Audio file
JGerschewski_clean.mp3

Transcript
00:00:01 Intro Jingle
Welcome to the People Power Politics Podcast, brought to you by CEDAR, the Centre for Elections, Democracy, Accountability and Representation at the University of Birmingham.
00:00:14 Licia Cianetti
Hi everyone and thanks for joining us today. I am Licia Cianetti, deputy director of CEDAR and I'm your host for this episode. I am delighted to welcome Johannes Gerschewski  to chat on how autocratic regimes work and how they change. Welcome to the podcast Johannes.
00:00:29 Johannes Gerschewski
Thank you. Yeah. Thanks for having me.
00:00:31 Licia Cianetti
So Johannes is research fellow at the Berlin Social Science Centre and he's joining us today from Thomas Man's House in Los Angeles. Where he is Thomas Mann Fellow for the past few months. He's the author of a wonderful book on autocratic regimes called the two logics of autocratic rule, published by Cambridge University Press in 2023. So we'll talk about this book and some more recent work today in the book, Johannes, you argue that any autocratic regime has to perform three key tasks to survive. So to co-opt key elites repress dissent and gain popular legitimacy, and the regimes can try to achieve this in different ways. That's why you call the two logics. So to get us started, can you tell us what these two logics are and why they are important and perhaps also how you are thinking about these questions now where you were sitting in the house where Thomas Mann lived while in exile from an autocratic regime, Nazi Germany.
00:01:29 Johannes Gerschewski
Yeah, so first, thanks. Thanks for having me and I look forward to the discussion because I really like your work and follow it. So it's it's nice that we that we chat about this. And as you said, I'm I'm actually currently sitting at Thomas Man's from a from a sleeping room. So I'm a fellow here observing the the US elections. And as you said, it's kind of an interesting place to think about democracies and autocracies because there was the exile home of Thomas Mann. And if you are German then also if you are kind of into literature, then Thomas Mann is such an important figure with whom you get socialised in school, but then also afterwards you read all these novels and now it's it's interesting to be here and think of democracies and autocracies. As you said he, he fled the Nazis and this house he is important was in politics for political reason because he wrote his radio speeches here that he broadcasted via the BBC and that reached the the German population where he warned against them against the autocratic regime in Nazi Germany.
00:02:33 Johannes Gerschewski
So I guess that brings us a bit to the to the topic and also to to my book in a in a sense maybe I start by saying that I wanted to write this book on autocracies because I had the impression that in the last years we got to know a lot about autocracy. From an empirical point of view. So there has been this renaissance of comparative authoritarianism recently, and we gathered a lot of information about autocracies, but more from an empirical standpoint and my book and these three pillars that you are these three tasks that you mentioned was an idea to synthesise, to bring together, to consolidate a bit our knowledge about what we know about autocracies and start in the 1940s and try to gather a lot of a lot of insights and bring them together in the book. I think that was the major, the major idea of the book.
00:03:29 Johannes Gerschewski
Now what you said these these three tasks, how they how they come about, so about legitimation and repression and cooptation. The way I thought about it was to say that autocracies are an attempt. It's only an attempt to organise certainty and if you know the or maybe, I guess most of the of the listeners to this podcast now, Adam Jaworski's famous definition of of democracy and obviously I lean to towards this. So Javorski said democracy is a form of organised uncertainty. So it's a system in which parties two select. And you cannot organise certainty, but you subscribe to the process and as long as you accept the process as being fair, and then you're fine if you lose. And if we turn this and think about autocracies, then the way I thought of autocracies is that they are afraid of losing, so they would not accept that they lose so they would not accept uncertainty. The the dangers for an autocrat come from these three different open flanks. If you want to call it like the threats to organise the certainty and the one threat is from the people, the second one comes from the opposition and the third one comes from the elite from intra elite competitors and correspondingly, what autocrats try to do then is to find some kind of justification to with thwart the threat that comes from the people. Secondly, they try to repress the opposition in different ways so that the opposition does not endanger their rule. And thirdly, they want to Co opt. That means to buy in strategic elites to the inner sanctum, to the core of of their of their ruling bloc. So that's why I think these three tasks maybe say it like this of legitimation, repression and cooptation are the most important ones in in autocracies because they target the people, the opposition and the elites.
00:05:35 Licia Cianetti
That's great. Then in the book, you say you combine this tasks in those two two logics. And so maybe if you can explain what those two ways of dealing with uncertainty to try and create certainty for the regime are or possible routes there are for autocrats to maintain power.

00:05:54 Johannes Gerschewski
Yeah, yeah, yeah. Thank you for, for asking this. So as you said for me, it was important to say that we do have these three pillars, these three tasks that target people, opposition and elite and, but then it's more the mix. It's the fit of of certain ways of legitimation, repression and cooperation that makes an autocracy stable. So instead of focusing only on one of these tasks, my idea was to argue more in terms of combinations and in terms of complementarity between these. These different functions tasks, and the way I see it, is that on the one hand. There's this over politicisation, logic and the other one is the the opposite. There would be a depoliticization logic, but to begin with the first. The idea here is to say that what autocrats need to do in order to remain stable, or to to remain remain in power, is that they need to mobilise the people and they do this by constructing and anchoring a legitimacy, belief in the hearts and minds of the of the citizens by inflating a friend foe distinction by making an even starker contrast between the increase and the outgroup.
And that's how they in ideological terms try to try to convince the people or maintain a legitimation basis that also gives them a kind of justification to use hard forms of repression to to target even the personal integrity rights of the of the people, because their argument is to say that in order to reach these ideological goals whatever means is necessary is justifiable. And then lastly what they do is that they rely in this in this type of cooptation usually and very strong party structures. So Selznick has this idea of an organisational weapon. The party as an organisational weapon and that's often what we see that these over politicising autocracies have a very strong ideology, use very hard repression and then rely on very formal ways of Co opting the elite.
00:08:06 Johannes Gerschewski
So that's the one, the mobilisation activation type of of autocracy and the other one, the depoliticizing logic is actually the opposite to it. So what they would do is to keep people passive, to keep them apathetic, to not mobilise them, but to satisfy them, to keep them off the streets. And in that sense, make a lot of contentious issues apolitical. So when they want to secure or as a as a O'Donnell called it, low intensity citizenship. So it's an opposite way of dealing with with maintaining power and So what they would do is not to have strong ideologies, but rather rely on a performance based legitimation. So socioeconomic performance, growth, welfare, and keep people satisfied by this.
That also means that it should not use heart repression, because that often backfire, so that would ignite people. And so if you want to keep people passive, that's what you try to avoid. So it's more softer forms of repression. And then they would rely on the type of some institutionalised forms of cooperation, but then also this shadow land of informality often pattern client relations to secure inter elite cohesion. So to kind of try to sum up the one the over politicisation logic tries to inflate Franco distinction, so also French, so distinctions. The essence of the political from Schmidt. So that's what the one does. And the other one does the opposite and and renders people apolitical.
00:09:43 Licia Cianetti
Thank you. And in the book you provide a wealth of empirical material from over 60 years of autocratic regimes in East Asia to show how these two logics that, you know, we derive from from theory actually then work in in practise. Now we have no time to go through the cases and I invite the listeners to actually go and read the book and also look at all the extra case study material that is online as part of this project, but perhaps maybe you can give us some examples of where those logics work and maybe what happens when a regime is not able to achieve them.
00:10:21 Johannes Gerschewski
Yeah, yeah, yeah. I think I also thank you for hinting to this online appendix. There's even so much work, and I I sometimes fear that people don't see it. What I did is that I tried to test the theoretical expectation of these two logics in East Asia and has 45 regime episodes as they call them in 13 East Asian countries, and the idea was that the book is very theory heavy, so it's it was very, as I said at the beginning was very important for me to construct this theory and to revise all these uh, different waves of scholarship from the 40s of Saada and then Fredrik and Bachinski and then later on Lins and O'Donnell and so on until today. But it was also important for me to to not only come up with a theory with the theoretical framework, but then also test it empirically. And that's what I do in the book in in two steps, so one is a very, very formalised way of testing it where it test and then try to show the patterns and they're more or less hold empirically so you could argue that these two logics are empirically the most relevant ones.
00:11:32 Johannes Gerschewski
But if you ask for very concrete examples, I also provide in the book kind of paradigmatic case studies, so kind of an explorative case study to show that these two logics actually apply also for concrete cases, and the most paradigmatic case studies for the over politicisation would be kind of a triad of of North Korea, Vietnam and and China. Let's say Kim songs North Korea, but then also Kim Jong Il's North Korea later on, and then the starting days of Vietnam and the whole which you mean or or Maoist China. So these would be very clear cut cases for an over politicisation logic. So what they have is a is a very strong Manichean ideology strong distinction whose friend and foe nurtured by a sense of anti colonialism and also kind of an anti colonial struggle and revolutionary war. All of them have been very charismatic leaders. I think that also adds to this ideological component.
00:12:36 Johannes Gerschewski
And what they all have in common is the nationalisation of communism so they they tried to establish a very strong ideological base inflating this friend foe distinction added kind of charismatic appeal. All of them had a very excessive repression apparatus. I think that's that's clear. The North Koreans maybe have the most elaborated and extensive and excessive repression operators until today, different forms of labour camps and concentration camps and so on. And then, interestingly, these three dictators autocrats build when it comes to cooptation on a very close network of almost like all of comrades in arms, actually. So they shared in military history. And then later on, it was only in all of these three cases that this institutionalisation of a party really began.
00:13:30 Johannes Gerschewski
So it's after Mao, after Ho. And maybe for the for the North Koreans, it was already, yeah, already starting a bit earlier, but these three cases would be paradigmatic when we think of of a concrete case, whether over politicisation could look like. For the depoliticisation we could think of South Korea. The military dictatorship, which had a very strong imperative on on economy. So it's often called the economic separatism, and we could think of Taiwan after Shanghai Sheikh, we can think of Malaysia, but then the the the quintessential paradigmatic case, the Singapore and when you think of the founding of Singapore, so they were expelled in 1965 from the Federation of Malaya, and then there were this very small city state in a geopolitically delicate situation, ethnically heterogeneous and and needed to to survive. So there was a kind of a survival imperative for them.
And also what you find there, Rajaratnam had this idea of money-theism. So they wanted to overcome ideological thinking and be very pragmatic, be very meritocratic, focusing on economic growth, satisfying the people, putting a lot of emphasis on developmentalism. I think if there's any idea of Singapore, then it's about economic development. So here you see kind of a clear distinction to this over politicisation, logic and then again they the Singapore. And or the other cases, rather use softer forms of repression. Did not rely on the successive repression operators, with some exceptions, obviously, but in general, you could. You could say this and and also try to establish a very finely calibrated cooptation machinery so the the cases of Mao's China, North Korea, which means Vietnam, these would be cases of over politicisation, whereas Singapore, Taiwan and others would be these ideas where you try to get support via performance.
00:15:41 Licia Cianetti
Yeah, let's puts in perspective what kind of regimes we're talking about. And of course in the book then you also discussed the Philippines and the Marcos as neither in a way and therefore unstable, which I think will also be interesting to some of the listeners to move on in reading the book, I was thinking about this two logics that made a lot of sense. But also about change or possible change and transitions between different logics, right? Because regimes, especially the ones that endure are likely to respond to changing circumstances, and so something that worked at a certain point in time may not work later on, and so I was curious to know how you think about changes between logic so other cases when a regime goes from an over politicisation to the politicisation and vice versa, and are both directions possible. So I was thinking of more easily in a way of cases that went from a deep politicising logic that then become less able to provide public goods and then shift towards and over politicising logic. So perhaps the trajectory of Putin's Russia would kind of follow more or less this. But is there the opposite direction equally possible or as once you get over politicised then you need a major shift. Major change to actually run that back.
00:17:01 Johannes Gerschewski
Yeah, that's a that's a great question. And I thought of it so. So for quite a while and what you see empirically is that it happens very rarely, and I think that's not a. As you said, it's not, uh, it's not a surprise actually, because it takes time to build a regime and it's almost or it's often difficult, say to to change these these trajectories once you're set on a certain path. So empirically, what you see is that Maoist regime or most countries stayed on one path. The big exception, obviously in in Asia, but then also in the world is China. So China who started in the Mao era, as I said before, as the quintessential over politicisation, very strong ideology. And very harsh repression and now build up a very strong economy and, at least for some time, deemphasized ideology. Although what we see now is a reemphasis of ideology and but that together with Vietnam, who had a similar trajectory after after 86.
These would be cases where an over politicisation logic has changed towards towards a more deep politicisation logic. But it's it's difficult and the other way around. If you start with the depoliticization, say in the Singaporean case, it's difficult to come up with this with this ideology or with this, you know, often. Say for for North Korea and others, they have these founding myths, this anti colonial struggles, this revolutionary appeal where they could, where they could hark back somehow and that's something. Well, it's difficult to construct actually. So there are often often limiting factors here in, in changing these these these logics. Now you bring up Russia and Putin's Russia and I think you have a you have a point there that Russia would be a case now under Putin that tries to reemphasize ideology. But I'm I'm not a Russia specialist. But I could see the the argument that because now they reached a point where they cannot satisfy their people with this public goods provision, economic growth and so on, that a way to to stabilise the regime is now to over politicise it again. Then again, Russia can can also link it back to to previous efforts. If we think of the legitimation of the Iran war, it's often about what happened in the Second World War and this idea of a Russian empire and so on. So they can they can tap these sources.
00:19:37 Johannes Gerschewski
So I would say that Russia might be a good case where you see this shift from a deep politicisation to an over politicisation. But maybe let me add something in the book and also as we as we discuss these cases. We are on a very abstract level on the quality level or on the structural level, so you could think of these two two logics also on a on a local level for example. Or you can you can scale it down somehow. You could argue that the regime tries to use the one logic on a local rural area and the other one. In a more metropolitan area. Or it could be certain provinces that are targeted in a different way, or it could be certain class backgrounds that are targeted in a different way. So these two logics do not need to apply on the very macroscopic level as I do it now and as we discuss these cases now, but. And it could also be on a on a lower scale autocracies could mix it, but what is important for me is that the say, the ingredients or these two basic logics they might, they might apply whatever whatever scale you look at them.
00:20:44 Licia Cianetti
Yeah, this is great. I think this point is very important. The possibility of thinking of this different modulations for autocracies. Now this kind of you know, policy level regime that does everything the same to every section of society and the territory. But actually I think it's a very useful tool to think about how autocracies manage what often are very diverse, dispersed territorially polities that they need to to govern and try and control. So you already mentioned quite a lot ideology and this next question is more about my own curiosity about are you thinking about some of the contemporary discussions on autocratisation? We've had the word fascist use more frequently now to refer to contemporary phenomenon. Of course it's used journalistically, sometimes, but it's also argued sometimes that fascism can be a useful analytical concept to understand current politics, so to what extent do you agree with that? Or do you think the fascism is useful historically, so to discuss historical phenomena rather than as a category that is useful now?
00:21:54 Johannes Gerschewski
Yeah, that's a that's a good question. And it it reminds me of a of a discussion that I recently had at a workshop in in Chapel Hill. And that was before the US presidential elections. If you remember that the Democrats brought up fascism in the context of labelling Donald Trump as a fascist and it was a very controversial discussion to what extent A. It's adequate and B helps the the Democrats cause or not. And as you said we we hear this often and also in journalistic accounts. So it's not only only in the US context, but in different contexts as well. And my initial reaction is that I get a bit nervous when we talk about fascism in these in these new contexts. But then there have been other colleagues in in this round, who would argue that that that we should use fascism? Because that's actually what it is about, somehow and I'm I'm a bit more more sceptical, I have to say so. If we. So fascism is like communism, one of the two grand ideologies of the past century, with devastating effects, brutal regimes, harsh repression and the ideological core of of fascism is this idea Griffin has termed it. It's a paragenetic form of of populist ultranationalism. So paragenetic means that it's a a national rebirth. So what what you see is a is a month of nostalgic renewal that should end an era of perceived decadence, and now the true people come to power and this elite should be should be overcome. This idea is very emotionally charged, obviously. And now, if we think of what Trump did in his elect electoral campaigns. You could see this emotional charging. You could also see this idea of national rebirth. Make America great again. And this decadent elite that he tries to portray. But then I'm... So I see these points on an ideological basis that are there, but if we compare it to, say, Mussolini or or Hitler and the the way they they portrayed their their enemies and how they tried to legitimise their rule. Then I would say that there is a difference and we shouldn't be too. We shouldn't hasten too much to use this to use this term and more maybe reserve it more to these historical historical phenomena. I don't know how you how you think of it.
00:24:32 Licia Cianetti
I think I'm in the same mind as you can recognise some family resemblance in terms of the use of fear, the use of the past reflection on the past and on the present decadence and on this kind of future projection of rebirth. But then I'm also doubtful about what these comparisons do, rather than whether they're analytically useful. I'm almost of the mind that there might be analytically useful, but politically unhelpful.
00:25:03 Johannes Gerschewski
Yeah. Yeah. And I think it it really backfired for the Democrats actually, so it would mobilise those who would have voted for for Harris anyway. And yeah, so I I had my I had my doubts about using this term.
00:25:17 Licia Cianetti
Yeah. So we've already kind of moved to the US context which is of course the context which you are thinking about autocracies and aspect autocratisation in the present, and you've been in the US through this rather eventful months and I know that your research on autocracy does not necessarily transfer to democracies as they are or democracy risk from autocratising, but have the sense that they can give a useful perspective to understand these other contexts. So are there any lessons from the book or from your current work there in the US that we should keep in mind to understand what's going on in the US specifically, but also in generally to democracies that are at risk of autocratising?
00:26:00 Johannes Gerschewski
Yeah, great question. So there is a link to to Trump and and saying that he's an I think he I would call him an autocrat. Or at least he's thinking in autocratic terms. I said at the beginning that Jaworski has this idea of of democracy being organised uncertainty and it's a system in in which parties lose elections and you would accept that you that you lose. And that's something that obviously we saw that, that Trump didn't accept. And it's a bit speculative, of course, but chances are high that had he lost this recent election, he had not accepted it, at least there would be my my guess. So in this sense, he does not accept the basic democratic rule of this organised uncertainty. Another we spoke about fascism before. I think it would have been enough to call him an autocrat and say, you know you don't accept electoral results and that's makes. That's what makes an autocrat. But it's fascism. That was, I don't know. I don't know how, how and and if it if that helped. But calling him an autocrat. In this way. I think that's that's a fair description. And now, ironically, he won the elections and gets legitimised by a procedure that he undermined himself or whose integrity he had tried to undermine beforehand somehow. But we'll see what's what's happening.
00:27:22 Johannes Gerschewski
So Kurt Weiland would argue so he had the recent op-ed in the Washington Post where he said that with Eva Bellin. So they argued that the democratic institutions are very robust in, in the US and we shouldn't, we shouldn't worry too much even if we have this autocratically thinking person as a as a President, I hope that they're right. Definitely. I hope I see that some of the institutions have become much more politicised. I think it's clear the Supreme Court then also the majority situation and the House of Representatives and Senate change so. And also you see Trump picking a lot of his loyalists, so there's no idea of an overarching compromise and kind of it. So it it will be very partisan and and obviously it will also be very, very ugly. I think that's that's in the hopes would be that on this policy level on this institutional and and structural level, democracy will prevail in in the US, despite all the devastating policy effects we might see, and also the the ugly politics that we're going to going to face.
00:28:33 Johannes Gerschewski
So that's. That's at least what I think here. Now my fellowship here was that I went to a lot of different places and and asked a lot of people what they think of the of the US elections and that range from these Trump rallies, these MAGA rallies where have been to, to Democrats. All kinds of different people from from different ideological or political backgrounds. So that's my impression on the US and if you ask about autocratisation in a more in a more general way and the trend that we see here, so obviously you're the bigger expert on autocratisation. And I follow much more your work than I I contribute myself. But one thing I want to say and I want to say on autocratisation is that I think we shouldn't think of it only in in quotation marks, only as a as a very passive degradation of democracy. This backsliding, which is which has a very passive undertone. But think of it much more as an active process that is institutionalised and that is actively reinforced and propelled and in that sense, me coming more from this autocracy side, that's the perspective that I offer. So I thought a lot about institutionalising autocratic rule and that's maybe the lens I look at autocratisation now and try to see what's the, what's the intentional action by these auto citizens, how do they want to change an existing system or an existing regime and that might help actually to think more about how democracies then can be resilient, how they can defend themself.
00:30:17 Johannes Gerschewski
So one thing that I am that I did while being here and maybe that's a good kind of connection to to my to our start to Thomas Mann who was who turned the fierce defender of democracy. What I did here is that I read the letter exchange between Carl Loewenstein and and Thomas Mann. So they knew each other from from a a long time before, but then they also met here in in California. And Loewenstein had a very strong impact on on German democracy because he coined the term of militant democracy in Germanit’s wehrhafte Demokratie. And he thought about how democracy democracies could defend themselves, even for him, even by using illiberal means actually to to serve the Liberal Democratic order. And what I find interesting while being here is to tell us a bit more into the idea how democracies could defend themselves by understanding better how autocratisation actually works and then kind of derive lessons. Militant democracy has a certain ring to to the term, because it's not not using the military, but it's more kind of self defensive democracy and how self defensive measures could be could be applied and to what extent also they they're adequate actually in in in these days.
00:31:33 Licia Cianetti
Yeah. So we're coming up to time and I just want to highlight how I also think that the three pillars or the three tasks that you highlight for autocracies may actually be a useful places of thinking about what autocratisers do or need to do to consolidate their power, right. And definitely thinking about the discussions that were had about militant democracy in a previous context of autocratic dominance will be very useful to think about the present, so we'll be looking forward to anything you end up writing about that. So this is the end of the podcast I want to thank you again Johannes, for joining us. And thanks also to our listeners, I am Licia Cianetti, deputy director of CEDAR and the host of this people Power Politics Podcast episode. I've been talking to Johannes Gerschewski, a research fellow at the Berlin Social Science Centre. Thank you.
00:32:22 Johannes Gerschewski
Thank you. Thank you. That was, that was wonderful. Thank you.
00:32:26 Outro Jingle
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