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CHAPTER 7

Third Ways Out of the Crisis of Liberalism: 
Moderation and Radicalism in Germany, 

1880–1950

Ido de Haan

In his study of moderation in French political thought, A Virtue for 
Courageous Minds, Aurelian Craiutu sketches the long legacy of the pol-
itics of moderation, ranging from ‘the juste milieu between revolution 
and reaction; Ordoliberalism (in post-war Germany); social democracy 
in Sweden as a middle ground between pure free market capitalism and 
state socialism; and the New Deal in the United States’. Among the 
more recent manifestations of movements following the principles of 
moderation, Craiutu finally also lists ‘the doctrine of the “Third Way” 
(in the United Kingdom under Tony Blair)’.1 This list is intriguing for 
a variety of reasons. First of all, it broadens the geographical scope of 
the tradition of political moderation beyond French post-Revolutionary 
political thought. Secondly, it suggests a shift from the field of opposing 
revolutionary and reactionary political movements, to a confrontation 
between opposing principles of economic organization—capitalism and 
socialism. Yet it also invites further discussion of the question to what 
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extent political moderation is an independent doctrine, or only a middle 
way between more extreme positions, that borrows its meaning from the 
extremes it mediates.

In this contribution, the central aim is to sketch what the tradition of 
political moderation looks like in the alternative context of the debate 
on economic organization around the fin de siècle, notably in Germany. 
This context was not only defined by the predicament of the German 
Empire, the rise of the labour movement, and the emergence of mass 
democracy, but also by an extended series of experiments in social pol-
icy, stretching from Otto von Bismarck’s social legislation to the welfare 
state established in the Weimar Republic. As a result, the constitutional 
debate on the right political order took a backseat to the much more 
hotly contested issue of a just, efficient and stable social and economic 
order. It first of all forced German liberals, who claimed to be the heart 
of the nation, to formulate a position with regard to the ‘social ques-
tion’. Notably after the apparent failure of the German Empire to square 
the circle of an authoritarian state and a liberal economic order, the lib-
eral orthodoxy of laisser faire came under fire of an anti-liberal critique 
that formed the foundation of the national-socialist ideology. But it also 
inspired attempts to create a reconstructed ideology of a more progres-
sive new or social liberalism, and a more conservative neoliberalism.

A crucial observation for this contribution to the study of modera-
tion is that each of these ideological innovations presented itself as a 
‘third way’, which leads us smack in the middle of the debate on the 
nature of moderation, as either a measured middle way between ideo-
logical extremes, or as a third alternative to an ideological pair, which 
is in itself not necessarily moderate. While both anti-liberal and new or 
neoliberal ideologues seek a middle way between capitalism and social-
ism, each of them presents a program which aims to avoid the excesses 
of both, yet in many ways implies a radical transformation of the social 
and political order. A more detailed analysis of the German debate on the 
third way between 1870 and 1930 will therefore help us to get a better 
understanding of the complexities of a politics of moderation. For this 
task, it is possible to rely on a number of studies on social and economic 
thought in Germany.2 Yet for brevity’s sake, the social, anti- and neolib-
eral explorations of the third way will be illustrated by focusing on three 
representative figures of each approach, respectively Max Weber, Arthur 
Moeller van den Bruck, and Wilhelm Röpke.
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From France to Germany: transFormations oF LiberaL 
moderation in the LonG nineteenth century

The scholarly reflection on moderate politics is predominantly focused 
on the history of liberalism in the long nineteenth century. Craiutu’s 
discussion in A Virtue for Courageous Minds covers the Anglo-French 
connection, central to many of the analyses of classical liberalism. In his 
view, the French Doctrinaires who tried to find a juste milieu between 
Revolution and Restoration took their inspiration mainly from the 
British experience of a moderate parliamentary regime, supported by a 
strong middle class, and justified by liberal principles of individual liberty, 
the separation of powers, and public reason. Seen from this perspective, 
the politics of moderation was concerned with the constitutional prin-
ciples of a post-Revolutionary political order, which at least until 1848 
defined the essential tension of European politics and turned the grad-
ually developed British constitution into the main measure of political 
wisdom. As Jörn Leonhard has demonstrated, the opposition between 
conservative order and republican liberty largely disappeared after 1848, 
when libéraux in France shifted from an opposition to conservatism, to 
the conservative claim that a ‘république ordonnée et libérale’ is the best 
defence of the bourgeoisie and their economic interests against the intru-
sions of the state.3 In other words, in the final quarter of the nineteenth 
century, the post-Revolutionary politics of moderation, defined by a lib-
eral claim that constitutional and representative government created a 
juste milieu, had run out of steam.

With the shift in focus from the Anglo-French connection to 
Germany, and from the early to the late nineteenth century, a very dif-
ferent constellation emerges. Of course, there are relevant similarities and 
continuities: in both cases, the politics of moderation had to deal with 
the institutional tension between the remnants of an autocratic power 
ruling over a crumbling French or German empire, and with the new 
power of parliaments and political parties (even if moderates are gener-
ally troubled to adopt the label of party). The flagbearers of the politics 
of the middle way now tried to mediate and moderate tensions which 
no longer only concerned the competing constitutional principles of a 
political order, defined by the restoration of order(s) versus the princi-
ples of revolutionary freedom and civic equality. Instead, the ideologi-
cal field now came to be defined in terms of the sociological laws of a 
mass society; by the need to cope with the impact of mass democracy 
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and the transformation of capitalism. Even if the main protagonist 
in this story were still liberals, they were no longer the representatives 
of a self-assured bourgeoisie, celebrating their dominance in the age 
of ‘high liberalism’. German liberals of the fin de siècle represented a 
Spätliberalismus, which, even if it was not a ‘politically sterile and senes-
cent’ ideology which ‘“dies” sometime before 1914, largely unnoticed 
and unmourned’, it clearly was defined by an all-pervasive sense of crisis.4 
As a result, the politics of moderation now took the form of a search for 
a renewal, supersession or outright rejection of the legacy of liberalism.

sociaL LiberaLism and democratic sociaLism

It is in the context of these wide-ranging challenges that the German his-
torians Alexander Gallus and Eckhard Jesse date the first emergence of 
an ideology of the third way in the work of the progressive liberals and 
Kathedersozialisten of the Verein für Sozialpolitik like Adolph Wagner, 
Lujo Brentano and Gustav Schmoller. These intellectual representatives 
of a revised liberalism tried to steer a ‘middle course between anarchic 
individualism, traditionalist corporatism and bureaucratic statism’—as 
Thomas Nipperdey characterized their position.5 This was clearly not 
only a German debate. Around 1900, the sentiment of crisis was wide-
spread among the European liberal bourgeoisie.6 In all parts of Europe, 
liberals tried to forge a way out by looking for mediation between ide-
ological extremes. In the United Kingdom, such a road was taken by 
Leonard T. Hobhouse, who argued that in confrontation with the dis-
ruptive tendencies of laisser faire, liberal individualism ‘is driven no small 
distance along Socialist lines. Once again we have found that to maintain 
individual freedom and equality we have to extend the sphere of social 
control’.7 In the Netherlands, the liberal discovery of the social question 
led to a cross-class cooperation of social reformers, who agreed on the 
idea that the respectability of the working classes required social poli-
cies to protect them from the vagaries of the market economy. It formed 
the foundation for the installation in 1897 of a ‘government coalition 
of social justice’, led by the progressive liberals Nicolaas G. Pierson and 
Hendrik Goeman Borgesius, who introduced a series of social laws with 
regard to social insurance against labour accidents, housing, education, 
and child protection.8

Yet the search for a middle became particularly acute in Germany.  
The Gründerkrise that had accompanied the founding of the Reich and 
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the simultaneous second Industrial Revolution posed a direct challenge 
to the German liberals, and urged them to present a coherent ideolog-
ical alternative to the apparently irresistible democratic demands of the 
lower classes, to infractions of the rule of law by the imperial regime, and 
to the ideological challenges to liberalism formulated by socialism, social 
Catholicism, and nationalism.9 On the one hand, they had to formulate a 
position with regard to the transformation of German politics as a result 
of the introduction of general male suffrage, the rise of mass parties and 
the participation of broad sections of the population. On the other hand, 
they had to formulate a convincing answer to the crisis-ridden social 
relation in the era of an unbridled capitalism. Both tendencies, of ram-
pant capitalism and irresistible democratization, were closely related, and 
also required a combined answer, in the form of a ‘compensation for the 
social inequalities caused by capitalism’.10

German liberals at the end of the nineteenth century rejected the 
authoritarian and militarist tendencies of the Wilhelmine Empire, 
exemplified by Bismarck’s anti-democratic statement that ‘it is not by 
speeches and majority resolutions that the great questions of the time 
are decided—that was the big mistake of 1848 and 1849—but by iron 
and blood’.11 They discussed the advent of democracy in a ‘rhetoric of 
lost illusions’: democracy was irresistible, as the influential liberal theo-
logian Ernst Troeltsch argued, ‘the natural consequence of modern pop-
ulation density, connected to its material needs, which require national 
education, industrialization, mobilization, resilience and politicisation’.12 
Yet they were highly sceptic of mass democracy, not only because of the 
threat to their electoral support, but also because it would lead to the 
danger that ‘emotional elements will become predominant in politics. 
The “mass” as such (no matter which social strata it happens to be com-
posed of) “thinks only as far as the day of tomorrow”.’13

In this context, Max Weber is a crucial figure, not only because of 
his intellectual stature, but also because of his revision of much of the 
received political wisdom of his age. As David Beetham had argued, 
Weber was on the one hand ‘a liberal without liberal values, a defender 
of liberal institutions without liberalism’, yet on the other hand he con-
tributed to the innovation of liberalism, by offering ‘a redefinition of the 
relation between state and economy, such that the state, while guaran-
teeing the conditions for a competitive market, would also provide the 
working class with its own means of solving the “social problem” by a 
legal adjustment of its relative bargaining power with capital’.14 Even if 
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Weber did not deliberately opt for a ‘third way’, his qualified liberalism 
struck a middle road between the tendencies of his time. Moreover, he 
presented his solutions to the predicaments of his time in terms of mod-
erating forces, that could take the edge of the antagonisms he identified.

First of all, he questioned the presumptions of the liberal bour-
geoisie. He analysed the individualist ideology they embraced, which 
undergirded both the ethics of capitalism and the claim to democratic 
representation, as the product of a very specific historical conjuncture, 
which at the end of the nineteenth century perhaps had run its course. 
Weber saw therefore no valid reasons to exclude the lower classes from 
voting: ‘What does political “maturity” have to do with a doctorate in 
physics or philosophy or philology?’15 Neither the educated nor the 
entrepreneurial classes could claim a political maturity that legitimated 
the exclusion of workers. Yet majoritarian democracy without a parlia-
mentary check would be unsustainable, not just because of the irration-
ality of the masses, but more importantly, because a plebiscitary regime 
would unavoidably result in a bureaucratic ‘pure rule by officials’. A par-
liament was a check on social power, because it enabled debate in which 
‘the power of words’ could be tested, and because it could investigate 
the factual assumptions on which political claims were based. It made it 
possible, ‘to achieve the best solution (relatively speaking) by a process 
of negotiation and compromise’.16 Weber was also convinced that the 
industrial proletariat was susceptible to an orderly and responsible leader-
ship by its fiduciaries, ‘which is to say by politicians who think rationally’, 
as leaders of the socialist political party. Combined with parliamentary 
rule, the impact of ‘purely emotional influences’ would thus be reduced 
as much as possible.17

Next to mass democracy held in check by parliamentary debate, 
Weber also saw a moderating force in the logic of organizations. Both 
political and economic organizations, ‘Staat’ and ‘Betrieb’, were charac-
terized by a separation of the main actors, be it the citizens or the work-
ers, from the material forces of production and power. As the American 
sociologist Talcott Parsons had acknowledged already in 1929, ‘this 
all-important bureaucracy is essentially the same phenomenon whether 
it appears in a great corporation, a government department, or a polit-
ical party machine’.18 Both in companies and in the state, the means of 
power had come into the hand of bureaucrats, who all followed the logic 
of rational calculation. Weber observed a close correlation between the 
development of the modern state and of modern capitalism: ‘The main 
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inner foundation of the modern capitalist business is calculation. In 
order to exist, it requires a system of justice and administration which, 
in principle at any rate, function in rationally calculable manner, accord-
ing to stable, general norms, just as one calculates the predictable per-
formance of a machine’.19 The same principle applied to political parties: 
whether they were ‘organizations for the patronage of office’, aimed to 
distribute the spoils of power, or ‘parties of a particular Weltanschauung’, 
aiming to put ideologically reliable politicians in a position of power, 
their ‘techniques of electoral struggle have become increasingly rational-
ized’, which turned them into bureaucratic organizations, subject to the 
same logic of calculation as companies and the state:20

The only thing that matters here is the fact that in the administration of 
mass associations the permanently appointed officials with specialist train-
ing always form the core of the apparatus, and its “discipline” is an abso-
lute prerequisite of success. This is increasingly the case, the larger the 
association becomes, the more complicated its tasks are, and – above all 
– the more its existence is determined by power (whether in the shape of 
power struggles in the market place, on the electoral battlefield or on the 
military battlefield). The same is true of the parties.21

The equation of political and economic rationalization made it pos-
sible for liberals to forge a compromise with moderate socialists about 
the requirements of social reform. Before the First World War, left- 
leaning liberals in Germany still rejected any collaboration with social 
democrats.22 They took basically the same position as social liberals like 
Hobhouse or Pierson, who mainly looked for ways to compensate for 
capitalism’s injustice, without fundamentally challenging its principles. 
The implication of Weber’s attention to bureaucracy was to ‘strongly 
minimize the differences between capitalism and socialism, empha-
sizing rather their continuity’.23 As a result, Weber’s argument could 
inform an plea for what Troeltsch called a ‘new order of the property 
and acquisition’. Such fundamental reform of capitalism was not only 
the logical outcome of the development of the modern state, but ‘the 
only to entrench the reversal of class rule, the rule of the proletar-
iat in a healthy and just state structure and to save the healthy kernel 
of a state-supporting socialism’.24 The progressive liberal founder of the 
constitution of Weimar, Friedrich Naumann, argued even more radi-
cally, that the renewal of liberalism could only take place in the guise of  
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a reformist social democracy: ‘The social opening of liberals to the left, 
the “core issue of the development of a new German liberalism”, is con-
nected to the question, how “social democracy can become a national, 
pragmatic political party”.’25 At the same time, Weber’s vision informed 
the argument of the reformist wing of the German social democrats to 
embrace the parliamentary road, and to participate in the Weimar coa-
lition with the left-liberal Deutsche Demokratische Partei and the 
Catholic Zentrumspartei, ruling under a constitution which in article 
151 declared: ‘The organization of economic life must conform to the 
principles of justice to the end that all may be guaranteed a decent stand-
ard of living. Within these limits the economic liberty of the individual 
shall be assured’.26

anti-LiberaLism and nationaL sociaLism

While the social liberals of the fin de siècle looked for ways to reconcile 
liberal capitalism and democratic socialism in a higher synthesis, the 
search for a third way led others to a full rejection of both liberal capital-
ism and socialist collectivism. As Dirk van Laak argues, ‘young European 
conservatives […] set out for a “third way” between bourgeois liberalism 
and Bolshevik communism’.27 Fascism was the most prominent alter-
native. In Italy, Mussolini defined fascism first and foremost in oppo-
sition to Marxism, liberalism and democracy. Even if he claimed that 
‘Fascism uses in its construction whatever elements in the Liberal, Social 
or Democratic doctrines still have a living value’, it was clear that very 
little was left that met this criterion.28 Also French fascism aimed for a 
‘Revolution of the Centre’, looking for a position that was ‘neither left, 
nor right’, as Zeev Sternhell entitled his controversial study of French 
Fascism.29

There are of course good reasons to refuse fascists admission to the 
ranks of moderates. If anything, fascists are not moderate. They aim for 
a radical transformation of society, by a totalizing policy that subverts all 
established values and eliminates anything and anyone standing in the 
way of their perfectionist political and social ideals. However, as Craiutu 
argues, ‘while it may be tempting to equate centrism with moderation, 
an identification between the two must not be taken as a universal axiom, 
for we can find moderates on the left, at the centre, and on the right 
of the political spectrum’. The reverse argument also holds, since not all 
centrist positions are moderate. Craiutu draws attention to the politics of 
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the ‘extreme centre’ of Benjamin Constant and Germaine de Staël, who 
argued that a third or neutral monarchical power could restrain fanatical 
parties, and as such might even elicit a non-extremist form of political 
enthusiasm.30

Given that moderation is not necessarily centrist, but can be a radical 
third alternative to two dominant positions, nor that policies of the third 
way always means one steers a careful middle way between extremes, the 
question how to distinguish between moderate and non-moderate third 
ways becomes very urgent. When is third way thinking still part of the 
tradition of moderation, and at what point does it cease to be so? This 
question is not very easy to answer. Just to give one example: Friedrich 
Naumann, one of the main protagonists of the social liberal third way 
and a most radical proponent of a reconciliation of social liberalism and 
social democracy, started his career as a supporter of the antisemitic 
Christlich-Soziale Arbeiterpartei, and in 1896 became one of the found-
ers of the National-Sozialer Verein. Even if this was not an actual pre-
cursor of Nazism, its National-Sozialen Kathechismus (1897) propagated 
a set of principles, which according to the historian of Nazi Germany 
Götz Aly ‘mixed social, imperial and national ideas into a closed intel-
lectual system, which ultimately became entangled with the ideas of the 
NSDAP’.31 This is not to say that all third ways ultimately lead to Hitler, 
but it points to the fact that in the 1930s the third ways of social liberals 
and anti-liberal national socialists had more in common than presumed 
after the military, political and moral demise of the latter group.32

At the same time, the third way followed by national socialists clearly 
took an anti-liberal turn, as becomes clear in the work of Arthur Moeller 
van den Bruck. Although he is not known as a deeply engaged politi-
cal or social theorist—his interests were mainly literary and artistic— and 
despite the fact that he died in 1925 and had not played a role of any 
significance in the Nazi movement, the work Moeller van den Bruck 
published in 1923, Das dritte Reich (The Third Empire), can be seen 
as a compendium of much of the more widespread ideological claims by 
which prominent Nazis pointed towards a third way.33 In the book, for 
which he originally had envisaged the title Der dritte Partei (The Third 
Party), he called for a national renewal after the collapse of Wilhelmine 
Germany, based on a revolutionary conservatism, which found its ulti-
mate expression in a new German nationalism.

In the exposition of his position, Moeller van den Bruck deployed 
many of the topoi of the third way as the middle between extremes.  
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The main part of the book was a critique of parties both left and right, 
which according to Moeller van der Bruck was possible ‘only from a 
third standpoint, which includes all other standpoints a German partisan 
can take—from the standpoint of a third party’.34 He rejected both liber-
alism—‘the selfdestruction of mankind’—and a Marxist materialism that 
ignored the hierarchy of values.35 Instead he argued for a nationalism 
that was at the same time conservative—rooted in the past—and revolu-
tionary—aimed at the future. This was not just a romantic nationalism, 
committed to the preservation of the nation, but a German nationalism, 
which would bring about ‘a shift in history’s point of gravity’, based 
on the idea that the German nation had asserted itself ‘in the revolu-
tionary transformation processes of the bygone era. It wants to main-
tain Germany, because it is the centre, because only from there Europe 
can be kept in balance’. He appealed to ‘the conservative Germans of 
a third party’ who ‘between all party-political oppositions’, and beyond 
the liberal and communist ideologies that corrupted both Germany 
and Europe, reached out ‘to the humanity in the Germans and to the 
German in mankind’. This balancing act would not be easy, as became 
already clear from the motto to the final chapter of Das dritte Reich: ‘We 
need the power to live in oppositions’.36

In the end, Moeller van den Bruck chose as title for his book Das 
dritte Reich, and as such minted the concept adopted by Hitler for 
his political project. It was more than the adoption of a catchy phrase: 
Moeller van den Bruck also offered an ideological legitimation of Hitler’s 
destruction of the Weimar Republic, by fomenting against its political 
parties, and against democracy as such. Democracy, according to Moeller 
van der Bruck, had been corrupted by liberal individualism. It could only 
be saved if it would be reconnected ‘to the people itself, to the character 
rooted in this people’. That meant, that ‘we in Germany will embrace 
democracy when there are no longer “democrats”’. Only then, the 
nation would be able to act on its own will.37 Moeller van den Bruck 
developed a similarly contradictory argument about socialism. While he 
rejected the international orientation and the principle of a class struggle 
characteristic of Marxism, he proposed a German socialism, based on a 
‘organic conception of the state and the economy’, for which he found 
inspiration in the works of Friedrich List and Freiherr vom Stein. His 
kind of socialism was at once organic and dualistic,
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in accordance with a country, which is dualistic in all of its connections, 
from geographical to transcendent, and in which life must be kept in a bal-
ance of opposite forces. It requires a man who knows how to make a dif-
ference, and not, like the man of the West, who only adds up. We don’t 
want differences to divide. We want them to connect. Socialism to us is 
rootedness, scaling, layering.38

Moeller van den Bruck thus sketched a third way for the German state 
as a middling force that was able to balance the various tendencies in 
Europe. But even if the core of his view was the reconciliation of oppo-
site tendencies, it was not a view informed by political moderation. Its 
conservatism was revolutionary, its socialism was national, and democ-
racy could only mean the untrammelled expression of the popular will.

neoLiberaLism beyond Laisser Faire and coLLectivism

A final third way beyond capitalism and socialism followed a neoliberal 
route. The intellectual reconstruction of this trajectory was first initiated 
by Michel Foucault in his lectures for the Collège de France in 1979.39 
This part of his work was neglected until the late 1990s, when it was 
included in a historical analysis, which put the ideological program of 
Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, inspired by Milton Friedman’s 
and Friedrich Hayek’s defence of the free market, into a much longer 
genealogy of neoliberalism, starting already in the 1930s. Early neo-
liberals, like Alexander Rüstow, Alfred Müller-Armack and Wilhelm 
Röpke, were all inspired by the economist Walter Eucken who held the 
metaphysical belief of a natural order, or ‘Ordo’, as he called it, ‘which 
accords with the essence of humans: this means an order in which pro-
portion (measure) and balance exist’.40 In this way, Eucken identified a 
particularly moderate principle as the foundation of his critique of both 
laisser faire liberalism and collectivist socialism.

In the footsteps of Eucken, Röpke published a series of studies, which 
all continued the search for the middle ground between capitalism and 
socialism. Looking back at his intellectual trajectory in 1959, Röpke 
observed he ‘sided with the socialists in their rejection of capitalism and 
with the adherents of capitalism in their rejection of socialism. […] The 
third way I have pursued, beginning on it as it were out of the accident 
of history, has come with good reason to be called “economic human-
ism”.’41 Röpke’s central argument in defence of his third way was that 
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not only collectivism but also capitalism had to be rejected. The conven-
tional defence of capitalism—in terms of the economic as well as moral 
superiority of free competition and the idea that markets, if let alone, 
were self-regulating—was no longer convincing to Röpke. First of all, he 
seriously doubted the beneficial nature of free competition: ‘Historical 
liberalism (particularly the nineteenth century brand) never understood 
that competition is a dispensation, by no means harmless from a moral 
and sociological point of view; it has to be kept within bounds and 
watched if it is not to poison the body politic’. But also, since the mid-
dle of the nineteenth century, it had become clear that markets tended 
towards concentration of power, to ‘colossal monopoly capitalism’.42

To counter these dangers of an untrammelled capitalist develop-
ment, he called for a positive economic policy’, based on a ‘strong and 
impartial state’. Quoting Benjamin Constant, such a neutral state ‘has 
no power outside its own sphere; within that sphere, it cannot have 
enough’. Such a strong state was necessary to keep the market within 
the confines of a constitutional framework, but it also had to adjust the 
outcomes the market produced, based on the assumption that ‘also the 
working of an entrenched and monitored market economy requires 
measured and considered state intervention’.43

Steering the middle course meant first of all breaking the power of 
economic monopolies in favour of small businesses, but a more fun-
damental issue was at stake, which Röpke identified in his essay Mass 
und Mitte (Measure and Middle, 1950) as the ‘core problem’ of the 
age, namely ‘concentration’. Stretching the meaning of the concept far 
beyond an economic context, Röpke argued:

It is not an accidental play of our language that the concentration camp 
has become the most horrifying symbol of modern tyranny. We increas-
ingly live in a “Univers concentrationnaire” (D. Rousset), and the only 
hope in such a world is the fact that there are small and independent peo-
ple, the farmers, the artisans, the entrepreneurs, the merchants, the liberal 
professions, and that we have the opportunity to maintain and expand 
these islands of rescue of mankind without violence, but with cleverness 
and farsightedness.44

To reach such a decentralized and small-scale society, a moral reversal 
was necessary, which would replace ‘our quantitative culture by a qual-
itative one’. That required the values of the small business: ‘quality, 
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honesty, persistence, nobility, moderation and simple beauty’. Röpke 
argued that such a vision was based on the insight of Goethe, namely 
that both in theory and in practice, people ‘needed a certain kind of 
middle’.45

One could say that Röpke reproduced many of the topoi of the mod-
erate tradition: a neutral state, steering a middle course towards a decen-
tralized society, in which measured and moderate virtues prevail. He 
embedded his discourse of moderation in a socio-economic framework, 
arguing that such virtues flourished best in an economy of small busi-
nesses. Deviation from this ideal would lead to a collectivist society, char-
acterized by coercion, monopolies, international conflict and economic 
paralysis and disorder.

At this point, Röpke’s third way branches off from the trajectory of 
the moderate tradition. His critique of collectivism was not just another 
opinion with which ‘the economist steps outside the temple of science 
on the political market. It is a genuinely scientific judgment, a sober 
 assertion that collectivism is a completely unfit means to an aim we all 
agree about’.46 In the name of these judgments, Röpke notably rejected 
an economic democracy that would put economic decisions in the hands 
of a political collective. He also abhorred a democratic ‘popular national-
ism’, in which nationalism and collectivism were merged in a ‘democratic- 
collective’ model of the nation, that since the French Revolution ‘has 
spread across Europe with an almost Islamic zeal’.47 With a reference to 
Richard Cobden, who had observed about the 1857 elections, ‘that the 
most warlike returns have come from the most popular constituencies, 
the least warlike from the most aristocratic counties’, Röpke suggested 
that a ‘modern educational Jacobinism’ had made us forget that nations 
‘communicate among itself only through elites, and not by its masses’.48

In short: an elite had to guide the people on the third way towards 
a free society, thus sacrificing the constitutional safeguards that charac-
terized the nineteenth-century discourse of moderation. In the end, and 
despite his uncontested anti-fascist reputation—in the Spring of 1933 he 
was dismissed from the University of Jena, and in 1935 he fled the coun-
try, first to Istanbul, then to Geneva—Röpke’s position was not that dif-
ferent from someone like Moeller van den Bruck, both in its attempt to 
find a third way in between liberal capitalism and socialist collectivism, 
and in his scepticism regarding democracy.
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concLusion: the entanGLement oF third Ways

Coming to the end of this exploration of third ways beyond liberal capi-
talism and socialist collectivism, a first conclusion to draw would be that 
for social liberals the search for a third way implies the attempt to inte-
grate capitalism and socialism, by moderating the extreme manifestations 
of both. Yet for both national socialist and neoliberals, the third way is 
actually an alternative path, which does not necessarily lead through the 
middle. Its radical nature is also revealed by the rejection of two main 
characteristics of modern societies: mass democracy and the bureaucratic 
political and economic organization. For Weber, both were not only 
inevitable facts of modern life, but the starting point for an argument to 
integrate capitalism and socialism. Since there was no fundamental differ-
ence between large-scale firms and state bureaucracies (as both implied a 
separation between workers or citizens and the bureaucratic apparatus of 
power), the main challenge of modern societies was how to control the 
bureaucrats. For Weber and his social liberal companions, parliamentary 
democracy was the solution to this problem, while for national socialist, 
but also for neoliberals, democracy was a predicament that needed to be 
overcome. Yet the way to do this differed fundamentally: while Moeller 
van den Bruck wanted to nationalize democracy, this was for Röpke 
exactly the Jacobinism that would undo an unavoidable elite rule—which 
brought him again closer to Weber’s observation that a certain measure 
of Beambtenherrschaft was unavoidable in large-scale organizations. Yet 
the rationale between the embrace of the rule of experts was very differ-
ent. For Weber, this stemmed from the irresistible, yet ultimately ben-
eficial rise of large bureaucracies, governed by the principles of rational 
calculation. Even if Weber warned against the stahlhartes Gehäuse, which 
could result from an unrelenting rationalization process, Röpke was 
much more pessimistic about the consequences of unmitigated accu-
mulation of power in bureaucratic organizations. He shared Weber’s 
integrative perspective on firms and states, in the sense that both were 
subject to processes of monopolization. Yet instead of the foundation 
for a reconciliation of capitalism and socialism, this was for Röpke the 
rationale to reject both, and to look for a truly radical alternative.

The third ways that were followed in the twentieth century were first 
of all visions of an economic order, not blueprints of a political consti-
tution. In its radical form, the third way was presented as solution for a 
society corrupted by individualism and collectivism, which had to find 
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the energy to escape from its predicament from some outside force, be 
it Moeller van den Bruck’s nation or Röpke’s scientific elite. In contrast 
to Weber’s social liberal defence of a parliamentary state, anti- and neo-
liberals failed to acknowledge the institutional safeguards that are central 
to moderation as a political ideology and political virtue. Instead, their 
ideologies of the third way were visions of a socio-economic order that 
was radical in design and execution. They were ultimately examples of a 
radical centre, not of the politics of moderation.

Finally, it is important to note is that the search for a third way was 
not a uniquely liberal project. For rather different motives—theoretical 
aporia’s and revisions, reluctance to revert to revolutionary violence, 
pragmatic and tactical arguments in favour of gradual reform—a more 
moderate perspective also emerged within the socialist movement, of 
revisionists like Eduard Bernstein; Austromarxist like Max Adler, Otto 
Bauer Karl Renner; by Christian socialists like Alfred Delp, R.H. Tawney, 
or Paul Vignaux; and by the proponents of workers’ self-government 
in Prague, Paris, and Berlin. As such they are all precursors to the post-
1989 third way between, or maybe better beyond, socialism and liber-
alism of Tony Blair, Gerhard Schroeder and Bill Clinton.49 Even when 
such type of moderation was presented as an attempt to end the era of 
ideology, for most of the twentieth century, third ways were alternative 
ideologies, and seldom an alternative to ideology.
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