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CONSOCIATIONAL DEMOCRACY?

Chris McDowell

D r. Uyangoda’s 1993 S. W. R. D. Bandaranaike lec-
ture, reproduced in the Tamil Times (No.11
pp.13-15), was both erudite and timely. The author, a
senior lecturer in political science at Colombo University
discovered a precedent in Sri Lankan political discoursé
for the development of a new Sri Lanka rooted in the ideas
of consociation. In the pre-independence period the birth
of consociational democracy was extremely troubled and
finally still-born. In the 1990s, however, Uyangoda is
hopeful that a new ‘political space’ has emerged within
which can evolve a ‘Grand Ethnic Coalition’ to overcome
maximalist thinking and lead instead towards conflict
resolution and a fair and equitable society.

The terms used are those of the political scientist. Aca-
demics have a driven desire to introduce yet more ‘...isms’
into situations which are necessarily complex in their
explanation. But Uyangoda’s arguments and proposals can
be put simply and can be questioned. What the author
desires is a restructured Sri Lanka in which all people
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come together in a ‘Grand Ethnic Coalition’ which is
elaborated through a ‘Social Contract’ and organised
around the principles of consociation. Consociationalism
is a theory about constitutional arrangements, it is a
theory which is used to understand the workings of
democracies which seem to be unusually divided but in
which stability is somehow maintained. In practice
consociation is the practical arrangements whereby
interests are balanced to achieve stability.

The relevance for Sri Lanka is clear. Theoreticians are
in a continuous search for a model of democracy which
could be grafted on to Sri Lanka. For many the search
has led them to those European countries which have a
democracy that contains certain features of consociation:
Switzerland and the Netherlands. Uyangoda is no
exception, but he fully realises that a political system that
works in one country cannot simply be transposed onto
another country that is fundamentally different in a
number of key aspects. The conditions have to be right.
And in preparing the ground the author proposes a con-
troversial cultural pre-condition. In pursuit of a ‘Grand
-
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Ethnic Coalition” he proposes that all groups in Sri Lanka
must suspend or put on hold their ethnic identity until
the political process has been seen through. Only then,

once ‘ethnic justice’ is defined, can groups go back to their
ethnic identities.

The argument is neat and the desire laudable but is it
crgdlble? I have two disagreements. The first has to do
with the nature of ethnic identity and the second

concerns the desirability of consociational democracy
for Sri Lanka.

Academic contributions to the anti-Apartheid campaigns
of the 1980s included a principled stand that later became
known as the ‘similarities discourse’. Today little is heard
of it. But in the 1980s a basic cannon of progressive aca-
demic thought in South Africa advanced the view that
ethnic groups as bounded entities were merely either the
invention of self-interested politicians or were imagined
communities constructed in the pursuit of gain or oppo-
sition. Subsequently black students entering white uni-
versities were taught how to demistify and downplay
ethnicity. There are signs that the ‘similarities discourse’
has now entered Sri Lankan universities under the guise
of Uyangoda’s ‘de-ethnicisation’.

The conflict in the former-Yugoslavia led South African
scholars to re-evaluate the message from the 1980s. The
harsh lesson of the 1990s has been that you cannot sim-
ply wish away ethnicity and ethnic identity as only a
convenient construct. In earlier theories the way in which
ethnicity (and culture) was defined made it manipulable
and Uyangoda’s hope, that members of ethnic groups could
somehow suspend their identities for the common good,
almost credible. In the 90s and particularly in Sri Lanka,
cultural and ethnic identity cannot and must not be vol-
untarily suppressed but must be taken as central to any
future constitutional arrangements.

My second point of departure from Uyangoda leads out
of the first Assuming that a ‘Grand Ethnic Coalition’ has
been attained the democratic principle for new constitu-
tional arrangements will be based on consociational
models. The argument of political scientists has been that
consociational democracies have succeeded in holding
together fragmented communities in a stable system. Air
Lanka has transported numerous delegations of Swiss
constitutional experts to Colombo to explain the intrica-
cies of their system. Presentations are greeted with ini-
tial enthusiasm but not before long a deep sense of
unease sets in. It cannot be denied that the Swiss system
works; the question is how?

At its root the Swiss polity is one which has compromised
with mainstream democratic forms in the sense of ‘one
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man one vote’ with majorities prevailing at all levels of
government, in the sense that it has acceptefl a ‘blocking
minority’. Most recently this has meant that in a nationa]
referendum to decide whether or not Switzerland should
proceed with plans to join the European community,
German-speaking voters who did not want to proceed
denied the wish of French-speakers who did want to pro-
ceed. The referendum result and the nature of the cam-
paign to persuade voters divided Switzerland along its
language lines.

Balance, stability and fairness are by no means always
assured in the Swiss system. Consociation depends upon
there being separate, discrete and bounded groups play-
ing a role in the polity. Uyangoda’s plan for
‘de-ethnicization’ is anathema to consociation.
Consociation in the wrong hands leads to chaos and oli-
garchy. It demands that decision-making is in the hands
of elites or cartels of elites which have the right of veto
over decisions of which they disapprove. And finally, in a
bid to safeguard the interests of subordinate minorities,
consociational democracy demands proportionality, which
means that the various segments of the population must
have proportionate representation among the major
institutions of the state. Which in practice means that
subordinate groups can, under certain circumstances, hold
the majority to ransom and stifle progress.

It can be argued that Switzerland has not held together
because of her consociational democracy but in spite of
it. The Swiss complain that important decisions are
made in smoky backrooms without public debate and
that referenda - a pillar of the system - are a sham. Swit-
zerland holds together because throughout its history
and today in particular it sees itself as under threat.
The system is there to repel the French, the German
and the Italian state. And the system is there to protect

the wealth, the comfort and the reputation that is
Switzerland.

Sri Lanka is not an Asian Switzerland. What is ‘wrong’
in Swiss politics, elitism, backroom deals and deliberate
polarisation is precisely what has been wrong in Sti
Lankan politics. What is ‘right’ with Switzerland, vast
weglth, highly sophisticated population, historical
desire for unity, compromise and neutrality are not,
unfortunately, features common to Sri Lanka. Sri Lankan
political scientists, unless they enjoy skiing, should
strike Switzerland off their itinerary and instead

remain at home from where any workable solution will
be found.

(Courtesy, Tamil Times, 15
December, 1993)
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