which fulfils an 
integrating function without sacrificing its advantages in 
the creation of a free civil society, not only is realized 
by the idea of ordo but also needs an active moral elite. 
For Rosmini as well as Röpke, the degeneration of civil 
society in mass society is seen as a real threat. Accord-
ing to Rosmini this is specifically the modern form of 
“despotism” and a permanent danger for free societies. 
This can be dispelled only by the moral consciousness 
of the anthropological view on human being, which has 

16	 “Besides and above the State there must always be a layer of people 
who defend those pre- and supranational forces and values against 
the sonorous tyranny of society and against the coercive power of 
the State which tends to boundlessness: these brave, undeterred 
and independent people are a living embodiment of the sentence 
that, although one should render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, he 
must also render to God what is God’s” (Röpke 1944, p.219).
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evolved from ancient times through Christianity in a long 
cultural history.

For Röpke, the market is a “consumer of moral-
ity” (Röpke 1950, pp.51-53; 1961, p.126). Therefore, 
it needs moral sources that lie beyond the market. 
In addition, in this aspect, we can find an essential 
agreement with the analysis of Rosmini, who could 
perfectly approve the following summary of Röpke: 
“The individual principle in the core of market econ-
omy must be balanced by the social and humanitar-
ian principle. Both should exist in our modern society 
and at the same time ban the deadly dangers of mas-
sification and proletarianization” (Röpke 1944, p.83). 
For both thinkers, the market is embedded in a social 
context of moral freedom and therefore depends on 
pre-social moral resources beyond the market. There-
fore, both are characterized by a consistent rejection 
of a planned economy and by the enhancement of the 
single individual in its natural and social relations.17 If 
Rosmini stressed that “the individual is nothing, where 
the government is everything” (Rosmini 1978, p.99),18 
we found such remarks almost verbatim in the paper 
by Röpke (2006, p.61). As it emerges from the above-
quoted study by Liermann (2004), Rosmini’s idea of 
society is “civil, solidary, inclusive, open to develop-
ment, performance-oriented and applied to compro-
mise” (Liermann 2004, p.505). This seems to be like 
a precise echo of the values of liberalism according to 
Röpke: “humanist,” “personalistic,” “antiauthoritarian,” 
“universalistic”, and “rational.”

5.	 Conclusion
Certainly, one of the obvious conclusions of this paper 
is that the topic Antonio Rosmini’s Social Ethics and 
its relationship to German Thought presents not so 
much an account but rather a project – however, with 
good presuppositions. For the research on Rosmini, 
this paper means a new view on his economic and 
social–ethical thought itself. To the “German thought,” 
this project contributed to the analysis of a new liberal 

17	 Rosmini introduced in this respect his doctrine of the “three societ-
ies” (Hoevel 2013, pp.211-232).

18	 For Rosmini, “the great means, whose invention they [Fourier and 
the early socialists through to the young Marx] boast, in order to 
raise humanity out of renunciation and misery and redeem their glo-
rious promise to make them permanently happy, ultimately consists 
in establishing a very rich and powerful government that is tasked to 
organize and collect all people in perfect way […] this government 
would no longer be limited in its arrangements by the current so-
called justice […] because it need not to do concessions neither to 
religion nor to the recognition of property or of family bonds, nor to 
the individual rights” (Rosmini 1978, p.95, 108).

catholic thinker who did not depend on the paradigm 
of social market economy, which has been elaborated 
in the German reflection. Therefore his approach 
includes also a number of incommensurable aspects. 
These aspects turn out to be extremely interesting, as 
some coordinates of the original theory concept have 
changed by the effects of globalization, late moder-
nity, and post-secular society. Significantly, Rosmini’s 
perspective contains innovative reasoning on how to 
answer these challenges: His social market economy 
idea is significantly less oriented on the government 
than the ordo-liberal thinking and embeds the econ-
omy in a “natural” social context. Furthermore, it is not 
based on the modern idea of individuality without rela-
tional embedding: such individuality in the late modern 
dynamic has bigger problems to position itself mor-
ally and to acquire the sense resources in a Röpkean 
understanding. Finally, Rosmini had a greater consid-
eration of the religious element in the dynamics of the 
social–ethical integration of social systems and there-
fore he presented an idea of market economy, which 
is more sensitive to these elements. Rosmini stands 
for a much more sound idea of “person” and therefore 
precisely those elements that are claimed by Caritas 
in veritate to answer the actual trends. In this sense, a 
rereading of social market economy “with Rosmini” can 
open inspiring perspectives.

Such a “project,” must begin with the compilation 
of the various texts of economic and social–ethical 
character, because Rosmini’s reflections are spread 
across his entire work. Later, these would need to be 
translated into German. These texts can be classified 
through 16 topics which show again the similarity of 
his social–ethical thought with the idea of social market 
economy:

1.	 The humanistic power of Christianity
2.	 Against socialism
3.	 The “pre-social” reality of the person
4.	 Private property
5.	 Anti-despotism and anti-perfectionism
6.	 Competition as a society principle
7.	 Ordo, Constitution, and social justice
8.	 Common good
9.	 The task of the government
10.	 Tax and labor market policy
11.	 The problem of the welfare state
12.	 Happiness and satisfaction as goals of the society
13.  Family and religion, “pre-social” realities of the person
14.  Religion as guarantee against despotism
15.  The principle of social development
16.  The economy in the overall context of sciences
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