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Vishvapani 
Today's news could hardly offer more dramatically contrasting images of democracy. We've heard the results from Iowa where party supporters gathered in school halls to thrash out their preferences in the state's primaries. Meanwhile, violence has followed Kenya's elections and, with the assassination of Benazir Bhutto, it has preceded Pakistan's. As Kenya shows, holding elections isn't enough to make a democracy. Votes can be rigged and when results are disputed the sense of injustice can inflame ethnic and economic rivalries. Events in Pakistan show the lengths to which some people will go to prevent a rival gaining power. Sometimes, elections merely bring underlying tensions to the surface, and that's why authoritarian rulers argue that goals such as stability and economic development are better achieved without elections. Its also why, rhetoric notwithstanding, western governments have often supported dictators. Set against such doubts, the greatest example of a successful democracy in a developing country is India. The country's constitution was framed by the remarkable Dr Ambedkar, a dalit or so-called 'untouchable' who fought through caste prejudice to become the country's first law minister. The constitution ensures that, though India's most downtrodden people might be disadvantaged, they aren't disenfranchised. But Ambedkar also understood that institutions alone don't make a democracy. Indian people often identify with their caste and religious groups, and he saw that true democracy requires them to identify with the whole population. He cited the ideals of liberty, equality and fraternity, and said that these must be not just abstract principles but daily realities in the hearts of ordinary people. That brings us to religions, whose talk of brotherhood echoes democratic ideals. In practice, though, religions often reinforce divisions by encouraging people to identify with their fellow believers, not their fellow citizens. When religious exclusivity meshes with ethnic, tribal or economic tensions it fuels conflict. 

Ambedkar turned to Buddhism because he thought its teachings and practices would help people to realise the fraternal ideals implicit in democracy. A glance at Sri Lanka's ethnic struggles, or even the fractious politics of Ambedkar's own followers, shows that Buddhism is no panacea. But for democracy to thrive we surely do well to heed the Buddha's reminder that we're human beings first of all, rather than members of tribes, parties or religions. 
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