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great novelist Robert Musil (1990 [1921]:109), another Austrian critic
of both nationalism and socialism, observed that socialism is “stuck in
the ethics of fraternity.” The morality appropriate for family members
is, however, quite different from that appropriate for governing the rela-
tions of the countless strangers one encounters in an extended order.

Recently a distinguished socialist theorist, David Miller of Nuffield
College, Oxford, has turned his attention to the issue of nationalism and
statism, and has arrived at an analysis similar to that of the classical
liberals. Miller recognizes the same choices, but embraces nationalist
collectivism rather than cosmopolitan individualism. Whereas Mises and
Hayek rejected statism andembracedfree markets in the name ofplural-
ism and harmony among national (and other) groups, Miller seeks to
bolster socialism (or his second best, welfare statism) by means of a
revived nationalism. As Miller points out in his new book On Nationality,
“the redistributive policies of the kind favoured by socialists are likely to
demandaconsiderable degree ofsocial solidarity iftheyare to win popular
consent, andfor that reason socialists should be more strongly committed
than classical liberals to the nation-state as an institution that can make
such solidarity politically effective” (p. 92).

Miller candidly admits that problems of conflict andinstability associ-
ated with coercive redistribution “might be resolved by slimmingdown
the obligations of citizenship—turning the state into something closer to
a minimal state—or by making state and nation coincide more closely”
(p. 72). Miller opts unequivocally for the latter, whereas classical liberals
choose the former. In opting for redistributive statism over constitution-
ally limited government and free markets, Miller recognizes that his
commitment to socialism or welfare statism obliges him to embrace
nationalism, as well.

What is especially remarkable is that Miller dismisses with open con-
tempt cosmopolitanism and the classical liberal prescription for group
conflicts—”slimming down the obligations ofcitizenship,” but ultimately
falls back on classical liberal arguments to bolster his own socialist and
nationalist position. Arguingagainst aworld socialist state and obligations
of international redistribution, Miller appealsto respect forthe “autonomy
of other nations” which “involves treating them as responsible for deci-
sions they may make about resource use” (p. 108), without, apparently,
noting that he is forced to adopt—in defense of national socialism—a
core liberal argument against socialism per Se, that private property makes
rights andresponsibilitycoordinate featuresofmarket resource allocation.
The classical liberal alternative is only brought in as an element in a
reductlo ad absurdum argument: ifwe were to reject nationalism, then
we would have to embrace free movements of individuals andfree trade
of goods, but that would be, Miller believes, absurd. Miller is reduced
to arguing in acircle: wehave national obligations that ground ourobliga-
tions to the welfare state, and we have obligations to the welfare state
that ground our national obligations.
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Ofperhaps the greatest significance in this interestingbook is the way
in which Miller applies the nationality principle to the defense of the
contemporary national welfare state, a defense that sheds light on the
rise of anti-immigrant violence in Europe as well as on the resentment
of immigrants in the American welfare state, such as was revealed by
California’s Proposition 187 (denying welfare benefits to immigrants).
Harvard philosopher John Rawis had offered an influential defense of
redistribution in his A Theory of Justice, in which divergences from
complete equality were to be allowed only if those very inequalities
were “to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged” (Rawls 1971: 302).
Inequalities not so justified are to be eliminated through reclistributive
policies. This argument has become in recent years a standard defense
of the coercively redistributive state. But just who is considered to be
the “least advantaged,” whose disadvantage provides the benchmark,
matters a great deal; is the least advantaged a Somali goatherder or a
Mississippi sharecropper? Rawls never adequately answers what deter-
mines the boundaries drawnaround the groups overwhichhis redistribut-
ivist principles are to apply, so Miller seeks to complete the Rawbsian
argument: it is nationality that provides the demarcation criterion. Since
Miller believes that “nations are like teams” (p. 18), it makes sense that
the benefits of teamwork be limited only to the members of the team.
Miller ignores two problems with his comparison: first, teams are volun-
taiy associations, the members of which choose to cooperate, whereas
states are not; and second, so conceived, the various “teams” that are
nation-states will necessarily be in competition, and, as we know, “teams”
with the powers of states can compete through organized violence of a
most horrifying sort.

If welfare benefits are to be limited to conationals, then the issue of
controls on immigration andthe free flow of peoples becomes especially
important. Mises dealt with these issues quite prophetically in his 1919
study. He first pointed out that “internationalist”socialism could not avoid
national conflictswithout jettisoningdemocracy. But he went further and
recognized earlier than others that

the realization of socialism is also possible, however, otherwise than
through a world state. We can imagine a series of independent
socialist political systems—perhaps nationally unified states—exist-
ing side by side without therebeing acommon management ofworld
production... . In a socialism of that kind, national antagonisms will
not only not be made milder in comparison with the situation in
the liberal economic order but will be considerably sharpened.
The migration problem would lose nothing of its capacity to create
conflicts between peoples. The individual states would perhaps not
completely shut themselves off from immigration, but they would
not allow immigrants to acquire residence status and to acquire a
full share of thefruits ofnational production. A kind of international
migrant-worker system would arise” [Mises1983 (1919): 93].
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That is a very accurate portrayal of the “guest worker” system of the
contemporary welfare state in Mises’ native Austria, as well as in other
socialist and redistributionist systems. The “guest workers” are forced to
pay social security taxes to finance the welfarestate, butdo not themselves
qualify for benefits.

The canonical classical liberal rights to life, liberty, and property are
universal, in the sense that they can, at least in principle, be enjoyed by
every human being; in the term made popular by Manchester University
philosopher Hillel Steiner (1994), theyare “compossible.” But “welfare
rights” are of a different sort; theyare particular, entitling this person to
so much housing, medical care, or other benefits, and obligating that
person to payso much in taxes or forced labor. In practice, welfare rights
stop at the border. On a theoretical level, socialists and welfare statists
have a bit of a problem: howto justify as “human rights” claims that are
not applicable to all humans, but only to those who share the accident
of being members of a non-voluntary group. The only solution short of
worldwide redistribution through a world state is tojettison cosmopolitan-
ismentirely andtoboldly retreat to the primitive tribalism that character-
izes premodern societies.

In the processofabandoning cosmopolitanism and embracing national-
ism, supporters ofwelfare statism andsocialism put every civilized value
and every liberal institution at risk. Miller claims that an “ethical particu-
larist” such as himself can endorse “basic rights” (although he never says
howor why they should) but goes on to note,

The basic rights and the obligations that correspond to them are
overlain by the special responsibilities that we have as members of
these communities. Moreover, in each community there will be a
specific understanding of the needs and interestsof members which
generate obligations on the part of other members. . . . Thus in one
national community (the Republicof Ireland, for example) religious
education may be regarded as a shared needwhich should properly
be funded by the community as a whole, whereas in another (the
UnitedStates forexample) it may be seen as a private matter which
should be left to each person to consider, and to provide for their
children as they saw fit [p.74].

In otherwords, whatever“basic rights” individualsmayhave (forwhich
Miller gives no arguments), the state maystill legitimately coerce religious
dissenters to support the state religion. If the right to religious dissent
is not a basic right, it is not clear what is.

In this book Miller does not seem to recognize just how dangerous to
civilized values his appeal to nationalism is. He neatly sidesteps the
dangers of nationalism by pointing out that “the aim of this book is by
no means to offer a blanket defence of nationalism, but to discriminate
betweendefensible andindefensible versionsofthe principle ofnational-
ity” (p. 40). Thus, the nationalism that Miller has in mind is by definition
not an indefensible—or “bad”—nationalism. The late Ernest Gellner,
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also a keen student of nationalism, noted in his Conditions of Liberty:
Civil Society and Its Rivals that enthusiasts for socialism tend to hide a
nonnative element in their definition of socialism: “They do not use the
term ‘socialism’ as a neutral term merelydesignating aspecific set ofsocial
arrangements. Rather, theyuse it as a term whose primary constituent is
the notion that it is good. They may not know precisely what it is, but
they do know that it is good” (Geilner 1994: 151). Thus, if a putatively
socialist regime generated some bad consequences, then it was not really
socialist, after all.

David Miller has now applied a similar approach to nationalism; he
favors good nationalism and opposes bad nationalism. That he does not
seem to appreciate the dangers of the move he makes is evidenced by a
remarkable characterization of the problem in his earlier essay on “The
Ethical Significance of Nationality” that appeared in the journal Ethics;
he cites as part of the reason for the distrust of nationalism among
many thinkers “the 2Oth-centuiy experience of rampant nationalism, an
experience distasteful to liberals and the Left alike.” (Mifier 1988: 653).
To describe the Holocaust, the slaughterhouse of the Balkans, or the
Rape of Nankingas “distasteful”indicates howlittle evenafundamentally
decent man such as David Miller seems to appreciate the dangers of
nationalism.

Tom C. Palmer
Cato Institute
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