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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.
00:00:13 Nic Cheeseman
Hi everyone and welcome to another episode of the People Power Politics podcast. I'm delighted to be joined today by Filip Milacic, who's senior researcher at the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung and a visiting professor at Central European University. Particularly excited to talk to you, Filip, because you've written what I think is a really interesting and challenging book, Abandoning Democracy for the Nation, which has come out with Cambridge University Press in the Elements series. Now your book starts from a puzzle that many people have struggled to explain, why citizens who say they support democracy nevertheless vote for politicians who undermine it. And that is particularly salient today as I sit in the UK, which is racked by a debate over Nigel Farage and the potential by-election in which he's called and may be one of the only candidates standing in, and of course similar questions around leaders such as Donald Trump in the United States. So what first drew you to this question? And at what point did you become convinced that nationalism was the missing piece of this puzzle?
00:01:13 Filip Milacic
Thank you, Nick. First of all, thank you very much for the invitation. I'm thrilled to be here and to talk to you about this I must say very important, but to be honest, a rather neglected topic of nationalism and democracy. So what brought me to do more research on it is I think when we were measuring a support for democracy in many countries, that we've done this in a very simplistic way. So we ask these direct questions about support for democracy. And then we saw that in many countries around the world, also the countries that are symbols for democratic backsliding, the electorate was much in favour of democracy.
And I can tell you from my own research, from my own service, I've done surveys in Poland and Hungary and Serbia, I would say paradigmatic cases of backsliding, even the supporters of Fidesz, of Polish PiS and Serbian SNS are very much in favour of democracy. So we have between 80 and 90 percent of them saying that democracy is the best form of the government. And then the question was then maybe, you know, they don't understand what democracy is because if they keep re-electing guys like Orban, Vucic and Kaczynski. And you know, also that democracy is a concept that is also very, very much unclear, I would say. There are different visions of democracy, different definitions. So maybe they didn't know that these guys were doing something undemocratic in the first place. And then what my co-authors and I have done is also we measured so-called democratic competence. And then we realised that the majority of Fidesz, PiS and SNS voters are actually democratically competent. So they know what democracy is and they value democracy, but still, on many occasions, they reelected those politicians who subverted democracy. So then for me, this was a clear puzzle. Why this happens.
Because in other words, many authoritarian incumbents are reelected and elected and reelected not because of authoritarianism, but in spite of it. And I think that nationalism can help us explaining this puzzle because I think there are some conditions under which democratically mined voters decide to elect undemocratic leaders. And again, I think nationalism is part of explanation. It can help us analyse and assess these situations, these contexts under which, again, democratically mined citizens and voters elect undemocratic leaders.
00:03:48 Nic Cheeseman
Great. Now I think this is really interesting because as you say, a lot of the conventional explanations for democratic decline use some of these kind of terms we're talking about today. So they'll mention populism, they'll mention polarisation. We could think about Levitsky and Ziblatt's work on the United States, for example. They'll mention economic insecurity. They don't always talk in a central way about nationalism. So I think the argument that nationalism deserves to be treated as a distinct explanation was really important. But looking at the democratic erosion that we've seen over the last 10 years through the lens of nationalism, what does that allow us to see that you think these other approaches miss?
00:04:26 Filip Milacic
Well, nationalism, it's not that time with the first one who was emphasising this, I would say, nationalism angle. But you had a lot of other scholars, red scholars, who show that in many cases, incumbents, when they were separating democracy, they were saying that they were doing this in the name of the nations, that they were safeguarding the nation's interest or sovereignty or even national identity. But then for me, this was to too simple, I would say. So it's so because this this doesn't mean that any kind of politician in any kind of country can just say, I am protecting the nation here. And then the voters would say, okay, then we will let you do whatever you want. So for me, the first question was how to rationalise the relationship between nationalism and democratic backsliding. And then I was when I was doing research in several countries, I realised that there is one, one missing, missing feature, I would say, this is what I call in my book a threat-driven narrative.
So what do I mean by this? I'm arguing that in all of these cases in which authoritarian incumbents use nationalist appeals to subvert democracy, previously they developed a so-called threat narratives according to which national identity or sovereignty were under threat. And I think these threat narratives were very, very important, I must say, essential for subverting democracy, because if they resonated, then this provided a fertile ground for the argument that we are protecting the nation, we are protecting the country, because, again, this argument about protecting the nation and that in order to protect the nation, we need to subvert democracy cannot just happen without a context. And I think these threat narratives, when they resonate, provided a perfect context so that this kind of subversion of democracy was possible.
00:06:28 Nic Cheeseman
Now tell us a little bit more about those threat narratives, because as you say, they play a fundamental role in the book. Where do they come from? Where is it easiest to mobilise them? Presumably there's some countries where it might be a bit easier to mobilise that narrative than others. Presumably you get quite a lot of variation in different countries about how that's formed and who kind of that message appeals to. I think our readers would be really interested in knowing, you know, what are the most effective threat narratives you see out there today?
00:06:57 Filip Milacic
So I think they are context dependent. So what does this mean is that these authoritarian incumbents, and I often in the book call them political entrepreneurs, they were picking a topic around which they developed these narratives. But again, for their plan, so to say, to work, these narratives need to resonate. And in the book, I argue that this depends on the different factors. So firstly, I use a lot the literature on political and social psychology, because honestly, I don't think that we can explain what's going on in the world with respect to democracy, only with literature on political science. I think we need to include literature from other disciplines to explain better what's going on.
And then I start with the premise that human beings have fundamental needs to belong to a group. And I think this is something that we quite often forget. And the nation is still one of the most important groups out there. So I know that this is quite often, I would say, underestimated in liberal democracies because of the past, especially the Second World War and the role of ethnic nationalism in atrocities. But again, this is something that is a fact. And then one can ask why. Because nation performs many roles for individuals. So firstly, it gives a purpose and meaning to many individuals. It also gives them a certain degree of self-esteem because we know from political psychology that if the group is performing well, this also strengthens our self-esteem.
So let me give you one very, very simple example. So I come from a small country, Montenegro, and you know, the sports successes are not quite often a feature of my life. But again, you come from a much bigger country. So when England beat Mexico a few days ago, I'm sure you felt happy, you felt proud. And then this is this thing that these are these psychological mechanisms that occur when our group is performing well. This also strengthens our self-esteem. Then again, there is a lot of literature out there showing that the nation also provides security to individuals, to members of the nation, which is particularly important nowadays in the times marked by insecurity. So nation performs a lot of important roles for individuals.
However, this doesn't mean that they would sacrifice immediately democracy for the nation. But this is where these threat narratives enter the game, so to say, because when they resonate. When incumbents, authoritarian incumbents convince citizens that the nation is under threat, then citizens, then this fact also colours their views and beliefs. And in other words, what I am trying to emphasise in my book and to show in my book is that in this case, then citizens, many citizens are willing to sacrifice democratic norms and principles if they are said that this is necessary to defend the nation to which they belong. So this is why I think these threat narratives are essential. And then they provide, so to say, a fertile ground for attacks on democracy in the name of the nation.
00:10:21 Nic Cheeseman
Now, first of all, I think it's really important that you bring in the psychology aspect, because I think wherever we're talking about the impact of disinformation or the collapse of trust in democratic institutions or the rise of support for these kind of leaders, psychology is at the heart of what we're talking about, right? And so what we need is more work exactly at the intersection between psychology and political science. I think that's where more people should be working now. So that's one of the things I really enjoyed about the book.
In terms of thinking about how this works, is it the case that everybody is completely convinced by the threat narrative and then folds into it because they want to protect the nation? Or is there a case that for some people that becomes almost an excuse or a cover for saying things that they would have said anyway? So just to give you an example, we did celebrate the England winning in the last match against Mexico. But one of the things that often comes up in the UK around football is the racism that's often directed to players online and the discussions that we often then have to have about where the UK and UK population is on attitudes towards race, attitudes towards inclusion and so on. And one of the things that strikes me in the UK is that some of the language that's been used by the more right of centre to far right leaders has not only invoked some of that threat narrative, think about the boats and the way in which immigration is invoked, but also has almost kind of created a fig leaf of respectability for a lot of prejudiced attitudes.
Not to say that they're all that way, of course, there were legitimate concerns and legitimate critiques, but they have given a sort of open the door for people to say a lot of things that I think people wouldn't have said five years ago that are prejudiced or are laced with prejudice or in some cases are explicitly racist. We see all sorts of indicators of this going up. And so in some cases, I wonder, are people genuinely concerned and genuinely think things are getting to this stage that they need to do this? Or is this creating an excuse that's actually unlocking a lot of prejudices and attitudes that were there and people feel more free to say the things that they've been thinking but were too embarrassed or scared to say a few years ago?
00:12:33 Filip Milacic
I think you're right. I think that now some, I would say narratives and some discourses are more part of the mainstream than they were before and are more acceptable. And one of the reasons is that what I'm missing in many countries are counter narratives. So this is something that I also thematise in my book is that we also need national counter narratives. When we have these threat narratives, we cannot fight them with facts. We can only fight them with counter narratives. And I think that this is, we are seeing that the right and the far right or the liberal right and the far right are completely dominating these nation related discourses and that liberals and the progressives, they are not offering anything in return.
So basically that we don't have a counter offer, counter vision of the character of the nation and how the societies works and I will analyse this from the perspective of democracy. But I think these lessons are also very much relevant for the cases where the liberal right or the far right is still in the opposition. So this the necessity for the national counter counter narrative because in the cases I analysed. We see that in those cases in which the political actors managed to develop a counter-narrative, national counter-narrative, they were more successful than the cases in which the opposition either ignored the issue of the nation or try to emulate the incumbent by being more ethno-nationalist, which also often happens in many countries.
And I think this is a huge, huge mistake. In addition to the fact that what you said about psychology is that many pro-democracy actors are making the mistake by trying to counter these threat narratives with facts. But we know from political psychology that these emotionally entrenched beliefs can only be countered by other emotional messages, not with facts. This is why we need these national narratives. And if I may end with this, Nic, just the thing is that I submitted the manuscript in November. So in my book, Hungary is not a case of a success, or it's not a success story. But then in the conclusion of the book, I wrote that Peter Magyar is using nationalist appeals, he's developing counter narratives, and I'm very optimistic this will bring him a success. And I think that this was later the case. So again, I believe that we need to accept the fact that nation still matters to many people and that we are in the middle of the fight: What about the character of our nations? And we need to, as soon as possible, develop our version, I would say when I say our, I mean the liberal, progressive version of what our nation should look like.
00:15:31 Nic Cheeseman
And it's a great argument. And actually, funnily enough, it's an argument, I first heard from Billy Bragg, who those who are not sort of lefty or folky music aficionados may not know as well, but Billy Bragg's, you know, a well-known sort of folk singer, original sort of punk protest singer, perhaps best known now, funnily enough, for a series of collaborative albums of Wilco doing the lyrics of Woody Guthrie and putting them to music. But he came to the Oxford Union to do a debate and to do a talk a long time ago when I was a student there, we must be talking about 15 years ago. And one of the things he said really struck me, which was that essentially that he felt that the left around the world had walked away from flags, that especially in the UK, the left had abandoned the flag because of its connotations with nationalism and racism. And this was a massive mistake because if you walk away from it, you give it up to the right. You allow the right to own it and own what it means and represent and to own the nation and the idea of nationalism.
And his argument, very perceptive, all these years ago, was that we needed to develop on the left a idea of something that looked much more like a coherent nationalist project that had elements of that emotional appeal, but attached them to other things, things that we were proud of that, you know, the country had done that were not those, you know, not as easy to manipulate, not connected to racism, perhaps things around aspects of inclusion or things we've done in world politics, like, you know, people often refer to, for example, the role played in ending slavery or to the idea of fair play and good values and to bring those and put them at the heart, but that this had to be done emotionally and aggressively and that that was something that was lacking. And I think he was really right about that. And I think he was really right that one of the things that we're seeing now in a sense is that people on the left and perhaps liberals abandoned that nationalist position for too long.
But it is tricky because it's very easy to flip from that position to starting to say things that mean that when you win power or when you defeat the other point of view, you've done as much damage. And you mentioned that a moment ago that one of the things that you warn against is don't simply defeat this by going beyond these guys and using even more extreme language. So for the countries that you know, and we should tell people the book covers a lot of countries, you say a lot of things about Hungary, Poland, Serbia, Israel, Turkey, you know, what are the kind of sort of counter narratives that you could imagine in some of those countries that would take nationalism but in a different, more positive direction?
00:18:08 Filip Milacic
I couldn't agree more. And I wish I was there when this event happened. So it would have spared me a lot of research time because then I was doing a lot of research and I came to the same conclusion. And again, for my book, I conducted a lot of interviews with political actors because I wanted to analyse what happens behind the scenes, so to say, how they create strategies when they fight back. I met two kinds of politicians so to say. The first one would tell me we don't think that the nation is important, we don't think that this topic is important and we will campaign on other topics. And the second one would tell me we know it's important, we know it matters, but we do not know how to develop a counter narrative that would resonate. 
So something what you've asked me. So one of the aims of my book was to shed some new light on how to develop a compelling counter narrative. And then I realised that there are a few, I would say, guidances, if I can put it like this, that could help policymakers and also those who are in this business. So from the perspective of these five cases, and I must say also, after my book was published, I continued this research and I analysed also other cases beyond these five cases. So then I I think that there are some things that one should follow when crafting this inclusive narrative. The first one is that you should identify a topic that is salient for the local political dynamic, because this must be something that is salient for political processes in your own country. And I guess it will be different from country to country. And the second one is that it needs to be inclusive. Again, if you want to win the election, you usually need to win over some of the voters of the authoritarian incumbent. Or in the case if they're in the opposition, so some of the voters, maybe some of the voters of the liberal right or the far right.
And again, these narratives are not meant for the xenophobes or for the hardcore partisans of the illiberal and far-right. These are meant for moderate voters who care for the nation and who are afraid that their nation is under threat. And again, so your narrative needs to be inclusive towards the great majority of the citizens, which means that you need to identify a topic that will accommodate many parts of the electorate, which is not, of course, easy, but it's very much possible. And again, when you are selecting the topic, this topic needs to be directly linked to either national identity or national sovereignty. In other words, to national heritage, to national traditions, to identity. And why? Because in this way, it acquires its emotional underpinning, which is very important for mobilisation. Usually these narratives are very thin, but if you link them with identity or sovereignty or tradition or customs, then you make them thicker and you made them emotional. And this is how you mobilise citizens.
And you need to integrate this, the cleavage between democratic and autocratic forces. So again, this is a lot of theory, a lot of guidances, but how this happened in the countries are analysed. So I can give you an example from Poland. In Poland in 2023, they developed a counter narrative around the EU membership. So they were saying that the PiS with its authoritarian policies is provoking a so-called pole exit. And they are saying that we are fighting for the EU membership because EU membership is very important for Polish identity as a Western nation. And the PiS is threatening our EU membership and meaning this is also threatening our authentic identity. And it resonated very well. And this was an inclusion narrative that linked identity related topic with also democracy, because they were saying that because of authoritarianism, PiS is provoking the so-called Pol-exit.
Something similar happened in Hungary, I must say. If you follow the campaign of Peter Magyar, he was also portraying the Hungarian election as a referendum. So should Hungary be a Western European democracy or Eastern autocracy? So again, using the EU membership as a topic around which an inclusive narrative was created. But again, I think that these narratives resonated because of the specific context, because the EU membership was threatened and then it was possible to develop a narrative around these issues. Again, I can also use the example of Israel and they developed a narrative around a topic that belongs actually to a historical heritage. So they were saying they were using Declaration of Independence that sees the country as a liberal democracy and they are saying we are we are using this Declaration of Independence as a moral compass and we are fighting by fighting for democracy we are fighting for an authentic identity of the country that the government is threatening and it really resonated and again. This is all accompanied by the use of national symbols.
Because what you were mentioning before, I think this is also what the left is very much neglecting is the role of national symbols. Because national symbols are an important tool for fostering a sense of community and belonging. And if you give them up, if you allow the far right to dominate and to use them, then I think you're making a big mistake. Because I don't think it's a coincidence that in all those cases where the far right was defeated liberal right was defeated, like in Poland or in Hungary, or if we can use these episodes of that were stopped. So this autocratisation, like the protest movement in Israel against the judicial reform, or the local elections in Turkey, where Erdogan was defeated, or even the recent student protests in Serbia, we always saw the national flags there, because you are fighting, you are fighting the authoritarian incumbent on their terrain, and you're not allowing them to use national symbols?
Because again, maybe for you and me, the nation doesn't mean much, but we are a minority. For the great majority of citizens, the nation is very important, and you don't want to allow the far right to dominate this discourse.
00:24:49 Nic Cheeseman
I mean, I think the nation is important to many of us, even those of us who are very critical of the nation, right? It's still a very important thing, it's somehow deep woven inside you. You're taught about it from when you're very young. And even if you want to criticise it or you don't necessarily always feel part of it, it's still sort of part of you in a way. It's quite hard to remove. But I guess, you know, as you could tell from what I've said so far, I think there's a lot of mileage in your argument. And I think it helps us to think through a lot of what's happened over the last 10 years. But I guess a critic would say that a lot of your evidence comes from 5 countries, all of which have particularly strong national identity debates, in many cases, unresolved historical and territorial conflicts, and that might limit its generalisability. So how confident are you that the argument travels beyond those five cases? Do you see it as a kind of general theory of democratic decline, or is it more applicable to countries where nationalism is especially salient?
00:25:49 Filip Milacic
I would say it is applicable to the cases in which incumbents use nationalist appeals to subvert democracy. So I don't think this can be applicable to all cases of democratic backsliding. But again, there are more cases than these five that could fit into this concept, I would say. So I think that this is also relevant for Brazil, for example. And I think, again, I didn't analyse Brazil so much in my book, but in Brazil also in 2018, President Lula developed a national counter narrative and it helped him defeat Jair Bolsonaro and he also used national symbols. I think also in other countries, these lessons could be useful.
For example, in the USA, I think, because we know that Trump has been using these threat narratives to separate democracy, but Democrats still haven't developed a counter narrative. I think also in India, Modi employed nationalist appeals to separate democracy. I would also say in Sri Lanka, I mean, I'm not very, very familiar with the case, but for me, it was fascinating how in the last presidential elections that the president was elected by appealing to an inclusive identity based on good governance and managed to break the ethnic pattern. So there are cases, there are a lot of cases out there. And I think there are even more and more. 
What I was mentioning here are the cases in which were marked by authoritarian incumbents. But I think these lessons are relevant also for cases which the liberal right is still in the opposition. One example is Netherlands. So The Economist called the current Dutch Prime Minister flag flying Rob because during campaign he used a lot to the Dutch flag and he used patriotic language, but defining patriotism or Dutch nationalism in a completely different way. This was one of the reasons why he succeeded. So also Canada crosses my mind. In the last elections, there was a lot of employment of inclusive Canadian nationalism that helped also defeat conservatives were more or less employing Trump-like narratives.
So I think these lessons are very, very relevant for many, many cases. Maybe not, again, so much for the cases where nationalism doesn't play an important role in political competition, but definitely for the cases where nationalism plays an important role.
00:28:25 Nic Cheeseman
And maybe just to wrap up, to help listeners think about what's happening in the future and the applicability of this research for the future. Looking at politics today, from Europe to the United States to parts of Africa, Latin America and beyond, do you think that the relationship between nationalism and democracy is becoming more problematic over time? And if so, what should scholars, policymakers and citizens be paying closest attention to over the next decade?
00:28:53 Filip Milacic
Well, you know, historically, nationalism and democracy or liberalism, they had a very interesting relationship. So a bit more than 200 years ago, they were best buddies. So nationalism was very, very much, nationalism helped liberalism in defeating absolutist monarchies. So in introducing more open and inclusive regimes. Then again, of course, what I mentioned previously, we had in Europe a lot of negative experiences with nationalism. But again, what I was often reminded by my students at the CEU is that in many parts of the world, nationalism never played a bad role. I mean, just think about decolonisation movement that was done also in the name of nationalism, also the fight for democracy in the post-Soviet space. So this was also done in the name of nationalism. Of course, later this nationalism didn't turn into an inclusive one, but into more exclusionary one.
But again, what I'm trying to say is that we kind of, at least the liberal democracies, we have this assumption that nationalism is always bad, even though there is a lot of evidence out there, even from our own evidence that nationalism can be very, very beneficial for a democracy. And what I'm trying to say now is that more than 200 years ago, nationalism was instrumental in defeating absolutist regimes, absolutist monarchies. I think it is also instrumental now in defeating these attacks on democracy. And what I tried to argue in my book is that there is a lot of evidence now that those pro-democracy actors who use national narratives, inclusive national narratives that resonate, they have much more success than those who ignore this issue or try to be more ethno-nationalists. Because again, when we talked about democratic backsliding, we usually talk about these institutional channels of democratic backsliding. But what I'm trying to say is that we also need to talk about justification of democratic backsliding, about narratives and counter narratives, because politics is a battle of narratives.
And what I must say missing when I analyse pro-democracy actors is that they are not very innovative and they have to be very innovative. They need to try new tools. They need to try new narratives, because sometimes I think that, you know, when previously like the creativity and being, you know, innovative was a synonymous for the left. Now I'm afraid it's a synonymous for the right and for the far right or liberal right. And I completely agree with your work on this topic. So again, they need to understand that nation matters, nationalism matters, and they need to develop counter narratives. And again, I don't think this will be one narrative. I think these will be different narratives that would resonate under different contexts. 
And again, also these threat narratives are also various because in Poland, they used in the beginning immigration as an issue for a threat narrative, then also later LGBTQ community was portrayed as a threat to the nation, also for 2023 elections, Germany and Germans. So, and Orban has done something similar because they are being very creative. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn't, but they are trying to create a narrative that will resonate. And I think that pro-democracy actors need to do the same. They need to also be very creative and identify topics that would resonate in the electorate, also depending on specific circumstances and specific contexts. And this is what I was also trying to emphasise in my book under which context the narrative, specific narrative seems more promising than the other. So again, it's something that is also part of my future work and something that will accompany me in the future because I think these topics will be very, very relevant also in the upcoming years.
00:33:04 Nic Cheeseman
Fantastic. I know that like me, a lot of our listeners today will be very much looking forward to hearing more about that future work. But for now, I should remind them that they can actually access what we've been talking about today at the Cambridge University Press website. Abandoning Democracy for the Nation is the title of the book. And many, many thanks to Filip Milacic for the insights today, for sharing the book with us. And we hope maybe we'll have a conversation soon where we'll be able to not only look back on, see the relationship between democracy and nationalism unfolding, but also see whether some of those important lessons you've been sharing about how to counter those narratives, wherever we start to see those being increasingly picked up by other leaders and political parties.
00:33:48 Filip Milacic
Thank you very much again for a great conversation, Nic.
00:33:52 Outro jingle
Thank you for listening to the People Power Politics podcast brought to you by CEDAR, the Centre for Elections, Democracy, Accountability and Representation at the University of Birmingham. To learn more about our centre and the exciting work that we do on these issues around the world, please follow us on Twitter @CEDAR_Bham and visit our website using the link in the podcast description.

