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00:00:00 Licia Chenneti
Welcome to the people power politics podcast brought to you by CEDAR the center for elections democracy accountability and representation at the university of Birmingham . Hi everyone and thanks for joining us. I am Licia Chenneti deputy director at cedar and I'm your host today. I am delighted to welcome to the podcast Jan Rovny professor of political science at the center for European studies and comparing politics science and science proheries. Jan has  written widely about political parties and political competition in Europe. He is also principal investigator on a large European funded research grant on Neil authoritarianism in Europe and the liberal democratic response and he recently visited Birmingham and talked to us about his most recent book which is also the topic of our conversation today. His book entitled Ethnic minorities political competition and democracy, and it was published by Oxford University press in 2024. So welcome to the podcast Jan.

00:00:59 Jan Rovny
Thank you very much for having me. It's a great pleasure to be able to talk to you about my work.

00:01:03 Licia Chenneti
Thank you so I really enjoyed your book and when I started studying democracy in divided societies years ago I was struck by how recurring the assumption is that ethnic homogeneity is good for democracy or even a prerequisite for democracy so taking this argument to its ultimate implications it means that the best possible democracy we can hope for is one with no diversity or one at least where diversity is never politically salient. now this was never convincing to me and I found this always politically normatively dubious if not problematic and so I was very happy to read in your book that not only you push back against this assumption but you actually argue that the reverse might be true so that diversity and political immobilized minorities can actually be good for democracy and can make it more resilient in the current context in which democracies often undermined and attacked from within. so my first question to you is first of all how are minorities good for democracy and maybe in answering that also if you can explain to our listeners how you define in democracy especially liberalism to make these argument

00:02:10 Jan Rovny
Absolutely thank you. We do have this expectation, which probably goes all the way back to ancient Greece where Athenian democracy was actually in an incredibly circumscribed group of people. Basically, male citizens were much less than half of the population, and from there, we somehow expect that democracy will only work well if people will share many, many things in common particularly culture and basic assumptions about the functioning of society, but that's often not the case. So I very much felt that there is a potential misunderstanding in the sense that if we circumscribed democracy, it’s easy to be democrats. But of course democracy today works in potentially very heterogeneous societies. So, how does this heterogeneity interact with democracy? How does heterogeneity produce political preferences and how do particular minority groups position themselves in the context of democracy? Those were the driving questions of the book. So let me answer your questions in turn. It's obviously important to start with the definition of democracy. And for me what's important in democracy are two central principles; one, both of them are very well known. The first one is very well known, and of course the idea that political decisions are made through free and fair elections, and all adult citizens can vote and stand for the office, The second principle, political power is diffused through the system of checks and balances that drain the executive and also ensure protection of the minorities; minorities that might be political minorities- people who disagreed with the decision and they also other ethnic minorities, sexual or any other type. Now these two principles are fundamentally opposed in democracy, there’s a tension between them. The first “electoral” principle is a majoritarian principle that rests on the idea that decisions are made by political majorities, and that’s why we have the second principle, “checks and balances” principle which is counter-majoritarian principle; it limits the majority decisions by legal principles and division of power. So, while the first principle ensures the power of the people, that's democracy, right? It's the second principle that ensures the protection of losers and this gives democracy it's famous adjective - liberal, and this is where my understanding of liberalism comes. And so liberalism is a bit of a complicated term because we speak about it in many different contexts. We can speak about economic liberalism, which relates to freedom of the markets to determine distribution outcomes. And it's usually just to post to state allocation and re-distribution. So this is the basis of what we tend to think of as the economic Left-Right. Economic liberals are people who propose free market rain opposed to economic tests for and favor of state redistribution. The second dimension of liberalism is cultural. Much has been written about what we generally referred to as liberals and conservatives. This dimension of liberalism basically pertains to the use of morality, family, openness of society, and generally spans between traditionalism, conservatism on the one hand or progressivism and liberalism among the other. These two dimensions are important and matter very much for political competition, all developed democracies, but what is most important for me is a third dimension of liberalism which brings us back to democracy. I would call this component of liberalism constitutional. So constitutional liberalism is effectively the extent to which one adheres to the principles of liberal democracy. The extent to which one is willing to accept majority democratic rule, but one that is constrained by counter-majoritarian principles of checks, and balances, and protection of the rights of minorities.

00:06:05 Licia Chenneti
So, if we define democracy and liberalism this way, then why does the presence of mobilized minorities show up, liberal democracy?

00:06:14 Jan Rovny
That's right. This is in a way a set up in which we can start considering what will be the political preferences of ethnic minorities and how will they come in to the political competition that is defined by these different components are dimensions of political context. So the main argument of the book is that ethnic minorities are circumstantial liberals. So it means that they are in favor of liberal principles but on the conditional basis. So under a set of conditions, I argue that I think minorities strive for liberal democratic Institutions, procedures, a situation that I referred to ethnic liberalism that’s a little bit of an oxymoron. I'd like to tease those who have suggested that ethnic minorities have affectedly opposed democracy as I mentioned in the beginning. So why does this work? Why are ethnic minorities, potentially ethnic liberals? And I would argue that, minorities who are constrained in their country of residence have been permanent minorities and have been effectively dual minorities. On the one hand, there are ethnic distinction, whatever it is, the language they speak the religion they practice the color of their skin, or the cultural they have,  gives them particular set of interests. They want to protect the language. They want to be able to practice the religion or label their cultural traditions, right? And these particular interests are systematically, there is, and there are not necessarily shared by the majority. And secondly, there are minorities also because they can be systematically overruled by the majority in the majoritarian principle of the democracy. And so in this context, they will seek to protect and then to constrain the tyranny of the majority. So they will try to support counter majoritarian arrangements, that would limit the rule of the majority because it's in their fundamental interest. And so, in this sense on the contrary to the general beliefs about ethnic politics, ethnicity can infuse politics with liberal policy aims, because they will try to strengthen these liberal democratic principles. And as a result ethnic politics can also inform ideological competition. So, if let's say he is not necessarily just particular, I want for my group. It might actually be general, it might actually identify specific ideological principles and interests that will inform and shape political competition in the ideological sphere. And so my book demonstrates how this shapes party systems, and how it ultimately can interrupt democracy as a system as a whole.

00:08:50 Licia Chenneti
Yes. So this is a great argument in the book which I encourage the readers to seek out. There's a lot of Imperial evidence, it’s quite a rich book. Empirically you base your argument both on extensive survey data, but also, on qualitative case studies, and you demonstrate that people who are minoritized do tend to be more liberal under a set of conditions and in ways which minorities are mobilized can be depending on the contexts and potentially showing the side you are saying and you provide, as I said, some interesting cases to show how this works in practice. So you talk about the Hungarian minority, in Slovakia and the Russian speaking minority in Estonia. So these are two contemporary cases, and you also look at this historical case of Sudetan Germans in Czechoslovakia. Yeah, now I'm not asking you to summarize the whole book but what would you say are the key lessons from these three case studies that readers can look at today?

00:09:51 Jan Rovny
So they obviously demonstrate that the general argument works right? Under a set of conditions, ethnic minorities indeed attempt to support a liberal democratic principles and politics. And so, the fundamental finding is that it actually benefits having significant politically mobilized minorities which is really contrary to what we would expect. And ethnic minorities when they are mobilized, when they have political parties that are able to contest elections, when parliamentary seats are effectively able to provide socially rooted basis for liberal democratic politics which is socially rooted because of necessity and ethnic marker stem to be relatively strong identifiers, that people tend to hold on to for the duration of their lives. Some of them are innate like skin color, some of them are socialized to a very early age, like the language you speak or the religion that you practice. So, to the extent to which these markers matter, people will be associated with them and will seek support and protection of whatever public life is associated with them. Now, what is important is that the political parties and representatives of these groups, tend to seek cooperation with other like-minded forces. And so what this means is that and in more heterogeneous society where there are mobilized ethnic minorities and political parties, you also have parts of the majority that engage with ethnic minorities that are aware of the fact that ethnic minorities exist that they have particular interests and this produces a certain amount of socialization and learning some of the case studies demonstrate how heterogeneous societies actually have majorities that are more keenly aware of and more keenly interested in questions of rights. So it's not just think minorities themselves who will support liberal democracy, their presence will convince the certain part, maybe a small part, but a part on the less of the maturity to consider questions of equality and questions of rights and who will also be willing to move the lies and potentially cooperate with ethnic minority. So one of the lessons is that ethnic heterogeneity are mobilized minorities that can actually strengthen these poles in favour of liberal democracy and in favor of multiculturalism and open society. Similarly when illiberal forces so put usually forces of the majority who seek to constrained democracy when they come to power with, they seek to come to power ethnic minorities can occasionally rise up and try to constrained them but they can actually attempt to potentially even form a collision with them but try to control certain red lines. For example, in the case of Slovakia in 2016, an ethnic minority party tried to constrain the extent to which they actually solved and managed to obtain the position of Minister of Justice, who was very concerned about the way that certain public contracts would be given. And so the ethnic minority party tried to put up a certain break on the extent to iliberals could control society and the economy. Similarly, in Estonia, for example, they were Russian minority politicians, who refused to support a radical, right, collision government, in 2019, through required a person, the, and personally quite costly step of not taking up their parliamentary seats in Rikikogo leaving National politics for they would not have to work for the collision simultaneously the ethnic supporting party tries to know the last step. Some of the main red lines in this illiberal collision and protected to Russian minority language instruction and schools. So there are these various pushes and nudges. I'm not trying to argue that ethnic minorities are Angels and that they will be a pan asia to democracy. They can at times, also be co-opted by iliberal maturity and they can be given spoils of office. They can also participate in various corrupt practices, but their basic per ponder and seeking of protecting their ethnic minority difference specificities will lead them to see ways to constraint majorities that might try to take too much political power.

00:14:06 Licia Chenneti
And I think here in this historical case of Sudetan Germans kind of tells both stories at the positive story and then how you can go wrong, right? So, this very specific situation, Which got some troubling resonance with the present system. So, they want to say something about what happened. I think this case shows how ethnic minorities are not heterogeneous or there are elites who are not heterogeneous. You can have different positions within minority groups of course, but also having what's often called the kin state. So, a state that can pull towards the minority because there is a cultural linguistic minority and can also disrupt change the dynamics. And so, if you can say, just in the line about what happened?

00:14:49 Jan Rovny
So, in the case of the Sudetan Germans of  Czechoslovakia, one of my colleagues said, it shows that ethnic  minorities can be circumstantial liberals or that they can be circumstantial nazis. So while the range is full that case really underscores the importance of permanence and the fact that minorities act as minorities when they are really in the minority status. So that means they are stuck in a country in which they are not a majority in which they have to cohabit, potentially in a difficult situation with a majority of a different ethnic nature, right? And so, in the  Czechoslovakia case, when the Sudetan Germans felt that Czechoslovakia was in a state of permanence, that they were stuck in it and the country was viable and sufficiently strong. Vast majority of their elites participated in the democratic, politics of the state and joined governments. Carried out very interesting, quite often ethnically blind policies that nonetheless would be known as help in providing support to everybody, social support, linguistics support, cultural support for all kinds of minorities. But as the Nazi regime, neighbouring Germany grew in power, and in confidence started to calling for taking over territories with ethnic germans slowly the politics of the Sudeten German minority started to turn until the turning point where we it became clear that it was not a viable state, in which most of these political parties, all of the ones of the right effectively went into the national sponsored Sudeten German party. Only the socialist and left wingers managed to survive and stay loyal to the democratic cause, but then they were effectively eliminated politically and sometimes physically by the Nazis. This case also speaks to other cases that exist today. One of those is ofcourse, Hungarian minority in Slovakia which has over the course of the past 15 years, or so, then undergoing pressure from the regime of Victor Orban, a neighbouring Hungarian. And so as while it's quite clear that Viktor Orban is not seeking the separation of Hungarian speaking areas of Slovakia he has affectedly created something that observers considered as a virtual greater Hungary. So this idea that if you are a Hungarian speaking person living in Slovakia, you can effectively participate in the cultural space of Hungary. You can easily travel to Budapest or any other parts of Hungary. You can effectively live as if you were one of the majoritarian members of a greater Hungarian Nation. Hungary sponsors a significant amount of cultural and linguistic services in neighbouring countries where Hungarians live. And so effectively is replacing to some degree and sufficient degree, but to some degree, replacing these services from the states in which these minorities live. And so in effect, they no longer feel that they are minorities and in a state in which they have to fight for their rights. But they are effectively associated with this virtual Hungary, and that has actually seen a collapse of the liberal politics of the Hungarian minority that while striking over the course of the previous 25 years.

00:18:07 Licia Chenneti
Yes. So you build this theory based on experiences of Central and Eastern European countries and so one could argue is a very specific history and also very specific minorities. We were talking mostly about historical minorities with historical links to the land. The Russian speaking minorities are an exception or in a different set of ways. I wanted to ask, how do you think these ideas and the theory travelled outside of Central and Eastern Europe? So all sorts of colonial minorities, minor background minorities, rationalized minorities or in other indigenous minorities. So in the conclusion, in the book, you do provide some sketches from France, the USA and Malaysia. So maybe say more about those but in general how do you think this travels  outside of centralised eastern Europe?

00:18:55 Jan Rovny
Yes, I have to confess to the fact that I’m a European at heart and so these sketches are really an attempt to see how distinct minorities could potentially fit this theory. I make no claim of being able to answer this question in any authoritative way, but I do think that there is something fundamentally inherently associated with that minority status, right? This idea that if you're in the minority status, you need to seek protection. That protection can be solved through a number of ways. Obviously, the easiest way to get protection for your minority interest is to create your own state or to control your own territory and some way or another. So, that might be obvious for you to seek and potentially seek through violence, right? But when you are in a context in which you need to compete with other groups and likely with another maturity, the possibility of seeking these institutional setups that would allow for certain amount of rights and certain amount of constraint of majorities- political and ethnic, you are likely to do that, right? So I would imagine that the core of the series should hold the important conditions that I mentioned. Now I have, you know, twisted to show that there is something common to this core, to diversity of minorities. I went to different places around the world, starting with France, where I happen to live and where the suburbs of Paris were of course, many migrant minorities and particularly migrant minorities from Muslim countries who identify as Muslims. I was quite interested in them and how they would do French politics and how they would behave in front of politics, strikingly ready in the book. I provide some information that suggests that their ethnic liberalism is actually very similar to that of Central and Eastern European historical minorities. I'm currently working on a paper with the number of colleagues that more systematically shows that this is likely the case for Muslim minorities and Western Europe in general. Those are of course, overwhelmingly minorities of migrant background. And so, what is striking? There is their particular concern for the counter majoritarian aspects of liberal democracy, right? They are quite hesitant about the majoritarian aspects of democracy. That is free and fair elections. They don't necessarily care about free and fair elections, more than the local majorities do, but they do care about counter-majoritarian principles, more than the local majorities do. Which makes a lot of sense, because particularly these minorities who are potentially perceived as threatening by the state, because they are Muslim because they are culturally more distinct also, because of the recent wave of terrorism carried out by Islamist extremists, there is a sense that there is something threatening about these minorities. And so they want to protect themselves from the potentially overbearing state. I find similar results in the United States and also in Malaysia, and in the United States I look at the, you know, historically most relevant American minority, which has systematically fought for its civil liberties and rights and has in a systemically proposed liberal democratic principles as basic principles of American democracy, that would allow them to live as distinct groups in the United States. And similarly, I have found that Malaysian minorities particularly the Chinese and the Indian minorities also tend to support democracy significantly more than the maturity and interestingly there now, we actually have a reformist government in Malaysia which was largely supported by ethnic minorities and his now seeking to extend civil liberties and rights in the context of a quite deeply ethnically divided society. So I'm sure that there will be many particular idiosyncrasies that will make this work differently in far away places, be it Latin America, Africa or Asia. But I do think that there is a common core to these expectations that I think ethnic minorities quite here do it too.

00:23:09 Licia Chenneti
Yes, thank you. This is brilliant. I had a last question or set of questions about, you know, with your keyword, the “circumstantial”. So it depends on the circumstances, how they display out in their real life of societies, and now we've seen circumstances, and even if we go back just to Europe or North America, we see different circumstances changes in ways they might be less conducive to liberalism. What I have in mind specifically is that maturities are increasingly mobilized on identity issues which is resulting in polarization, in the predominance of what is often called as culture wars and similar issues in political debates. Again, this is magnified by transformations in the information space and we had done an episode about that if people are interested back and listen to that. And then the political context already mentioned also seems to favor illiberal actors. So I'm not asking you of course about the predictive future but how do you see the fate of minority circumstantial liberalism going forward in this increased mobilization on identity issues, going to shrink the space for minorities to show up liberalism or a still, you know, a harbour of hope.

00:24:24 Jan Rovny
This is an excellent question. I think I'll have a two pronged answer. The first answer is that certainly the fact that we are now much more focused identity issues and that many of the populist and illiberals able to rise to power and able to constraint democracies have done so very much with ethnocentric programs and this will certainly reduce the possibility of ethnic minorities to play that corrective roll. One of the principal components to that circumstantial liberalism of ethnic minorities is that to identify the ability to cooperate with others and that ability to cooperate with others is predicated by a number of things. But one of them is the ability to find other non-ethnic issues to work with. So, I demonstrate that in the context of my case studies that cooperation occurs, when there are various cross cutting issues that are not necessarily associated with ethnicity or ethnic identity, where these groups can kind of reproach each other and can come close to each other and realise, you know, we have something in common here. Let's work together on this issue and when you do that, you the certain amount of common trust working on another issue and when you do that you have certain amount of common trust and start working on another issue and so on, and so forth until potentially, you join in a coalition and really work together on a more permanent basis. If our society will be more polarized on the issues of who we are, that space will necessarily shrink. Now, what is important in this context, is the extent to which iliberals are able to innovate certain individuals into certain subgroups of individuals and remove them from their minority status. Let me give you a specific example going back to the United States. A lot of people are now talking about the fact that Donald Trump was re-elected to a significant extent by a greater coalition of particularly Latino men who have turned in. So on average, a latino man is now more likely to vote for Trump than for the democrats, which is new. That wasn't the case, four years ago. The question is why, how is that possible? And I suspect that a part of the answer is the ability of Trump to provide some re-framing of what it means to be a latino, man. And that that's not necessarily a minority position in which this person is identified by being of Latin origin or being a Spanish speaker but it's defined by the fact that  he’s a man and perhaps he’s a traditional man and then kind of fits into the world view that Donald Trump is putting forward. It's striking that the same did not happen for Latina women who clearly were not able to see themselves in the way that Trump was framing that identity. As a footnote, if we actually look at the prevailing accounts of why latino man have voted for Trump, we actually here many more arguments about the economic situations of these groups who are still dominantly working in very low skill service sectors that are particularly exposed to international competition and exposed to new incoming migrants, so it’s possible that these citizen latino man, actually voted for Trump because of their economic exposure. Not necessarily, because they identified with his mature traditionalism. This nonetheless demonstrates, the importance of weather iliberals, can provide an escape to minorities. Can they actually provide an escape from minority and minority status and be able to take over some of these groups or subgroups and have done for them, that would potentially undermine the effect of ethnicity because it would undermine ethnicity itself. So they might be able to convert some of these groups to their calls based on other attractions whether socio-economic status or culture traditionalism. But ethnic minorities to the extent that they remain in a comprehensive social category speaking another language matters to the extent that skin color is somehow identified as distinct and important. Then minorities will continuously face vulnerabilities with respect to the majority and as a result, they will still have that necessary reflex to seek protection and seek protection through an institutional form that will take certain care of minorities. And so, I do believe that in the long run, there is still going to be space for minorities and a potential for them to act as ethnic liberals although circumstantial.

00:28:57 Licia Chenneti
Yeah, and this is a very positive note, it's very easy to just get this course grim political developments, but I wanted to read in the book, the possibility least of our counter-organizing. Or we have talked about the Trump coalition and how liberals can redesign coalitions to attractive parts of minorities. But I guess I also want to think about anything the book pushes us to think of ways in which organizing can be done to actually harness the liberal potential of minorities to create new collisions, they can push back. Am I being overly optimistic?

00:29:36 Jan Rovny
No, I think you are right. I'm just not sure that we will see it tomorrow, but I do expect that we will see it in the course of the next four years. And the next electoral cycle or in the next two electoral cycles because I completely agreed that, you know, the rise of iliberalism isn't monotonous. The rise of iliberalism is rooted in deep problematic polarization of our societies, although Trump clearly won this US selection. He did not receive the majority of the vote. He received 49%. That means that there are 51% of people who did not vote for him, and some 48% who may have explicitly voted against him. These people and their political representatives will have a lot to gain from mobilizing and organizing all social groups that will support these positions. And the core argument of the book is that ethnic minorities are deeply socially rooted. And they do have the systemic interest in protecting themselves from the tyranny of the majority and this actually comes from the founding fathers of the United States from the Federalist papers that constraint is the core of the principles. And so in this sense, ethnic minorities are still going to be likely important and sought after groups that can constrain and prevent the steering.  

00:31:00 Licia Chenneti
Thank you. So on this hopeful note we will have to close up to our time. So I want to thank you again Jan for joining us, and thanks also to our listeners. I am Licia Chenneti, Deputy Director at CEDAR and the host of this people power politics episode, and I have been talking to Jan Rovny, professor of political science at the Center for European Studies and Comparing politics science  and science proheries.
 

