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Leo Kuper (2001): “Plural societies”

1. “There are two quite antithetical traditions in regard to the nature of societies characterized by pluralism. The first tradition […] is expressed in the theory of the plural society. In this tradition, the stability of plural societies is seen as precarious and threatened by sharp cleavages between different plural sections, whose relations to each other are generally characterized by inequality. The second tradition […] offers a conception of the pluralistic society, in which the pluralism of the varied constituent groups and interests is integrated in a balanced adjustment, which provides conditions favourable to stable democratic government.”
 (p. 220)

2. Kuper actually presents two different theories of plural societies. The first is the "equilibrium model of pluralism," a view shared by Kornhauser, Shils and Aron, in which democracy and pluralism are associated with each other: thanks to a system of checks and balances (separation of powers), a stable democratic government can emerge. Political pluralism is ensured by authority, represented by a divided elite, and social pluralism is possible thanks to a balance between institutional spheres, which are separated. Integration exists owing to a diffusion of common values. This is a rather optimistic view. The other perspective, the "conflict model", enunciated by Furnivall and followed by Kuper, is inspired by colonial societies and is much more pessimistic. Plural societies have a precarious stability because of cleavages and inequality between the "sections": these determining factors lead to cultural and social diversity. However, there is a forced union between groups by one political unit ("medley"). The result is that there is a dissensus and consequently no common will. Smith develops this model, asserting that since there is domination by one cultural minority, which represses other political institutions under its yoke, there is no plurality in those institutions. As a conclusion, Kuper argues that the political consequences of cultural pluralism depend on the power of common governmental institutions and on the strength of association between different groups.

3. To me, Kuper's choice of taking the conflict model of pluralism−one based on Furnivall's analysis−at face value is a little bit difficult to understand. Actually, Furnivall's anthropological analysis of colonial societies was developed in the first decades of the 20th century. In a study of Indonesia and Burma, Furnivall wrote that, "the first thing that strikes the visitor is the medley of peoples" that constitute each society. The result was a "plural society, with different sections living side by side but separately within the same political unit." Thus pluralism evolved from being a description of colonial society to an explanation for it. The theory of pluralism was finally introduced to provide a justification for social inequalities, depicting them as the inevitable result of cultural differences. So, it begs the question, can Kuper in the year 2001 seriously rely on such an approach? Moreover, Furnivall's and Smith's analysis seem to insinuate that those colonial plural societies seemed to be atypical, even abnormal, and significantly different from the Western societies endowed with a consensual social order founded on cultural and institutional homogeneity. But isn't it true that homogeneity in the Western societies exists neither as a fact nor as a standard? Today, the pluralism of the presumably homogeneous Western societies is visible everywhere in the numerous debates on this topic. I think that it is homogeneity, and not pluralism, which represents a myth.

4. We can easily connect this text to the French case. The French Republic was endowed from its birth with a centralizing State, and in the same scheme the French constitution declares the principles of unity and indivisibility of the republic; this leads to the establishment of the principle of equality for every citizen, without discrimination towards origin, race or religion. In this way, people from Italy, Poland, Spain, Portugal, etc. finally recognized themselves citizens of this same political entity. Today, contrary to Great Britain, where the differences between ethnic, linguistic or religious groups are recognized and where their minority statute grants rights to them, in France, the idea that a distinction between its citizens can be made on such criteria is heresy. Once French nationality has been acquired, you are French, "full stop". When foreigners acquire French citizenship, they have no choice but to integrate, otherwise they will be excluded from society. This was particularly obvious during the debates about the Muslim veil. In reality, I think that France refuses to admit that it has become a multicultural, not to say a plural society. We've had significant difficulties in assimilating immigrants who arrived after the Second World War, mainly from Maghreb and sub-Saharan Africa (i.e. from non-European countries). During the riots of November 2005, a German newspaper called Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung declared that "the French model of integration entered the last phase of its existence." This is a hasty verdict, but it is true that unemployment affects 40% of the young (20-29 years) people of North-African origin, whereas that rate is only 11% among young people of French stock. Immigrants are clearly excluded from socio-economic integration. Whereas the first generation of immigrant workers intended to return to their homeland, this younger generation live in a kind of cultural "no man's land," torn between their host country, which did not really accept them, and their country of origin, which the majority has never seen but idealizes. Though their parents chose not to be integrated, the second generation children were born here, learned French, and have never known anything else. We cannot ignore them any longer.

5. “ "Multiculturalism, Nathan Glazer has written, is the price America is paying for the inability or unwillingness to incorporate into its society African Americans, in the same way and to the same degree it has incorporated so many other groups." The real price, however, is being paid by African Americans themselves. For in truth America is not plural or multicultural; it is simply unequal. And the promotion of pluralism is an acknowledgement of the inevitability of that inequality.”
 This quotation is a continuity of the questions posed by Kuper (p.222) about the Equilibrium model supposedly implemented in the relationship between American whites and African Americans. After the partial failures of the Black civil rights movement, the possibilities of equality seemed more and more improbable. As a consequence, the only escape route was to celebrate their differences. Thus politicians reinvented America as a plural nation, composed of many different cultural groups and people, and abandoned the principle of equality as a social policy goal. In reality, the promotion of pluralism is a tacit admission of failure: it is the result of the continued exclusion of African Americans. It’s an admission of powerlessness towards the fact that the barriers that separate blacks and whites cannot be breached.

6. In Kuper’s text, both the equilibrium and conflict conceptions mention the predominant function of an authority ensuring pluralism, even if its role is more beneficial in the former model than in the latter. This parallel helps to define the role of the State in a successful plural society. It is important to understand that there is no single model applicable in every circumstance; hence it is necessary to adopt a flexible approach. Moreover, governments rarely, if ever, lead homogeneous populations or communities. For France, the challenge consists of conceiving legitimate institutions able to represent individuals and groups, which all have various values and ideals. It is also necessary to support these institutions, to develop policies and programs (for example, in the fields of education and of media) which encourage intercultural understanding, knowledge and action. 
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