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Consociationalism and the State

Matthijs Bogaards

Central European University

ABSTRACT
The state has never been a central category in consociational analysis, but recent develop-
ments have put the state on the radar of consociational scholars. This article is the first to
survey and systematize insights on the role of the state in consociational theory and practice.
The article does so by providing an overview and review of the answers to three guiding
questions. First, who owns the state? Second, what comes first—consociation or state build-
ing? Third, is there an inevitable tradeoff between consociationalism and state strength? All
these questions and answers have normative and empirical dimensions, and this article seeks
to make a contribution to both. Empirically, the article formulates a research agenda.
Theoretically and normatively, the article sketches an original consociational approach to the
state that goes back to the early days of the Westphalian state system and has surprising
relevance in today’s world.

Introduction

As Dodge1 notes in his contribution to this collection, “consociationalism has surprisingly
little to say about the state.” In none of Lijphart’s books on consociationalism does the
index contain the term “state.”2 Not in his first book on the politics of accommodation in
the Netherlands,3 not in his major comparative study of consociationalism across time
and space,4 his recommendation of power sharing for a democratic South Africa,5 the
more recent selection of his journal articles and book chapters,6 or the edited volume
close colleagues devoted to his life work.7 As the contributions to this special issue dem-
onstrate, this relative neglect has become a problem, as there is increasing recognition of
the central role of the state in contemporary consociations. Three developments in par-
ticular contributed to this. First, most new consociations are found in postwar societies,
where they face the task of state reconstruction and state building. Bosnia and
Herzegovina is a prominent case. Second, problems of consociational governance have
put a focus on state capacity. Some of these are well known, but in the context of weak
states, phenomena such as clientelism are compounded. This is clearly visible in such pla-
ces as Lebanon and Iraq, as several contributions to this special issue show. Third, many
power-sharing arrangements nowadays have an international dimension, complicating
questions of sovereignty and self-determination. Northern Ireland is a case in point.
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Fortunately, we do not have to start from scratch. Five decades of consociational
literature have yielded important assumptions, observations, conclusions, and recom-
mendations about consociationalism and the state.8 This article brings together
the insights from the various strands of scholarship in what is arguably the first
systematic, comparative reflection on the role of the state in consociational theory.
The article does so by providing an overview and review of the answers to three
guiding questions.
First, who owns the state?9 Five answers are discussed: “We do,” “We want a piece of

the state,” “We want our own state,” “Nobody,” and “Someone else.” The article will
highlight consociationalism’s impressive flexibility in dealing with these issues. The
second set of questions and answers is a chicken–egg question: What comes first—con-
sociation or state building? Is the state a precondition for consociation, or is consoci-
ation a precondition for successful state building in divided societies? The third and
final set of questions is whether there is an inevitable tradeoff between strength of the
state and the extent of consociationalism, differentiating between the political side of
consociationalism (the four institutional features of grand coalition, proportionality,
mutual veto, and segmental autonomy) and the socio-political side (segmentation/pilla-
rization). All these questions and answers have normative and empirical dimensions,
and this article seeks to make a contribution to both. Empirically, the article formulates
a research agenda. Theoretically and normatively, the article sketches an original conso-
ciational approach to the state that goes back to the early days of the Westphalian state
system and has surprising relevance in today’s world.
The article is organized into three sections. The first section reviews the various

answers in the consociational literature to the question “Who owns the state?” The
second section discusses the various views on the “chicken–egg” relationship between
consociationalism and the state. The third section deals with the alleged tradeoffs
between consociationalism and state strength. The conclusion is that most claims
about the state in the consociational literature are best treated as hypotheses in need of
empirical testing.

Who owns the state?

Broadly speaking, approaches to state and society can be grouped into two categories:
top-down versus bottom-up.10 A top-down, state-centric view would phrase the ques-
tion thus: “There is a state, how can we organize it?” This discourse would use terms
like “decentralization” and “group rights.” For all its merits, the influential summary of
state responses to ethnic and national diversity found in McGarry et al.11 ranging from
assimilation to secession/partition, falls in this category. A bottom-up, society-centered
view would put the matter thus: “There are these groups, how can they live together?”
Typical terms would be “autonomy” and “accord.” Federalism is a variant of the soci-
ety-centered view, with territorial units as the constituent parts. Consociationalism
offers a bottom-up, societal understanding of the state.12 This is the central point of the
first section of the article, which maps the various relationships between nations, com-
munities, and states with the help of five possible answers to the same question: Who
owns the state?
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Answer one: “We do”

Lustick’s13 control model, Smooha’s14 influential concept of ethnic democracy and
Yiftachel’s15 ethnocracy all aim to capture the same phenomenon: how one ethnic group
dominates the state. Control of the state is often visible in state symbols. Ghanam,16

who classifies Israel as a “textbook example of an ethnic state,” notes how “the symbols
and the dominant values of the state and its institutions discriminate ipso facto against
its Arab citizens” and criticizes “the Jewish ethnic character of the state.” Byrne17 writes
about the “Orange State” to indicate the control of Northern Ireland by Protestant set-
tlers loyal to the United Kingdom.18 Often, state symbols are contested. For example, in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, the weakening of the central state and its institutions is
reflected in the “demise” of the country’s National Museum and the History Museum.19

Aboultaif 20 draws attention to the “politicization of memory and trauma” in Lebanon
and Iraq. In consociational Kosovo, “the debate about state symbols such as the flag,
the coat of arms, and the anthem are very complex issues.”21

Ethnic dominance is the opposite of consociational power sharing, but recent studies
show that it may be useful to acknowledge how different groups relate differently to the
state. Stojanovi�c and Hod�zi�c22 claim that Bosnia and Herzegovina is both a consoci-
ational democracy and an ethnocracy. It is a consociation of the three constituent peo-
ples recognized in the constitution (Bosniaks, Serbs, and Croats), but an ethnocracy
toward all others.23 Chima24 detects in India elements of consensus, consociation, and
control, with the latter becoming ever more prominent, especially in relation to non-
Hindus, leading to the emergence of “crypto-ethnic democracy” in contemporary India.
It can also happen in a consociation that some groups are more strongly represented in
the state than others. Aboultaif,25 for example, identifies the Maronites in Lebanon and
the Shiites in Iraq as “communal hegemons.”26

While recent contributions have added nuance to our thinking about systems of con-
trol and consociation, O’Leary’s27 masterful history of Northern Ireland shows the
importance of keeping them separate, analytically and empirically. Instead, Anderson28

and Morj�e Howard29 define ethnocracy in such broad terms, as basically any political
system in which ethnicity plays a role, that crucial distinctions become blurred.
Anderson’s notion of a “consociational ‘shared post-conflict ethnocracy’” reduces
consociationalism to a subtype of ethnocracy. Morj�e Howard30 describes
contemporary Belgium, a textbook consociation,31 as an ethnocracy, even doubting its
democratic credentials. The fundamental difference between ethnocracy and consoci-
ationalism is their answer to the question of who owns the state. “We do,” say ethno-
crats. “We all do,” says consociationalism, at least in principle.32

Answer two: “We want a piece of the state”

The contributions of Dodge33 and Salloukh34 to this special issue suggest a deep con-
cern about the “allotment state”35 or the way the proportionality principle “at the core
of informal consociationalism has given rise to systematically sanctioned corruption.”36

Likewise, O’Driscoll and Costantini37 criticize how “consociational power sharing has
failed to meet the governance needs of the population.” Consociationalism “is often
seen as a dysfunctional form of democracy”38 and even Lijphart39 admits it “is an
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expensive form of government.” The “price to be paid” for social peace, democracy, and
political stability “is inevitably a certain amount of inefficiency, slowness, and lack of
decisiveness.”40 However, Lijphart’s admission was based on the experience of prosper-
ous West European cases and in contemporary consociations, the “price to be paid”
may be significantly higher.41

If the “development of collusive agreements between parties favors corruption,” as
Della Porta42 hypothesizes, then consociational regimes are more susceptible to corrup-
tion than others. Peters43 highlights the functional aspect of corruption, which can be
used to build political coalitions that keep together deeply divided societies and political
systems with multiple veto players. Salloukh44 provides a vivid and detailed account of
how this works in Lebanon. Dodge45 does the same for Iraq, focusing on the consoci-
ational logic of the system of sectarian appointments. In the Balkans, Muharemovic46

sees Bosnia and Herzegovina’s state institutions as “just ‘preys’ of the ethnic oligarchs.”
Kendhammer47 examines the relationship between consociational power sharing and

neo-patrimonialism in Nigeria. At first glance, his story is one of neo-patrimonial cap-
ture of a consociational state, the latter the victim of the former. However, as
Kendhammer realizes, this is too simple. There are two features of consociationalism
that aid neo-patrimonial state capture. First, inclusive political institutions based on
power sharing and proportionality, two consociational features, facilitate access to the
state and its resources. Second, the partially informal nature of consociationalism in the
Nigerian context again facilitates patronage politics. As Kendhammer48 admits, Nigeria
at best has displayed only a limited number of consociational traits, and even this is
probably an overstatement,49 but his analysis nonetheless provides a starting point for
thinking about consociationalism and the post-colonial state.
Patronage and state capture can also be found in developed, post-industrial countries.

Katz and Mair50 see in the Netherlands “an early example of a party cartel.” The party
cartel is characteristic for the cartel party, a type of party Katz and Mair see as the latest
stage of political party development, a trend they are highly critical of, as they observe
how parties lose their roots in society while nestling themselves instead in the state,
whose resources they depend on and share. Again, consociations were trendsetters, solv-
ing “the problem of access to state resources” by “effectively erasing the category of
loser.”51

In sum, it is possible to directly relate the four political features of consociationalism
to state capture: The grand coalition facilitates access, proportionality justifies dividing
the cake, the mutual veto allows veto players to exact concessions, and segmental auton-
omy comes with a lack of central control. In general, consociationalism legitimizes seg-
mental demands on the state, even more so if consociationalism is part of a peace
agreement in a postwar society, as is true for most modern consociations.52 Empirically,
one expects that variation may be explained through intervening variables that either
aggravate the pernicious impact of the political economy of consociationalism, such as
attributes of the post-colonial state, or mitigate this impact, for example a vibrant civil
society. Clearly, more research is needed on the comparative performance of
consociations.53

Baumann’s54 analysis of the 2015 garbage crisis in Lebanon in this special issue is a
damning exposition of the political economy of consociationalism. But we should be
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careful with generalization. For example, while the positive discrimination of ethnic
Malays in Malaysia’s consociational regime may have gone too far, it also served the
purpose of improving the opportunities of an historically disadvantaged majority.55 And
the opposite of inclusive spoils in a consociation may be the exclusive access to the state
of a privileged group in a majoritarian democracy. The moral economy of consociation-
alism holds that all segments have a right to a piece of the state, though in practice, it
tends to be segmental elites who benefit the most.

Answer three: “We want our own state”

When it comes to the territorial organization of the state, consociationalism is compat-
ible with all scenarios from decentralization to dissolution. This flexibility has not
always been recognized in the literature, which has sought to link consociationalism to
particular forms of state. Smooha,56 for example, characterizes consociationalism as a
“bi-national or multinational state.” McGarry et al. define accommodation, of which
consociationalism is one version, through its “plurinational state.” In his typology of
states and societies, Smith57 appears to equate consociational states with federal states.
In fact, according to Freiburghaus and Vatter,58 Switzerland is the only contemporary

plural society where federalism and consociationalism are logically and empirically
linked.59 In other words, where federalism is an integral part of consociationalism and
vice versa the federation operates according to consociational principles. The trend,
according to these Swiss authors, is in the opposite direction, with consociationalism
and federalism drifting apart. But that is only because they classify Belgium and Bosnia
and Herzegovina, arguably the prime examples of consociational federations, as
“decoupled.” For the case of Belgium, this verdict seems to be based on the critical
study of two Belgian scholars about how the federalization of the Belgian state threatens
successful consociational conflict management.60 Even if that were true, there is no
doubt that Belgium has all four political features of consociationalism.
Around the world, Ethiopia is known for its ethnic federalism and for a constitution

that seems to take the right to self-determination to its logical extreme, allowing any state
to secede. However, this arrangement has not stabilized relations between the country’s
communities, as the recent civil war in Tigray attests to. Degefe61 therefore recommends
making the Ethiopian constitution more clearly, fully, and formally consociational.62

Baub€ock63 sees federalism as “the best possibility for building viable and just
democracies” and regards the break-up of multinational democracies as “regrettable”
and often due to “avoidable political failure.” One such scenario played itself out in
Czechoslovakia, which fell apart even though in the first three years after the end of
communism, from 1989 to 1992, the country “could be classified as a textbook case of a
consociational system of institutions.”64 In an analysis that is broadly in line with
Henderson,65 Kopeck�y blames the unfavorable background conditions, with
Czechoslovakia lacking six out of nine of the factors Lijphart identified as favorable to
consociationalism.66 Especially damaging was the lack of a tradition of elite accommo-
dation and compromise. Kopeck�y67 concludes that “without a minimal prior level of
consensus of the system, the institutions alone will not preserve it.” In a reversal of the
consociational view of divided masses and bridging elites, “the Czech and Slovak
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political elites appeared, in fact, to be both more ideological and less tolerant than their
electorates.”68 The result was a “velvet divorce” as the Czechs and Slovaks created their
own states. The reverse is also possible. If the Turkish and Greek communities in
Cyprus are to have a common future, this will be through a “‘consociational state-shap-
ing process’.”69

In sum, consociationalism can keep states together, loosen them, break them, and put
them back together. This makes sense in its societal, bottom-up perspective of the state
that is also evident in the (Catholic) notion of “subsidiarity” and the (Protestant) doc-
trine of “sovereignty within their own circle.”70 In other words, what can be done by
the group itself should be done by the group itself. Self-rule can be territorial or not, as
demonstrated by the literature on non-territorial autonomy and national cultural auton-
omy.71 But note that without shared rule, self-rule cannot be consociational.72

Answer four: “Nobody”

A common, though incorrect, view of the consociational state is that of a referee who
maintains a level playing field for the contending communities and is the ultimate arbi-
ter when disputes need to be resolved. For example, Yiftachel73 views the role of the
state in a consociational regime as an “even-handed protector.” Pinkney74 distinguishes
democracies on the basis of seven criteria. One of these is role of the state. In both lib-
eral and consociational democracy, the role of the state according to Pinkney75 is that
of a “referee.” Dutch Calvinists saw a limited role for the state. Their leader, Abraham
Kuyper, considered “state intervention” to be justified only in three conditions: to solve
“border conflicts” between the sovereign social circles that make up society, to protect
individuals against abuse of power, and to maintain classic state services.76

There are three problems with the view of the state as a referee.77 First, it is based on
a conception of the state as “not only separated” but “elevated.”78 But in fact, the state
is composed of the very groups whose conflicts it is supposed to adjudicate. Second,
constitutional courts play a marginal role at best in consociations.79 Third, consoci-
ational theory puts a premium on the responsibility of political leaders themselves. That
is one reason why it is often criticized as being elitist.80 There is no “get-out-of-jail
card” when the country grinds to a halt because political leaders cannot agree, there is
no person or organ political leaders can turn to in case of stalemate or dead-lock, at
least not in the classic consociations, and not internally. Byrne81 writes about “the coer-
cive consociational �elite power-sharing model” in Cyprus and Northern Ireland. In both
cases, a set of “external ethno-guarantors” were involved: Greece and Turkey and
Britain and Ireland, respectively. Other examples are the role of the High Representative
in Bosnia and Herzegovina82 and the role of Syria in Lebanon. In other words, consoci-
ational referees tend to be external, which brings us to the next answer.

Answer five: “Somebody else”

Consociationalism is not always locally designed and owned. In Kosovo, “power-sharing
arrangements were imposed [… ] without a broad inter-ethnic consensus and under the
circumstances of an all-powerful international administration that had undertaken
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administration of Kosovo society directly.”83 Baliqi84 calls the EU a “promotor and
supervisor” of consociational democracy in Kosovo. Likewise, Keil and Kudlenko85 see
Bosnia and Herzegovina as having undergone a process of “external state building.”86

They complain that these external state builders had no clear idea of the kind of state
they were building. Worse, there is still “no consensus within Bosnia on the common
state and where to go, and there is no consensus among major international actors on
the future of the Bosnian state and the best way forward.”87

McGarry88 recently complained that classic consociational theory has little to say
about the challenges facing contemporary consociations, especially the external dimen-
sion, security, and issues of self-determination. McGarry and O’Leary89 argue that self-
determination disputes require “‘consociation plus,’” which includes “interstate and or
inter-regional and transborder institutions.” Based on his analysis of Northern Ireland,
Anderson90 concludes that “the cross-border component” should not be “a secondary
add-on” but should be “built into the peace process from the start and fully integrated
with consociationalism.”
O’Leary91 emphasizes the necessity of power sharing between Israel and a Palestinian

state. It is not entirely clear how consociational these power-sharing arrangements
should be or what role consociationalism should play within the respective states, but
O’Leary certainly drives home the point that the fates of these states and peoples are
inevitably entangled92 and that pragmatic solutions are necessary for accommodating
this reality.93 In an early proposal for power sharing in Kosovo, Ivanisevic94 advocates
internal consociationalism in Kosovo but also suggests a consociation with Serbia or
inclusion in the union between Serbia and Montenegro, which he argues “has many
traits of a consociational state.”
In sum, recent consociations tend to be embedded in arrangements that include

higher levels of governance, neighboring countries, and regional organizations as initia-
tors and guarantors. This development has been both welcomed and criticized by con-
sociational scholars, with the controversy less about the “whether” than about the
“how” and “how long.”

A consociational approach to the state

After reviewing these five answers to the question “Who owns the state?,” the reader might
be eager to learn what the consociational answer is to this question. The answer is: We are
the state. Whereby “we” refers not to individual citizens but to communities. This is
reflected in the earliest definition of a consociation as “a society of societies.”95 According
to the late sixteenth-, early seventeenth-century political theorist Althusius,96 state forma-
tion or indeed the formation of any political unit is a process of consociation. It is a bot-
tom-up process resulting in what today would be called multi-level governance, without a
“supreme ruler with the right to decide the scope and dimensions of particular rights of
self-governance.”97 Consociationalism is incompatible with hegemonic claims to the state,
but it may prioritize some groups over others, as demonstrated in the recent literature on
consociational others.98 As indicated by Althusius’s notion of mutual solidarity, consoci-
ationalism is based on sharing, shared rule, and shared resources, but in practice this can
turn into ugly competition, clientelism, corruption, and state capture. Consociationalism
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is both a means to hold states together and a framework for state dissolution. While it is
attractive to think of the state as a referee in communal disputes, in practice the state can-
not be seen as separate from society99 and the only examples are of external, not internal,
referees. Consociationalism is compatible and even comfortable with complex forms of
power sharing that transcend national borders. And as we will see below, consociational-
ism can be practiced outside or beyond the context of a state. In light of this impressive
flexibility, it is no wonder that the state so far has not been a central category in consoci-
ational analysis! However, this is changing, prompted by real-world developments. As the
articles in this special issue show, these developments have raised new questions about the
relationship between consociationalism and state building. The next sections of the article
address these issues.

Chicken and egg

In the democratization literature, there has been a lively debate about “sequencing” or
the question of what should come first: strengthening political institutions or democra-
tization.100 Both positions have been argued, though by now there seems to be agree-
ment that the institution-building record of autocracies is rather poor and that in
practice, any hope that democracy will be on a stronger footing after a period of
authoritarian state building is illusory.101 In the consociational literature, a similar ques-
tion about sequencing can be detected. The second section of this article discusses the
relationship between the state and consociationalism.

State as a precondition for (successful) consociation

Does consociationalism presuppose a state? Some think yes. Wimmer102 provides two
reasons why consociational arrangements are fragile in the absence of strong states, a
feature he deems widespread in the Global South. First, a lack of resources makes it
difficult to satisfy the demands of all groups. Second, the politics of accommodation is
more difficult when state institutions precede the build up of a civil society. A state, or
more precisely, a strong and rich state, would thus be a favorable factor for consoci-
ational democracy. For O’Leary,103 there needs to be “some prospect of ‘stateness’ or
‘governability’ for power sharing to work as a recipe for deeply divided places.” O’Leary
directly links state capacity to effective inclusion and power sharing to the point where
he boldly states that power sharing requires a “functioning state.”104

Others question this assumption. Consociational interpretations of the European
Union105 see this regional organization as a consociation of states but not as a state in
itself. The EU thus puts the classic understanding of the relationship between segments
and the state on its head, with the states being the segments and supranational and
intergovernmental institutions taking the place of the state. If consociational interpreta-
tions of the EU are correct, it is possible to have consociationalism without a state.
Other evidence comes from Somaliland, a de facto state in the northern part of

Somalia.106 After declaring independence in 1991, its process of state-making and
peace-making has attracted considerable international attention. Several early accounts
highlight the importance of “clan-based power-sharing or consociational democracy”107
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and “consociational practices.”108 More recent analyses, instead, tend to emphasize the
tension between peacebuilding and state-making,109 arguing that “the system based on
traditional authority and consensus formation [… ] has outlived its success”110 even
though, or in part because, traditional authorities have become part of the state in the
form of the House of Elders, the second chamber in Somaliland’s parliament.111

Consociationalism as a precondition for (internationalized) state building

Weller and Wolff112 have probably put this claim forward most clearly:
“Internationalized state building can thus only serve the stabilization of states emerging
from conflict well if it draws on a well-balanced approach of consociational techniques.”
In other words, without consociationalism, state-building attempts in postwar societies
are if not doomed to fail at least less likely to succeed.
Writing about the case of Palestine, Parker and Zemni113 see the development of the

social-political side of consociationalism, namely vertically organized segments or pil-
lars,114 as a precondition for state building. The following quote reveals their logic:
“The legitimation of the current or any future Palestinian state building project might
require that the currently divided sectors of Palestinian society be attached to the state
as blocs whose elites act as arbitors [sic] in the process of state/society legitimation.”115

In this view, segments are the building blocks of the state. Their analysis therefore
focuses on evidence of the emergence of a nationalist and an Islamist pillar in Palestine,
both of which are viewed as desirable trends. In his recent overview of pillarization
research, the Belgian sociologist Hellemans116 agrees that Islamist movements like
Hamas in the Gaza Strip and Hezbollah in Lebanon are “examples of pillarization.”
Hellemans117 also agrees with the positive assessment of pillars, which he sees as
“products and exponents of modernity.” This positive view on segmentation may come
as surprise to the many political scientists who lament the divisive impact of ethnic and
religious organization, but it is in line with the early Dutch literature on pillarization,
which saw pillars as forces of emancipation.118

Cooley and Pace119 update and supplement Parker and Zemni’s120 analysis. They
agree that “the secularist/nationalist and Islamic factions that dominate Palestinian soci-
ety can be regarded as representing pillars of some sort.”121 Then, they examine the pol-
itical side of consociationalism, focusing on the 2007 National Unity Government and
the Palestinian National Reconciliation Agreement of 2011. They conclude
tentatively that the last document “could represent the first step toward developing a
consociational agreement of some sort.”122 This matters because in their view only a
power-sharing agreement between Hamas and Fatah can provide the political stability
that would allow for progress with state building.123

Against this positive view, there are alternative interpretations of the needs of divided
societies. Here, it should suffice to mention two: first, Roeder’s124 critique of ethnic fed-
eralism; second, Horowitz’s125 recommendation of integrative majoritarianism.
At this point, it is not possible to formulate a conclusion and to settle the question

about chicken or egg. First, we have to discuss the claim that consociationalism weakens
states. If true, this would compromise the claim that consociationalism is a precondition
for state building. In the next and final section, we turn to this task.
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Can’t have both?

The third and final set of questions is whether there is an inevitable tradeoff between
strength of the state and the extent of consociationalism, differentiating between
the political side of consociationalism (the four features of grand coalition, proportion-
ality, mutual veto, and segmental autonomy) and the socio-political side of segmenta-
tion/pillarization.126 It is a variation on Migdal’s127 theme of “strong societies, weak
states.”

A tradeoff between the strength of the state and consociationalism

Many observers have accused consociationalism of weakening the state. Baliqi128 applauds
consociational arrangements for having solved the security dilemma in Kosovo but
criticizes them for creating “new problems in the consolidation of statehood and
democracy” in the long run. Muharemovic129 complains that state building in Bosnia and
Herzegovina “has been drastically slowed down by internal disagreement, fostered by the
consociational model of democracy.” His conclusion is that to strengthen the (central)
state, consociationalism has to be weakened. Writing about Lebanon, Deets130 claims that
“because communal groups use state resources to fulfill their particular needs, they delib-
erately keep the state ‘weak’ (from a Weberian perspective),” Mazzola131 accuses consoci-
ational elites in Lebanon of deliberately creating ‘areas of limited statehood.’ Nagle132 even
blames “zombie power sharing” for the “evisceration of the state” in Lebanon.
In her analysis of the break-up of Czechoslovakia and the Union of Serbia and

Montenegro, Macek-Mackov�a133 notes how “transitions and democratizations are peri-
ods of weakness of the state,” a context in which consociationalism not only strengthens
ethnic divisions but can result in “a questioning of the state itself.” In an argument that
echoes Snyder’s134 work on democratization and nationalist conflict, Macek-Mackov�a135

highlights how elites competing for votes in new electoral regimes resort to nationalism.
This leads her to argue that consociationalism “may not be particularly suited to states
undergoing a transitional, regime-change period.”136

This conclusion can be contested. First, the Union of Serbia and Montenegro was not
a “complete consociation.” Second, as Macek-Mackov�a137 shows, neither Serbia nor
Montenegro seemed committed to keeping the Union, which was primarily a tool to
increase the prospects of joining the EU. Third, what is the counterfactual? Would these
states have had better chances to endure without consociationalism? Fourth, what is the
policy recommendation for multinational states undergoing regime change, if not con-
sociationalism? Finally, although several countries claimed as consociational, including
Burundi and Iraq, score high on the fragile state index, so far there is no evidence of
state collapse.138

A tradeoff between the strength of the state and segmentation/pillarization
In their analysis of Israeli politics and society, Lipshits and Neubauer-Shani139 note how
already in the 1950s, the state “took over many functions that had previously been car-
ried out by voluntary organizations.” In other words, they hint at a tradeoff between
size/strength of the state and the activities of subcultures. In Israel, the “subcultures
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gave way to officialdom,”140 but in other times and places the scenarios may be differ-
ent. Farhat et al.’s141 comparison of Belgium and Lebanon shows how in both countries
segmental actors are “hollowing out the central state,” but in different ways: a progres-
sive federalization of Belgium and a “new distribution of power from within the unitary
structure” in Lebanon.142 Nagle and Clancy143 go further, noting how “Hezbollah had
begun to construct its own de facto state within Lebanon.” The other sectarian leaders
also seek to keep the state weak, placing goods and services under their own administra-
tive networks “to make sure that much of the working-class population are heavily reli-
ant on the assistance provided by their communal leaders.” O’Driscoll and Costantini144

in this special issue claim that in Iraq, the “state has become almost irrelevant to its cit-
izens” and that if they need the state, they access it through sectarian organizations. All
these accounts thus see a tradeoff between the state and segments. On the other hand,
Lacina145 argues that what she calls “segment states” have stabilized India, contrary to
the fear of the country’s first prime minister, Nehru, who was initially opposed to draw-
ing state boundaries along linguistic lines.
In a series of publications, Salamey146 has observed and analyzed the interaction of two

contemporary movements in the Middle East: the decline of nationalism and the rise of
communitarianism (also discussed as sectarianism147). As a corollary, “outdated and cor-
rupt state services” have been supplemented and substituted by “public welfare and social
safety nets [that] were founded at the community—rather than the state—level, while eco-
nomic gains and political advancement were sought out through communal struggles over
power.”148 This interpretation suggests not a tradeoff but a substitution process, in which
communities step in when states cannot deliver. The future of post-Arab Spring politics,
according to Salamey, will be determined by the struggle between exclusive versus conso-
ciational communitarianism. He prefers the latter, even holding up the much-maligned
Lebanese consociational model as “a prototype.”
Table 1 provides a summary of the last two sections, dealing with sequencing and

tradeoffs. References to authors have been omitted but can be found in the text. Several

Table 1. Empirical claims about consociationalism and the state.
Issue Claim Why? Why not?

Sequence The state as precondition
for consociation.

Resources and civil society.
Effective inclusion.

Consociation can exist
without and beyond the
state.

Consociation as
precondition for state
building in divided/post-
conflict societies.

The political features of
consociationalism produce
stability. The socio-political
features of
consociationalism are
building blocks for the
state.

Alternative arrangements
possible and desirable.

Tradeoff State strength is inversely
related to the political
features of
consociationalism.

Central state relatively weak
compared to lower levels
of governments.

Central state immobilized by
consociational decision-
making procedures.

What is the counterfactual?
What is the alternative?
Why this obsession with the

central state?

State strength is inversely
related to the socio-
political features of
consociationalism.

Societal actors perform
“state” functions.

What is wrong with
autonomy?

Segments as source of
stability.

Consociationalism as the
solution, not the problem.
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of the authors are in fact part of this special issue. At this point, all these claims,
whether formulated positively or negatively, are best treated as the starting point for an
empirical research agenda on consociationalism and the state.

Conclusion

This article has suggested that there are still many things we do not know and that
claims about consociationalism in relation to the state should be treated as hypotheses
in desperate need of empirical verification. This is especially true for questions about
the sequence of consociationalism and state building (Chicken or egg?) and the alleged
tradeoff between state strength and the extent of consociationalism (Can’t have both?).
Normatively, the picture is much clearer. Consociationalism offers a bottom-up
approach to the state, seen as the contingent and changing outcome of processes of
consociation. In practical terms, there are limitations to such an approach, as is evident
from the critique of “fluid federalism” in Iraq,149 but as a principle, it is powerful cor-
rective to top-down views of state-society relations and in line with attempts to “rethink
the state” as a process.150

The origins of consociationalism predate the Westphalian state system. Lijphart151

borrowed the term consociation from Althusius, who used it to describe a polity and
process based on the pluralization of governance, a requirement to reach consent, a
principle of subsidiarity, and mutual solidarity.152 Daalder153 observes how “Swiss and
Dutch statehood as well as nationhood were formed on the whole by compact and
accommodation,” following, in other words, a process of Althusian consociation.
Howe154 characterizes imperial Austria as a “semi-consociational constitutional mon-
archy.” Lehmbruch155 draws additional parallels with the Holy Roman Empire.
Ambarkov156 sees the Ottoman millet system as a “pre-consociational experience” for
Bosnia and Herzegovina and for North Macedonia.157 In other words, consociationalism
has been an integral part of historical processes of state formation.
In a post-sovereign world, consociationalism has relevance beyond the state. Skelcher158

notes how “consociationalism has potential benefits as an institutional design for collective
action under conditions of polycentrism.” The notion of shared or pooled sovereignty can
already be detected in the work of Althusius, so in a way consociational theory has come
full circle, predating and outlasting the Westphalian state system.159
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