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Is Multiculturalism Detrimental to Democracy?


THE IMPORTANCE OF COMPATABILITY BETWEEN 
MULTICULTRUALISM AND DEMOCRACY
     The desire to understand the best qualifications to ensure democracy is one that has been well researched and discussed. Yet, surprisingly, despite sixty one percent of nations named to be democratic as of 2012, there is not always a consensus among the academic community of how to ensure democracy (Freedom House, 2013). One variable that brings about debate in regards to democracy is multiculturalism within nations. It is often claimed that multiculturalism, meaning diverse ethnic, linguist, and or religious groups, creates poor environments to instill democracy. While this is often stated, the validity of this statement can be questioned. These statements are questionable for a number of reasons. For example, what social criterion is used to make this determination? Does this belief apply to all forms of democracy? Can this claim be supported by empirical evidence? The validity of such a claim is important because it determines the relationship between democracy and nations with diverse populations, which in turn, is an important question for said nation’s population and the global community. The question of multiculturalism’s relationship with democracy is highly important for a variety of reasons. Namely, if democracy is not versatile, how useful is it in terms for promoting stable and inclusive governments? If democracy is not adaptable to multiple populations, how can leaders ensure that all populations are represented and are given a voice? Furthermore, by studying multiculturalism’s relationship to democracy, we can better understand what socio-eco conditions best sustain democracies and how these environments could possibly be cultivated in other non-democratic countries.
PREVIOUS ARGUMENTS AND IDEAS
         In the article “Does Diversity Hurt Democracy?,” M. Steven Fish and Robin S. Brooks analyze well respected claims that heterogeneity is a conflicting variable in terms of promoting democracy.  Fish and Brooks respond to Adrian Karatnycky, Freedom House president, and other scholar’s argument that diverse populations damage the prospect of democracy (Fish, Robins, p.154). Yet, Fish and Brooks find that, while this is a common and well known argument, the logic and social variables that are used to support this claim is often backed by outdated data and disputed social analysis (Fish, Robins, p.155). 
     To Fish and Robins, there is little legitimate evidence. Fish and Robins craft their argument by discussing general complications of measuring social factors, which could explain the lack of consensus among scholars. While recognizing that it can be difficult to study fractionalization, Fish and Robins provide examples of criteria used that need to better crafted (Fish, Robins, p.155). For example, they find that “for Freedom House, ‘ethnicity’ may refer to race (meaning physiognomy and skin color), language, religion, or some combination thereof” (Fish, Robins, p.156). Although all of these factors play into diversity, as with any study, applying only certain criteria to certain countries risks skewing the results.
     Despite the discrepancies in the criteria applied, Fish and Robins analyze Freedom House ratings and the Alesina fractionalization data of 161-168 countries to determine the relationship between diversity and democracy (Fish, Robins, p.157-159). While looking at ethnic, linguistic and religious factors, they also controlled Gross Domestic Product percapita, “the predominance of Islam as the main religion, a British colonial heritage, and membership in the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC)” (Fish, Robins, p.157).  Ethnic and linguistic fractionalization is found to be negatively correlated to democracy while deep religious fractionalization is found to be positively correlated with democracy. While certain factors of diversity are shown to be negatively correlated to democracy, the correlation between diversity, in any form, and democracy is not significantly high enough to portray an obvious impact.
     Furthermore, Fish and Robins warn that poorly supported claims have been counterintuitive to democracy. By claiming that diversity and democracy do not mesh, scholars are providing a well-crafted excuse for authoritarian leaders and dictators to avoid implementing democracy (Fish, Robins, p.164). Fish and Robins exemplify this by listing leaders that have dismissed democracy, because of claims such as Karatnycky’s, by expressing concerns that “political opening will only spark mass conflict and thereby undermine even the scant rights and security that the populace enjoys under authoritarianism” (Fish, Robins, p.164).
     In Thinking About Democracy, Arend Lijphart, one of the foremost scholars of democracy and ethnicity, discusses the benefits of “power sharing” democracies compared to majoritarian systems. Lijphart recognizes claims that homogeneous populations are more conducive to majoritarian democracies, but argues that fragmented states can achieve democracy though consociational governments, which he holds to a higher standard overall. 
     When discussing the benefits of consensus democracy, Lijphart focuses on the success of India, as a deviant case, for being able to maintain its democratic state as a majoritarian government despite its deeply fragmented population. Scholars consider India’s success as a democratic state to be incredibly unusual as it is fragmented ethnically, linguistically, and religiously. Given these variables, many scholars believe India should have only been able to succeed as consociational government, if it were to succeed at all. Yet Lijphart realizes that India’s success as a majoritarian government is not completely deviant in the consensus theories as it still has strong characteristics resembling power sharing (Lijphart, p.44). More importantly, and beyond comparing consociational and majoritarian governments, India’s success as a democracy, while having one the most multicultural populations in the world, poses as a glaring inconsistency to those who argue that diversity is counterintuitive to democracy. 
     Lijphart goes into greater detail about power sharing and its essentiality to fragmented nations that wish to implement democracy. Despite scholarly arguments that democracy is easier to adopt democracy, Lijphart states that powersharing and group autonomy can be applied to states that do not fit this mold. Through powersharing and group autonomy, fragmented groups are better represented and have more “authority to run their own internal affairs, especially in the areas of education and culture” (Lijphart, p.76). 
     In Determinants of Democratization, Jan Teorell, like Fish and Robins, tests well noted claims that fragmented sections of diversity are negatively correlated with democracy. Teorell focuses on religious, linguistic and ethnic fragmentations. Teorell focuses more in depth on ethnic fragmentation, as he takes in consideration Donald Horowitz view of how ethnic fragmentation can  lead to a rallying of parties formed on ethnicities rather than ideology and, further, can incite violence leading to “one-party rule, military coups or outright civil war” (Teorell, p.41). Yet, Teorell also considers Mark Beissinger’s claim that, instead of leading to further fragmentation, ethnic diversity can create a surge in nationalism instead (Teorell, p.42). Furthermore, Teorell finds that “countries with a population that is heterogeneous in terms of ethnolinguistic composition, contrary to… much of the previous literature, were not significantly more prone to move in either direction on the democracy scale. The same goes for religious diversity” (Teorell, p.46).
     Given the great discussions provided by the academic community, it can be difficult to choose what argument to believe when questioning democracy’s ability to cope in a multicultural setting. Yet, with little consensus, I believe that democracy, when set within the correct parameters, is fully capable of succeeding in diverse populations. Following this, I believe that the claims and research of Arend Lijphart that consociational governments are best suited for diverse populations should be reiterated, as multicultural societies require greater representation than is offered in majoritarian systems. 
     Furthermore, while reviewing democracy’s potential to succeed in diverse populations, Patty Tamara Lenard notes the obstacles and potential remedies in regards to instilling democracy in “Trust, Democracy, and Multicultural Challenges.” Lenard discusses what components create a healthy, successful democracy and how multiculturalism affects these democratic variables.  For my research, I focus primarily on Lenard’s chapter five and six, “Trust and Ethnocultural Diversity in Multicultural Democracies,” and “Severely Divided Societies, Trust, and the Struggle for Democracy.” Lenard focuses on trust among citizens within a society and public culture as key elements of creating and maintaining a democracy. By analyzing these characteristics that are deemed essential, Lenard argues that multiculturalism tends to conflict with democracy. From Lenard’s discussion, I find claims that both support and oppose my argument that mid-levels of multiculturalism cause obstacles for democracy, where-as homogenous populations and largely heterogeneous populations are coherent to democracy. 
      In chapter six “Severely Divided Societies, Trust, and the Struggle for Democracy,” Lenard outlines four points that she cites as challenges for democracy in diverse nations. These points include the belief that the population breaks into competing, aggressive groups, which in turn creates competing ethno-cultural undertones within politics (Lenard, p.117). Lenard makes this claim referencing to the lack of a cohesive public culture among diverse populations. Because there is no public culture, set of shared belief or values which an entire population can agree on, Lenard claims an air of suspicion and mistrust takes its place instead. This then makes it unlikely for political groups based on anything other than ethno-cultural values to exist (Lenard , p.118-119).
     Further dividing these groups are misconceptions or beliefs that opposing parties based on ethno-cultural identities are unwilling to cooperate or make concessions on particular issues (Lenard , p.117). Lenard claims that groups in divided states are “paradoxically and dangerously… often characterized by an unhealthy level of in-group cohesion and loyalty. As a result, severely divided societies face considerable difficulty in achieving genuine democratic politics” (Lenard , p.118). This point is also strongly discussed also in chapter five, “Trust and Ethnocultural Diversity in Multicultural Democracies.” Lenard exemplifies the unwillingness of groups to contribute to the public good (i.e. redistribution, taxes, etc) if they believe it will be used to primarily for one group or one group will benefit from the contribution more than the public or majority group (Lenard , p.106-108). 
     Additionally, Lenard cites a climate of violence bred from tensions among groups which contributes to the obstacles democracy faces within divided populations (Lenard , p.117). Lenard argues that the division of groups is reinforced by being viewed as a safe zone (Lenard , p. 123). Among others who share the same values and beliefs, what is seen as a public culture when shared among all of a nation’s groups, individuals can “ secure at least minimum safety  under highly insecure and volatile political conditions” (Lenard , p.123). These actions further political and cultural tensions, based on stereotypes of who can be trusted, which then is solidified historical tensions (Lenard , p. 117, 123).
     Lenard creates a sound argument, one of which I have found useful in my own research paper, but can still be criticized for a number of reasons. For one, Lenard uses social and historical examples to support her claims, where empirical evidence would have been useful. Furthermore, in divided nations, it seems as though there would be higher levels of trust as groups would be accustomed to creating coalition governments and making concessions on particular issues in order to govern effectively. Lastly, a claim that I found surprising, is the argument that divided nations do not have a public culture. I found this surprising when clearly there are nations such as India, a deeply divided nation, which has a rich public culture.
DEEPLY DIVIDED STATES AND DEMOCRACY
   All of the sources discussed above have proved to be rather thought provoking, and whether I contest certain arguments previously made or cite for support, I have been able to consider and reference all the authors above. Yet, my argument draws from both ends of the spectrum concerning the potential for democracy in multicultural environments. While I disagree with claims that democracy is destined to fail in a multicultural setting, I do believe that there may be better ways to implement democracy in countries that have challenging characteristics. 
To review multiculturalism’s effect on democracy, I first compared the Alesina data on fractionalization to democracy ratings from Freedom House.  When observing the Freedom House map of freedom, one can recognize that many of the countries that are not listed as free, meaning democratic, also have rather high ratings of fractionalization. Yet, while one might assume take these characteristics to be correlated with one another, it says nothing of the significance of the relationship and does not imply causation. To understand the relationship between fractionalization and democracy, one must also take other influential variables into consideration. As discussed above, other factors commonly associated with democracy are the studied country’s economic standing, history, and geographical factors. More specifically, one should look for factors including GDP, quality and access to education, histories relating to colonization, the presence and reliability of natural resources, and the presence of Islam. 
Therefore, to appropriately test multiculturalism’s relationship with democracy, these other factors should be taken into consideration or controlled for. As exemplified by Fish and Robins, the data listed in the chart below shows that, when such variables are controlled, specifically economic development, the presence of Islam, history as a former British colony, and member status of OPEC, fractionalizing variables (ethnicity, religion, and linguistics) do not have significant negative relationships with democratization (Fish, Robbins, p. 159). 
The data that I’m concerned with in the chart below comes from columns one through nine. Here, Fish and Robins ran regression analyses on the relationships between democracy and its respective relationship with ethnic, linguistic and religious fractionalization in 161-166 countries (Fish, Robins, p. 159). Column one portrays ethnic fractionalizations influence on democracy, column two portrays this same relationship while controlling for economic development, and column three controls for economic development, the presence of Islam, former British colonial rule, and whether the state is a OPEC member. Similarly, columns four through six portray these relationships in the same fashion for linguistic fractionalization, and columns seven through nine represent the relationships for religious fractionalization (Fish, Robins, p. 159). The regressions portrayed in this chart show that the data, when controlled for, do not indicate, overall, that fractionalization is responsible for creating poor conditions for democracy (Fish, Robins, p.159-160).
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As discussed above, despite the large number of claims that diversity hurts the potential of democracy, there is little strong empirical evidence to support these arguments. As seen in Table 1, ethnic fractionalization is seen to be inversely correlated with democracy, yet the correlation is not robust enough to have any significance on determining whether a country is suitable for democracy.
The relationship between ethnolingustical fractionalization and democracy apparently is a bit more unclear. While it has not been shown to be significantly negatively correlated with democracy, there is debate between researchers who claim it is positively correlated with democracy cultivation and others who find that it has no effect on the potential for democracy at all. For example, ethnolingustical fractionalization has showed significance in the case of Suriname (Teorell, p. 46), yet others have found that it has no effect whatsoever.
Surprisingly, compared to other measures of fractionalization, levels of high religious fractionalization have been found to be positively correlated with democracy (Alesina, p. 173, Fish, Robins, p. 159). Researchers have reasoned that this is because democratic measures often ensure religious freedoms and protections. 
To better understand how democracy is not at odds with multiculturalism, it helpful to view it in a realistic manner. For those who argue democracy cannot flourish in diverse societies, one country in particular continues to defy such logic. At first glance, India may not seem to stand out for its fractionalization as it scores a .4182 for ethnic fractionalization, a .8069 for linguistic fractionalization, and a .3260 for religious fractionalization. Yet, as a successful democracy, it holds higher levels of fractionalization than other democracies. Additionally, what also makes the levels of fractionalization in India, in regards to democracy, is that, compared to western democracies, India do not have the economic development that is often seen to suppress the common symptoms of fractionalization. India has been practicing democracy since it gained its independence from Britain and has continually scored a 2.5 freedom rating form Freedom House for at least the past (Freedom House). Furthermore, India is further impressive due to the fact that it utilizes a majoritarian form of democracy, a parliamentary system, rather than a consociational form of democracy. As discussed in previous literature, consociational democracies are seen to be more inclusive, which many find to perform better for multicultural societies.
CONCLUSION
While ethnic, linguistic, and religious fractionalization have been seen to have varying effects on democracy, shown in some studies as positively correlated or negatively correlated or unchanged in other studies, none of these findings have shown any robust or significant relationships. Despite the lack of significant data to support claims that democracy cannot flourish in multicultural nations, those that continue to make similar arguments based on unmeasured societal factors perhaps have not considered all options. For example, Lenard claims that one essential element for democracy is a common bond of trust among groups (Lenard, 2012). Yet when this trust complicates cooperation in maintaining a democracy, Lenard describes was of forcing trust among one another. This can be done by hoping trust will emerge by requiring groups work together or employing rewards and sanctions for positive and negative actions amongst one another (Lenard, p. 140-145).
     For those who believe democracy will be hindered as a result of the large number of groups that require representation, perhaps they are considering only a majoritarian form of democracy. Most deeply fractionalized states would have a difficult time maintaining a majoritarian form of democracy given that not all parties and viewpoints would be represented, as not all groups would share the same culture, values and beliefs about certain issues. Instead, deeply divided nations are able to implement democracy through power-sharing, for example, consociational governments (Lijphart, p. 79). Through power sharing techniques, governments often implement constitutional or “civil” requirements to meet certain quotas of representation (Lijphart, p. 84).  Furthermore, in addition to power sharing forms of government, Lijphart also argues that group autonomy, the granting of special laws for minority groups or allowing groups to administer certain regulations and institutions, is necessary to create democracy among deeply fractionalized societies (Lijphart, p. 46, 75). I believe that group autonomy would also be beneficial for nations with mid or deep levels of diversity, as the laws and cultural norms in these societies may not match the cultural norms of those minority groups.
     While I understand the reasons behind the common argument that multiculturalism clashes with democracy, I believe many of these reasons are misconstrued and misrepresented. I share other’s frustration in a lack of common measurement of social variables, which makes determining the contributing factors to social issues sometimes inconsistent. To me, claiming that democracy is incompatible with multiculturalism without sufficient empirical evidence poses a risk in itself. As noted by Fish and Robins, blinded support for these claims can offer legitimacy to undemocratic leaders who cling to power and look for reason to avoid implementing democracy (Fish, Robins, p.164). Furthermore, without looking towards other routes to democracy, like power sharing, and trying to force majoritarian systems on others, individuals are being denied the right to representation and liberty. 
     Additionally, and what I find most worrying, is that misconstrued data will cause alienating and xenophobic attitudes among individuals and, further, lead governments to disapprove of minority rights and adopt restrictive immigration policies. I believe that ideas such as these would be popular among countries that border on being a homogeneous state with few minority groups. Therefore, I believe more research should be done, taking more interdisciplinary factors into consideration, in order to better understand the exact nature of multiculturalism’s relationship to democracy. Most importantly, finding a way to create healthy environments should be a top priority  to all those who take part in this debate, given the possibility that their opinions, supported or not, play a role in granting democracy, liberty and representation to others.
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