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fundamentally a political practice of Vitalpolitik – a politics of life. Particularly at a time of 
manifest economic crisis and austerity, its social veracity depends on the exercise of strong 
state authority.  
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Introduction 

In contrast to Margaret Thatcher declaration that there is no such thing as society, the current 

Conservative Prime Minister, David Cameron, not only says that there is such a thing as 

society but, also, that this society is ‘big’. Thatcher’s impact was immediate. Her stance 

appeared in an interview that was published in Woman’s Own on 31st October 1987, just a 

few days after the stock market crash (Black Monday, 19 October 1987). With this 

declaration she gave voice to the impression that her government lacked sympathy for the 

poor, eventually leading to the perception of the Conservative Party as the ‘nasty party’. In 

this sense, Cameron’s proclamation is part of his attempt to rebrand the Conservative Party as 

an agent of social responsibility. However, in the context of financial crisis and austerity, the 

declaration for a Big Society has not fared well. It has been  rejected as a ‘patronising 

nonsense’, denounced as a ‘big fat lie’, 1 and derided as being so empty a concept that 

                                                
1 Julia Goldsworthy at http, p. //lesbonner.mycouncillor.org/2010/03/31/julia-goldsworthy-says-camerons-big-
society-is-patronising-nonsense and Polly Toynbee (Guardian, 5 August, 2010). 
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‘universities have been obliged to put it at the top of their research agenda on pain of a cut in 

funding’ (Hall, 2011, p. 13).  

 

The message of Cameron’s Big Society is that ‘strong families and communities’ can ‘help 

people cope with shortages of income’ and that ‘Conservative policy should focus on 

empowerment of people-sized institutions and provide love, guidance, security, 

encouragement and belonging’, so says David McLetchie MSP in his endorsement of Gary 

Streeter’s (2002) edited volume There is such a thing as society.  In the context of austerity its 

proposal for ‘stronger communities’, ‘investment in family’ and ‘building of character’ does 

indeed appear ‘patronising’. However, for the Conservative Party to say that society exists, 

calls for serious attention to ascertain its meaning, particularly at a time of manifest crisis. 

Leaving aside the Big Society’s unsuccessful attempt at narrating government policy, its 

utility is philosophical. It is about the determination of the purposes, responsibilities, and 

objectives of liberal-democratic government and market liberal governance. It purports 

something new, a Big Society, and it does so in the context of a manifest crisis of neo-liberal 

political economy. Looked at in this way, the Big Society expresses, or works towards 

expressing, a certain political philosophy of government, morality, society, and economics, 

which goes far beyond and much deeper than the day to day business of government and its 

need for communicating public policy agendas. It reasserts, however tentatively, a market 

liberal political stance that articulates market liberty as a social practice of self-responsible 

entrepreneurs. For the Big Society freedom is a matter of personal responsibility, and it 

argues for connecting the human capacity for empathy into a web of institutions that sustain 

stable forms of social cooperation and individual responsibility (Willets, 1995). For the 

Director of ResPublica and the proponent of a Red Toryism, Philip Bond (2011), no other 

social innovation is at hand with which to invigorate the desired step change in productivity 

growth, resolving the crisis of neoliberal political economy. 
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David Cameron’s definition of the Big Society focuses this liberal reassertion succinctly:  

‘You can call it liberalism. You can call it empowerment. You can call it freedom. You can 

call it responsibility. I call it The Big Society’ (cited in Daily Telegraph, 21 July, 2011). The 

sequence – liberalism, empowerment, freedom and responsibility – expresses a liberal-

conservatism that is in one remove critical of what Norman (2010) calls the rigor mortis 

economics of numerical equations and government by central targets. For Philip Bond (2011) 

and Jesse Norman (2010) the Big Society idea criticises both the prevalence of an economic 

reality that is akin to Oscar Wilde’s cynic, seeming to know the price of everything and the 

value of nothing, and the so-called Fabianism of the political left, which responds to poverty 

by welfare state means. They say that this response bloats the machinery of the state as an 

institution that insures all market participants against every conceivable risk, disempowering 

individuals as self-responsible social entrepreneurs, who need to be set free to compete on the 

market, help themselves and others, and who should have the moral stamina to cope with 

adverse conditions with dignity, character, and resolve. That is, welfare state responses to 

poverty place excessive bureaucratic burdens on innovation, social interaction, social 

connection, and on entrepreneurial capacity, suppressing personal responsibility and social 

innovation in favour of what the intellectual conservative Guglielmo Ferrero (1963) called a 

‘quantitative civilisation’. That is, the qualities that make an economy a human economy, an 

economy on a human scale and by means of human action, become rationalised to the extent 

that the human self vanishes from view only to reappear as a calculable numerical resource. 

The Big Society seeks, as it were, a ‘qualitative civilisation’ – one that is founded on the 

moral sentiments of civic responsibility, governed by the principles of justice, and one in 

which regulation by the invisible hand is restraint to the economic sphere to allow for the 

construction of a social order and ethical framework to secure the fundamental sociability of 

the competing economic interests.  

 

Cameron’s notion that there are things more important than GDP (quoted in Miles, 2011) 

offers a cogent and as yet unexplored insight into Big Society. This paper expounds this 
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insight by examining the ordoliberal conception of social policy. Ordoliberalism provides a 

systematic account of the idea that market liberty is a matter ‘beyond demand and supply’ 

(Röpke, 1998). It argues for a socially conscious and morally decisive liberalism, rejects 

laissez faire liberalism, which it denounces as the theology of liberalism, and battles against 

welfare state responses to the social question. They argue that the free economy is only 

possible as a human economy, which is a matter of ‘vitality, i.e, a non-economic, spiritual 

problem’ (Röpke, 2009, p.  53), that is, one that resists the eroding effects of free markets, is 

not disempowered by the ‘nanny’ state, and one that is sustained by entrepreneurial 

commitments. They argue for the strong state as the means of restraining the passions of free 

market competition within firm legal and, particularly, moral and social frameworks to secure 

the relations of economic liberty, particularly against the clamour of the rabble, as Adam 

Smith was apt to say. For the ordoliberals the ‘big’ society of vitally satisfied individuals is a 

practice of government, that is, the purpose of the strong state is the empowerment of society 

in the self-responsible use of economic freedom.  

 

The article starts with an outline of the ordo-liberal understanding that the free economy 

requires strong state authority to prevent the proletarianisation of social structures. They 

conceive of the Keynesian welfare state as the political consequences of proletarianisation, 

and the paper turns to this issue in section two. The third and final section examines the 

ordoliberal conception of social policy as a means of achieving a ‘market conform’ citizenry, 

which akin to Cameron’s Big Society idea is empowered to meet the challenges of free 

economy in the self-responsible manner of the entrepreneur. The conclusion argues that 

ordoliberal social policy presupposes an ever-vigilant state that governs with strong state 

authority to secure the capacity of society to cope with economic shocks. The Big Society 

does not replace the state. Fundamentally, it is a governmental practice.  
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I Free Markets and Proletarianisation 

Ordoliberal thought originated in the late 1920s / early 1930s in a context of financial crisis 

and economic depression, mass unemployment, political violence, severe austerity, conditions 

of ungovernability, and entrenched class positions. Its founding thinkers were Walter Eucken, 

Franz Böhm, Alexander Rüstow, Wilhelm Röpke and Alfred Müller-Armack. In the context 

of the Weimar crisis, they developed a particular account on how to make capitalism work as 

a liberal economy, or as Foucault (2008) saw it, on how to define or redefine, or rediscover 

the economic rationality of capitalist social relations. Fragments of ordoliberal thought were 

discussed in the 1970s in the context of the then crisis of Keynesianism. Sir Keith Joseph 

(1975, p. 3) praised it for its ’responsible policies, which work with and through the market to 

achieve [the] wider social aims’ of an integrated society. Andrew Gamble’s (1979) analysis of 

the  ‘revival’ of neoliberalism in the 1970s as a political practice of ‘free economy and strong 

state’ traced the political stance of the incoming Thatcher government back to this defining 

ordoliberal idea. At the same time, Foucault’s (2008) lectures at the College de France, 1978-

1979, discussed the ordoliberal stance as an original contribution to the bio-political practices 

of liberal governance.2 In the language of the ordoliberals, bio-politics is called Vitalpolitik – 

a politics of life, which they describe as a social policy stance that undercuts demands for 

collective forms of social provision in favour of a human economy of self-responsible 

individuals who provide for themselves. The declared purpose of ordoliberal social policy is 

to ingrain entrepreneurship into the fabric of society to prevent its proletarianisation, and they 

                                                
2 Peck (2010) argues that according to Foucault Chicago neo-liberalism derives from German ordoliberalism. In 
his defence, Foucault did not argue that Chicago neo-liberalism is a German derivative, but that it developed core 
ordoliberal ideas in its own distinctive deregulatory manner. Friedman’s support of, and indeed advisory role in, 
the Pinochet dictatorship is well known, and does not contradict his market-liberal stance. On this, see Bonefeld 
(2006a). The 2008 publication of Foucault’s lectures of the late 1970s gave new impetus to debates about 
ordoliberalism – however, not as a distinct neoliberal account but as a matter of Foucault studies. For example, 
Behrent (2009) reports on Foucault’s fascination with neoliberalism, arguing that his lectures entail a strategic 
reorientation from intellectual rebellion to endorsement of economic liberalism. The circumstance that Foucault 
lectures illuminate the moral, social, and political presuppositions and ideas of economic liberalism is of no 
importance to Behrent. For him, neoliberalism is not an issue; it merely serves as an illustration of Foucault’s 
thought processes. McNay (2009) focuses on the Foucault's analysis of ordoliberalism and neoliberalism, but when 
it comes to the politics gets hung up on resistance to neoliberalism seemingly oblivious to his discussion of 
ordoliberalism. Foucault’s lectures argue that ordoliberalism amounts to an authoritarian liberal project that seeks 
to secure economic liberty by means of strong state action that seeks prevention of liberal emergencies by means 
surveillance and human economy. 
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argued their case at a point of great social despair amidst a manifest crisis of an entire 

political economy.  

 

For the ordoliberals, the experience of capitalist crisis of the late 1920s was proof that the 

economic cannot be left to organise itself. They accepted that capitalism had brought about 

miserable social conditions, which they conceived of as proletarianisation. They recognised 

collectivist responses to capitalism as understandable reactions to this misery but argued that 

they compound that same misery. They therefore demanded that the state intervene into 

society to resolve the impasse and secure liberty. The very existence of a state as an 

institution distinct from the economic entails state intervention. At issue is not whether the 

state should or should not intervene. Rather, at issue is the purpose and method, the objective 

and aim of intervention. The free economy does not ‘create “harmony” just like that’ 

(Eucken, 2004, p. 360). It requires empowerment by what Rüstow (1942) calls ‘market 

police’. Economic freedom has no independent existence. It is an ordered freedom, and 

government is needed to provide that order, preventing the illiberal misuse of freedom. There 

is thus need for a social policy that restrains mass demands for welfare and contains the 

proletarianising effects of free markets. Social policy is to secure the ‘will of the participants’ 

(Böhm, 1937, p. 52) to engage in free markets as a matter of course. For Müller-Armack, this 

effort in social policy is about the incorporation of competition ‘into a total life style’ (1978, 

p. 238).  

 

For the ordoliberals ‘competition is a necessity’ of human freedom. Without it ‘man [is] not a 

‘human being’ (Eucken 1948/1989, p. 34). In conventional (neo-)liberal terms they argue that 

in a market economy individuals are solely dependent on the impersonal laws of the market 

that, with the help of the invisible hand, transform prices private vices into public virtues, 

adjusting the production of goods and provision of services to market preferences by means 

of the free price mechanism. The free economy holds thus a tremendous advantage over all 

other ‘economic systems as far as the production of material wealth is concerned’ (Röpke, 
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1942, p. 6). It is the only basis for a rational economy – yet it is most fragile:  not only does 

competition, as Rüstow (1942, p. 272) put it, ‘[appeal] solely to selfishness’, it also 

‘[continuously increases] the property-less masses’ (Röpke, 2002, p. 149) who struggle to 

make ends meet, and who therefore demand welfare support to meet subsistence needs. They 

rebuke laissez-faire liberalism for having committed the fatal error of ‘assuming that the 

market mechanism supplies morally and socially justifiable solutions if left to its own 

devices’ (Müller-Armack, 1978, p. 329). Although competition is the sine qua non of a free 

and open society, it does ‘neither improve the morals of individuals nor assist social 

integration’ (Rüstow, 1942, p. 272). If unfettered, the society of ‘greedy self-seekers’ 

(Rüstow, 1932/1963, p. 255) destroys the ‘ethical and social forces of coherence’ (ibid.) upon 

which competitive exchange relations depend. That is, society is not something that is 

produced by market freedom. Society thus needs to be defended against the free market, not 

for the sake of society but, rather, for the sake of well-functioning competitive markets. 

Unfettered markets lead to ‘a progressive disintegration and atomisation of the body politic’, 

and this sets ‘in as soon as the fund of the inherited integration had been spent’ (Rüstow, 

1942, p. 173; also Müller-Armack, 1976, p. 235). Competition rather than ‘increas[ing] the 

moral stock…reduces the moral stamina’ (Röpke, 2009, p. 52), particularly of workers. They 

‘cannot bear, without excessive harm to themselves and society, the constant mental, nervous 

and moral tension which is forced upon them by an economic system dominated by supply 

and demand’ (Röpke, 2009, p. 119). Instead of the ‘vitally satisfied individuals’ (ibid.) upon 

which it depends, it produces proletarianised workers who seek collective means of support, 

which threatens the liberal-utility of competition as the ‘social instrument…for individual 

freedom’ (Mueller-Armack, 1978, p. 329). 

 

Rüstow defines the proletariat in orthodox Marxist terms. He argues that the most severe 

sociological pathologies of capitalism belong to what ‘Marx described most concisely as the 

transformation of labour power into a commodity, which results from the separation of the 

worker from the means of production’ (2005, p. 365). The proletarianised worker is thus, as 
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Marx had argued, doubly free – free of the means of subsistence and free to sell her 

commodity, that is labour power, to acquire means of subsistence (see Marx, 1983, ch. 26).3 

He argues that proletarianised workers are fundamentally dispossessed, and morally estranged 

from the sentiments of private property. For Röpke the proletarian condition ‘means nothing 

less than that human beings have got into a highly dangerous sociological and anthropological 

state which is characterised by lack of property, lack of reserves of every kind….by economic 

servitude, uprooting, massed living quarters, militarization of work, by estrangement from 

nature and by the mechanisation of productive activity; in short, by a general devitalisation 

and loss of personality’ (Röpke, 2002, p. 140). The proletarian is prized ‘out of the fabric of 

true community’ (Röpke, 1998 p. 57; also Müller-Armack, 1981a, pp. 58, 260), devoid of 

entrepreneurial stamina, and does not possess the requisite ethical values for that spontaneous 

action which makes Man human (see Müller-Armack, 1981a, p. 260). That is, workers are 

condemned to a life of ‘economic and social dependence, a rootless, tenemented life, where 

men are strangers to nature and overwhelmed by the dreariness of work’ (Röpke, 2009, p. 

14). Then there is the concentration of wealth and the emergence of giant enterprises which 

make ‘a large part of the population dependent, urbanized cogs in the industrial-commercial 

hierarchy’ (ibid., p. 15). On the one hand, wealth and power is concentrated in fewer and 

fewer hands, and on the other, there is a growing dependency of the workers on the owners of 

capital (Rüstow, 1942; 2009). The dispossessed live in a mass society that is ‘shallow, 

uniform, derivative, herdlike, and tritely mediocre’ (Röpke, 2009, p.  54). Indeed, in the 

words of Barry (1989, p. 119), proletarianised workers are ‘too stupid…to internalise those 

moral rules which it is essential to follow if the market society is to be maintained’. They do 

not have the moral capacity to ‘accept responsibility’ (Röpke, 2002, p.  192).  

 

For the ordo-liberals, the prospects of economic freedom require resolution to the workers’ 

question, which they say lies in determining the true interest of the worker in the progressive 

economic growth. That is, like Smith they argue that the true interest of the worker lies in the 
                                                
3 For critical assessment, see Bonefeld (2002, 2011). 
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perfect system liberty, which will provide liberal reward for labour if accumulation is 

sustained, bringing about the (in)famous trickle-down effect of social wealth. For the neo-

liberals, proletarianization is however not caused by material hardship. Fundamentally, as 

Röpke (2009, p. 223) puts it, working class problems are…problems of personality’. They are 

‘too depressed by their proletarian status to help themselves’ (Röpke, 1957, p. 23). That is to 

say, proletarianization is fundamentally ‘a psychological condition’ (Müller-Armack, 1981a, 

p.  261), which ‘neither higher wages nor cinemas can cure’ (Röpke, 1942, p. 3; Rüstow, 

1942). Workers, says Röpke (1998, p. 57) ‘plunge themselves into the mass’ because they 

‘are made deeply unhappy by the social enmassment which prizes people out of the fabric of 

a true community’. The proletarianization of society amounts thus to a ‘decomposition of the 

humans of society and its transformation into a social dust bowl’ (Röpke, 2009, p. 54). For 

the sake of the free economy, liberalism has therefore to ‘look outside the market for that 

integration which is lacking within in’ (Rüstow, 1942, p. 272). In the face of the sociological 

consequences of free markets, they reject the claim that there is no such thing as society, and 

proclaim for a social policy to bring about society to sustain the free economy.   

 

II Welfare State and the True Interest of Workers 

The welfare state is the ‘false answer’ (Röpke, 1957, p. 42) to the ‘the workers’ question’ 

(Röpke, 2009, p. 224)4. It ‘consolidates proletarisanisation’ (ibid., p. 224). They thus 

denounce the welfare state as a product of unfettered of mass ignorance ‘mass opinion, mass 

claims, mass emotion and mass passion’ (Röpke, 1998, p. 152). It allows ‘”mass-produced” 

men to shirk their own responsibility’ (Röpke, 1957, p. 24), institutionalises ‘government-

organized mass relief’ for a ‘society crippled by proletarianism and enmassment’ (Röpke, 

1998, p. 155), and disempowers individuals to take their life into their own hands. Progress, 

they declare should not be measured by the provision of welfare. Rather, it should be 

measured by what the masses can do for themselves ‘out of their own resources and on their 

                                                
4 This section references mainly the work of Röpke for two reasons.  First, he expresses the ordoliberal critique of 
the welfare state with great clarity and precision. Second, according to Peck (2010, p. 16) Röpke is the more 
moderate member of the ordo-school, and his critique seems therefore measured in comparison.  
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own responsibility’ (Röpke, 1957, p. 22). Naturally, says Röpke, nobody ‘ought to be allowed 

to starve’ but he continues, ‘it does not follow from this, in order that everybody should be 

satiated, the State must guarantee this’ (2002, p. 245). The welfare state enslaves workers (see 

Eucken, 2004, pp. 193, 314) and society becomes a ‘slave of the state’ (Rüstow, 2009, p. 

104), reducing human kind to ‘an obedient domesticated animal [that is kept] in the state’s 

giant stables, into which we are being herded and more or less well fed’ (Röpke, 1998, p. 

155). The welfare state is thus dismissed as a perverted form of community that ‘reaches its 

climax in the collectivist state’ (Röpke, 2009, p. 10). Society, they say, vanishes in the 

collectivist state. They demand its reappearance as an independent sphere. Its reappearance, 

too, is a matter of political matter. Only the strong state is able to secure the independence of 

society founded on the moral sentiments of the laws of private property.  

 

They therefore reject the demand that there shall be ‘freedom from want’ as a threat to the 

independence of society (Rüstow, 2009, p. 142; Röpke, 1998). For them, this demand 

amounts to a ‘demagogic misuse of the word “freedom”. Freedom from want means no more 

than absence of something disagreeable, rather like freedom from pain…How can this be put 

on par with genuine “freedom” as one of the supreme moral concepts, the opposite of 

compulsion by others, as it is meant in the phrases freedom of person, freedom of opinion, 

and other rights of liberty without which we cannot conceive of truly ethical behaviour. A 

prisoner enjoys complete ‘freedom from want’ but he would rightly feel taunted if we were to 

hold this up to him as rue and enviable freedom’ (Röpke, 1998, p. 172). That is to say, 

‘”freedom from want”’ entails a ‘state which robs us of true freedom in the name of the false 

and where, unawares, we hardly differ from the prisoner, except that there might be no escape 

from our jail, the totalitarian or quasi-totalitarian state’ (ibid., p. 173). Nevertheless, the 

proletarian demand for human security is ‘created by the market’ (ibid., p. 10). If unfettered, 

competition – this necessity of human freedom - entails the ‘survival of the fittest’ (Röpke, 

2009, p. 164), and in this struggle workers cannot succeed. They cannot ‘withstand the 

insecurity and instability of the living conditions which [this entails]’ (ibid., p. 119). For the 
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sake of the free economy, liberalism has to address the workers’ question to achieve 

incorporation of the ‘dispossessed class’ transforming proletarianised workers into 

personalities of private property (Rüstow, 2005, p. 111).  

 

According to the ordoliberals, the real causes of working class discontent lay the workers’ 

devitalised, un-propertied existence. The problem of vitality can only be solved by a social 

policy that, on the one hand, does not ‘intervene with the free price mechanism’ (Müller-

Armack, 1976, p. 132) and that, on the other, achieves the incorporation of the dispossessed 

into the social fabric of the market society as willing participants, transforming the 

proletarianised masses into committed entrepreneurs (of their own labour power). ‘True’ 

welfare policy is about the empowerment of the worker as a ‘citizen’, as a ‘bourgeois’ 

(Röpke, 2009, p. 99). The workers are ‘devitalised’ because they are not possessed by the 

‘ethic and spirit of the bourgeois’ (Campbell, 2009, p.  xvi); and it is this ‘spiritual’ existence 

that the proletarianised masses secretly aspire to (Müller-Armack, 1976, p. 182). He claims 

that full employment policies and welfare security are in fact ‘repugnant to the workers’ own 

sense of freedom’ (ibid.). Behind demands for employment and material security there is the 

much deeper human desire to become a willing ‘labour force employer’ and thus to enter the 

‘civitas’ (Röpke, 2002, p. 95) of a human economy – an economy of human scale, rooted in 

family, community and enterprise; an economy which empowers the individuals as self-

provisioning, self-responsible, and self-reliant entrepreneurs of both economic price and 

social value (cf. Röpke, 1998).5   

 

III Social Policy: Vitality and Enterprise 

The ordoliberal social policy objective is perhaps best summarized in Röpke (1950a, p. 182):  

‘We need to eliminate the proletariat as a class defined by short-term wage-income. In its 

stead we have to create a new class of workers who are endowed with property and assets, 

                                                
5 Giddens’ (1998) argument that workers need to be released from the welfare state prison and become employers 
of their own labour power, developed this insight in his political philosophy of New Labour. Philip Bond (2011) 
identifies this multiplication of society into individual enterprises as the model of the Big Society.  
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and who are rooted in nature and community, self-responsible and able to sustain themselves 

by their own labour, and who thus become mature citizens of a society of free humanity’. The 

following three subsections examine these points in reversed order. The fourth and final 

subsection concludes on the political form of human economy, the state. 

 

Citizens of Free Humanity 

Material security is an elementary human desire. However, the very attempt at trying to 

organize it is the ‘surest way…of coming to grief. Security is only to be had at a price of 

constant watchfulness and adaptability and the preparedness of each individual to live 

courageously and put up with life’s insecurities’ (Röpke, 2002, p. 198). For the proprietors of 

labour-power, the selling of their commodity according to the rules of demand and supply 

determines their access to subsistence. This creates socially explosive conditions particularly 

at times of austerity and mass unemployment. For the ordoliberals social policy needs to be 

conducted in the best interests of the workers. They say that the decision for the free market is 

in itself ‘social’ (Müller-Armack, 1976, p. 253) – it sets the economy free and thus facilitates 

its progress, increasing the common wealth. The free market is thus social because it 

‘stimulates production and increases output, leading to greater demand for labour’ (ibid.). The 

‘general increase in productivity’ (Böhm, 1937, p. 11) triggers the (in)famous trickle-down 

effect, spreading wealth to  workers (Müller-Armack, 1976, pp. 179, 198, 253, 301). In 

addition, the increases in labour productivity tends to reduce prices, which makes 

commodities affordable to workers, who benefit as consumers. According to Eucken (1951, p. 

67), such market facilitating social policy makes a ‘policy of full-employment’ unnecessary, 

since the expansion of the market absorbs available labour into employment. The social 

question is thus solved by a well-ordered economy:  it provides for employment and thus 

gives ‘workers a far greater choice of jobs and therefore greater freedom’ (Nicholls, 1994, p.  

324). It also makes the poor wealthier in the long run as wealth trickles down, rendering 

‘other forms of social welfare superfluous’ (ibid., p. 325). The most important objective, then, 

of neo-liberal social policy is to unfetter the ‘productive forces of society’ (Böhm, 1937, p. 
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11). Social policies ‘which encourage economic growth’ (Müller-Armack, 1989, p.  85), and 

which makes money to invest in production instead of incestuously investing into itself,6 are 

of the essence. Social policy has therefore to support ‘the initiatives of employers’ to 

‘increase the productivity of their employees who have to regain interest in their work’ 

(Müller-Armack 1981b, p. 72). Social policy in support of more productive workers is 

beneficial to workers because it generates jobs, provides secure wage income, and improves 

conditions. It is therefore in workers’ own self-interest that, in times of need, they accept 

declining living standards, and respond to market pressures in a spirited manner, with inner 

strength and commitment, to secure the future benefits of capitalist economy7. For the ordo-

liberals the free economy is social because, ostensibly, it advances the workers ‘true’ interests 

as a citizen against short-term proletarian class demands.  

 

Ordo-liberal social policy seeks to empower workers as responsible market agents by means 

of a Vitalpolitik, a politics of life, as Rüstow (1963; 2005; 2009) called it. The worker is 

devitalized because of the effects of ‘urbanisation and massification’, and because of the 

barrack’s discipline of industrial work. These, says Rüstow (2009, p. 71), are the causes for 

the deep felt discontent of workers, which material reward and economic security cannot 

cure. Vitally satisfied workers, he argues, can cope with wage pressures and can adjust to 

market and working conditions in a robust and entirely responsible manner (2009, pp. 73-74). 

The decisive social policy issue, then, is not the material welfare of the workers but their 

vitality, that is, their willingness to face adverse conditions with courage, determination and 

self-responsibility (see Rüstow, 2005, p. 365). In this context, Müller Armack speaks about 

the need for the ‘re-christianisation’ of society and argues that ‘deeply felt religious believe is 

the only means of overcoming mass society and proletarianization’ (Müller-Armack, 1981a, 

p. 262). Maintaining the moral stamina for, and ethical commitments to, the free economy is 

the particular responsibility of the churches, educational system, and academia (see ibid.; 

                                                
6 On this in relation to anti-globalisation as a critique of financial capitalism, see Bonefeld (2006b). 
7 For their nieces and nephews, as Benjamin (1965) comments despairingly in his thesis of history. 
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Röpke, 1965, p. 241)8. Workers have to learn to accept risk akin to an entrepreneur who sees 

opportunities when misfortune strikes. Vitalpolitik has thus to penetrate the mental make-up 

of workers (Müller-Armack, 1976, p. 198) to undercut a proletarian consciousness in favour 

of the notions of ‘quality, sincerity, eternity, nobles, human scale, and simple beauty’ (Röpke, 

1950a, p. 194) that characterise the ‘caritas of responsible brotherhood’ (Röpke, 1964, p. 87).9  

 

In sum, social policy is tasked with the formation of market conform personalities. In its 

essence, says Campbell (2009, p. xvi), this is ‘an attempt to socially nurture the ethic and 

spirit of the bourgeois’. It is a ‘plea for embourgeouisement’ (Quinn, 1998, p. xvii), and thus 

a policy that aims at ‘eliminating the proletariat’ (Röpke, 2009, p. 225) as an impediment to 

market freedom. That is to say, social policy is engaged in a constant battle for the freedoms 

of price and private property. Property, says Quinn (1998, p. xix) ‘is social propriety. Without 

it the particular moral universe of bourgeois values simply ceases to exist’. And it is the 

entrenchment of these values into a ‘total life-style’, transforming a proletarian personality 

into a personality of private property that defines the purpose of ordoliberal social policy. 

 

Deproletarianisation:  Community and Nature 

Since the status of the worker is characterised by dependency on the vagaries of the labour 

market, the capacity to absorb shocks is thin. The ordoliberals recognise this, and argue for 

alternative ways of securing means of subsistence and moral obligations without entering into 

collective welfare commitments. They say that a politics of life, a Vitalpolitik, has to re-root 

                                                
8 Adam Smith had argued similarly.  In his view, the perfect liberty of the market will provide a liberal reward for 
labour, and the working poor needed therefore to appreciate the fact that ‘if he is frugal and industrious, [he] may 
enjoy a greater share of the necessaries and conveniences of life than it is possible for any savage to acquire’ 
(Smith, 1976a, p. 2). There was thus need for ‘promoting the instruction of the people’ (ibid., p. 723) to offset the 
social effects of accumulation, maintaining the liberal constitution of civil society (see, Clarke 1988; 1992). 
9 They thus invert Brecht’s imperative ‘bread first, moral later’ to ‘morals first, so that bread may trickle down 
later’. The proposal by Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ guru, Strategy Director Steve Hilton, to boost the British 
economy by scrapping maternity laws, closing down job centres, paying the unemployed through community 
groups, scrapping consumer legislation and ignoring European employment rights on agency and temporary 
workers, offers a contemporary view of the idea that poverty is not unfreedom. See Financial Times (28/7/2011). 
Oscar Wilde captured the sentiments of the caritas of responsible brotherhood well when he wrote in The 
Importance of Being Earnest: ‘if the lower orders don't set us a good example, what on earth is the use of them? 
They seem, as a class, to have absolutely no sense of moral responsibility.’ What Wild talked about in irony now 
informs the fiscal policy stance of the Big Society. 
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workers in natural forms of community, by which they understand the nuclear family situated 

in a small ‘parochial community’ that extends to workers a particular ‘human warmth’, which 

is indispensable for securing the human anthropological condition of the worker (Röpke, 

1957, p. 41). Since the proletarian condition is one of dispossession, workers have to have 

access to independent means of subsistence outside the market to maintain themselves as 

vitally satisfied citizens. The ‘misery of “capitalism” is not that some have capital but that 

others have not, and for that reason are proletarianised’ (Röpke, 1942, p. 263). As 

proletarians, workers are not able to ‘accumulate individual property’ and wage income alone 

is a source of discontent that explains their class struggle. Deproletarianisation amounts thus 

to a policy against the dispossessed status of the worker, it is a policy of ‘restoring small 

property ownership’ (Campbell, 2009, p. xvi) to the worker who ‘must in all circumstances be 

divested of his chief material characteristic, viz., his unpropertied state’ of being (Röpke, 

2009, p. 221). Workers have to be enabled to ‘rent garden plots’, or better still, own ‘a house 

and arable ground’ (ibid.) as a precondition for ‘attaining a degree of relative independence 

and security, that awareness of kinship and tradition which only property can give’ (ibid.). 

That is, for the ordoliberals, workers have to have access to market independent means of 

income to increase their capacity to secure subsistence. However, instead of collective 

welfare provision, these independent means of subsistence are a matter of individual effort, 

frugality, and industriousness. They reject collective forms of decommodifying a part of the 

workers’ subsistence in favour of decommodified forms of market-independent means of 

meeting subsistence needs by ‘self-provisioning’. 

 

The demand to ‘re-root’ workers in ‘decongested’ and ‘rurified’ communities, envisages 

decentralised communities of artisans, small traders and craft workers, and family farmers, as 

an ideal condition for deproletarianisation. These forms of life and work are the most 

‘important sectors of non-proletarian existence’ (Röpke, 2009, p. 218). The workers have to 

be extracted out of the masses and into these forms of non-proletarian existence, which 

provide the appropriate ‘anthropological framework’ (Röpke, 2002, p. 32) for a human 
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economy that is characterised by ‘closer relation to the soil and…the place of work’ (Röpke, 

2009, p. 221) and its human scale is ’indispensable for the salvation of a free economic and 

social system’ (Röpke, 2002, p. 34). Human economy is characterised by an ‘anthropological 

framework’ that is built on the recognition of human effort; it proceeds by the 

‘demassification of society’ to allow for a socio-economic reality based on ‘smaller units of 

production and settlements’ and for ‘sociologically healthy forms of life and work’ (Röpke, 

2009, p. 162). This effort at human economy is to make working class families more 

independent of the market and more resilient in the face of economic downturns. Re-rooting 

workers in decongested communities will, they say, empower workers to help themselves and 

others. It will thus provide conditions of ‘self-provisionment and property…which will enable 

it [the nation] to withstand even the severest shocks without panic or distress’ (Röpke, 2002, 

p. 221).  

 

Re-rooted workers are ‘anchored’ in community and family, and this allows them to sustain 

themselves in the ‘cold society’ (Rüstow, 2009, p. 65; 2005, p. 365) of economic price and 

factor competitiveness, without falling prey to the proletarian craze that asks for the ’rotten 

fruit of the welfare state’ (Röpke, 1957, p. 14). They thus conceive of deproletarianisation in 

quasi feudal terms. Workers are to work for an employer during the waged part of the 

working day, and for themselves during the remainder of the day, once they have exited the 

factory gate, be it the gate of manufacturing or the service industry. Vitally satisfied workers 

are those who obtain a part of their sustenance from their own non-commodified labour, 

including vegetable production in ‘allotment gardens’ (Röpke, 2009, p. 224).  

 

Independent forms of subsistence are to give workers a ‘firm anchorage, namely, property, 

the warmth of community, natural surroundings and the family’ (Röpke, 2002, p. 140; 

Rüstow, 2009, p. 65; 2005, p. 365). The intended outcome is a ‘real and fundamental 

alternation of the economic cellular structure’ (Röpke, 2002, p. 211) that enables workers to 

succeed in competitive labour markets (see Müller-Armack 1976, p. 235). According to Barry 
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(1989, pp. 119-20) ordoliberalism proposes the ‘resurrection of 18C values, which combine 

the virtues of individualism with those norms which are essential for an harmonious social 

order’ that is characterise by a romanticised view of a peasant community. Since for the ordo-

liberals, the proletarian existence is a problem of ‘personality’, the point about this 

‘combination’ is to instil, ground and harness those ethical values upon with the sociability of 

competitive social relations and enterprise rests. That is, ‘self-discipline, a sense of justice, 

honesty, fairness, chivalry, moderation, public spirit, respect for human dignity, firm ethical 

norms – all of these are things which people must possess before they go to market and 

compete with each other’ (Röpke, 1998, p. 125). In the same manner, the ordo-liberals 

propose ‘adjustment interventions’ to accelerate processes of economic restructuring by 

means of, for example, provision of financial incentives in support, say, of greater labour 

mobility and acquisition of employable skills. Unemployed workers are fundamentally 

workers in transit, from one form of employment to another. In this respect, too, non-market 

forms of self-provisioning, especially rurified subsistence-labour, is to secure the personality 

of the worker, containing the threat of proletarianization (see Röpke, 1950a, p. 186). 

Rüstow’s notion of vitality and Röpke’s idea of true community do not hook up with the 

Catholic doctrine of the Principle of Subsidiarity. Whatever its perversions and inversions, 

this principle contains notions of human solidarity and purpose, which are absent from the 

ordoliberal idea of the good society. For the ordo-liberals, empowering the vitality of the 

worker is a means towards the end of securing the liberal-utility of economic freedom.10 

 

Private Property as Social Right 

Let us, says Röpke (1950b, p. 153), ‘put economic freedom on the firm foundation of mass 

property ownership, of one’s house, and one’s workshop and garden’. Rooting workers in 

rurified subsistence work does not empower the working individual as a full stakeholder of 

the free economy, transforming a proletarian personality into a personality of private 

                                                
10 Lord Glasman (1996) thinks otherwise and quotes at length from the writings of Popes Leo XIII and Pius XII. 
His sincere advocacy of Catholic social theory is not shared by the ordoliberals, including Mueller-Armack whose 
appeal to Christian values is merely instrumental. See, Haselbach (1991). 
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property. For this to happen, the worker must ‘be able to acquire freely disposable funds and 

become a “small capitalist”, possibly by being given the opportunity of acquiring stocks’ or 

have a ‘share in the profits’ (ibid.). Then there are the ‘beneficial activities of saving banks, 

mutual building societies, co-operatives’, which social policy has to promote in order to ‘do 

away with that leading characteristic of the proletariat, namely lack of property’ (Röpke, 

2002, p. 156). For the ordoliberals, ownership of capitalised property transforms 

proletarianised workers into personalities of private property, to whom the ‘notions of 

privacy, independence, self-reliance, freedom, and dignity’ are second nature. These notions, 

says Quinn (1998, p.  xvii), ‘are the principles that tyranny cannot abide’. With the ownership 

of private property comes responsibility, and with responsibility comes a ‘particular social 

and moral universe’, for which ‘the word “bourgeois” imposes itself’ (Röpke, 1998, p. 98). 

Money, says Röpke (1950b, p. 252), ‘is coined freedom’.11 The exercise of this freedom 

comprises ‘the bourgeois total order’ (Röpke, 1998, p. 99), which entails ‘self-reliance, 

independence, and responsibility’ (Müller-Armack, 1976, p. 279). That is, rather than 

reinforcing the disintegrating forces of greed and envy that Rüstow (1942) saw to have taken 

hold in the free economy to the detriment of its social cohesion and fundamental sociability, 

the proposed diffusion of private property is meant to harnesses the ‘whole network of social 

relationships’ on the basis of common moral values: ‘individual effort and responsibility, 

absolute norms and values, independence based on ownership, prudence and daring, 

calculation and savings, responsibility for planning one’s own life, proper coherence with the 

community, family feeling, a sense of tradition and the succession of generations combined 

with an open-minded view of the represent and the future, proper tension between individual 

and community, firm moral discipline, respect for the value of money, the courage to grapple 

on one’s own with life and its uncertainties, a sense of the natural order of things, and a firm 

scale of values’ (Röpke, 1998, p. 98). Nevertheless, for the working class proprietors of 

                                                
11 Different social characters do however experience this freedom and the way in which the coinage is produced 
differently. As Marx (1973, pp. 156-57) put, ‘the power which each individual exercises over the activity of others 
or over social wealth exists in him as the owner of exchange value, of money. The individual carries his social 
power, as well as his bond with society, in his pocket’. 
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mortgage debt, private property does not glow as golden as it is made out to be. However, in 

analogy to idea that poverty is not unfreedom (see Joseph and Sumption, 1979), exposure to 

crippling private debt, foreclosure and homelessness is not unfreedom either; it is a market 

outcome that, they say, requires a courageous response by vitally satisfied workers. 

 

However, for the ordoliberals, debt has no place in a sound economy. They demand sound 

money. Further, workers are not meant to meet subsistence needs by access to private credit, 

but by working for themselves and others after the conclusion of the waged-part of the 

working day. At the same time, however they also speak about the diffusion of share 

ownership and partaking of workers as investors in stock-markets to make the laws of coined 

freedom manifest in society at large. Indeed, if money is coined freedom, than private debt is 

an investment into future earnings, into future freedom. It is a promissory note of freedom to 

come. However, private indebtedness does not illuminate enterpreneurial networks of social 

relationships. It cripples its owners and destroys communities. Private debt is probably a far 

greater force of deproletarianisation than the savers’ morality, which is expectant of a golden 

goose, delivered on judgement day. Private debt privatises the debtor, impoverishes the future 

in the present, and acts as a powerful restraint on working class solidarity (see Bonefeld, 

2005). That is, the diffusion of private property entangles society in the laws of private 

property, including its laws of bankruptcy, personal risk, and private insurance. Ordoliberal 

social policy is therefore not really about the spreading of coined freedom. It is about the 

acceptance of coined freedom as a character trait. It declares that opposition to the social 

consequences of economy liberty manifests a problem of personality, which demands 

freedom from want without accepting responsibility for that freedom. For the ordoliberals, the 

free price mechanism is the calculating machine of economic freedom, and when the chips 

are down society has to accept life’s misadventures with inner strength, courage, and 

conviction. That is to say, ordo liberalism amounts to the theology of coined wealth at a time 

of austerity.  
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The enterprise society of vitally satisfied workers is confronted by the paradox that the laws 

of coined freedom depends on income generation, that is, on the exertion of productive labour 

in an ever expanding economy. The bottom line of the ordoliberal enterprise society is 

therefore price competitiveness based on increased labour productivity. Foucault’s comment 

on ordoliberal social policy is succinct: there ‘can only be only one true and fundamental 

social policy: economic growth’ (2008, p. 144). It is its ‘social content’ (Müller-Armack, 

1976, p. 253). Only the ‘total mobilisation of the economic forces allows us to hope for social 

improvements, which achieves real social contents by means of increased productivity’ 

(Müller-Armack, 1981b, p. 79). In short, for the ‘plea for embourgeouisement’ to be heard by 

the dispossessed, the free economy has to grow and grow without limits, so that the bad-

infinity of the infamous trickle-down effect appears tangible. Economic crisis thus indicates 

that things are at a standstill, requiring as Adam Smith put it, state action to facilitate ‘the 

cheapness of goods of all sorts’ (Smith, 1976a, p. 333) that is, to increase labour productivity 

and price competitiveness in order that the accumulation of wealth ‘rewards labour’ with the 

prospects for employment and wage income. For Müller-Armack, the trickle-down effect of 

wealth is the raison d’etre of the free society (Müller-Armack, 1976, pp. 179, 198) – time and 

time again, it requires a real breakthrough in the productive effort of labour to redeem the 

promissory note of an affluent future. Ordo-liberalism is about this future for which it strives 

in an ever renewed present. This future present requires vitally satisfied workers with access 

to private property and means of self-provisioning to absorb risks. This is what Müller-

Armack (1976) called a ‘social market economy’, an economy of human enterprise. It is a 

human economy nor for humans but of humans, and in and through humans – as vitalised 

economic factors of enterprise (see ibid., p. 132). For what, as Foucault (2008, p. 148) put it 

succinctly, is ‘private property if not an enterprise’. What, he asks, is home ownership ‘if not 

an enterprise’, an investment, a commodity, something for profit, for exchange? Enterprise is 

the formative idea of the ordoliberal social policy of deproletarianisation. 
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In sum, for the ordoliberals a properly conceived ‘social policy’ aims at establishing a 

connection between the ‘human beings and private property’ (Müller-Armack, 1976, p. 133). 

It aims to make ‘competition socially effective’ (ibid., p. 246). They argue that a free 

economy ceases ‘to flourish if the spiritual attitude on which it is based – that is the readiness 

to assume the responsibility for one’s fate and to participate in honest and free competition - 

is undermined by seemingly social measures in neighbouring fields’, that is, those 

employment and welfare policies that constitute the welfare state (Erhard 1958, p. 184). In 

sum, the ‘players in the game’ need to accept its rules, especially those who ‘might 

systematically do poorly’ (Vanberg, 1988, p. 26), and ordoliberal social policy is about the 

ways and means of achieving the acceptance of these rules. 

 

Human Economy and Political Authority 

Ordoliberal social policy is predicated on competition as the instrument of human freedom. 

Its purpose, says Müller-Armack (1981b, p. 92), is to relieve individuals from fear of the 

freedom and to make individuals accept responsibility for that freedom. For the ordoliberals 

there is as much economic freedom as there are individuals willing to be free. Economic 

freedom is a political practice of Vitalpolitik - a politics of life that is about committing the 

social individuals in the responsible use of freedom. Social policy is thus more than just a 

policy towards society. Fundamentally, it is a policy in and through society. It aims at making 

society to ‘approximate as closely as possible to the ideal of perfect competition’ (Rath, 1998, 

p. 68). This task is never completed. That is, the free economy contains the ‘natural tendency 

towards proletarianization’ (Röpke, 2009, p. 218) and it is therefore necessary to conquer the 

free economy ‘anew each day’ (Röpke, 1998, p. 27). Rath’s point is worth considering:  

social policy is set out to make reality in the image of its idea. That is, laissez faire does not 

extend to social policy. Instead, society requires constant observation and formation, and the 

task to remove impediments to its operation is incessant. The ‘fate of the market economy 

with its admirable and absolutely irreplaceable mechanism of supply and demand will be 

decided beyond supply and demand’ (Dietz, 1969, p. x). In the words of Dietz, it is a political 
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decision and its operation is a practice of government. Böhm focuses the distinction between 

the rejected solidarity of the welfare state and the state-sponsored entrepreneurialism of 

human economy well. He says, for the sake of market liberty we reject the socialisation of the 

state and demand the ‘etatisation of society’ (Böhm, 1969, p. 171). Ordoliberal social policy 

is therefore more than just a policy towards society. Fundamentally, it is a means of ordering 

society in the liberal utility of freedom. Vitalpolitik is to vitalise society as an entrepreneurial 

network of individual enterprises. Its purpose is to sustain ‘the mechanism of supply and 

demand’ (Röpke, 1965, p. 231; 1964, pp. 130-40) as the ‘social instrument for freedom and 

personal responsibility’ (cf. Mueller-Armack, 1978, p. 329).  

 

Given the natural tendency towards proletarianization, the ordoliberal ‘trust in economic 

freedom’, is essentially based on distrust. There is no freedom without surveillance to make 

sure of its proper use. Unlike laissez-faire liberalism’s acceptance of the divine reason of the 

invisible hand, the economic system cannot be left to organise itself. For the ordo-liberals, the 

human economy is a political matter. The free economy, as Foucault put it (1997, p. 97) ‘must 

be supported, managed, and “ordered” by a vigilant internal policy of social interventionism’ 

to sustain and facilitate the freedom of spontaneous action that feeds competition as the 

instrument of freedom. The free economy requires provision of the ‘psycho-moral forces’ 

(Röpke, 1942, p. 68) of liberty, which do not come about just like that. Their provision, too, 

belongs to the practice of government, without which the relations of liberty will ‘degenerate 

into a vulgar brawl’ (Röpke, 1982, p. 188) and ‘descend into bloodshed and disorder’ (Smith, 

1976b, p. 340). Embedding the rationality of enterprise into society is a matter of a 

perpetually vigilant and active security state (see Röpke, 1963; Eucken, 2004, p. 327ff). The 

pursuit of human economy requires thus ‘active leadership’ (Müller-Armack, 1976, p. 239) 

and ‘authoritarian steering’ (Böhm, 1937, p. 161) by an ‘enlightened state’ (Nicolls, 1984, p. 

169) that acts as ‘market police’ (Rüstow, 1942, p. 289) to secure the worker as an 

entrepreneur of her own labour power in opposition to proletarian ‘welfare seekers’.  
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Conclusion 

I have argued that ordo-social policy focuses on two principle ideas. First, free markets 

produce ‘deficient’ social outcomes in the form of proletarianised social structures; and, 

second, the strong state is the political form of free markets. Economic freedom presupposes 

vitally satisfied workers, who perceive poverty as an incentive to do better, who see 

unemployment as an opportunity for employment, and who price themselves into jobs 

willingly and on their own initiative. Economic freedom is a product of Vitalpolitik, which is 

conscious of the devitalising ‘deficiencies’ of the free economy and which acts to secure the 

worker as an entrepreneur of her own life conditions, selling her labour power to the highest 

bidder, getting on with things, living courageously and putting up with life’s insecurities and 

risks, and fitting in extra hours of unpaid allotment work to meet subsistence needs and help 

others. Vitalpolitik is a matter of strong state authority. Rather than yielding to the ‘clamour 

of the poor’, it is to provide for the market that requisite social integration which it is unable 

to produce by its own effort, and upon which it depends in its entirety. Free markets produce 

proletarianised social structures, and rather than revolutionising the causes of 

proletarianisation, they conceive of it as a problem of personality, and charge the strong state 

with transforming the proletarian into a citizen of private property. Vitalpolitik is to harness 

the workers as a self-responsible entrepreneur of her own labour power. For ordoliberals, 

there are thus ‘things that are more important than GDP’ and that is, the moral sentiments of 

an enterprise society, comprising self-responsible and self-reliable individuals who have the 

moral stamina and courage for competition and inner strength to absorb shocks, and who help 

themselves and others when the going gets tough. GDP derives from the productive assertion 

of competitive individuals, and not the other way round.  

 

Peacock and Willgerod’s (1989, p. 9) view that ordoliberal social policy amounts to 

‘medication’ in support of the market ‘organism to self-regulate’, falls short. I have argued 

that for the ordoliberals social policy is about economic growth, increased labour 

productivity, price competitiveness, diffusion of private property to workers to allow for 
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independent forms of subsistence generation and participation in the realm the ‘coined 

freedom’, at their own risk. The declared purpose is to generate willing, enterprising and 

entirely self-responsible participants in economic freedom. David Cameron, his Strategy 

Director Steve Hilton, and the Director of ResPublica, Philip Bond, call this The Big Society. 

The founders of ordoliberal thought called it a human economy. Furthermore, in distinction to 

Peacock and Willgerod, the ordoliberals do not see the market as a self-regulating organism. 

For them, it is neither self-regulating, nor is it an organism. The free economy is socially 

created and its operation dependent upon on the constant political effort of market police. 

Foucault’s (2008, p. 242) treatment of ordoliberal social policy in terms of a ‘biopolitics’ is 

apposite. Market police intervenes into the ‘human disposition’ to generate the requisite 

psycho-moral forces of human economy, facilitating factor competitiveness and social 

enterprise. Fundamentally, for market police social poverty is poverty in aspiration. They 

therefore criticise the welfare state as a ‘pumping system of the Leviathan’, which they say 

operates against the true interests of workers because it ‘paralyses individual provision and 

voluntary mutual assistance’ (Röpke, 1957, pp. 20, 21). In its stead, they demand a most 

powerful state as the political authority of economic freedom. The strong state does not yield 

to mass demands for welfare support. Instead, it declares for a society that helps itself.  

 

Finally, David Cameron’s declaration that there really is such a thing as society and that this 

society is big, should not be dismissed as a nonsensical idea. Its proclaimed existence carries 

with it the echo of its earlier slander, and thus expresses an aspiration of what society should 

be. The Big Society idea is a liberal-conservative critique of the existing social relations, 

which are not ‘big’ enough to cope with the economic shock in an entirely reliable, 

courageous, enterprising and self-responsible manner. The idea of the Big Society should 

therefore not be identified with the policy agenda that the term narrates so unsuccessfully. 

Any such identification leaves a reminder, and it is this unfulfilled reality that requires 

comprehension. In contrast to the ordoliberal stance, the Big Society does neither speak about 

class nor the state, and their absence is deceitful of its own promise, which on the one hand 
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justifies its rebuke as a ‘big fat lie’ and which, on the other, leads to the suspicion that there is 

something hidden in ‘Cameron’s “big society” [that is] screaming to get out’ (Freedland, 

Guardian, 20 July, 2010). For the ordoliberals, class is the fundamental category of social, 

economic, moral and political disorder, and they therefore develop a programme of 

deproletarianisation to achieve a morally sound and socially ordered system of liberty. 

Cameron’s notion that there are things more important than GDP expresses this ordoliberal 

stance. The omission of the state from the idea of the Big Society is therefore surprising, 

given its promise to revolutionise the moral sentiments by means of social order. 

Paraphrasing Martin Wolf (2001), Big Society cannot be built on ‘pious aspirations’. It rests 

on ‘honest and organized coercive force’. In the context of austerity and mass unemployment 

it entails a particularly harsh and in any case repugnant project of class politics.  
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