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EDITORIAL: NATIONALISM RETURNS

In May 1942, broadcasting by 
radio from London, Charles 

de Gaulle appealed to his coun-
trymen to rally to the cause of 
democracy and national sover-
eignty – two words which, as 
he saw it, expressed the same 
concept. “La démocratie se con-
fond exactement pour moi avec la 
souveraineté nationale,” he said, 
adding that if democracy meant 
government of the people and 
by the people, then sovereignty 
meant the right of the people to 
unhindered self-rule.

Those words might sound 
archaic to modern ears, but 
they made sense to de Gaulle’s 
listeners. European radicals had 
always championed the nation-
state as the democratic alter-
native to the ancien régime. In 
making the argument for gov-
ernment for the people and by 
the people, they found they had 
to explain whom they meant 
by “the people”. The answer, 
to most of them, was obvious. 
Democracy would work best 
within a unit where people felt 
enough in common one with 
another to accept government 
from each other’s hands – in 
other words, within a nation. 

That sense of common iden-
tity might rest on many things: 
language, religion, shared terri-
tory, shared history. Being vis-
ceral, it was difficult to define. 
But that didn’t make it any less 
real. A shared sense of nation-
hood was what made people 
pay taxes to support strangers, 

obey laws with which they dis-
agreed, accept election results 
when they lost. Take the demos 
out of democracy and you 
would be left only with the kra-
tos – the power of a regime that 
had to compel by force what it 
could not ask in the name of 
patriotism.

A belief in the nation-state 
is incompatible with support 
for deeper European integra-
tion. The EU has acquired the 
attributes of statehood – a par-
liament, a currency, a flag, a 
president, embassies, a national 
anthem and so on – without the 
accompanying sense of shared 
affinity. Its peoples speak differ-
ent languages, follow different 
media, vote for different sets 
of politicians. Some Euro-zeal-
ots (as Bill Wirtz describes in 
this issue) have tried to create a 
substitute European national-
ism; but most stick to the line 
that the nation-state is passé 
and that, as Guy Verhoftsadt 
recently put it in London, the 
future belongs to supra- national 
empires.

Does it? When the EEC was 
founded in the 1950s, there were 
80 states in the world. Today 
there are 200. While there still 
are plenty of secessionist move-
ments at work, there are very 
few fusionist movements – other 
than in Brussels, obviously. The 
trend is toward more, smaller 
and more accountable states. 
And, by and large, it is a positive 
trend. Few countries become 
poorer, over time, as a result of 
becoming freer.

In the pages that follow, 
Roger Scruton and Thierry 
Baudet make an elegant con-
servative case for nationhood, 
and Daniele Capezzone and 
Jeremy Rabkin make what 
we might call a more liberal 
case, stressing, respectively, the 
importance of competition and 
the compatibility of the nation-
state with an open economic 
system. Alejo Vidal-Quadras, 
writing from a unionist Cat-
alan perspective, and Robert 
Nef, from a Swiss, offer a differ-
ent take. The one thing all our 
contributors have in common, 
I hope, is that their arguments 
are original and elegant.

This magazine aims to be 
the best place for intelligent 
Right-of-Centre opinion of 
every strand – conservative, lib-
ertarian, traditionalist, patriotic, 
free-market and, yes, nation-
alist. In this, as in every issue, 
we aim, as Horace enjoined, to 
delight as well as to instruct. I 
hope you enjoy it.
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Recent elections in the 
former Communist 

countries and in Italy, France 
and Germany, and the Brexit 
vote in the United Kingdom, 
show the extent to which 
sentiments of national iden-
tity are once more prominent 
in the cultural landscape of 
Europe. And they are the 

more prominent for the 
attempt by the Eurocrats to 
forbid them. 

I doubt that this situa-
tion was foreseen by those 
who first set the European 
process in motion. It seemed 
reasonable, even imperative, 
in 1950 to bring the nations 
of Europe together, in a 

EUROPE CAN NEVER COMMAND 
OUR NATIONAL LOYALTIES
by Roger Scruton

People cling to the 
place, the language, 
the customs and 
the religion that 
have bound them in 
solidarity with their 
neighbours, and 
conferred on them 
the indispensable 
sense of “who we 
are”. 
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As a result European 
integration was conceived in 
one-dimensional terms, as 
a process of ever-increasing 
unity, under a centralised 
structure of command. Each 
increase in central power was 
to be matched by a diminu-
tion of national power. Every 
summit, every directive and 
every click of the ratchet has 
since carried within itself this 
specific equation. The polit-
ical process in Europe has 
therefore acquired a direction. 
It is not a direction that the 
people of Europe have cho-
sen, and every time they are 
given the right to vote on it 
they reject it, as recently in 
Britain. The process is mov-
ing always towards central-
isation, top-down control, 
dictatorship by unelected 
bureaucrats and judges, can-
cellation of laws passed by 

elected parliaments, con-
stitutional treaties framed 
without any input whatso-
ever from the people – in 
short, the process is moving 
always towards imperial gov-
ernment. And only one thing 
stands opposed to this result, 
and that is the national sen-
timents of the European 
people.

For this very reason 
national sentiments have 
been demonised. Speak up 

for Jeanne d’Arc and le pays 
réel, for the “sceptred isle” 
and St George, for Lemmen-
käinen’s  gloomy forests and 
the “true Finns” who roam in 
them, and you will be called 
a fascist, a racist, a populist 
and an extremist. There is a 
liturgy of denunciation here 
that is repeated all across 
Europe by a ruling elite that 
trembles in the face of ordi-
nary loyalties. But the fact 
is that national sentiment is, 
for most ordinary Europe-
ans, the only motive that will 
justify sacrifice in the public 
cause. 

In so far as people do not 
vote to line their own pock-
ets, it is because they also 
vote to protect a shared iden-
tity from the predations of 
those who do not belong to 
it. That is the real reason why 
Viktor Orbán did so well in 

What we are now 
seeing in Europe 
is that yesterday’s 
radical visions cannot 
translate into today’s 
political needs. The 
imperial project 
has entered into 
conflict with the only 
source of sentiment 
upon which it could 
conceivably draw for 
its legitimacy.

way that would prevent the 
wars that had twice almost 
destroyed the continent. 

And because conflicts 
breed radicalism, the new 
Europe was conceived as a 
comprehensive plan – one 
that would eliminate the 
sources of European conflict, 
and place cooperation rather 
than rivalry at the heart of the 
continental order. National 
identities were seen, at the 
time, as part of the problem, 
and certainly not the basis 
for a solution.

The architects of the Euro-
pean plan, who were for the 
most part Christian Dem-
ocrats, had little else in 
common apart from a 
belief in European civil-
isation and a distrust of 
the nation state. The emi-
nence grise, Jean Monnet, 
was a transnational bureau-
crat, inspired by the vision of 
a united Europe in which war 
would be a thing of the past. 
His close collaborator Walter 
Hallstein was an academic 
German technocrat, who 
believed in international juris-
diction as the natural succes-
sor to the laws of the nation 
states. Monnet and Hallstein 
were joined by Altiero Spi-
nelli, a romantic Commu-
nist who advocated a United 
States of Europe legitimised 
by a democratically elected 
European Parliament. 

Such people were not iso-
lated enthusiasts, but part of 
a broad movement among 
the post-war political class. 
They chose popular leaders 
like Konrad Adenauer, Rob-
ert Schuman and Alcide De 
Gasperi as the spokesmen 
for their ideas, and proposed 
the European Coal and Steel 
Community (the Schuman 
Plan) as their initial goal – 
believing that the larger proj-
ect would acquire legitimacy, 

if it could first be understood 
and accepted in this circum-
scribed form. 

At the same time the long-
term goal was kept secret, on 
the justified understanding 
that, if the people got wind 
of it, they would make sure 
it never happened. It is not 
that the ordinary people of 
Europe are by nature nation-
alists, in the manner of the 
19th-century enthusiasts who 
first crafted the national idea 

as a cultural and political 
icon. It is simply that they 
cling to the place, the lan-
guage, the customs and the 
religion that have bound 
them in solidarity with their 
neighbours, and conferred 
on them the indispensable 
sense of “who we are”. The 
nation, for most Europeans, 
defines the true “first-person 
plural”, the “we”, to which 
they belong.

When the first instru-
ments of European coopera-
tion were being devised, the 
continent was divided by the 

Iron Curtain, with half of 
Germany and all of the 
Slavonic countries under 
Soviet occupation and 
fascist regimes installed 
in Portugal and Spain. 

France was in constant 
turmoil, with a Commu-

nist Party commanding the 
support of more than a third 
of its electorate; the free rem-
nant of Europe was critically 
dependent upon the Atlan-
tic alliance, and the marks 
of occupation and defeat 
were (except in Great Britain 
and the Iberian peninsula) 
everywhere apparent. Only 
radical measures, it seemed, 
could restore the continent 
to political and economic 
health, and those measures 
must replace the old antag-
onisms with a new spirit of 
friendship. 

Europe can never command our national loyalties
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the recent Hungarian elec-
tion, why the Law and Jus-
tice Party remains so strong 
in Poland and why Angela 
Merkel is facing such a rad-
ical challenge from the Alter-
nativ für Deutschland.

What we are now seeing 
in Europe is that yesterday’s 
radical visions cannot trans-
late into today’s political 
needs. The imperial project 
has entered into conflict with 
the only source of sentiment 
upon which it could conceiv-
ably draw for its legitimacy. 
The nation states are not 
equally stable, equally demo-
cratic, equally free or equally 
obedient to the rule of law. 
But they are all that we have. 
They alone inspire the loyalty 

and obedience of the Euro-
pean people, and without 
them there is no way that 
the machinery of the Union 
can act. By replacing national 
accountability with distant 
bureaucracy, that machin-
ery has left people disarmed 
and bewildered in the face 
of mass migration, surely the 
great issue for Europe today, 
and one that the elite is deter-
mined to avoid.

The same bewilderment 
has been stirred by the com-
mon currency. The Euro, 
invented and imposed with-
out any proof that the people 
of the “Eurozone” had any 
desire for it, was immediately 
understood, by the kleptocrats 
of the Mediterranean, as a 

way of enlarging the national 
debt, and transferring it to 
the hard-working Germans. 
And the people of Greece, 
Spain and Portugal agreed, 
since nobody alerted them to 
the cost – the national cost – 
that will be paid, in terms of 
youth unemployment and the 
de-capitalisation of society, 
when the national govern-
ment has lost control of its 
currency. 

In a crisis people “take 
stock”, which means that 
they retreat to the primary 
source of their social iden-
tity, and prepare to defend 
it. They do not do this con-
sciously. But they do it never-
theless, and the futile attempt 
by the comfortable elites to 
denounce the “extremism” of 
the people whose inheritance 
they have stolen, or the “pop-
ulism” of those who gain the 
people’s favour, merely exac-
erbates the reaction. But the 
situation is not a happy one. 

Not only are there 
nations like the Flemish and 
the English which have no 
nation state of their own, 
the half-century of peace 
and prosperity has fed upon 
the European cultural inher-
itance without renewing it. 
The constitutional treaties 
and trans-national courts of 
the EU have made a point 
of granting no favours to 
the Christian faith, and the 
spirit of multiculturalism has 

ensured that national cultures 
receive no subsidies either 
from national governments 
or from the European Union. 
A “cult of the minority” has 
been imposed from above. 
Yet all across Europe “multi-
culturalism” is being rejected, 
both by ordinary people and 
by many of their elected rep-
resentatives. For, while multi-
culturalism has done nothing 
to reconcile immigrant com-
munities to their new sur-
roundings, it has destroyed 
the frail remnants of national 
cultures that survived the 
Second World War. 

This is one reason why 
people who stand up for their 
national identity can so easily 
be made to look like “extrem-
ists”. You don’t look like an 
extremist, if you express your 
national sentiment in the 

idiom of a Péguy, an Orwell, a 
Lampedusa or a Sibelius. But 
when you have no national 
icons besides the flag and 
the football team you find it 
difficult to display the most 
important aspect of national 
sentiment, which is that it is 
an invocation of peace, and 
not a cry of war. 

That is why culture mat-
ters, and why its loss, in times 
of crisis, is a loss to the whole 
community, and not just to 
the educated minority who 
are aware of the fact. And it 
is precisely here, in the realm 
of culture, that the national 
idea needs to be defined and 
acknowledged. For European 
civilisation depends far more 
on national solidarity than on 
any of the transnational insti-
tutions that have emerged 
from the original plan. 

Sir Roger Scruton
is a writer and philosopher 

who has published more than 
forty books in philosophy, 
aesthetics and politics. He 

is widely translated. He is a 
fellow of the British Academy 

and a Fellow of the Royal 
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teaches in both England and 
America and is a Senior Fellow 
at the Ethics and Public Policy 

Center, Washington D.C. He 
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Philosophy for the University 
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@roger_scruton
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and the de-capitalisation of society, when the national 
government has lost control of its currency. 
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Nationalism is both a 
political doctrine and 

a method to achieve power. 
As a political doctrine it aims 
to place ethnic, linguistic or 
cultural identity at the top of 
the moral scale, above free-
dom, equality, solidarity or 
justice. This characteristic of 
nationalism makes it ethi-
cally aberrant. 

As a way to conquer 
power, it is based on the 
rational use of the irrational 
to achieve the uncritical 

support of enough people 
in a particular territory to 
configure a majority in an 
election. This aspect, typi-
cal of all forms of populism, 
makes it extremely dan-
gerous because it involves 
potential recourse to vio-
lence. It was not in vain 
that the French President 
François Mitterand pro-
nounced in one of his last 
speeches the famous phrase: 
“Le nationalisme, c’est la 
guerre.”

All identity nationalisms 
are by nature divisive, exclu-
sionary, supremacist and 
overtly or covertly racist. 
Catalan nationalism, a polit-
ical movement that was born 
in Spain in the last quarter 
of the 19th Century, has not 
been and is not an exception. 

It has exhibited all these fea-
tures with more or less vir-
ulence over the last century 
and a half, depending on the 
time and circumstance. 

Catalan nationalism is one 
of separation and not of uni-
fication, as were the German, 
British or Italian national-
isms, which managed to build 
large-scale nations merging 
smaller political entities. Cat-
alan nationalism, on the con-
trary, is determined to put 
an end to Spanish national 
unity by fragmenting a state 
with five hundred years of 

existence. 
A feel-

ing very dif-
ferent from 
ethno-linguistic 
particularism is pat-
riotism, which is manifested 
through the love of one’s 
own country, understood as a 
space of   rights and freedoms, 
of affection and mutual help 
among its citizens and of 
treasuring a cultural heritage 
with a universal vocation. 
The conception of national 
identity as a starting point to 
open up to the world, or as a 

barrier that isolates us in our 
corner, is the fundamental 
difference between patholog-
ical identity nationalism and 
healthy civic patriotism.

The separatists obvi-
ously need reasons that seem 
weighty enough to justify 
their disturbing purposes. 
In the selection of motives 
that lend meaning to their 
destructive project, nation-
alism is protean and can 
resort to the most diverse 
issues. Race, language, reli-
gion, geography, history or 
the distribution of natural 
or financial resources con-
stitute the base of the argu-
ments that feed the seces-

sionist fire. 
The fact that 
they respond 

to an objec-
tive reality 
or that they 
are pure 
inventions 

or exaggera-
tions has never 

been an obstacle 
for the nationalist 

leaders to use them emphat-
ically as an effective instru-
ment to awaken emotions 
and generate supporters. In 
this sense, they play with the 
advantage that their mes-
sages are directed directly 
to the limbic system of the 
brain, cancelling to a large 
extent the left side of the 
neocortex.

CATALAN NATIONALISM, LIKE 
ALL NATIONALISM, IS ETHICALLY 
ABHORRENT
by Alejo Vidal-Quadras Catalan nationalism 

is one of separation 
and not of unification, 
as were the German, 
British or Italian 
nationalisms, which 
managed to build 
large-scale nations 
merging smaller 
political entities. 
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Catalan separatists have 
distorted history by pre-
senting the secular relations 
between Catalonia and the 
rest of Spain as a succession of 
completely imaginary griev-
ances to the Catalan commu-
nity and fantasising about a 
sovereign Catalan state that 
has never existed. In recent 
times they have added to these 
chimeras the protest over the 
unfair distribution, according 
to their biased calculations, 
of the fiscal balance between 
the Autonomous Commu-
nity of Catalonia and the rest 
of Spanish regions. Leaving 
aside the evidence that the 

territories do not pay taxes, 
but physical persons and 
the companies do, and even 
accepting their scheme of 
fiscal flows, numerous stud-
ies of prestigious academic 
and financial institutions, 
including the Department of 
Finance of the Generalitat, 
have shown that their figures 
are pure propaganda.

Another important ele-
ment to highlight in the per-
verse conceptual construc-
tion of Catalan nationalism 
is its dramatic and constant 
appeal to democracy and 
hence its demand for a ref-
erendum of self-determina-
tion to establish whether or 
not Catalans wish to remain 
united to Spain. 

“What’s wrong with put-
ting polls and asking people 
what they want?” is the tricky 
question they ask to attract 
international sympathy for 
their claims. If the United 
Kingdom has allowed a con-
sultation to the Scots, why 

does not the Spanish state 
authorise a similar plebiscite 
in Catalonia? 

The answer is clear: the 
process that led to the hold-
ing of the referendum in 
Scotland on September 18 
2014 took place with scru-
pulous respect for the Brit-
ish constitutional order and 
within the law. According 
to the Spanish Constitution, 
a consultation of this nature 
is unconstitutional. To be 
brought about –  assuming 
that the Spanish Parliament 
authorised it – the Funda-
mental Law of 1978 should 
be reformed beforehand. 

Catalan separatists broke 
the law by promoting and 
conducting the referendum 
of October 1 2017, and 
their leaders committed, in 
accordance with the criminal 
code in force in Spain, crim-
inal offences of considerable 
seriousness, such as rebel-
lion, sedition, prevarication, 
disobedience to the courts 
and embezzlement. The four 
prominent separatists who 
are in preventive detention 
have not been put behind 
bars by the government, but 
by a judge applying the law, 
as befits a democratic État de 
Droit.

From the very beginning 
of self-government in Cat-
alonia in 1980, the nation-
alists have not stopped for 

a moment in their efforts to 
separate this Spanish land 
from its national, histori-
cal, economic, cultural and 
sentimental matrix. Persis-
tently and maliciously, they 
have used all the institu-
tional, political and finan-
cial means with which the 
Spanish Constitution has 
entrusted them. They have 
acted in schools through the 
systematic indoctrination of 
children and young people, 
in the public media, creating 
a climate of opinion hostile 

to everything Spanish, and 
encouraged private media to 
work for their objectives by 
buying them with subsidies. 
Throughout the social fab-
ric they have promoted and 
financed a wide range of pri-
vate entities in the service of 
the independence movement.

This constant poisoning 
of consciousness, and disre-
gard for the law, represents 
a flagrant betrayal of the 
great civil pact of the Tran-
sition, which allowed, after 
the death of General Franco, 

the peaceful move from an 
authoritarian regime to a 
democracy, such as those 
existing in the free West and, 
in particular, in the European 
Union. In essence, the deal 
consisted of transforming 
Spain into one of the most 
politically decentralised states 
in the world. It structured it 
into autonomous communi-
ties endowed with broad and 
intense legislative, executive 
and budgetary powers, with 
recognition of the co-official 
nature of the Catalan, Basque 
and Galician languages   in 
their respective zones of pres-
ence and favouring a notice-
able visibility in the symbolic 
domain – flags, hymns, com-
memorations – of the corre-
sponding identities. 

In return, the nationalists 
undertook to develop their 
policies within the frame-
work of the Constitution and 
not to question the indivisi-
bility of the Spanish nation. 
Well, one party, the state and 
the Crown, has unreservedly 
fulfilled this transcenden-
tal agreement and the other, 
the nationalists, has smashed 
it with absolute impudence 
and flagrant violation of the 
given word. In the universal 
history of infamy, this felony 
will remain an indelible stain 
on an unworthy and vile Cat-
alan political class. Add to 
this the fact that the Catalan 

The nationalists’ 
messages are 
directed directly to 
the limbic system of 
the brain, cancelling 
to a large extent 
the left side of the 
neocortex. 

The nationalists 
undertook to 
develop their 
policies within the 
framework of the 
Constitution and 
not to question the 
indivisibility of the 
Spanish nation.

Catalan nationalism, like all nationalism, is ethically abhorrent

Catholic Herald



16 17www.theconservative.online THE CONSERVATIVE   |   May 2018   |   Issue 6

Alejo Vidal-Quadras
is a former Member and Vice-

President of the European 
Parliament from Spain, and 

a radiation physicist. He 
was elected on the People’s 

Party ticket and sat with the 
European People’s Party group.

Autonomous Administration 
has stood out as one of the 
most corrupt in Spain, and 
an unfortunate picture of 
moral degradation and polit-
ical irresponsibility is per-
fectly drawn.

The flight of compa-
nies, the paralysis of invest-
ments, the total absence of 

international support, the 
deep fracture of Catalan soci-
ety in two halves, the exem-
plary firmness of the Crown 
and the overwhelming reac-
tion of the courts have shown 
the non-viability of the sepa-
ratist putsch in Catalonia. 

We hope that the waters 
will return to their course 
and that out of this bitter 
and miserable experience, 
the wisdom, the respect to 
the law and the cohesion 
among all Spaniards will pre-
vail. Spain is a great nation 
with enormous potential 
that will undoubtedly sur-
vive the treacherous attack 
of a gang of coup plotters 

whose mediocre greed has 
dragged them into failure 
and ridicule.

Spain is a great 
nation with 
enormous 
potential that will 
undoubtedly survive 
the treacherous 
attack of a gang of 
coup plotters whose 
mediocre greed has 
dragged them into 
failure and ridicule. 

The dishonest foundations and practice of Catalan nationalism

Susana Vera / Reuters
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Reports of the death of the 
nation state are greatly 

exaggerated. Between 1945 
and 1980, the number of UN 
member states tripled from 51 
to 154. With the accession of 
South Sudan in 2011, there 
are now 193 UN states, plus 
near-state Observers like the 
ex-state of the Vatican, the 
never-state of the Interna-
tional Olympic Committee 
and the nearly-state of Pales-
tine. Many of the newer states 
were born by parthenogenesis 
from older ones. More new 
states are sure to be created 
by secession and civil war. A 
Kurdish state, or even two, 
might be next.

If quantity means any-
thing, the nation state is 
doing fine. Its doubters, 

though, argue from quality. 
The European-style nation 
state has not thrived in the 
Middle East and Africa. Sev-
eral factors have caused this, 
and most of them are obvi-
ous. The Europeans drew 
illogical borders which cut 
across tribal and religious 
lines. They left in a hurry, 
bequeathing an administra-
tive afterthought of puppet 
kings and weak constitutions. 

The inheritors of decolo-
nisation abused their inher-
itance. Where there was no 
nation, the state became a 
weapon in the hands of one 
tribe or sect. Does this mean 
the state is an inherently bad 
idea? Or did these states fail 
because they were badly 
designed and poorly run?

In the latter case, then 
what we need is more and bet-
ter states, not fewer. We need 
states which, instead of aim-
ing for a balance of power or 
fear between multiple parties 
– as in Lebanon or Iraq – con-
tain a strong ethnic and reli-
gious majority, as in Israel and 
the Kurdish near-state in Iraq. 
One group cannot achieve 
historical self-determination 
if other, equally numerous 
parties are also trying to deter-
mine themselves in the same 
geographical space. This, after 
all, was the conclusion that 
the Europeans, after much 
bloodshed, reached in 1648, 
with the Treaty of Westphalia.

The failings of the West 
are on our minds at pres-
ent, and even the prospect 
of a failing of the West. Is 
the nation state as we know 
it as time-bound an artefact 
as a Renaissance portrait? 
Globally, the rights-based, 
rule-of-law liberal state is on 
the back foot. One reason for 
this is that the non-liberal 
nation state is doing so well. 
While the democratic capi-
talist states are having a crisis 
of economy and identity, the 
authoritarian capitalists who 

lead China, Iran, Turkey and 
the Russian Federation are 
redefining the nation state 
for our century. Again, the 
nation state is doing fine in 
the early 21st century; the 
problem, for us at least, is 
our disapproval of their kind 
of nation state. 

The authoritarian capital-
ist states, like the democratic 
capitalist states of the West 
before them, are thriving 
because the state has har-
nessed democracy and cap-
italism. We, meanwhile, are 

nervous about our future 
because democracy and cap-
italism, having fallen out 
of harness in the 1990s, are 
pulling in opposite direc-
tions. Capital looks out-
wards, and democracy 
inwards. Capital is global, 
democracy local. Capital 
wants to transfer skills and 
goods to where they are most 
valuable, and production and 
taxation to where they are 
least expensive. Democracy 
wants communal and eco-
nomic stability, and it pays 

THERE IS NO MORE SECURE 
VESSEL FOR FREEDOM
by Dominic Green

Where there was 
no nation, the state 
became a weapon 
in the hands of one 
tribe or sect.

Is the nation state as 
we know it as time-
bound an artefact 
as a Renaissance 
portrait? 
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taxes to get them. No won-
der the rising powers of Asia 
have preferred to emphasise 
capital over democracy. The 
state is steadier that way, at 
least for now.

The liberal democratic 
state is unsteady because 
its leaders have not held up 
their end of the bargain. 
They have imposed high 
taxation within their bor-
ders, but opened their econ-
omies to market forces and 
multinational corporations. 
While ordinary workers 
have lost their communal 
and economic stability, the 

state has protected its per-
manent managerial class of 
unelected bureaucrats. 

At the moment, the liberal 
state’s true partner is not the 
electorate, but big business 
and unelected bureaucrats. 
This is not a sustainable situ-
ation in a democracy. The rise 

of populism in Europe and 
the United States confirms as 
much. Until our leaders get 
the message, we will be in for 
more of the same – more pop-
ulism, more exploitation of 
our unsteadiness by the rising 
powers of Asia, and more pre-
mature obituaries for the state.

Then again, if the liberal 
state is not the End of His-
tory, and if we don’t want to 
live under authoritarian capi-
talism, what are our choices? 
The historical alternative to 
the nation state is the empire. 
Most modern states were born 
from empires – so many, in 

fact, that the age of empires 
was declared over as nation 
states multiplied after 1945. 

Yet empire has not dis-
appeared. It has changed its 
name. India, and perhaps 
the United States of America 
too, might be empires under 
the protective coloration of 
federated nation states. The 
European Union, should it 
develop further in its current 
form, would become one. 
Turkey, should it digress fur-
ther from its modern form, 
would become one, too. And 
did the 20th-century rulers 
of Russia and China ever stop 
thinking imperially?

The authoritarian capi-
talists offer the traditional 
exchange of empires: liberty 
for security. They declare 
spheres of interest, some of 
it more historic than actual, 
and assert the interests of 
their dispersed ethnic and 
religious kin. Erdogan’s Tur-
key admitted as much when 
Davotoglu coined the phrase 
“neo-Ottomanism’. Weak 
nation states encourage this 
sort of expansionism, with 
all its unforeseen and dan-
gerous consequences, as in 
the Crimea and the disinte-
grating Sykes-Picot states of 
the Middle East. But strong 
nation states, as in central 
and eastern Europe, are a 
bulwark against those who 
would redraw the map.

The liberal state remains 
the best of the worst options 
for organising democratic 
life. Our pessimism about 
the liberal state confuses 
the institutional decay of 
19th-century liberalism and 
20th-century social democ-
racy with the demise of the 
political model that served 
them. The nation state, when 
it is responsive to its people’s 
needs and values, helps to 
create stability.

Consider Israel, 70 years 
old in May. Founded in 
the first wave of European 
decolonisation, Israel, like 
the near-state of the Iraqi 
Kurds, proves that demo-
cratic nation states can work 
in the Middle East. Since the 
1980s, Israel has prospered 
by moving from a command 
economy to the free market. 
It has turned the improvisa-
tions of its defence industry 
into an economic asset: a law 
allowing engineers to keep 
the non-military aspect of 

patents devised during mil-
itary service has produced 
a tech sector second only to 
that of the United States. The 
profits of economic moderni-
sation sustain the legacy that 
no electorate can live with-
out, the cradle-to-grave wel-
fare system.

Instead of abolishing the 
nation state, we need to cul-
tivate it, and the identity and 
values that sustain it. That 
means correcting the balance 
of accountability between 
governments and the gov-
erned. Governments must 
look at more than the balance 
sheet, and consider the social 
effects of their policies. They 
must take border security 
seriously, and they must con-
sider their virtual borders, to 
protect citizens against online 
criminality, and the central-
ising tendency of the knowl-
edge economy. We should be 
in a better state than the one 
we’re in now.

Dr Dominic Green
is a columnist at Spectator USA 

and a frequent contributor to 
The Weekly Standard. 

Founded in the first 
wave of European 
decolonisation, 
Israel, like the near-
state of the Iraqi 
Kurds, proves that 
democratic nation 
states can work in 
the Middle East.

Instead of abolishing 
the nation state, we 
need to cultivate 
it, and the identity 
and values that 
sustain it. That 
means correcting 
the balance of 
accountability 
between 
governments and the 
governed. 

There is no more secure vessel for freedom
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CONSERVATIVE MUSIC

Riccardo Muti is one of 
the senior conductors 

of the world. For almost 50 
years, he has worked at the 
highest levels: in London, 
Philadelphia, Milan, Vienna, 
and elsewhere. Today, he is 
the music director of the Chi-
cago Symphony Orchestra.

On a recent tour with the 
orchestra, he stopped in New 
York, for two concerts at Car-
negie Hall. I sat down with 
him to talk about music and 
about life.

Muti was born in 1941 
in Naples (not Florida, 
although Naples, Florida, 
happens to be his very next 
stop). He grew up on the 
Adriatic coast, in the town 
of Molfetta. He was one of 
five brothers, whose father 
was a doctor. Each boy was 
expected to take up a pro-
fession. For example, “I was 
supposed to study law,” says 
Muti.

But his father was also 
an opera-lover, and an ama-
teur tenor. He required that 
his boys learn an instru-
ment, because “he believed 
that music is an important 

At eight, Riccardo was 
given a violin. Then he stud-
ied the piano, which would 
be his main instrument. He 
studied at conservatories in 
Naples and Milan.

It was Nino Rota who 
convinced him that he could 
be a full-time musician. 
Today, Rota is best known as 
a film composer – La Strada, 
The Godfather – but he was 
a musician of many parts. 
“He could play Wozzeck from 
memory,” says Muti, refer-
ring to Alban Berg’s mod-
ernist opera. But, in his own 
music, Rota “had the courage 
to express his own nature”. 
He “did not try to be a ‘con-
temporary’ composer”.

FINDING THE MUSIC
BETWEEN THE NOTES

by Jay Nordlinger

Years ago, I asked 
Maestro Lorin 

Maazel about the future 
of classical music. The 
first words out of his 
mouth were “Thank 
God for China.”

Jay Nordlinger
is a senior editor of National 

Review and the music critic of 
The New Criterion. He is the 

author of Peace, They Say:   
A History of the Nobel Peace 

Prize (Encounter Books). His 
latest book is a study of the 

sons and daughters of dictators: 
Children of Monsters (also 

Encounter).  He lives in New York.  
@JayNordlinger

element for every person,” as 
Muti says. “Music helps peo-
ple to be better. To become 
deeper in their thoughts. To 
be more refined inside.”

Curating the best in 
art and culture in the 

Western world.    

Receive weekly recommendations on art and 
culture through a conservative lens with 
The Critic’s Notebook email newsletter.

Visit newcriterion.com/newsletter to sign-up.  
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CONSERVATIVE MUSIC

“I was a good pianist,” 
says Muti, “but I was too ner-
vous when I performed, and I 
did not want to spend my life 
sitting at a keyboard in front 
of a wall.” He became Mae-
stro Muti.

These days, he says, peo-
ple become conductors all 
too easily, without sufficient 
training or depth. “It’s a 
disaster,” he says. “Somebody 
plays the flute, and the next 
day he starts to conduct.” 
This problem is especially felt 
in the opera house, he says.

I ask him about familiar 
music – ultra-familiar music, 
such as Beethoven’s Fifth 
Symphony, or Tchaikovsky’s. 
Is it still a privilege to con-
duct these works, after a life-
time on the podium? A great 
one, answers Muti. “You go 
more deeply into the score 
and you love it more. The 
horizon widens. Every piece, 
I restudy from the begin-
ning. I start again and again 
and again, because ‘The End’ 
exists only in the movies.”

He also acquires new cop-
ies of familiar scores, free of 
his previous markings. The 
late maestro Otto Klemperer 
did the same, says Muti. You 
want a virgin score, to look 
at music afresh. “Mozart 
said that music lies between 
the notes,” Muti observes. It 
is the conductor’s job – any 
musician’s job – to find the 
music between the notes.

One of Muti’s non-mu-
sical features has been his 
hair – a great, enviable, 
much-commented-upon 
head of hair. Call it “la forza 
del destino,” he says with a 
chuckle. (La Forza del Des-
tino, or “The Force of Des-
tiny,” is the title of a Verdi 
opera.) He does not fuss with 
his hair, he says. It is cut by a 
simple barber. And, no mat-
ter what people claim, it’s 
natural. It is what it is.

In his career, this mane 
has been both “croce e deli-
zia,” says Muti, both cross and 
delight – a mixed blessing. 
(That is a line from another 
Verdi opera, La Traviata.)

Years ago, I asked Mae-
stro Lorin Maazel about the 
future of classical music. The 
first words out of his mouth 
were “Thank God for China.” 
Muti sympathises with this 
sentiment. In East Asia, he 
says, they believe in Western 
culture practically more than 
we do in the West. We must 
not take for granted what we 
have, he cautions.

I raise the subject of 
pop music. “In music with 
a capital M,” he says, “there 
is no distinction” – no dis-
tinction between the clas-
sical and the popular. He 
notes that some pop songs 
touch the heart and live for-
ever: Volare, for example (by 
Domenico Modugno). And 
“some symphonies, it is bet-
ter to burn.” Muti admires 
Céline Dion, the Canadian 
pop singer. And he quotes 
the Bible: There is a time 
for everything, including all 
sorts of music. Sometimes 
you need one thing, another 
time another.

He always needs 
Mozart, he says. “You can 
conduct him every night.” 
And Beethoven, “almost 
every night.” Tchaikovsky, 
“maybe two times a week 
– not because he is less 
important but because 
you need more time to 
rest. You don’t want to get 
overexcited.”

Riccardo Muti has been 
at the top of the conduct-
ing heap for a long time. 
“But, in a way, I remain 
provincial as a person,” he 
says. “After the last note 
of every concert or opera I 
conduct, I go back to being 
the normal person from the 
south of Italy. Every time, 
it’s a sort of miracle that 
I am able to conduct an 
orchestra.”

You go more deeply 
into the score and 
you love it more. 
The horizon widens. 
Every piece, I restudy 
from the beginning. I 
start again and again 
and again, because 
‘The End’ exists only 
in the movies.

In addition to piano, Muti 
studied composition and, of 
course, conducting. His con-
ducting teacher was Antonino 
Votto, who had been the right 
hand of Arturo Toscanini. At 
the first lesson, Votto taught you 
how to beat time, says Muti. 
Then he said how important 
it was to study music through 
and through. You would later 
find your own ways of commu-
nicating with an orchestra.

Jay Nordlinger



26 27www.theconservative.online THE CONSERVATIVE   |   May 2018   |   Issue 6

President Trump likes to 
talk about “sovereignty” – 

he mentioned it 17 times in his 
address to the UN last autumn. 
He has denounced “open bor-
ders” and called for the con-
struction of a wall on the US 
border with Mexico. He also 
questions trade agreements. He 

called Nafta, for example, “the 
worst agreement in history.” In 
Europe, self-styled “populists” 
also combine claims for pro-
tection of “sovereignty” with 
attacks on “global trade” or 
“open borders.”  

So it is easy to assume 
all these claims go together. 

“globalising world”. That 
might be enough for cam-
paign soundbites. It’s not 
enough to sustain a serious 
approach to real policy. 

To start with, we should 
distinguish trade in goods 
from trade in people. For-
eign-made goods will sit on 
a shelf until resold or used 
by particular owners. If you 
admit foreign people, they 
are part of your society – for 
better or worse, in one way or 
another. It’s perfectly rational 

to welcome the goods while 
being cautious about the peo-
ple. There are lots of historic 
examples of trading states 
which took a very cautious 
approach to immigration, as 
Switzerland, for example, still 
does.

The larger point to 
remember is that sovereignty 
is fundamentally about the 
right to make your own laws, 
not a compulsion to make 
laws about everything. The 
term first became a theme 

of political writers in the 
16th Century. It was aimed 
at restricting papal inter-
ventions into local political 
affairs and restricting feu-
dal claims that cut across 
national borders. “Sovereign” 
power was identified with 
ultimate control of force, not 
total control of everything in 
a territory.

So the French jurist Jean 
Bodin, the first writer to 
make a theme of sovereignty 
(in his Six Livres de la Repub-
lique, 1576), offered a list of 
essential sovereign powers, 
including the collection of 
taxes, the coining of money, 
the regulation of weights 
and measures. He did not 
bother to include control of 
imports as an essential sov-
ereign power. He endorsed 
cross-border trade.  

By the mid-18th Cen-
tury, William Blackstone’s 
Commentaries on the Laws 
of England, noting that all 
government powers were 
ultimately governed by laws, 
taught that “sovereignty and 
legislature are convertible 
terms” because “one cannot 
subsist without the other”. 
When American colonists 
denied Parliament’s power to 
impose taxes on Americans, 
they proceeded quite rap-
idly to the conclusion that 
the colonies were entitled to 
regard themselves as inde-
pendent states.

A SOVEREIGN STATE
CAN BE AN OPEN STATE
by Jeremy Rabkin

Sovereignty is 
fundamentally about 
the right to make 
your own laws, not 
a compulsion to 
make laws about 
everything.

In fact, the main thing 
they have in common is 
they all provoke and annoy 
Left-liberal advocates for a 
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But one of the arguments 
colonial leaders advanced for 
independence was that the 
British government had 
abused its authority 
“by cutting off our 
trade with the rest 
of the world”. The 
same Congress 
that endorsed 
the Declaration 
of Indepen-
dence (where 
this complaint 
appears) also 
proposed a 
model treaty 
for trade rela-
tions with 
outside coun-
tries, offering to 
treat imports on 
the same terms as 
domestic production 
if other states would 
do the same for Ameri-
can exports.   

At the time there were 
no takers for this American 
offer. Advocates for Ameri-
can tariffs often argued they 
were necessary to pressure 
foreign states into reduc-
ing their own obstacles to 
American imports (the Con-
stitution adopted in 1788 
forbids the US government 
to tax exports).   Still, when 
Britain acquired new colo-
nies in Africa and Asia in the 
19th Century, it imposed 
British law but left these 

places open to the trade of 
all nations (having learned a 

lesson from its disastrous 
experience in trying 

to restrict the trade 
of the American 

colonies).
A sovereign 

state retains the 
legal author-
ity, of course, 
to restrict 
imports. There 
are always 
people who 
claim that is a 
good thing to 
do, because a 
nation should 

care more about 
the livelihood 

or well-being of 
its own produc-

ers than the foreign 
producers who com-

pete with them. That 
might seem an irresist-

ible argument, except that 
domestic consumers (and 
domestic producers using 
foreign materials) also have 
claims on their government’s 
protection.  

You can think national 
solidarity is important 
without concluding that 
citizens should deal only 
with each other in trade. 
Few people think that fam-
ily loyalty requires all sib-
lings and cousins to work 
on the same farm or work 

Jeremy Rabkin
is Professor of Law at George 
Mason University and was, 

for over two decades, a 
professor in the Department 

of Government at Cornell 
University. Professor Rabkin 

serves on the Board of 
Directors of the U.S. Institute of 
Peace, the Board of Academic 

Advisers of the American 
Enterprise Institute, and the 

Board of Directors of the 
Center for Individual Rights.

for the same firm: if they 
did, they’d likely have much 
less wealth and more occa-
sion to bicker with each 
other over how to divide 
their common profits.

Here’s a related challenge 
for would-be populists to 
consider. Most governments 
don’t try to control too much 
of the domestic economy, 
because it is too hard to 
anticipate what controls will 
prove effective over time and 
which may do more harm 
than good. 

Still, modern states aspire 
to regulate more than their 
national parliaments can 
foresee, so they delegate a 
lot of authority to specialised 
bureaucracies. John O’Sul-
livan, the peripatetic com-
mentator of the Anglosphere, 
recently offered a “definition” 
of “populism” as “the dem-
ocratic response to bureau-
cratic rules (and rule)”.

That concern should 
apply with special force to 
transnational bureaucratic 
authority, because it is so 
little accountable to elected 

legislatures. But if you are 
too ambitious for precisely 
targeted trade controls, you 
have to rely on bureaucracies 
to calibrate and recalibrate 
them. Long before the Euro-
pean Union, the six-nation 
European Coal and Steel 
Community of the 1950s 
already had established a 
specialised commission to 
determine proper excep-
tions, adjustments and revi-
sions to the otherwise agreed 
rules on free passage of coal, 
iron-ore and steel among 
the member states. Only 
the European trade arrange-
ments have delegated so 
much authority to special-
ised bureaucracies to make 
rules for the members.  

Similarly, if your aim is 
not just to reduce barriers to 
trade, but to achieve a cer-
tain pattern of trade flows, 
you can’t just get member 
states to agree on trade terms 
among themselves. You will 
want to restrict the trade 
agreements they make with 
other nations – as the EU 
now does. Neither Nafta nor 
other regional agreements 
impose such restrictions on 
members. They are not so 
ambitious. Here, as else-
where, the EU has taken a 
power that was previously in 
the hands of sovereign states 
and handed it off to special-
ised bureaucracy.

By the mid-18th 
Century, William 
Blackstone’s 
Commentaries on 
the Laws of England, 
noting that all 
government powers 
were ultimately 
governed by 
laws, taught that 
“sovereignty and 
legislature are 
convertible terms” 
because “one cannot 
subsist without the 
other”.

None of this proves that 
the most open trade regime 
will always be the most 
popular or advantageous. 
But part of the point of 
sovereignty is that it gives a 
nation the chance to change 
its laws – to adapt. That’s 
the virtue of open econo-
mies, too. They give citizens 
and firms more opportu-
nity to adapt to changing 
circumstances. If you value 
national sovereignty, you 
should be sceptical of sys-
tems that relegate more 
decisions to distant bureau-
cracies. That’s true even if 
you call yourself a populist. 
Maybe especially so.

If you value national 
sovereignty, you 
should be sceptical 
of systems that 
relegate more 
decisions to distant 
bureaucracies. That’s 
true even if you call 
yourself a populist. 
Maybe especially so.

A sovereign state can be an open state
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CONSERVATIVE WINE

Moving house is stress-
ful enough, and then 

comes the moment when the 
removal team begins pack-
ing your wine. Even with the 
best operation, something 
can easily go wrong. A prized 
bottle can slip out of the 
most experienced hands and 
fall to the floor. That means 
it is best not to watch as each 
one is removed, wrapped 
and then loaded into a 
box and shipped away for 
transportation.

A recent house move 
in London brought all this 
home. Mercifully, everything 
– all my odds and assort-
ments – made it to the new 
house in one piece, but the 
nerve-wracking experience 
prompted me to reflect on 
why we – those of us with the 
inclination – keep wine at all. 
What is it that we’re looking 
for? Why not buy stuff as 
and when and drink it there 
and then when the occasion 
demands?

After all, there is no short-
age of wine in the shops, and 
in Britain an extraordinary 
range of wine from across 
Europe and the rest of the 
world is on offer. On the 
continental mainland, in my 

driving ten miles further 
north in the Rhône can make 
a major difference. The best 
place to buy Gigondas – my 
favourite in the region – is in 
Gigondas itself. Even in large 
supermarkets there is under-
standable regional pride and 
a determination to support 
growers long embedded in 
the local soil.

Britain is different. It is 
a mongrel nation when it 
comes to wine, with a long 
tradition of importing. 
England has only recently 
begun to make serious 
inroads in wine production, 
and the volumes remain 
small. Gleefully, British buy-
ers scavenge from around 
the world – picking meaty 
Australia one minute, the 
hot red wines of Sicily the 
next, and then the cool Sau-
vignons of New Zealand. 
My mission continues to 
convince friends that New 
Zealand’s new generation 
of up-scale chardonnays 
from Kumeu River rival, 
and sometimes outdo, the 
increasingly over-priced 
whites from Burgundy.

London wine fans are 
spoilt for choice. The UK 
capital city is particularly 

REMOVAL VIN
by Iain Martin

There are others 
collecting wine 

who barely seem to 
drink or even like it. 
For them it is a status 
symbol, a means 
of showing off, the 
alcoholic equivalent 
of sports cars, cigars, 
and chasing sexual 
partners.

Iain Martin
is a commentator on politics 
and finance. His latest book 

Crash Bang Wallop: the 
inside story of London’s 
Big Bang and a financial 

revolution that changed the 
world is published by Sceptre. 

He is based in London.  
@iainmartin1

experience, the situation is 
different. There, local shops 
and supermarkets outside the 
main cities offer primarily 
the fruits of what has been 
grown in that region. Even 
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well-served with grand and 
not so grand wine merchants. 
Nationally, the Wine Society, 
owned by its members, pro-
vides an exemplary service, 
although too little, say crit-
ics, in the way of the eclec-
tic and unusual. The super-
markets drive the bulk of 
consumption.

Even so, with all that wine 
on tap with a regular trip to 
the shops, for some reason 
this is not enough and almost 
anyone who can afford to will 
look for a way to keep and 
age some wine. Which is how 
I came to be moving, or hav-
ing moved for me, some of 
my favourite bottles awaiting 
the corkscrew.

There are solutions to the 
storage and moving dilemma, 
say super-wealthy friends. 
Store the bulk of your col-
lection at one of those vast 
cellaring facilities carved 
into the side of a hill, or at a 
warehouse where a team will 
monitor temperature con-
trol. The wine collector can 
then by email or app sum-
mon up supplies at the opti-
mal moment when the wines 
are drinking perfectly. That 
way wine will not have to 
be lugged about by removal 
men during any house move 
either.

It seems the problem 
with storing wine off site is 
that managing the process 

wine to require mass stor-
age. Most of us do not have 
that problem. Enthusiastic 
amateurs – the category into 
which I fall – have special 
bottles and cases put aside in 
a cupboard. If you do this, 
make sure it is a cool and dark 
space and try to avoid using 
a cupboard under the stairs. 
Feet thumping on the stairs, 
time after time, day after day, 
can create just enough move-
ment to unsettle the wine 
and spoil its development.

Keeping too much at 
home brings other problems. 
A journalist colleague with 
a first-rank palette told me 
recently that he has bought 
so much that he now has 

an estimated 2,000 bottles 
stored in the cellar under-
neath his house. Supplies 
are so backed up, and space 
so tight, that he will have 
to drink his way through to 
access the oldest stuff. It will 
take years. What an ordeal...

What did I find of note in 
my move among the cases of 
Gigondas? A stray bottle of 
Taylor’s port 1985, brought 
by a friend in Edinburgh to 
a dinner party in the mid-
2000s who said at the front 
door, “keep this, lay it down”. 
Good advice. I can see him 
saying it now.

Then a random bottle of 
good quality pink stuff from 
Provence, forgotten from the 
2010 vintage. It will be vile 
now.

There were some Cham-
pagne gems though, includ-
ing a magnum of Pol Roger 
1999 that will be over-the-hill 
but interesting, and a bottle 
of Pol Roger Winston Chur-
chill from 1998 that will be 
perfect. I will open it to mark 
the publication of Andrew 
Roberts’s single-volume life 
of Churchill due later this 
year. Obviously, I will not 
open it at the book launch 
party, as one bottle will not 
go far and could cause a fight. 
Anyway, Andrew will have 
sourced Champagne by the 
caseload for his friends for 
that party.

The best place to 
buy Gigondas – 
my favourite in 
the region – is in 
Gigondas itself.

becomes a pain, according 
to some of those who do it. 
What should be a pleasure is 
turned into more of a logistical 
chore. I know one extremely 
rich person who found it so 
unrelaxing and fiddly that he 
sold his entire collection. He 
started again, with a much 
smaller and manageable store 
of wines at home.

There are others collect-
ing wine who barely seem 
to drink or even like it. For 
them it is a status symbol, 
a means of showing off, the 
alcoholic equivalent of sports 
cars, cigars, and chasing sex-
ual partners. 

Collecting assumes a large 
enough wallet and sufficient 

Iain Martin
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Collecting wine saves 
money, it is said, because it 
can be bought young and 
drunk when it has matured, 
risen in price and can hardly 
be found, although I have 
never thought the process is 
much of a bargain.

The fun and pleasure are 
what are foremost for most 
us, I suspect. In a small way, 
via sensation and the spark-
ing of memories, good wine 
kept and opened years later 
brings the past to life and 
can make the future look 
brighter. Call it sentimen-
tality, if you must. I pre-
fer – as I have said in this 
column before – to think 
in Tory terms of Edmund 
Burke and the connection 
between the generations, 
with our obligation to the 
dead, the living and to those 
unborn or making their way 
in the world.

One case of claret I had 
stored at the very back, 
and lifted especially care-
fully, was a Margaux from 
the superb 2009 vintage, a 

Marquis de Terme bought to 
keep and open when my son 
comes of age in 2022 if, God 
willing, I am still upright 
and functioning by then. 
“The wine will still be far 
too young!” said a leading 
wine writer when the subject 
came up, but then he thinks 

the Bordeaux 1945s are still 
on the young side.

Fretting over the perfect age 
to drink that Margaux is not 
the point, though. I bought it, 
and keep it, in the hope and 
expectation that we will share 
every bottle, and laugh, with 
family and friends.

Collecting wine 
saves money, it is 
said, because it can 
be bought young and 
drunk when it has 
matured, risen in 
price and can hardly 
be found, although I 
have never thought 
the process is much 
of a bargain.

Iain Martin

ifreetrade.org   |   info@ifreetrade.org   |   @IFTtweets
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for certain: political integra-
tion as an antidote to war in 
Europe is a completely hope-
less argument. 

No EU leader will be able 
to convince an electorate that 
leaving the union will lead to 
a new armed conflict on the 
continent. David Cameron 
of all people should know, 
since he famously made that 
attempt, by stating that leav-
ing the EU could lead to 
World War 3. We will all sup-
posedly cower in our bunkers 
on March 29 2019.

In order to gain popu-
lar support for its political 
endeavours, Brussels has cho-
sen a more ideological way: 

creating a European iden-
tity. This takes the form of 
#IamEuropean hashtags on 
Twitter, or protest chants – 
the likes of “EU we love you” 
– along with historical sym-
bolisms such as the French 
president Emmanuel Macron 
choosing Beethoven’s Ninth 
Symphony for his victory 
speech at the Louvre last year. 
But these are just political 
gadgets in comparison to the 

broad range of EU-funded 
initiatives for young people. 
The keyword is Erasmus+.

The Erasmus programme 
funds more than just study-
ing exchanges. Since it merged 
with the EU’s “Youth in 
Action” initiative, it also funds 
student conferences, which, to 
no surprise, do not embolden 
young people to be very criti-
cal of the EU. The “European 
Youth Parliament (EYP)”, 
co-funded through Eramus+, 
recruits students as young as 
16 for its events, in which they 
simulate EU debates. 

The structure of the 
debates makes it imperative 
for the students to find solu-
tions to current problems 
that need to be solved by 
the EU. Absence of action 
is not an option, and in fact, 
minors are peer-pressured in 
committee sessions to decide 
by unanimous consent: 
“After all, it’d be such a bore 
if your group were the only 
one without a final text.”

Another project, “Young 
European Leadership (YEL)”, 
(also co-funded with EU tax-
payer money), states that it 
wants to empower young 
people to be active European 
citizens, who provide crit-
ical input. Critical only to 
an extent, it seems, as YEL 
has been awarded the Euro-
pean Charlemagne Youth 
Prize 2016, as one of the best 

BUILDING A COUNTRY
CALLED EUROPE
by Bill Wirtz

Whenever there is a cri-
sis, there are a num-

ber of ways to deal with it. It 
stands to reason, in most sit-
uations, that an organisation 
re-evaluates the way it has 
been conducting itself, which 
may or may not have lead to 
the crisis in the first place. 
Brexit is such an opportunity 
for the European Union. 

The EU is left with a 
political class which not 
only didn’t believe that an 
exit from their organisation 
would ever happen, but 
which is also incapable of 
drawing the conclusion that 
their mantra has been seri-
ously questioned. Even the 
day after the Brexit vote, the 
conclusion in Brussels was 
that this would be the oppor-
tunity to continue to drive 
European integration even 
further.

However, public debate 
around Brexit has revealed 
more than just a blind politi-
cal class which doesn’t admit 
to a more than decade-long 
faux-pas: it is the portrayal of 
euroscepticism as a backwards 
and dangerously nationalistic 
ideology that is so indicative 
of the way that the EU wants 
to go. It has indeed changed 
course, because one thing is 

No EU leader will 
be able to convince 
an electorate that 
leaving the union 
will lead to a new 
armed conflict on the 
continent.
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projects “in the entire Euro-
pean Union to foster Euro-
pean integration”. 

These are just two of 
a long list of examples of 
EU-funded programmes, in 
which “empowering Euro-
pean citizens” is code for 
being nothing but European 
Union support groups. These 
young people are flown 
out to numerous countries 
and accommodated on EU 
expenses, taking selfies with 
Martin Schulz and standing 
straight to the EU’s anthem. 
Secondary school and uni-
versity students are told that 
they too can have flourish-
ing careers in EU bureau-
cracies, and return from 
their trips with a twisted 
notion of what it means to 
be European. 

To an extent, they cannot 
be blamed. If all you had been 
told repeatedly is that the EU 
represents all that is good on 
this continent, and when it has 
been implied that its existence 
is essential to civilised coop-
eration, then you too would 
regard its opponents as bigots. 
If you’re really interested in why 
prominent eurosceptics face so 
much abuse online, look no 
further than EU-funded “edu-
cation” initiatives.

The future of EU lead-
ership will not be the Jean-
Claude Junckers or Michel 
Barniers, but much more in 

the image of former Belgian 
Prime Minister Guy Verhof-
stadt: a man so fanatical that 
he wants to create a “United 
States of Europe”. For him 
and his supporters, the uni-
tary European state can be 
created once people internal-
ise this “European identity”.

EU-funded projects, 
and political organisations 
which fuel the concept of 
EU nationalism, don’t feel 
set back by Brexit, but much 
rather emboldened by the 
political capital they seek to 
get out of its repercussions. 

What we need are young 
people who are willing to 
doubt interventionist gov-
ernments and who aren’t 
afraid to ask the fundamental 
questions about the nature 
and role of the state. What 

we are likely getting, how-
ever, is a generation which 
has been set to support this 
political project no matter 
what, either because they 
reap personal benefits from 
it, or because they swallow 
the political ideology of the 
“European identity”. This 
has large implications as to 
how we will debate the Euro-
pean Union in years to come, 
including many for a United 
Kingdom outside the EU.

We can combat this ten-
dency with the same tools we 
use to argue against interven-
tionist nationalists already. It 
means making a consistent 
case for free trade and against 
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protectionist food standards or 
agricultural subsidies. It means 
arguing for accountability of 
the political system, instead of 
a bureaucracy sheltered thou-
sands of miles away from the 
citizens it purports to govern. 

It means warning of the 
inherent danger of centrali-
sation by emboldening indi-
viduals to bring power back 
to local communities and 
regions. As much as there 
is a good case against EU 
nationalism and EU integra-
tion, there is an even better 
case for individualism. If this 
generation of young people 
is indeed one of idealists, 
then we need to suggest to 

Bill Wirtz
is a young political 
commentator from 

Luxembourg, now living in 
Brussels. He works with the 

libertarian student group 
European Students for Liberty.

As much as there is a 
good case against EU 
nationalism and EU 
integration, there is 
an even better case 
for individualism. 

them ideals worth standing 
for. They are called individ-
ualism, limited government, 
and liberty.

Building a country called Europe

Justin Tallis / AFP
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STATES SHOULD BE SMALLER, 
MORE DIVERSE AND MORE 
AUTONOMOUS
by Robert Nef

Cultivating diversity 
is one of the great 
secrets of the Swiss 
success. European 
diversity includes 
the individual 
responsibility of EU 
member states for 
their own budgets, 
which requires 
a consistent no-
bail-out policy 
that expects each 
member to take on 
responsibility for 
its own financing 
and to bear the 
consequences of 
national bankruptcy.

The traditional nation-
state wanted to safe-

guard and imperialistically 
promote the ideas of state, 
nation, language, economy 
and culture within one “sen-
sibly” and “naturally” con-
strained territory. But who is 
to say what the correct polit-
ical borders are? This col-
lective error led to the First 
World War, “the great sem-
inal catastrophe of the 20th 

century – the event which lay 
at the heart of the failure and 

decline of this Western civili-
zation”, as the historian and 
diplomat George F Kennan 
put it. 

It is an event in whose 
shadows we are still suffering; 
of course, the Second World 
War was just a continuation 
of the First, and the Cold 
War just a continuation of 
the Second. The disastrous 
issue was the vain hope of 
finding “just” borders. But 
there are no “just” borders. 
Borders are just borders! 
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never call Switzerland a 
model. It cannot be copied. 
But it is an, at least partly, 
successful experiment.

Cultivating diversity is 
one of the great secrets of 
the Swiss success. European 
diversity includes the indi-
vidual responsibility of EU 
member states for their own 
budgets, which requires a 
consistent no-bail-out policy 
that expects each member to 
take on responsibility for 
its own financing and 
to bear the con-
sequences of 
national bank-
ruptcy. This 
combination 
of diver-
sity and 
a u t o n o m y 
is what Eric 
Jones called 
“The Euro-
pean Miracle” 
– “The funda-
mental trump 
card of Europe is its 
diversity.”

It was not an Austrian 
economist but an Austrian 
poet, Franz Grillparzer 
(1791 – 1872), who had 
very good reasons in 1859 
to be against nationalism. 
He remarked that “human 
development leads from 
Humanity via Nationality 
to Bestiality”. Unfortunately, 
we have observed this rapid 

Most nation states are 
probably too large rather 
than too small. Their current 
size came out of an optimal 
defence technology in case of 
war. Large states did not rise 
through markets but through 
wars. However, this emphasis 
on size for military purposes 
becomes a moot point in our 
nuclear age. 

There are political com-
munities which are collecting 
money for the common good 
on the basis of self-adminis-
tered taxes, on the model of 
club membership fees. Alter-
natively, whenever possible, 
they directly charge for use. 
The goal of all friends of 

liberty is not the removal of 
borders and the integration 
in centralising structures, but 
a political organisation which 
offers the best possible com-
bination of “voting”, “voting 
with your feet” (exit) and 
“loyalty”. 

The dictum “no taxa-
tion without representation” 
is well known, but some-
times the equally important 

opposite is forgotten: “no 
representation without taxa-
tion”. The “natural” political 
organisation is a group of 
people who agree to be taxed 
by consent. This group may 
be very small, perhaps even 
smaller than Switzerland. But 
small is beautiful, and there 
is no reason to fight against 
your neighbours. Provided, 
of course, that they don’t try 
to change your (tax) system.

This is, in fact, a form 
of experimentation. History 
does not offer us ready-made 
complete models that we can 
simply replicate. But it does 
show us a lot of interesting 
experiments. I, for example, 

progression over the course 
of the 20th century, full of 
war and the growing welfare 
state.

All friends of liberty, all 
classical liberals and libertar-
ians, are called first to seek 
out the liberal core of the 
European idea and then to 
defend it tenaciously against 
all undesirable developments 
in the direction of more 

central bureaucracy and 
more personal and regional 
redistribution. 

I am convinced that 
Europe today needs more than 
short-term political crisis man-
agement. Nor will the flight 
forwards into a centralised 
economic, financial and social 
policy solve the current prob-
lems. What is required is a con-
sideration of the conditions 
and facts that form the secret 

to the success of our little 
continent in world his-

tory. It is our diversity 
that enables com-

petition in the 
broadest sense 
and mutual 
learning – 
that diver-
sity which 
tenaciously 
resists the 

spirit of stan-
dardisation and 

harmonisation. 
In the past this 

internal diversity used 
to be considered a disad-

vantage, but in a competitive 
world of a learning society it 
is effectively turning into an 
advantage. At least that is the 
experience we have had in 
Switzerland. Diversity makes 
us all more robust and less 
vulnerable. It enables mutual 
transfer of knowledge: one 
simply copies the successes 
and avoids the mistakes. 

Diversity makes 
us all more robust 
and less vulnerable. 
It enables mutual 
transfer of 
knowledge: one 
simply copies the 
successes and avoids 
the mistakes.

Most nation states 
that exist today are 
the result of very 
cruel experiments 
of unification and 
of discrimination 
(even extinction) 
of minorities. They 
have been steeped in 
Bismarck’s Blut und 
Eisen.

States should be smaller, more diverse and more autonomous
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Indeed, the smaller the 
group experimenting, the 
better, because the risks of a 
failure are contained within 
a small area or a small group 
of people. Diversity over an 
area is then a natural creator 
of small groups suitable for 
experimentation. Historically, 
the most decisive cultural and 
political unit is the city (with 
its suburbs), not the cen-
tralised nation state. Political 
institutions of the future will 
simply be confederations of 
cities and local communities. 
I suggest that an actual path 
forward is not “let us forget 
about all regional integration 
and let us go back to the good 
old nation state!” Switzerland 
has never been a typical nation 
state, and this is another of the 
many secrets of our successes. 

Most nation states that 
exist today are the result of 
very cruel experiments of 
unification and of discrim-
ination (even extinction) of 
minorities. They have been 
steeped in Bismarck’s Blut 
und Eisen. The pre-Socra-
tic philosopher Heraclitus 
of Ephesus (535 – 475 BC) 
may have been right, after all, 
in claiming that “war is the 

father of all things”. 
But we should add that 

the mother of all things is 
the peaceful exchange and 
mutual learning and adap-
tation. So let us all together 
forget the authoritarian 
over-regulating father, at least 
in the political sphere. And 
let us go back to the tolerant 
mother who shows us how to 
exchange in peace and how 
to be creative. 

Today, economies and 
cultures are essentially and 
increasingly spanning politi-
cal or linguistic borders. The 
EU is not the positive alter-
native to the collective error 
of centralised nation states. 
Instead, the EU is a bureau-
cratic, corporatist empire, 
a political cartel in which 
the economically influential 
parties keep the smaller or 
economically weaker par-
ties happy through transfer 
payments. 

In return they demand 
financial and political trib-
utes, whilst at the same time 
cutting off competition 
among systems as much as 
possible. The more ambigu-
ous and indistinct the foun-
dations are, the better for the 
self-assigned, self-empower-
ing bureaucrats. Eurocrats 
in Brussels can live quite 
well in this state of hazily 
defined responsibilities, since 
bureaucrats are masters at 
muddling through. You can 

Robert Nef
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History does not 
offer us ready-made 
complete models 
that we can simply 
replicate. But it 
does show us a 
lot of interesting 
experiments.

States should be smaller, more diverse and more autonomous

always present unnecessary 
restraints as inevitable prac-
tical constraints “without 
alternative”. It is well known 
that necessity knows no law.

The EU is trying to pro-
long this collective error on a 
continental level by muscling 
in a form of European pseu-
do-solidarity and nationality. 
It wants to be something of a 
mercantilist super-nation. If it 
lacks loyalty, it wants to buy 
people off by centrally organ-
ised redistribution. But in 
reality it is perhaps destroying 
the loyalty more than creating 
it. Coercion destroys volun-
tary action and genuine loy-
alty. Loyalty can be based on 
free consensus over enlight-
ened self-interest, but never 
on bureaucratic machinery of 
redistribution.
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What’s the one thing 
everyone knows 

about capitalism?  Why, that 
it started out as a mean, nasty 
tool of greedy industrialists. 
“The Industrial Revolution,” 
we all learned, was a terri-
ble Moloch that devoured 
children, put profits before 
people, and though it made 
great fortunes (or, perhaps, 
partly because it made great 
fortunes), was a wicked 
development. The Industrial 
Revolution, we’ve all been 
taught, was the original sin 
of capitalism, necessary, per-
haps (perhaps) to prime the 
engine of economic progress, 
but lamentable nevertheless.

Ask anyone: the Industrial 
Revolution is a stigma that no 
amount of societal ameliora-
tion can remove. The “factory 
system,” an integral part of 
the Industrial Revolution, was 
an urban nightmare, a Dick-
ensian melodrama in which 
rural innocence was mauled 
and blighted in those horrific, 
unsanitary “Satanic mills” that 
William Blake anathematised. 
Once upon a time, before the 
advent of the factory system, 
workers enjoyed:

a passably comfortable 
existence, leading a righ-
teous and peaceful life and 
all piety and probity; and 
their material condition 
was far better than that 
their successors... They did 
not need to overwork; they 
did no more than they chose 
to do. and yet they earned 
what they needed. They had 
leisure for healthful work 
in garden or field, work 
which, in itself, was recre-
ation for them, and they 
could take part beside in 
the recreation and games of 
their neighbours ... [which] 
contributed to their phys-
ical health and vigour... 
Their children grew up 
in fresh country air, and, 
if they could help their 
parents at work, it was only 
occasionally.

Alas, this Eden, as 
described by Frederick 
Engels in a fairytale called 
The condition of the working 
classes in England in 1844, 
was destroyed by the advent 
of the machine. “The prole-
tariat,” writes Engels, “was 
called into existence by the 
introduction of machinery:”

FRIEDRICH HAYEK AND 
THE FATAL CONCEIT OF SOCIALISM

by Roger Kimball

Ask anyone: 
the Industrial 

Revolution is a stigma 
that no amount of 
societal amelioration 
can remove.  
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The consequences of improve-
ment in machinery under 
our present social conditions 
are, for the working-man, 
solely injurious, and often in 
the highest degree oppressive. 
Every new advance things 
with the loss of employment, 
want and suffering.

That’s the sad story of 
capitalism we all imbibed 
with mother’s milk, or for-
mula. No less an authority 
than Bertrand Russell has 
assured us that “the Indus-
trial Revolution caused 
unspeakable misery 
both in England and 
in America. I do not 
think any student of 
economic history can 
doubt that the average 
happiness in England 
and early nineteenth 
century was lower than 
it had been hundred 
years earlier.”

As Friedrich 
Hayek points out in 
Capitalism and the 
Historians, an extraor-
dinary collection of 
essays he edited and 
published in 1954, 
“The widespread 
emotional aversion to 
‘capitalism’ is closely 
connected with this 
belief that the undeniable 
growth of wealth which 
the competitive order had 
produced was purchased at 
the price of depressing the 

standard of life the weakest 
elements of society.” This 
picture of economic dep-
redation, notes Hayek, is 
“one supreme myth which 
more than any other has 
served to discredit the eco-
nomic system [capitalism] 
to which we owe our pres-
ent-day civilisation.”

When we move from the 
realm of myth-making to 
historical truth, however, we 
see that the Engels-Russell 
narrative, the narrative upon 
which we’ve all been bat-

tened, is a tissue of exagger-
ations, misrepresentations, 
and outright lies. A “careful 
examination of the facts,” 
which is what Hayek and his 

colleagues provide in Capi-
talism and the Historians (or, 
to give it its full title, Capi-
talism and the Historians: A 
Defense of the Early Factory 
System and its Social and Eco-
nomic Consequences), has led 
to a  “thorough refutation of 
this belief.”

Alas, the fact that a poison-
ous idea has been “thoroughly 
refuted” does not mean that it 
has been disarmed. Far from 
it. Some bad ideas exert a cat-
nip-like fascination on suscep-
tible souls, partly because they 

speak to that species of 
naiveté that undergirds 
all utopian schemes, 
partly – and more darkly 
– because it plays into 
the hands of those who 
wish to wield power over 
others.  

Consider, for exam-
ple, the case of Benito 
Mussolini. In 1929, 
when he was still riding 
high as the man who 
made the trains run on 
time, Il Duce boasted 
that: “We were the first 
to assert that the more 
complicated the forms 
assumed by civilisation, 
the more restricted the 
freedom of the individ-
ual must become.”

Of course, Mussolini was 
wrong about his historical 
priority, just as he was wrong 
about most other things. The 
palm for first promulgating 

The widespread emotional 
aversion to ‘capitalism’ is 
closely connected with this 
belief that the undeniable 
growth of wealth which 
the competitive order had 
produced was purchased 
at the price of depressing 
the standard of life the 
weakest elements of 
society.
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that principle in all its mod-
ern awfulness must go to 
Lenin who, back in 1917, 
boasted that when he fin-
ished building his workers’ 
paradise “the whole of soci-
ety will have become a single 
office and a single factory 
with equality of work and 
equality of pay.” What Lenin 
didn’t know about “restrict-
ing the freedom of 
the individual” wasn’t 
worth knowing.

Granted, things 
didn’t work out 
quite as Lenin hoped 
– or said that he 
hoped – since as the 
Soviet Union lum-
bered on there was 
less and less work 
and mostly worth-
less pay. (“They pre-
tend to pay us,” one 
wag said, “and we 
pretend to work.”) 
Really, the only 
equality Lenin and 
his heirs achieved 
was an equality of 
misery and impov-
erishment for all but 
a shifting fraction of the 
nomenklatura. Trotsky got 
right to the practical nub of 
the matter, observing that 
when the state is the sole 
employer the old adage “he 
who does not work does not 
eat” is replaced by “he who 
does not obey does not eat.”

Nevertheless, a long line of 
Western intellectuals came, saw, 
and were conquered: how many 
bien-pensants writers, journal-
ists, artists, and commentators 
swooned, as did Lincoln Stef-
fens: “I have been over into 
the future,” he said of his visit 
to the Soviet Union in 1921, 
“and it works.” Jeremy Corbyn 
updated the sentiment when, 

in 2013, he said that Hugo 
Chavez “showed us that there is 
a different and a better way of 
doing things. It’s called social-
ism, it’s called social justice and 
it’s something Venezuela has 
made a big step towards.”

Yes, Jeremy, it has. And 
how do you like it? Of course, 

you can’t make an omelette 
without breaking eggs. But 
it is remarkable what a large 
accumulation of egg-shells 
we have piled up over the 
last century. (And then there 
is always Orwell’s embarrass-
ing question: “Where’s the 
omelette?”)

I forget which sage 
described hope as the last 

evil in Pandora’s box. 
Unfair to hope, per-
haps, but not inap-
plicable to that ada-
mantine “faith in a 
better world” that 
has always been at the 
heart of the social-
ist enterprise. Talk 
about a hardy peren-
nial! The socialist 
experiment has never 
worked out as adver-
tised. But it contin-
ually blooms afresh 
in the human heart 
– those portions of it, 
anyway, colonised by 
intellectuals, that pal-
pitating tribe which 
Julien Benda mem-
orably denominated 

“clercs” (as in “trahison de”).
But why? What is it about 

intellectuals that makes them 
so profligately susceptible to 
the catnip of socialism?

In his last book, The Fatal 
Conceit: The Errors of Social-
ism (1988), Hayek drily 
underscored the oddity:

The intellectuals’ vain 
search for a truly socialist 
community, which results 
in the idealisation of, and 
then disillusionment with, 
a seemingly endless string of 
“utopias” – the Soviet Union, 
then Cuba, China, Yugo-
slavia, Vietnam, Tanzania, 
Nicaragua – should suggest 
that there might be something 
about socialism that does not 
conform to certain facts.

It should, but it hasn’t. 
And the reason, Hayek sug-
gests, lies in the peculiar ratio-
nalism to which a certain spe-
cies of intellectual is addicted. 
The “fatal conceit” lay in 
believing that, by exercising 
reason, mankind could recast 
society in a way that was at 
once equitable and prosper-
ous, orderly and conducive to 
political liberty.

I say “mankind,” but of 
course the fatal conceit is 

always pursued by a tiny 
elite who believe that the 
imposition of their reason 
can effect the desired revo-
lution in society. The rest of 
us “deplorables” are the raw 
material for the exercise of 
their fantasy.

Hayek traced this ambi-
tion back through Rous-
seau to Descartes. If man 
is born free but is every-
where in chains, Rousseau 
argued, then why does he 
not simply cast off his fet-
ters, beginning with the 
inconvenient baggage of 
traditional social restraint? 
Whether Descartes deserves 
this paternity suit is perhaps 
disputable. But I see what 
Hayek means. It was a small 
step from Descartes’s dream 
of making man the “master 
and possessor of nature” (as 
he said at the end of the Dis-
course on Method) through 

science and technology, to 
making him the master and 
possessor of man’s second 
nature, society.

How much that was 
recalcitrant about human 
experience and the world 
had suddenly to be rendered 
negotiable even to embark 
upon that path! All that was 
summed up in words like 
“manners,” “morals,” “cus-
tom,” “tradition,” “taboo,” 
and “sacred” is suddenly up 
for grabs. But it was part of 
the intoxicating nature of 
the fatal conceit – for those, 
again, who were susceptible 
to its charms – that no bar-
rier seemed strong enough to 
withstand the blandishments 

Of course, Mussolini 
was wrong about his 
historical priority, 
just as he was wrong 
about most other 
things.

Roger Kimball
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of mankind’s ingenious tin-
kerings. “Everything solid,” 
as Marx famously said, “melts 
into air.”

John Maynard Keynes – 
himself a conspicuous victim 
of the fatal conceit – summed 
up its psychological metabo-
lism in his description of Ber-
trand Russell and his Blooms-
bury friends: “Bertie 
in particular sustained 
simultaneously a pair 
of opinions ludi-
crously incompatible. 
He held that in fact 
human affairs were 
carried on after a most 
irrational fashion, but 
that the remedy was 
quite simple and easy, 
since all we had to do 
was to carry them on 
rationally.”

What prodigies 
of existential legerde-
main lay compacted 
in that phrase “all 
we had to do.” F. 
Scott Fitzgerald once 
said that the test of 
“a first-rate intelli-
gence” was “the abil-
ity to hold two opposed ideas 
in the mind at the same time” 
and still be able to function. 
In fact, that ability is as com-
mon as dirt. Look around.

Friedrich Hayek (he 
dropped the aristocratic 
“von” to which he was born) 
was a supreme anatomist of 

this species of intellectual or 
intellectualist folly. Born to a 
prosperous family in Vienna 
in 1899, Hayek had already 
made a modest name for 
himself as an economist when 
he departed for England and 
the London School of Eco-
nomics in 1931. Over the 
next decade, he published 

half a dozen technical books 
in economics (sample title: 
Monetary Theory and the 
Trade Cycle). Life changed 
in 1944 when The Road to 
Serfdom – published first in 
England, then a few months 
later in the United States – 
catapulted him to fame.

The story of this short 
but extraordinary book – 
which is less a treatise in 
economics than an existen-
tial cri de Coeur – is well 
known. Three publish-
ers turned it down in the 
United States –  one reader 
declared it “unfit for publi-
cation by a reputable house” 

– before the Univer-
sity of Chicago, not 
without misgivings, 
took it on. One of 
Chicago’s readers, 
while recommend-
ing publication, 
cautioned that the 
book was unlikely 
to “have a very wide 
market in this coun-
try” or “change the 
position of many 
readers.” 

In the event, 
Chicago could 
hardly keep up with 
demand. Within 
months, some 
50,000 copies were 
in print. Then Read-
er’s Digest published 
a condensed version, 

which brought the book to 
some 600,000 additional 
readers. A few years later, a 
Look picture-book version – 
the “graphic novel” of the day 
– further extended its reach.

The Road to Serfdom 
transformed Hayek from a 
retiring academic into an 

international celebrity. By 
the time he died, six weeks 
shy of his 93rd birthday, in 
1992, Hayek had become 
a darling of the academic 
establishment. He’d been 
a professor at the London 
School of Economics, the 
University of Chicago, and 
the University of Freiburg, 
and was the recipient of 
numerous honorary degrees. 
In 1974, he was awarded the 
Nobel Prize for Economics – 
the first free-market econo-
mist to be so honoured – 
and his theories helped 
lay the intellectual 
groundwork for the 
economic revitalisa-
tions that Margaret 
Thatcher and Ronald 
Reagan undertook in 
the 1980s.

In a deeper sense, 
however, Hayek remained 
a maverick, outside the intel-
lectual or at least the aca-
demic mainstream. The mes-
sage of The Road to Serfdom 
shows why. The book had 
two purposes. On the one 
hand, it was a paean to indi-
vidual liberty. On the other, 
it was an impassioned attack 
on central economic plan-
ning and the diminution of 
individual liberty such plan-
ning requires.

It might seem odd, in 
the wake of the Reagan and 
Thatcher revolutions, to 

describe an attack on central 
planning or a defense of indi-
vidual liberty as “maverick.” 
But in fact, although Hayek’s 
theories won some major 
skirmishes “on the ground,” 
in the world of elite intellec-
tual opinion his views are as 
contentious now as they were 
in the 1940s. Even today, 
there is widespread resistance 
to Hayek’s guiding insight 

that socialism is a nursery 
for the growth of totalitarian 
policies.

With the example of Nazi 
Germany before him, Hayek 
saw how naturally national 
socialism, leaching more and 
more initiative away from 
the individual in order to 
invest it in the state, shaded 
into totalitarianism. A major 
theme of the book is that 
the rise of fascism was not a 
reaction against the socialist 

trends of the 1920s, as is 
often contended, but on the 
contrary was a natural out-
come of those trends.

What began as a convic-
tion that, if planning were 
to be “efficient,” it must 
be “taken out of politics” 
and placed in the hands 
of experts, ended with the 
failure of politics and the 
embrace of tyranny. “Hit-
ler did not have to destroy 
democracy,” Hayek noted; 
“he merely took advantage 

of the decay of democ-
racy and at the critical 
moment obtained the 
support of many to 
whom, though they 
detested Hitler, he 
yet seemed the only 

man strong enough to 
get things done.”

Britain, Hayek 
warned, had already trav-

elled far down the road of 
socialist abdication. “The 
unforeseen but inevitable 
consequences of socialist 
planning,” he wrote, “create 
a state of affairs in which… 
totalitarian forces will get the 
upper hand.” Hayek quotes 
numerous influential com-
mentators who cheerfully 
advocate not only whole-
sale economic planning but 
the outright rejection of 
freedom.

Today, some of us warn 
about the growth and 
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insidiousness of “the admin-
istrative state” or “the deep 
state” – that permanent 
bureaucracy of busybod-
ies who are not elected but 
nevertheless wield enormous 
power over every aspect of 
our lives. The growth of that 
unaccountable apparatus of 
control has deep roots. In 
1932, for example, the influ-
ential political theorist Har-
old Laski argued that “defeat 
at the polls” must not be 
allowed to derail the glori-
ous progress of socialism. 
Voting is all well and good – 
so long as people vote for the 
right (ie, the Left) things. In 
1942, the historian E. H. 
Carr blithely argued that: 
“The result which we desire 
can be won only by a delib-
erate reorganisation of Euro-
pean life such as Hitler has 
undertaken.”

The two great presiding 
influences on The Road to 
Serfdom were Alexis de Toc-
queville and Adam Smith. 
From Tocqueville, Hayek 
took both his title and his 
sensitivity to what Tocque-
ville, in a famous section 
of Democracy in America, 
called “democratic des-
potism.” Hayek, like Toc-
queville, saw that in mod-
ern bureaucratic societies 
threats to liberty often come 
disguised as humanitarian 
benefits.

If old-fashioned despo-
tism tyrannises, democratic 
despotism infantilises. Echo-
ing and extending Tocque-
ville, Hayek argued that one 
of the most important effects 
of extensive government con-
trol was psychological, “an 
alteration of the character of 
the people.” We are the crea-
tures as well as the creators of 
the institutions we inhabit. 
“The important point,” he 
concluded, “is that the polit-
ical ideals of a people and 
its attitude toward authority 
are as much the effect as the 

cause of the political institu-
tions under which it lives.”

A major part of The Road to 
Serfdom is negative or critical. 
Its task is to expose, describe, 
and analyse the socialist threat 
to freedom. But there is also a 
positive side to Hayek’s argu-
ment. The road away from 
serfdom was to be found 
by embracing what Hayek 
called “the extended order of 
cooperation”; aka capitalism. 
(Although Hayek uses the term 
“capitalism,” I prefer the term 
“free market,” which is inno-
cent of Marxist overtones.) 

In The Wealth of Nations, 
Adam Smith noted the par-
adox, or seeming paradox, 
of the free market: that the 
more individuals were left 
free to follow their own 
ends, the more their activi-
ties were “led by an invisible 
hand to promote” ends that 
aided the common good. In 
other words, private pursuits 
advance public goods: that is 
the beneficent alchemy of the 
free market, of capitalism. 
Hayek’s fundamental insight, 
enlarging Smith’s thought, is 
that the spontaneous order 
created and maintained by 
competitive market forces 
leads to greater prosperity 
than a planned economy.

The sentimentalist can-
not wrap his mind, or his 
heart, around that datum. 
He cannot understand why 
we shouldn’t favour “cooper-
ation” (a pleasing-sounding 
arrangement) over “compe-
tition” (much harsher), since 
in any competition there 
are losers, which is bad, and 
winners, which may be even 
worse. 

It is at this juncture that 
advocates of a planned econ-
omy introduce the word 
“fairness” into the discussion: 
wouldn’t it be fairer if we 
took money from person “A,” 
who has a stack, and gave it 
to person “B,” whose stack is 
smaller? (“That is,” as W. S. 

Gilbert put it in The Mikado, 
“assuming I am ‘B’.”)

Socialism is a version of 
sentimentality. The socialist, 
the sentimentalist, cannot 
understand why, if people 
have been able to “generate 
some system of 
rules coordinating 
their efforts,” they 
cannot also con-
sciously “design 
an even better and 
more gratifying 
system.” Central 
to Hayek’s teach-
ing is the unyield-
ing fact that 
human ingenuity 
is limited, that 
the elasticity of 
freedom requires 
the agency of 
forces beyond our 
supervision, that, 
finally, the ambi-
tions of socialism 
are an expression 
of rationalistic 
hubris. As David 
Hume, another 
of Hayek’s intellectual heroes, 
put it, “a rule, which, in spec-
ulation, may seem the most 
advantageous to society, 
may yet be found, in prac-
tice, totally pernicious and 
destructive.”

A spontaneous order gen-
erated by market forces may 
be as beneficial to humanity 
as you like; it may have greatly 

extended life and produced 
wealth so staggering that, 
only a few generations ago, 
it was unimaginable. Still, it 
is not perfect. The poor are 
still with us. Not every social 
problem has been solved. In 
the end, though, the really 
galling thing about the spon-
taneous order that free mar-
kets produce is not its imper-
fection but its spontaneity: 

the fact that it is a creation 
not our own. It transcends 
the conscious direction of 
human will and is therefore 
an affront to human pride.

The urgency with which 
Hayek condemns socialism 

is a function of 
the importance 
of the stakes 
involved. As he 
puts it in The 
Fatal Conceit, 
the “dispute 
between the 
market order 
and socialism 
is no less than 
a matter of sur-
vival” because 
“to follow social-
ist morality 
would destroy 
much of pres-
ent humankind 
and impover-
ish much of the 
rest.” We get a 
foretaste of what 
Hayek means 
whenever the 

forces of socialism triumph. 
There follows, as the night 
the day, an increase in pov-
erty and a diminution of 
individual freedom.

The curious thing is that 
this fact has had so little effect 
on the attitudes of intellec-
tuals. No merely empirical 
development, it seems – let 
it be repeated innumerable 

At the end of the day, 
Hayek’s inestimable 
value is to have 
dramatised the 
subtle and seductive 
insidiousness of the 
socialist enterprise.

Roger Kimball

The more individuals 
were left free to 
follow their own 
ends, the more their 
activities were 
“led by an invisible 
hand to promote” 
ends that aided the 
common good.
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times – can spoil the plea-
sures of socialist sentimental-
ity. This unworldliness is tied 
to another common trait of 
intellectuals: their contempt 
for money and the world 
of commerce. The social-
ist intellectual eschews the 
“profit motive” and recom-
mends increased government 

control of the economy. He 
feels, Hayek notes, that “to 
employ a hundred people 
is… exploitation but to com-
mand the same number [is] 
honourable.”

It is not surprising that 
Hayek is often described 
as “conservative.” In fact, 
though, he was right to 
object that his position is 
better described as “liberal,” 
understanding that term not 
in its contemporary deforma-
tion (ie, Leftist, statist) but 
in the 19th-century English 
sense in which Burke, for 

example, was a liberal. There 
is an important sense in 
which genuine liberals are (in 
Russell Kirk’s phrase) conser-
vative precisely because they 
are liberals: they understand 
that the best chance for pre-
serving freedom is through 
preserving the institutions 
and traditional practices that 
have, so to speak, housed 
freedom.

Although cautious when 
it came to political innova-
tion, Hayek thought tradi-
tional Tory conservatism too 
wedded to the status quo. 
“The decisive objection” to 
conservatism, Hayek wrote 
in “Why I Am Not a Con-
servative,” a postscript to The 
Constitution of Liberty, is that 
it is by nature reactive and 
hence unable to offer alter-
natives to the “progressive” 
programme. It can retard 
our progress down the social-
ist path; it cannot, Hayek 
thought, forge a different 
path.

At the end of the day, 
Hayek’s inestimable value is 
to have dramatised the subtle 
and seductive insidiousness 
of the socialist enterprise. “It 
is seldom that liberty of any 
kind is lost all at once”: that 
sentence from Hume stands 
as an epigraph to The Road 
to Serfdom. It is as pertinent 
today as when Hayek set it 
down in 1944.

A rule, which, in 
speculation, may 
seem the most 
advantageous to 
society, may yet be 
found, in practice, 
totally pernicious 
and destructive.



58 59www.theconservative.online THE CONSERVATIVE   |   May 2018   |   Issue 6

power has 
been del-
egated by 
d e m o c r a t i c 
nation-state offi-
cials to the EU’s supra-
national institutions. Sig-
nificantly, however, both the 
Enlightenment philosopher 
John Locke and the Amer-
ican statesman Alexander 
Hamilton specifically repu-
diated this type of delegation 
of authority that transfers 
sovereignty or self-govern-
ment from one political 
entity to different political 
entity. Locke writes in his 
famous Second Treatise that if 

the “legislative” (parliament) 
delivers “the people into the 
subjection of a foreign power” 
it “change[s] the legislative.” 
Locke states that the concept 
of a “free and independent 
society, to be governed by its 
own laws: this is lost, when-
ever they are given up into the 
power of another”. 

Echoing Locke, Alexander 
Hamilton declared that sover-
eign legislative decision-mak-
ing cannot be delegated away 
under the American Consti-
tution. Hamilton wrote that: 

“a delegated authority can-
not alter the consti-

tuting act… An 
agent cannot 

model his 
own com-
m i s s i o n . 
A treaty, 
for exam-

ple, cannot 
transfer the 

legislative power 
to the executive.”  

If the democratic nation-
state is the primary institu-
tion of a free society, its sov-
ereignty and liberty cannot 
be taken for granted but is 
sustained only by the patrio-
tism of its citizens. As polit-
ical thinkers from Plato and 
Aristotle to Montesquieu, 
Madison, Burke, and Toc-
queville have reminded us, 
without patriotism no con-
sensual regime will survive.    

Conservative voters and 
conservative politicians are 
naturally drawn to patrio-
tism, to national traditions, 
national identity, and the pat-
rimony of one’s own nation. 
But what should be the con-
servative approach to nation-
alism? Let us examine the dif-
ferent types of nationalism. 

There is aggressive nation-
alism, often exhibited by 
authoritarian states, that is 
belligerent towards foreign-
ers and in some cases seeks 
military conquests. But we 
already have more precise 
words to deal with this neg-
ative behaviour: jingoism 
for the glorification of war 
and military conquest, and 
chauvinism for contempt for 
other nations. Thus the use 
of the term “nationalist” is 
gratuitous in cases where jin-
goist or chauvinist are more 
accurate.  

On the other hand, 
self-governing free societies 
cannot exist without patrio-
tism, which is synonymous 
with democratic nationalism. 
There can be no democracy 
without the nation-state 
and no nation (and no con-
servative politics, for that 
matter) will survive without 
nationalist sentiments. As 
the National Review editor, 
Rich Lowry, put it: “Nation-
alist sentiments are natural 
and can’t be beaten out of 

DEMOCRATIC SELF-GOVERNMENT 
REQUIRES NATIONALISM 
by John Fonte

The two most important 
words in politics are: 

who decides? Today through-
out the West the central issue 
is whether government is 
based on the consent of the 
governed or whether previ-
ously democratic peoples will 
be ruled against their consent 
by supranational institutions 
and global forces beyond 
their control.

The Brexit referendum 
was a defining moment in 
early 21st century global pol-
itics. Through Brexit, the 
British people re-affirmed 

the greatest political right of 
all, the right of a free people 
to rule themselves. Western 
conservatives should not hes-
itate to celebrate the reasser-
tion of democratic self-gov-
ernment – that is, democratic 
sovereignty – in the United 
Kingdom. 

Today, the democratic 
nation-state is the primary 
institution that ensures the 
existence of a just political 
system in which the rulers 
are responsible to, and cho-
sen by, the ruled. As Michael 
Gove put it succinctly 

during the Brexit debate: 
“the laws we must obey… 
should be decided by the 
people we choose and who 
we can throw out.” Instead, 
European Union member-
ship means that British laws 
“are decided by politicians 
from other nations who we 
never elected and can’t throw 
out”.

Supporters of the suprana-
tional authority of the Euro-
pean Union argue the system 
remains consensual because 

Without patriotism 
no consensual 
regime will survive.
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people if you try. It would 
be a strange… conservatism 
that lacked any foundation 
in them.” Lowry and his 
colleague Ramesh Ponnuru 
called on fellow conservatives 
to embrace an “enlightened 
nationalism.” 

The Israeli politician 
Natan Sharansky argued 
that “nationalism has been a 
powerful weapon in defend-
ing the free world against 
aggression”. During the Sec-
ond World War, democratic 
nationalism, as articulated by 
Churchill, Roosevelt, and de 
Gaulle was a main inspira-
tion for resistance to the Nazi 
German empire (which in 
Hitler’s view was more Aryan 
racialist and imperialist than 
a regime primarily focused 
on German nationalism and 
German national interest). 

After World War II the 
conservative renaissance 
in the West under Reagan, 
Thatcher, de Gaulle, and 
Begin was imbued with the 
spirit of democratic nation-
alism, in opposition to a 
social democratic-style West-
ern Left that was becoming 
increasingly transnationalist. 
As democratic nationalists 
(and conservatives) both de 
Gaulle and Thatcher (despite 
their economic and foreign 
policy differences) favoured 
a Europe of sovereign 
nation-states rather than the 

supranational entity that the 
EU has become. 

During the 1980s in the 
United States two leading 
thinkers of neo-conservatism, 
Irving Kristol and Norman 
Podhoretz, unhesitatingly 
described President Reagan as a 
nationalist.  Podhoretz defined 
patriotism as a “love of” one’s 
country and nationalism as 
“pride in” one’s country, and 
noted that Reagan promoted 
both. But whatever the differ-
ent definitions, the connection 
between conservatives and 
patriotism and nationalism 

is fundamental and cannot 
be denied. As the Israeli phi-
losopher, Yoram Hazony, 
observed: “Conservatives have 
been nationalists since the days 
Disraeli wrote novels.” 

There are some who argue 
that conservatives should 
adopt a “patriotism good, 
nationalism bad” stance. 
But this manner of thinking 
makes too many concessions 
to anti-national identity 
forces and, thus, often leads 
to a watered-down form of 
“patriotism” that is hesitant 
vigorously to defend one’s 
culture, heritage, history, and 
national traditions, without 

which a free democratic soci-
ety will not survive.  

Conservatives, whether 
Anglosphere free marketeers, 
Gaullist continentalists, or 
some fusionist combination, 
such as Likud in Israel or the 
centre-Right coalition in Den-
mark, should stand firm. We 
should proudly say: yes, we 
are for patriotism, democratic 
nationalism, and the sovereign 
right of a free people to rule 
themselves. And this includes 
the right of societal reproduc-
tion – that is, the right of a free 
people to perpetuate their own 
cultures, institutions, and ways 
of life through an immigration 
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and assimilation policy that 
that is based on the principle 
of government by the consent 
of the governed.

Democratic self-government requires nationalism 
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Australia’s Foreign Affairs 
Minister, Julie Bishop, 

has recently expressed her 
government’s support for the 
possibility of the UK joining 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP), a nascent free trade 
area of eleven countries. This 
looks like an excellent oppor-
tunity for post-Brexit Britain. 

TPP is an interesting case. 
Traditionally, most Free Trade 
Areas (FTAs) have comprised 
countries that were similar in 
terms of income levels and/or 
geographically close together. 
TPP is almost the complete 
opposite: a motley crew of old 
industrialised countries (Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, Japan), 
countries whose economies 

took off during the first 
wave of globalisation (Chile, 
Malaysia), and new kids on 
the block (Vietnam), scat-
tered across the globe. Several 
other countries, among them 
South Korea and Taiwan, 
have also expressed an inter-
est in joining.

Joining an existing FTA – 
an off-the-shelf solution – is 
much easier than setting new 
ones, so hopefully, the UK 
will pursue that approach 
much more widely after 
Brexit. Efta and Nafta would 
be obvious candidates. 

Joining TPP would, of 
course, not obviate a sensible 
agreement with the EU. TPP 
is not a very comprehensive 
FTA, and far-flung markets 
cannot replace markets close 
to home. But it certainly 
drives home the point that 
leaving the EU, and more 
specifically, the Customs 
Union, opens new trade 
opportunities for Britain. 

Meanwhile, Argentina’s 
government is making some 
progress in rolling back the 
hyper-interventionist poli-
cies of the Kircher era. About 
time.

THE OPPORTUNITY OF AN 
OFF-THE-SHELVE TRADE DEAL

by Kristian Niemietz

TPP is an 
interesting case. 

Traditionally, most 
Free Trade Areas 
(FTAs) have comprised 
countries that were 
similar in terms of 
income levels and/or 
geographically close 
together. 
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Argentina has long 
served as a cautionary tale. 
In the early 20th century, 
the country was richer than 
most of Europe, and cer-
tainly well ahead of Spain 
and Italy, where most 
Argentines’ families were 
originally from. But from 
the 1930s onwards, a pol-
icy trend towards national-
isations, protectionism and 
clientelism fundamentally 
changed the character of the 
Argentine economy. It led 
to a long period of relative 
decline. By 1990, Spain had 
become twice as rich and 
Italy nearly three times as 
rich as Argentina. While the 
1990s and early 2000s were 
a period of liberalisation, 
Kirchnerism represented a 
return to the worst habits. 

President Mauricio Mac-
ri’s government has abolished 
foreign exchange controls 
and export restrictions for 
agricultural products. Costly 
and distortionary subsidies 
for utilities are being phased 
out. A number of discretion-
ary import restrictions have 
been scrapped. The mar-
ket for air travel, currently 
dominated by the state-
owned Aerolineas Argenti-
nas, is being opened up to 
competitors. 

All very promising so far. 
But these were the low-hang-
ing fruits. And while Macri’s 
drive to eliminate distortions 
is laudable, he is clearly not 
a free-marketeer: he seems to 
see entrepreneurship is some-
thing which governments 
must actively promote, rather 

than something that just nat-
urally flourishes if govern-
ment gets out of the way. 

Staying in that region: 
according to Bloomberg Mar-
kets, there is a possibility that 
Chile’s incoming government 
might split up Codelco, the 
country’s state-owned cop-
per mining corporation, and 
privatise one part of it. This 
would not just be an economi-
cally sensible move, given that 
Codelco is heavily indebted, 
and reliant on government 
subsidies. It would also have 
some symbolic importance. 

It is commonly assumed 
that from the mid-1970s 
to the end of Pinochet’s 
dictatorship, the “Chicago 
Boys” – American-educated, 
free-market economists – 
were given a free reign over 

the country’s economic poli-
cies.  This is not quite true. 
The military junta respected 
the Chicago Boys’ expertise, 
but they never really trusted 
their free-market policies, 
which they often blocked 
or delayed. The large wave 
of industry privatisations, 
for example, only started in 
1985, and even then, the 
generals insisted on exemp-
tions. The most prominent 
one was Codelco. 

Codelco had been created 
by Pinochet’s government, as 
a merger of various existing 
state-owned mining compa-
nies, and companies that had 
been recently nationalised by 
the socialist president Salvador 
Allende. It has been untouch-
able ever since, protected by 
an odd coalition of socialists 

on the Left, and economic 
nationalists on the Right. So 
in a sense, the company, in its 
present form, embodies the 
worst of all worlds. That alone 
would make a partial privati-
sation worthwhile. 

When Saudi Arabia is in 
the news, it is usually not 
good news. The Kingdom is 
mainly mentioned in con-
nection with human rights 
abuses, archaic laws, and 
support for extremist groups. 
The last few months were a 
bit of an exception. The most 
high-profile story was that 
the driving ban for women 
has finally been scrapped. 

What has been less well 
documented is that this 
seems to be part 
of an emerg-
ing broader 

liberalisation trend, which 
also entails greater freedom 
in the economic sphere. 
Cinemas, for example, had 
been banned for nearly four 
decades. That ban has now 
been lifted – although the 
state still controls which mov-
ies people are allowed to see – 
and earlier this year, the first 
ones have been opened. 

This has probably more to 
do with economics than with 
a desire for modernisation as 
such. A lot of entertainment 
is banned in Saudi Arabia, 
but the smaller neighbour 
countries are, relatively speak-
ing, more liberal (it would 
be hard not to be). So a lot 

of Saudi citizens simply 
travel there when 

they want to 
have some 
fun, which 
m e a n s 
that those 
neighbour-

ing coun-
tries also get 

to collect the 
associated revenue. 

Now that the long 
period of exceptionally high 
oil prices has come to an 
end, Saudi Arabia needs to 
develop other sectors that 
can pick up some of the 
slack. Apparently, it is start-
ing to dawn on the royal 
family that banning a lot of 
economic activity is not the 
best way to do that.

Argentina has 
long served as a 
cautionary tale. 
In the early 20th 
century, the country 
was richer than 
most of Europe, 
and certainly well 
ahead of Spain and 
Italy, where most 
Argentines’ families 
were originally from.

Kristian Niemietz
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The continued bloodshed 
was the result of the overlap-
ping, conflicting jurisdictions 
which had been a character-
istic feature of the Middle 
Ages, and which had become 
untenable in the modern 
world. Kings and noblemen 
lived in a state of continual 
competition over claims to 
decision-making powers. 

Ecclesiastical and worldly 
rulers constantly disputed 
who was to have the final say. 

Significant numbers of 
devout Catholics questioned 
the authority of secular rulers. 
Independent cities, emanci-
pated provinces and fiefdoms 
had also begun to compete 
with one another. Noblemen 
were not subject to the same 

rules as students, farmers or 
guild members. The political 
structure was overlapping, 
and many-layered. No single 
institution had the last word. 

From Jean Bodin in 
France to Johannes Althusius 
in Germany, from Hugo de 
Groot in the Netherlands to 
Thomas Hobbes in England, 
thinkers in every European 
country came to the con-
clusion that the only way 
to put a stop to endless war 
was to establish centralised, 
territorial jurisdiction. This 
marked the transition from 
the Middle Ages to the mod-
ern world. 

One organisation was 
ultimately to be invested 
with the authority to main-
tain order in a clearly defined 
area. The population would 
be asked to pledge obedience 
to that power. Religious, 
regional or class ties were to 
become subordinate to the 
loyalty all of us had to have 
towards the state. 

This is how peace was 
finally restored in Europe 

WITHOUT NATIONAL 
SOVEREIGNTY, WE’D BE BACK 
IN THE MIDDLE AGE
by Thierry Baudet

A series of bloody con-
flicts swept through 

Western Europe between 
1500 and 1650. England was 
plagued by various civil wars, 
which led to the tyrannical 
rule of Oliver Cromwell; 
France suffered thousands 
of massacres, the exodus of 

persecuted Protestants, and 
a regicide in 1610; the Neth-
erlands became embroiled 
in the Eighty Years’ War 
with Spain, while conflicts 
in Germany culminated in 
the Thirty Years’ War, during 
which it is estimated that a 
third of its population died. 

The continued 
bloodshed was 
the result of the 
overlapping, 
conflicting 
jurisdictions 
which had been 
a characteristic 
feature of the Middle 
Ages, and which had 
become untenable in 
the modern world. 

There is more at 
stake than the divide 
between those who 
love their home, their 
nation, their history, 
their community – 
and those who feel 
uncomfortable about 
these particularities 
and instinctively 
work towards their 
destruction.

enca.com
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over the course of the 17th 
and 18th centuries. The con-
tinent flourished and the 
Enlightenment and demo-
cratic revolutions ensued. 
Wars became more rational 
and more limited in scope 
– with the exception of the 
wars that grew out of renewed 
ambitions to establish impe-
rial rule on the continent 
once more, as happened 
under Napoleon, Wilhelm II, 
Mussolini and Hitler. 

After the Second World 
War, national sovereignty was 
reinstated after the disastrous 
consequences of ambitious 
plans to unite Europe had, once 
again, become clear. Strangely 
enough, however, the idea that 
the sovereign state was no lon-
ger tenable co-existed with this 
realisation. An attitude that 
can only be described as oiko-
phobia became a catalyst for 
the insidious dismantling of 
the state. 

Its agents were suprana-
tional institutions such as 
the European Union, the 
European Court of Human 
Rights in Strasbourg, the 
World Trade Organisation 
and the International Court 
of Justice, as well as the sys-
tematic dilution of homoge-
neous populations by means 
of waves of mass immigra-
tion, open borders and mul-
ticulturalism. An interna-
tional “style” of shapeless, 

modernistic buildings and 
abstract, meaningless “art” 
continues to destroy people’s 
sense of belonging, while the 
continent’s many old cities 
have lost their beauty and 
their ability to offer a sense of 
home. 

My view is that all policy 
that is the result of the oiko-
phobia of our elites, consti-
tutes, ultimately, a kind of 
return to the Middle Ages. 
New overlapping jurisdic-
tions are being created and 
cultivated. A new class-based 
society has come into being. 
A quasi-hereditary aristoc-
racy has returned in the 
form of the cosmopolitan 

The E U R O P E A N
C O N S E R V A T I V EC O N S E R V A T I V EC O N S E R V A T I V E

Arsuaga.  Bartulica.  Baudet.  Bolkestein.  Brague.  Burke.  
Buttiglione.   Dalrymple.  De Mattei.  Del Noce.  Delsol.  
Espada.  Fleming.  Harris.  Huizinga.  Kinneging.  Klink.  
Kuby.  Kuehnelt-Leddihn.  Kugler.  Legutko.  Ljungberg.  

Manent.  Minogue.  Nef.  Nolte.  O’Sullivan.  Sacks.  
Sanandaji.  Sarrazin.  Schindler.  Schwarz.  Scruton.  

Thatcher.  Tyrmand.  Voegelin.  Waldstein.

These are just some of the names you’ll encounter 
when you read The European Conservative, the 

oldest English-language, pan-European conservative 
magazine. The European Conservative publishes 

articles, editorials, essays, and reviews representing the 
many varieties of ‘respectable conservatism’ across Europe — from anti-statists and 

free market enthusiasts to traditionalists and constitutional monarchists.
We welcome unsolicited manuscripts.

Back issues are available in PDF format at: 
www. e u r o p e a n c o n s e r v a t i v e . c om

For information about the magazine or to support our efforts as a volunteer or donor, please contact: 
e d i t o r@ e u r o p e a n c o n s e r v a t i v e . c om

elites, the “highly-educated” 
(as they call themselves), 
who intermarry and operate 
on an international scale, 
and who exclude the new 
serfs – the “deplorables” and 
the migrant workers – by 
means of subtle style con-
ventions and hollow pleas 
for “tolerance”. The impe-
rial power that once ruled 
all of Europe has returned 
in the form of the imperial 
decrees issued by Brussels. 
Papal authority has returned 
via the “universal” Human 
Rights Court and the “uni-
versal” Criminal Court. 
Universal – the literal trans-
lation of “Catholic”. 

My criticism of these 
developments extends 
beyond questions of taste. 
There is more at stake than 
the divide between those who 
love their home, their nation, 
their history, their commu-
nity – and those who feel 
uncomfortable about these 
particularities and instinc-
tively work towards their 
destruction. For the medieval 
order of overlapping jurisdic-
tions and conflicting loyalties 
– the homeless order we are 
now returning to – cannot 
be reconciled with the dem-
ocratic rule of law.

Democracy requires a sov-
ereign parliament that decides 

The imperial power 
that once ruled all of 
Europe has returned 
in the form of the 
imperial decrees 
issued by Brussels.

Without national sovereignty, we’d be back in the Middle Age
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on war and peace, expenditure 
and immigration. The great 
capitals of our European coun-
tries have lost virtually all of 
their decision-making powers 
in those crucial policy areas. 
Meanwhile, it is impossible for 
the European Parliament to be 
democratic, because there is no 
European demos. 

As a result, majority deci-
sions are not experienced as 
taken in the name of “us” – 
and are not considered legit-
imate. There is no European 
“we”, and no European pub-
lic debate. No one feels con-
nected to the weighted vote of 
the Polish, the Bulgarians, the 
Estonians, the Germans, the 
French, the Spaniards, etc. 

Nor can the rule of law 
exist at a post-national or 
European level. The absence 
of a shared, national identity 
inescapably leads to endless 
confusion about how the law 
should be interpreted. And 
about which morals apply, 
and which cultures should 
take the lead. In addition, 
for their decisions to be 
conceived as authoritative, 
judges have to draw on a 
shared idea of legitimacy – 
and for them to be able to 
do so, they would have to be 
considered to be part of the 
same “community”. 

Who will accept their 
decisions if that is not the 
case? That shared legitimacy 
is lacking on the continental 
scale. That is why the Euro-
pean Court of Human Rights 
unleashes such a storm of 
criticism when it ignores 
national preferences. It is also 
why we see an increasing call 

Spiritually uprooted 
and politically 
dispossessed: that is 
our future unless we 
stop the assault on 
the nation state.

Without national sovereignty, we’d be back in the Middle Age
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for sharia law courts with 
their own Islamic judges in 
the suburbs of major cities. 

We have reached a deci-
sive moment in our history. 
Are we going to continue 
along this path to a new Mid-
dle Ages? The social unrest in 
the southern euro countries 
and the tension between 
the cosmopolitan elites and 
ordinary people are set to 
increase. As the new class-
based society takes shape, 
democratic rule of law will 
come to an end. As a result 
of modernism in the arts, 
people will continue to feel 
more and more uprooted as 
they lose their sense of con-
nection with their surround-
ings. Spiritually uprooted 
and politically dispossessed: 
that is our future unless we 
stop the assault on the nation 
state.

When I first read 
it in my early 20s, 

I was disappointed 
that there was so little 
combat in it. Now that 
I’m older, I realise that 
this is part of its strength: 
it’s not really about 
war at all, but about 
something much bigger 
– about life itself and our 
quest for meaning in a 
world which makes so 
little sense.
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SWORD OF HONOUR TRILOGY
- Evelyn Waugh

by James Delingpole

In each issue, James Delingpole reviews a book which may not be  
recent in its publication, but which conservatives should read.

The Second World War 
was the making of 

Evelyn Waugh, though he 
didn’t appreciate this at the 
time. Almost too old to fight 
– he was 36 when the war 
broke out – Waugh drifted 
in and out of various glam-
orous-sounding units (the 
Royal Marines, the com-
mandos, the Royal Horse 
Guards) but never saw any 
serious action. His snobbery 
and cantankerousness made 
him a poor officer. Lord 
Lovat once said that he had 
chucked Waugh out of the 
commandos to save his life: 
as soon as Waugh led his men 
into battle, Lovat feared, they 
would seize the opportunity 
to shoot him.

From this disappointing 
material, however, Waugh 
crafted his masterpiece, the 
Sword of Honour trilogy. It 
was originally published, 
over a period of 13 years 
(1951 to 1964), in three sep-
arate volumes, so as to make 
him more money. Reviews 
were mixed: people pre-
ferred Brideshead Revisited. 

But it’s Sword of Honour – 
rambling, unwieldy, frus-
trating though it is – which 
does most to stake his claim 
as the 20th century’s great-
est novelist.

It follows the attempted 
military exploits of the 
semi-autographical Guy 
Crouchback – middle aged, 
and Catholic, as the author 
was; richer and posher, as 
Waugh would like to have 
been. He sets out, full of high 
ideals, hoping to prove him-
self in battle like his knightly 
ancestors. But ahead lies only 
disillusion, with brief bouts 
of futile peril in Senegal, 
Crete and Yugoslavia, punc-
tuating long periods of ach-
ing self-doubt, drudgery and 
boredom.

As heroes go, Crouchback 
is almost a cipher: sexless, 
phlegmatic, uncharismatic. 

But his essential dullness 
serves to ground in reality 
a series of events and char-
acters so bizarre, colourful 
and outré they might have 
escaped from Waugh’s early 
satirical novels.

cvce.eu
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There’s Trimmer – aka 
McTavish – the handsome, 
proletarian hairdresser recast, 
purely for propaganda pur-
poses, as a war hero after a 
confected raid on enemy ter-
ritory whose only casualty is 
a dog; Crouchback’s brother 
officer Apthorpe, the ridicu-
lous old Africa hand whose 
most treasured possession is 
the portable toilet he calls 
his “thunder box”; Brigadier 
Ritchie-Hook, the insanely 
brave, savagely blood-
thirsty First World War 
veteran who returns 
from a lunatic 
beach raid on 
West Africa cra-
dling a black 
man’s severed 
head; Guy’s ex 
– the appall-
ingly fickle and 
flighty Virginia 
Troy – based, as 
all Waugh’s ghast-
liest females were, on 
his own first wife “She 
Evelyn” Gardner.

But because this is the 
work of a mature, bruised, 
increasingly religious novel-
ist with an eye on posterity, 
not a flippant, brittle, bright 
young thing on a mission to 
shock, all this preposterous-
ness serves a deeper moral 
purpose. It’s there to tell you 
that war – at least in Waugh’s 
view – is the bleakest of black 

comedies in which no good 
deed goes unpunished but 
where shits, incompetents, 
cowards, and even traitors 
too often prosper.

For its initial reader-
ship this would have been 
a brashly insensitive view-
point. Even today, it comes 
across as quite outrageously 
cynical, bitter and perverse as 
a judgment on Britain’s fin-

est hour. But while we may 
shudder at Waugh’s callous-
ness – this, remember, is the 
father who refused to visit his 

own son as he lay in hospi-
tal in Cyprus shot almost to 
death in a machine gun acci-
dent – we may also find it 
hard not to admire his cool, 
observational detachment. If, 
as Graham Greene suggested, 
great writers need a “splinter 
of ice” in their hearts then 
Waugh had a whole iceberg’s 
worth.

We still haven’t quite 
established, though, what 
makes the book so good. 

In part, it’s the sublime 
technique. Elegant, 

economical, never 
a word out of 

place, ever adept 
with the mot 
juste, Waugh’s 
prose style is 
simply match-
less. (As too is 
his dialogue, 

so authentic, 
honed, per-

fectly formed 
that he almost never 

needs to add adverbs to 
explain how it is spoken – or 

even needs to tell us who is 
speaking).

In part, it’s his sheer range: 
from broad comedy to sud-
den pathos; farce to tragedy; 
domesticity to Stuka attacks; 
fashionable London restau-
rants to dreary south coast 
training camps; laird’s dining 
halls to bombed-out Cre-
tan villages; hallucinogenic 

sea voyages to grand Catho-
lic funerals; literary pseuds, 
society hostesses, decent but 
stupid officers (poor “Fido” 
Hound), African witch-doc-
tor abortionists, Jewish refu-
gees… All human life is here, 
all drawn with an engagement 
and fluency and breadth of 
sympathy quite remarkable 
from such a crashing snob.

And even if it isn’t the 
20th century’s greatest novel, 
it almost certainly qualifies as 
its greatest conservative novel. 
Besides the obvious reasons 
– the reverence for tradition 
and the suspicion of the novel 
– there’s Waugh’s relentless, 
unfashionable, clear-eyed 
contempt for the way his 
hero’s compatriots and allies 
keep deluding themselves as 
to the evils of Communism. 
The book’s title refers in part 
to a ceremonial sword forged 
by the British in honour of 
Stalin’s glorious victory at 
Stalingrad and exhibited at 
Westminster Abbey. Crouch-
back pointedly refuses to join 
the queues to see it, recognis-
ing that Stalin and Hitler are 
as bad as each other.

There’s also something 
quintessentially conserva-
tive in its pervasive religious 
theme, where personal acts of 
good behaviour are seen as the 
best route to redemption. We 
are told by the book’s moral 
touchstone – Guy’s devout 
and kindly father – that “sub 
specie aeternitatis” “quantitative 
judgments do not apply”. He 
means that it’s the  quality  of 
your deeds, however small, 
that counts in the eyes of God.

When I first read it in 
my early 20s, I was disap-
pointed that there was so 
little combat in it. Now that 
I’m older, I realise that this 
is part of its strength: it’s 
not really about war at all, 
but about something much 
bigger – about life itself and 
our quest for meaning in a 
world which makes so little 
sense. I cannot recommend 
reading – or re-reading – it 
highly enough.

Even if it isn’t the 
20th century’s great-
est novel, it almost  
certainly qualifies 
as its greatest 
conservative novel.

There’s also some-
thing quintessentially 
conservative in its 
pervasive religious 
theme, where per-
sonal acts of good 
behaviour are seen 
as the best route to 
redemption.
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EU, Jean Monnet and Rob-
ert Schuman, full European 
integration was the ideal. 
This, let’s make no bones 
about it, was a United States 
of Europe. That was the plan. 

The single currency itself 
was a precursor to a super-
state. As Jacques Rueff, the 
French politician and mone-
tary expert, asserted as early 
as 1950: “Europe will make 
itself by money, or not at all”. 

Britain’s decision not 
to join the euro proj-
ect was a necessary 
precondition for 
Brexit. Europhiles 
as candid as Jean-
Claude Juncker, 
the President of 
the European 
Commission, 
and Martin 
Schulz, the 
leader of 
G e r m a -
ny’s Social 
Democrats, 
have never 
hidden their 
desire to create a 
single state of Europe 
based on a single currency. In 
his State of the Union speech 
in the European Parliament 
last September, Mr Juncker 
confirmed that “the euro is 
destined to be the currency 
of the entire Union”, while at 
his party’s conference in Ber-
lin in December 2017 Schulz 

BREXIT WAS 
DE GAULLE’S 
REVENGE
by Kwasi Kwarteng Across the 

Western world, 
borders are back 
in fashion. Nothing 
demonstrates 
statehood better 
than a strong border. 
Even children 
understand what 
lines on a map 
signify. 

The nation state is 
back, and borders are 

now very much part of the 
political debate. In Amer-
ica, Donald Trump’s most 
famous policy was undoubt-
edly the building of a wall 
on the southern border with 
Mexico. In Europe, Angela 
Merkel’s poor performance in 
the German general election 
was partly explained by her 
perceived eagerness to throw 
open Germany’s borders to a 

million migrants from Syria. 
The AfD (Alternative for 
Deutschland), an anti-im-
migration party, achieved a 
remarkable result in the elec-
tion. They now have 94 out 
of 598 seats in the Bunde-
stag, and are Germany’s third 
largest party. 

Across the Western world, 
borders are back in fash-
ion. Nothing demonstrates 
statehood better than a 
strong border. Even children 

called 
on EU 

states to 
commit to a 

“United States of 
Europe” by 2025. 

Today, the talk is of a 
single army for the EU. 
Tomorrow, the idea of a Pres-
ident for the whole Euro-
pean Union, with his or her 
directly elected mandate, 
will no doubt be proposed 
again. It was always thought 
that Tony Blair’s ultimate 

ambitions lay in this direc-
tion. He reportedly craved 
the post of first President of 
Europe. 

But history has a funny 
way of biting people on the 
backside. Just at the moment 
when Europe seemed to be 
heading towards greater inte-
gration, the financial crisis 
struck. The Greek sovereign 
debt crisis severely dam-
aged the reputation of the 

single currency, because 
everyone knew that 

Greece’s inclusion 
in the project was 
the result of polit-
ical horse-trading, 
and made no eco-
nomic sense. 

The Brit-
ish people always 

rejected the single 
currency. Even Blair 

in his pomp shied away 
from a referendum to join 

it. This stubborn reluctance 
to join the euro project 
marked Britain out, while 
all the major economies of 
Europe – Germany, France, 
Spain, Italy – surrendered 
their national currencies and 
adopted the single currency 
with hardly a murmur of 
protest. 

The British reluctance to 
join the euro was arguably 
a forewarning of Brexit. It 
indicated that Britain had 
a different set of national 

understand what lines on 
a map signify. This solid 
grasp of national boundaries 
lies at the heart of the EU’s 
dilemma. Everybody knows 
that, for the godfathers of the 

Europhiles as candid 
as Jean-Claude 
Juncker, the President 
of the European 
Commission, and 
Martin Schulz, the 
leader of Germany’s 
Social Democrats, 
have never hidden 
their desire to create 
a single state of 
Europe based on a 
single currency.
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priorities than those coun-
tries which had jettisoned 
their national currencies with 
such abandon. 

Whatever the cause, it is 
widely acknowledged that the 
Britons have a slightly differ-
ent sense of what it is to be 
a nation. The Germans have 
been known to call the British 
“Inselaffen” – island apes – a 
label which, if widely known 
in Britain, is likely to be worn 
as a badge of pride, just as the 
British Expeditionary Forces 
at the beginning of the First 
World War called themselves 
the Old Contemptibles, after 
Kaiser Wilhelm dismissed Sir 
John French’s “contemptible 
little army”. 

The history of the Brit-
ish state, coupled with that 
of the British Empire and 
the Commonwealth, has not 
only given Britain a differ-
ent type of national identity. 
It also established trading 
lines across the world which 
radically differed from those 
on the Continent. Nobody 
understood this better than 
the great French statesman, 
Charles de Gaulle. 

In 1963, de Gaulle vetoed 
Britain’s membership of 
the fledgling EEC, saying: 
“England in effect is insular, 
she is maritime, she is linked 
through her exchanges, her 
markets, her supply lines to 
the most diverse and often 
the most distant countries... 

She has in all her doings very 
marked and very original hab-
its and traditions. In short, the 
nature, the structure, the very 
situation that are England’s 
differ profoundly from those 
of the continentals.” 

General de Gaulle saw 
in 1963 more clearly than 
many people today. The idea 
that Britain had to stay in the 
EU because our trade was 
dependent on Europe was, of 
course, a circular argument. 

After 50 years in the EU, it 
was no surprise that a lot of 
British trade was centered in 
the EU. That, after all, was 
the point. There is no doubt 
that after Brexit, trade will be 
slightly different. It is highly 
likely to revert to the pat-
tern described by General de 
Gaulle in 1963. 

Brexit could be termed de 
Gaulle’s revenge. A prescient 
statesman, steeped in history 
and literature, the General 

understood Britain’s historic 
character. In contrast, domes-
tic politicians like Edward 
Heath and other champions 
of the European cause in Brit-
ain itself had no real grasp or 
feel for British history. They 
were bureaucratic managers 
and technocrats, who perhaps 
feared democracy. 

As we embark on Brexit, 
and survey the political scene 
across the world, we can be 
sure that the concept of the 

nation state is a living idea 
which will not die soon. 
Many ardent EU enthusiasts 
simply cannot understand 
that, for millions of British 
people, national sovereignty 
is a real and dynamic con-
cept. The nation state has 
traditionally been defined 
as a political entity which 
is independent, and has the 
ability to set its own laws 
and define its political insti-
tutions. Brexit, in all its 

Kwasi Kwarteng
is the Conservative MP for 

Spelthorne.

complexity and suddenness, 
was a striking manifestation 
of a national spirit. 

The history of the British state, coupled 
with that of the British Empire and the 
Commonwealth, has not only given Britain 
a different type of national identity. It also 
established trading lines across the world which 
radically differed from those on the Continent.

Brexit was de Gaulle’s revenge
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THE SNOBBERY OF 
IDENTITY POLITICS WILL 

KILL GOOD MUSIC
by Damian Thompson

The Centre for New 
Music at Sheffield and 

Sheffield University runs a 
competition for young com-
posers that offers them the 
chance to have their music 
workshopped and recorded 
by the Ligeti Quartet. 

That’s a potentially 
interesting project, even if 
the heart sinks at the pros-
pect of yet more “work-
shops”. I’m never sure what 
that word means, especially 
when turned into a verb. 
Presumably the Ligeti work-
shops are quite different 
from those run by the dim 

functionaries of the Cath-
olic Bishops of England 
and Wales at their festivals 
of hand-wringing. Let’s 
just agree that it’s a piece 

of multi-purpose Lefty jar-
gon that describes countless 
exercises in “virtue-signal-
ling” (which I suppose is 
multi-purpose Right-wing 
jargon, but at least easier to 
understand). 

Anyway, that’s not the 
real problem with the Shef-
field competition. Philip 
Sharp, who writes a “classi-
cal liberal” blog about music 
and culture, has noticed this 
paragraph in the competi-
tion’s rules: 

“A ‘two ticks’ policy will 
be in place for female com-
posers, composers who iden-
tify as BME, transgender or 
non-binary, or having a dis-
ability, to automatically go 
through to the second stage 
of the selection process.”

This is a preposterous 
policy for so many reasons 
that it’s hard to know from 
which angle to criticise it. 
Also, such criticism is prob-
ably a waste of effort, since 
the people who devise these 
idiot rules are impervious to 
criticism. 

The difference 
between good 

and bad art is a matter 
of opinion. When those 
opinions coalesce, 
we can say that a 
critical consensus has 
emerged, though we’re 
free to ignore it.

Damian Thompson
is an Associate Editor at The 

Spectator and Editorial director 
at the Catholic Herald.  

@holysmoke
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But let me make one 
fundamental point. The 
difference between good 
and bad art is a matter of 
opinion. When those opin-
ions coalesce, we can say 
that a critical consensus has 
emerged, though we’re free 
to ignore it. 

The Sheffield two-ticks 
policy suppresses opinions. 
In an attempt to remove 
obstacles to artistic flour-
ishing, it restricts freedom 
of judgment – in a com-
petition, of all things. And 
pointlessly so, since we can 
be pretty certain that the 

Sheffield judges are not 
inclined to discriminate 
against minority candidates.

The irony is that this nar-
rowing of choice is no more 
likely to produce a critical 
consensus about good and 
bad music than the restric-
tion of choice imposed by 

aristocratic patrons of the 
past. The history of, say, 
18th-century music is one 
of missed opportunities: 
composers later judged to 
be greatly talented (or even 
geniuses) pushed aside by 
mediocre court favour-
ites benefiting from their 

employers’ own two-ticks 
policies based on family 
allegiance or whatever. 

The Sheffield criteria are 
of course risible: they guar-
antee that a piano quin-
tet written by a bloke who 
dresses in a cocktail frock 
will reach the second round 
irrespective of its merits. 

This could only happen 
in the 21st century (though 
it’s just possible, I suppose, 
that Wagner’s patron King 
Ludwig of Bavaria shared 
his taste for wearing wom-
en’s silk underwear). But 
what we’re really talking 
about is almost as old as 
music itself: the exploita-
tion of artists by bullies and 
bureaucrats.

What we’re really 
talking about is 
almost as old as 
music itself: the 
exploitation of 
artists by bullies 
and bureaucrats.

The history of, say, 
18th-century music 
is one of missed 
opportunities: 
composers later 
judged to be greatly 
talented (or even 
geniuses) pushed 
aside by mediocre 
court favourites 
benefiting from their 
employers’ own two-
ticks policies based 
on family allegiance 
or whatever. 

Damian Thompson
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The Brahmins, the hier-
atic caste of the main-

stream media, the ayatollahs of 
European centralisation, the 
so-called “experts” (the same 
people who failed to under-
stand Brexit, Trump, the 

elections in Germany/France/
Italy, and nevertheless are still 
lecturing us, in their usual 
patronising tone), have been 
offering for years their solemn 
pronouncement, as a modern 
version of the Delphic Oracle: 

LET FREE NATIONS COMPETE 
AGAINST EACH OTHER
by Daniele Capezzone

We cannot deny 
that nation-states 
have often given 
rise to, inspired and 
harboured statist, 
protectionist, 
interventionist, 
and centralising 
economic policies. 
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In the presence of such 
conditions, why on earth 
should nation-states have 
disappeared?

Anyway, as classical liber-
als and free-marketeers, we 
know very well how nuanced 
and complex things are (and 
will be). On the one hand, 
we may enjoy the show 

of this humiliation of the 
Brahmins: we had warned 
them that every attempt to 
wipe out the dimension of 
nationhood was a cultural 
and political mistake. More-
over, we are well aware that 
the precious gifts – which 
we inherited – of politi-
cal liberty and electoral 

the nation-state has died, it is 
an obsolete notion. End of the 
matter. 

As regularly happens, 
they turned out to be wrong. 
The nation-state is still alive, 
and someone may raise the 
suspicion that it’s they who 
are obsolete, if (still talking 
as they are) not yet dead. 

In their oracular state-
ments, they have been 
making at least four logical 
mistakes. First: in an envi-
ronment of popular resent-
ment, in an atmosphere of 
rage towards politicians and 
traditional institutions, many 
electors are inclined to trust 
only the levels of government 
on which they can directly 
exercise their control. 

Second: most of the 
existing supranational and 
transnational institutions 
(from the EU to the United 
Nations) are in the mid-
dle of an existential crisis, 
dominated by non-elected bureaucracies and untrans-

parent procedures, which 
are not likely to attract pop-
ular trust and support. 

Third: in the West-
ern electorate, as David 
Goodhart has explained, we 
are witnessing a comeback 
(even a revenge, perhaps) 
of the Somewheres and a 
retreat of the Anywheres. If 
you are tied to a territory, 
to some traditions, you are 
less likely to accept the idea 

that fundamental decisions 
might be made far in time 
and in space from you, 
and far from your concrete 
chance to ask politicians to 
account for that. 

Fourth: you may like it or 
not, but when so many peo-
ple perceive mass immigra-
tion as a threat, as a process 
which is increasingly getting 
out of control, the notion of 
national borders gains once 
again a strong meaning.

Most of the existing 
supranational 
and transnational 
institutions are 
in the middle of 
an existential 
crisis, dominated 
by non-elected 
bureaucracies and 
untransparent 
procedures, which 
are not likely to 
attract popular trust 
and support.

Mrs Thatcher’s 
prescient Bruges 
speech remains a 
cornerstone and an 
inspiration, 30 years 
later. The best option 
for the future is a 
willing cooperation 
between sovereign 
states. 

Let free nations compete against each other
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democracies have been 
produced just by modern 
nation-states. Mankind (or 
peoplekind, as Mr Trudeau 
recently tried to rename all 
of us) has not produced any-
thing better, so far. 

But, on the other hand, 
we know that there is another 
side to the story. We cannot 
deny that nation-states have 
often given rise to, inspired 
and harboured statist, pro-
tectionist, interventionist, 
and centralising economic 
policies. Many people (on 
the Left and also, unfortu-
nately, on the Right of the 
political spectrum) believe 
in a more assertive eco-
nomic role of the state. To 
them, the nation-state is the 
perfect tool to impose high 
taxes, high public spending, 
a positive prejudice towards 
public initiatives and nation-
alisation, and a negative bias 
against private business. 

So, to settle the conun-
drum, we must embrace a 
political risk, and make the 
most of our awareness of the 
contradictions we must face. 

As an embankment 
against the waves, we should 

choose the very same notion 
of competition which we 
praise in the free-market, 
and bring it into the insti-
tutional arena. The key 
concept is: let’s make free 
nations compete among 
themselves (inside and out-
side the existing interna-
tional institutions) so that 
lower taxes and lower-regu-
lation systems can act as a 
model for the others. The 
time has come to encourage 
(for example, inside the EU) 
not a centralising federal-
ism, with Brussels imposing 
autopilot on 27 countries, 
a monstrous strait-jacket of 
uniformity from Portugal 
to Scandinavia, but a sort of 
competitive federalism, to see 
which model performs bet-
ter from a legal, fiscal and 
regulatory point of view. 

In that, Mrs Thatcher’s 
prescient Bruges speech 
remains a cornerstone and 
an inspiration, 30 years 
later. The best option for 
the future is a willing coop-
eration between sovereign 
states. From this perspec-
tive, instead of wasting time 
on the abstract details of the 
EU’s institutional architec-
ture, we could finally focus 
our efforts on the political 
will to carry through effec-
tive reforms in every nation. 

All over the world, fis-
cal competition has finally 

started: now, it’s up to every 
state to be part of this global 
contest to grab resources, 
high-skilled talent, invest-
ment and opportunities. 
It would be mad, on the 
contrary, to choose a forced 
homogenisation, paving the 
way for Brussels to level up 
taxes and regulation. 

In this perspective, 
nation states can prove 
– once again – to be the 
least dangerous, the least 
intrusive among the exist-
ing institutional schemes. 
As players of a new global 
competition, they can help 
us get over two historic 
“divorces”: the divorce 
between nationalism and 
classical liberalism, and the 
divorce between national-
ism and individualism.

Nation states can 
prove – once again 
– to be the least 
dangerous, the least 
intrusive among the 
existing institutional 
schemes. 

Let free nations compete against each other
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