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Review of R.D. Grillo, Pluralism and the Politics of Difference: State, Culture, and Ethnicity in Comparative Perspective.  Oxford:  Clarendon Press 1998, 272pp.

Too often contemporary discussions of "the politics of difference" are mired in parochialism.  In this book, anthropologist R.D. Grillo reminds us that ethnic and cultural diversity has been a chronic condition of human societies, and challenges us to read contemporary discussions about 'difference' back against earlier historical experiences. Grillo's central claim is that "the political organization of cultural difference" takes different forms depending on the nature of the state, or more precisely, the nature of the relationship between state and society. 

The book is organized thematically around the comparison of three ideal-typical "state-society configurations": patrimonial, modern, and post-modern or post-industrial. Each type is illustrated through consideration of case studies, which are cogently constructed through mostly secondary sources. Common "plural" themes among like cases are identified, and these themes are contrasted with those that emerge from cases of the other types.  Grillo considers an impressive range of cases to illustrate how cultural difference is perceived and organized under each type of state-society configuration.

As instances of patrimonial societies, Grillo looks at the pre-colonial African polities of Azur, Azande and Nupe, the Aztec Empire, and the Ottoman Empire.  The consideration of these relatively less familiar and historically remote cases alongside more familiar ones is a distinctive contribution of the book. While recognizing important differences among these cases, Grillo argues that their forms of "pluralism" share certain features that distinguish them from non-patrimonial cases. Cultural heterogeneity of subjects was inherent to expansionary empires, but it was not considered problematic so long as it did not obstruct the extractive activities of the state.  Where some degree of linguistic and cultural uniformity was achieved, as with the spread of Nahuatl in the Atzec Empire, Grillo suggests that it was not the explicit intention.  After careful review of the evidence, he concludes that in the Aztec Empire, as in other cases of patrimonial, extractive states, "there was no policy of cultural homogenization affecting the population as a whole" (p.73). Grillo sums up the approach to "difference" in patrimonial states as "incorporation through accommodation."

 In contrast, in modern states homogeneity is actively pursued, either through inclusionary policies of assimilation or exclusionary definitions of citizenship.  The emphasis in modern states on a unitary identity within the nation-state emerges from Grillo's consideration of cases where nation-states committed to associational principles experienced "crises of assimilation": the Jacobin project, immigration politics in the United States, 1880-1930, and issues of immigration and assimilation in contemporary Britain, with some discussion of contemporary France.  Though the picture of the nation-state that emerges from these cases is already quite familiar, Grillo does make the interesting and less commonly recognized point that the contrast between 'civic' and 'ethnic' models of citizenship is often overdrawn.  In particular, though often associated with different countries (usually France and Germany), both ways of envisioning uniformity of the nation are generally present, if in tension, even in nation-states founded on associational principles. 

In the final two chapters, Grillo turns his attention to the politics of difference under conditions of postmodernity.  Here, he focuses on the 1980s and 1990s in Britain, France, the United States and Canada, discussing a wide range of proposals by academics, politicians, and political philosophers on how best to reconcile 'difference' with democracy into the 21st century.  These chapters provide a theoretically informed summary and useful synthesis of issues central to contemporary politics of difference in these four countries.  However, they fit uneasily within the overarching framework of the book, in large part because it is not clear whether, or to what extent, the "conditions of postmodernity" identified by Grillo actually characterize these societies. For instance, it seems premature to assume the decline of the nation-state, and thus to speculate on how cultural difference will be politicized (or not) in post-nation-state political orders.  Grillo acknowledges that the clear break with the past that is invoked by the terminological opposition of 'post-modernity' to 'modernity' obscures significant continuities.  Nonetheless, he sets up 'post-modernity' as a third ideal-typical configuration of state and society in which the emerging plural themes seem to be heterogeneity and hybridity.   

Through the juxtaposition of diverse cases that are not usually considered together, Grillo demonstrates the utility of "mapping varieties of ethnic and cultural pluralism against types of polity" (p.9) in order to think comparatively -- across time and across continents -- about the politics of cultural difference.  Grillo has written a book that is highly suggestive of the ways that comparative historical analysis could improve our understanding of the relationship between politics, economy, and the politicization of 'difference'. 
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