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Conservatives lose their friends in the countryside

The prudent country is no longer so prudent.
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The cleavage between the country and the city is as old as politics itself — but is particularly
worrisome these days for one set of political ideas: those that aim to free markets and reduce
government intervention.

Last month’s European Parliament election illustrates a disquieting trend. Unsurprisingly, liberal,
cosmopolitan forces did better in urban pockets (and in better-off regions in the West). More
remarkably: Big-spending populists did well in rural areas (and in Eastern Europe more
generally).

That rural areas voted for parties promising to open the taps of public money is bad news for
believers in small-government restraint. It points to the possibility that conservatives in the
countryside — once the bastion of fiscal prudence — have become accustomed to assistance
from the state and switched sides, offering their votes to those who irresponsibly promise to keep
the cash flowing.

To understand why that’s so worrying, we need to go back to the work of the Italian economist
Vilfredo Pareto, a giant of the social sciences.

In the 1910s, Pareto argued that people could be divided into two groups: rentiers and
speculators. The first care deeply about the stability of their possessions, favor routine, save
steadily and eschew debt. They are unimaginative, conservative-minded people who have a
strong preference for security.

In at least one EU country, Italy, the party that now overwhelmingly represents the country has
campaigned for the most unsound public finance

Traditionally, these are the people from the countryside. Rentiers plant trees, they save for the
next generation, they tend to trust real estate more than banks. They tend to see government
interventionism as an enemy — a threat to their holdings — rather than a profit opportunity.

They greet each new spending proposal with the same question: Who’s going to pay for all of
this? Past experience provides the mostly likely answer: them. As voters, rentiers have tended to
favor parties that promise to protect their savings from the fast fingers of the state.
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Speculators, on the other hand, are the city slickers — ready to take advantage of anything,
including reckless public finance initiatives. They are the ones, in Pareto’s time and ours, who
benefit disproportionately from state intervention.

They’re ready to exploit opportunities in new regulations, to supply authorities with what they
need for the latest public project — especially if taxpayers can be lined up to pick up the bill for
their failures. At the ballot box, speculators are happy to support big spenders — politicians
whose interventions in the economy will provide them with opportunities to profit.

Rentiers and speculators are both essential to a thriving society: the latter push for change; the
former work for stability. In a modern economy, one can’t do without the other: Savers provide
capital to entrepreneurial efforts. And while speculators sometimes take advantage of rentiers —
“There is no better business in this world than the business of fleecing the lambs,” is how Pareto
put it — in many cases their interests are genuinely aligned.

So what’s going on in the European Union? In at least one country, Italy, the party that now
overwhelmingly represents the country has campaigned for the most unsound public

finance. Matteo Salvini, the leader of the far-right League, has promised to twist the EU’s arm on
public debt, forcing Brussels to accept bigger budget deficits by the Italian government.

Notably, in the last few weeks of the electoral campaign, he also insisted on mentioning the
Common Agriculture Policy as a central concern for his own approach to reform Europe.

Though rarely mentioned in the public debate, agriculture remains a key part of the European
budget. The EU’s Common Agricultural Policy is mostly concerned with income support for
farmers. And therein may lie our answer. CAP, and other policies like it, may be the key to
understanding why the prudent country is no longer so prudent.

Peripheries have been intensely subsidized, literally since the founding of the European
Community. Whatever the reason (encouraging agricultural self-sufficiency or preserving the
landscape), the result has been that rentiers in the countryside have become increasingly
dependent on other people’s money.

The personally prudent and restrained have therefore become eager to embrace public policies
that are neither prudent nor restrained. Like League supporters in rural Italy, voters in Poland and
Hungary — great beneficiaries of the Common Agriculture Policy — fit that profile perfectly.

Cities, meanwhile, no matter how prosperous, are moving to the left. Voting once again against
Brexit, London chose the Lib Dems in the May election. In Italy, Milan — an entrepreneurial,
speculative city that was once the jewel in Silvio Berlusconi’s crown of center-right support — is
a bastion of the anti-Salvini resistance.

So if rentiers in the countryside no longer support a more restrained government, who will? This
is the question champions of the free market should ask themselves. Rentiers were always a
minority, but tended to forge alliances with conservative-minded people who were not
necessarily free-economy enthusiasts but were certainly skeptical of government intervention.
Prudence has become so unpopular that free-marketers are even losing their friends on the right.

Moderate conservative parties, members of the European People’s Party, once called for “rolling
back the state.” These days, they’re unlikely to rally around the flag of free enterprise.
Politically, they are moving further to the right, investing in identity issues to try to contain their
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nationalist competitors. The left meanwhile is socially libertarian, but its concern with inequality
means it is still keen on government interventionism.

Countries like Poland have enjoyed tremendous economic growth not because of EU subsidies
— but because of liberalization and the restoration of the rule of law.

In the short term, those stances win votes. In the long term, they spell disaster.

Countries like Poland have enjoyed tremendous economic growth not because of EU subsidies
— but because of liberalization and the restoration of the rule of law. Declining economic
powers like Italy cannot rescue themselves through deficit spending; they need, more than ever,
to shrink government extravagance and free their businesses.

Free-market provisions like these are the policies that rentiers in the countryside once endorsed
— not because of any deep political philosophy, but because, like hobbits in the Shire, they just
wanted to be left alone.

Not anymore.
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