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10 Making citizens from below
and above

The prospects and challenges of
de c entralization in In di a

Patrick Heller

Democratic deepening and local government

In recent years the literature on participatory democracy has grown exponentially.
Driven in part by important theoretical developments in normative democratic
theory the interest in participatory democracy has grown apace with the increasing
recognition of the deficits of representative democracy, especially in the context
of low-intensity citizenship (O'Donnell 1993).

The challenge of democratic deepening has both a vertical and horizontal
dimension. The vertical problem is essentially a weberian problem: marly nev/
democracies suffer from poor institutionalization and in particular weak forrns of
integration between states and citizens. The problem is twofold. on the one hand,
there is the issue ofhow citizens engage the state. State--society relations tend to
be dominated by patronage and populism, with citizens having either no effective
means of holding government accountable (other than periodic elections) or being
reduced to dependent clients. In the absence ofclea¡ and rule-bound procedures of
engagement, citizens cannot engage ttre local sf,2'te qua citizens, that is, as autono-
mous bea¡ers of civic and political rights. on the other hand, there is the problem
of where citizens engage the state, that is, the problem of the relatively narrow
institutional surface area of the state. Given that local govemment is often absent
or just extraordinarily weak in much ofthe developing world, there are in fact very
few points of contact with the state for ordinary citizens.

The horizontal problem refers to the Tocquevillian view of democracy, which
focuses on the quality of associational life. Tocqueville argued that democracies
function well when citizens make use of thei¡ associational capacities and recognize
each other as rights-bearing citizens. Iflndian democracy has endowed citizens
with fomral rights, pewasive inequalities within society limit the capacity of certain
categories ofcitizens to act on their rights effectively. This distorts the associational
playing held and produces a wide range of exclusions (Mahajan 1999). Taken
together, ttre vertical problem ofstate-+ociety relations and the horizontal problem
of perverse social inequalities undermine the associational autonomy of citizens,
the sine qua noz of any efective democracy (Fox 1994). under these conditions, a
critical question arises: citizens can vote, but beyond punishing incumbents, how
can they actually engage with and influence the state?
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But why should we accord so much importance to non-electoral participation?
This question has received extensive attention in the literature, and I will only sum-
manze key points here. There are essentially five types of claims that have been
made. Fi¡st, meaningfrrl forms ofparticipation can sewe as "schools ofdemocracy,,'
allowing citizens to use and develop their civit and political rights. This is the
Tocquevillian point, and has informed much of the civic engagement and social
capital literature. The general point is that the more often citizens engage each other
and state institutions as rights-bearing citizens rather t]ran as clients, supplicants,
subjects or dependents, the more likely they are to support and respect democratic
rules and norns, including resolving conflicts through rule-bound mechanisms.
varshney's (2002) argument about how dense and cross-cutting associational ties
reduces ethnic conflict in India is a case in point. A thickening of civic ties can in
turn have very positive spillover effects, such as increased trust and lower transac-
tion co gthen
the acc

þoft iî:
continuous and noisier forms of scrutiny. In other words, it can help remedy the
principle-agent problem. In tum, state actions that are seen as responsive to broad-
based inputs will enjoy much higher legitimacy and stakeholder buy-in. Third, more
direct developmental benefits by providing
decisi out needs and problems (leading tó
better ffectiveness of interventions. Fourth,
when participation ives the poor or historically
marginalized a voic ugh the aggregative logic of
elections, but it can es to work with circumvent_
ing or otherwise neuüalizing traditional powerbrokers (Tendler 1997). The fifth

Public debates and discussions, permitted by political freedoms and civil rights,
can also play a major part in the formation of values. Indeed, even t}re identifi-
cation ofneeds cannot but be influenced by the nature ofpublic participation
and dialogue. Not only is the force of public discussion one of the correlates

social justice depends not only on institutional forms (including democratic
rules and regulations), but also on effective practice ... This is a challenge
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that is faced both by well-established democracies such as the United States
(especially with the differential participation ofdiverse racial groups) and by
new democracies.

' (1999:158-9)

There are two key ideas here that need to be highlighted. The first is tåat Sen, in
keeping with other theorists of participatory democracy, is arguing that we must not
just have democracy, but that we must alsopractice democracy. Second, he moves
beyond the traditional political science focus on how preferences are aggregated and
represented to argue that democracy is first and foremost about how preferences
areformed. And the key to how preferences are formed has to do with the quality
and inclusiveness of public debate.

Local government looms large as the key terrain for developing these participa-
tory dimensions of democracy. This is true both at a general level as well as in the
specific circumstances of India. In a general sense, all these participatory dynam-
ics of making citizens, both in terms of enhancing associational capabilities and
improving the nature of citizen engagement with state, have thei¡ most immediate
and palpable expression in local arenas. It is at the local level after all that citizens
are most likely to first engage in public deliberation, to see and experience the
state, to develop democratic norms and to form associational ties. Political theorists
and political sociologists have often lost sight of this simple fact in part because
theories of citizenship have all too often simply been equated with histories of
the nation-state. Yet, as Margaret Somers has shown in her critique of Marshall's
(1964) stage theory ofthe evolution ofcivic, political and social rights in England,
social rights in some regions of England were effectively claimed and secured by
workers well before the advent of the labor movement and the modern welfare
state. Thus, as early as the seventeenth cenhrry, in those local communities where
councils were not domináted by landed interests, subordinate groups were able to
use local public spheres to claim and secwe a range ofsocial rights. she concludes
that "Recognizable popular citizenship rights have only emerged historically in the
participatory spaces of[ocal] public spheres in tandem with 'relationally-sturdy'
civil societies" (1994: 589).

The democratic and developmental significance of local govemment takes on
added importance in the Indian context because local government has been the
weakest link in the chain ofstate-society relations. Three points need to be under-
scored. First, at the local level, development has been experienced as a targely
top-down, bureaucratic affair, over which ordinary citizens enjoy little if any say.
Second, the local incarnation ofthe state has, with notable exceptions, been domi-
nated by elite interests, and li¡ked to society largely through patronage. Third, the
actual presence oflocal government has been so thin both institutionally and finan-
cially, that it has not provided a usable platform for public deliberation or action.2
In sum, the for¡n of the local state and the mode of its interface with society has
been so circumscribed by social power and extra-legal authority that it has tended
to subvert rather than nurture the actual practice of citizenship by subordinate
groups.
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The problem of civil society in India
Much of the literature on civil society rests on classic liberal assumptions that
view associational life as largely spontaneous, constrained only by overbearing
state authority. The recent emphasis on participation in policy td donor circres
thus often slips into a form of boosterism tnairaits to a;kno;ledge the exhaor_
dinary challenges that particþation faces in any societar context, ñut particurarly
in societies marked by poorly formed civil societies and weak public authority.
Any serious discussion of.democratic deepening must begin withìhe sociology of
actually existing civil society.

First, recent work in sociology has underscoredjust how resilient and durable
inequality is. The te¡m "durable inequality" comes from Tilry (1999) who hæ
argued that most inequalities are organized around bina¡y or hieia¡ctricat categories
such as male/female, black/white, or in the case of hierarchical inequalities, crass
and caste. The point is that disfributions ofresources and oppornrnities are often
organized around these categories, and the mechanisms of excìusion a¡e mobilized
or operationalized through the use ofcategories. The various forms ofcapital that
groups mobilize to reproduce their positions in society - economic, sócial and
cultu¡al capital - are hoarded and deproyed within the boundaries defined by the
categories. These boundaries are ofcourse not airtight, but $oups, and especially
dominant groups, expend fremendous energy and time in patrorrin! uounda¡ies. And
in hoardingprivileges, dominantgroups ensure ongoing eiclusionlthis includes not
only reproducing caste, class and gender differencãs through daily practices, but also
instr¡mentalizing institutions and govemance in general to serve those interests. The
r¡/eapons of the rich - to inverse James Scott's famous line - represent a vast and
powerfirl repertoire of techniques (material and symbolic) to replduce inequality.

Thethroug "ïiå::"i"r""i;i:H:,ä:î",i1;1
duced. in much ofttre literatrue an¿ erp""iuffy in
the policy world, inequality is usually treated not in relational terms, but in residual
terms- That is inequality is seen as an unforfunate by-product of imperfect markets,
bad policies or historical legacies that can b" re-ouåd through gooa policy, ,nor.
complete ma¡kets or changes in attitudes. The problem is thæ such .ri"*. ruit to
recognize that because inequality is produced, tefter policy or more enlightened
attitudes will do little to change inequality until the question ofpower is adã¡esse¿.

The more careful anaryses of civil society in Indiã have p.o'*rid"d',r"ry skeptical
accounts. At a general theoretical level, Mahajan and chatterjee þave úoth ques-
tioned the viability ofthe very concept ofcivii sociery in India, and especialry its
democratizing character. Mahajan qieæ; argues that because comm'nities and
group identities in India remain strong - and even have legal sanction - participation
along group lines can often produce demands that are contrary to the principles of
legal, individual equality. chatterjee goes even fuither, *guing that civil s'ociety
is a terrain of engagement with the siate that has been dãminlated by elites and
goes on to assert that most Indians "a¡e not proper members of civil society and
are not regarded as such by the institutions of the state" (2001:.g). A¡d some
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recent empirical work by John Ha¡riss has shown that the space of civil society is
primarily populated \¡/ith middle class groups that have crowded out lower clasS/

caste groups (2006).
But one has to be very careful here. While we shöuld be attentive to the kind of

critical perspective Mahajan develops and note that there a¡e indeed historically
rooted forms ofinequality in India that preclude any spontaneous associational life
and make civic engagement a rather exclusive affaiq we also have to recognize that
there is a tremendous amount of variation in local civil societies. Let me provide
two sets of examples: the first points to historically formed civil societies, the
second points to a new chuming of associational life.

First, Varshney has shown that there are places in tndia, specifically cities, where
intercommunal associational ties have produced civic spaces where (l) a wide range

ofactors can participate in public life; (2) engage in more or less reasoned discussion
about highly emotive issues such as communal conflict; and (3) resolve problems
tloough cooperation. Second, as is well known, the history of anti-Bratrmin move-
ments in the south has fundamentally transformed caste relations, opening up a
range of political spaces and associational practices that simply do not exist in
much of the north. Also, as I have argued elsewhere (Heller 2000), the extensive
social rights that have been secured in Kerala can be tied directly to its historical
pattern of civil society formation.

Second, there is enonnous churning taking place among subordinate groups in
India. The most rema¡kable expression of this has been in electoral patterns, and in
particular in whatYadav (2000) has dubbed the "second democratic upsurge." But
below the surface of electoral politics, many have also noted a new efferyescence
of associational life. As Corbridge et al. write, 'þower is leaching steadily, and
in some respects ineluctably, to the lower castes, and has been claimed by them
in terms which often resist the presumptions of a benign and disinterested state"
(2005: 83). From fieldwork in Bihar, Jha¡khand a¡d West Bengal they conclude
that it is "the indirect effects ofa discourse ofparticipation that have been most
effective in carving out spaces of citizenship for poorer people, however small and
disappointing these spaces might seem to be" (2005: 122).It his work on urban
movements in Mumbai, Appadurai (2002) has pointed to a similar dynamic by
showing that new forms of civic agency are fundamentally challenging dominant
discourses and practices. One could point to many more examples, but I want to
highlight two based on very recent, innovative fieldwork. The fi¡st comes from
Sanyal's (2009) research on micro-credit schemes in tùy'est Bengal. Drawing on 400
interviews with poor women, she finds that making small loans to women is having
none ofthe desired economic effects, since men still, for the most part, end up con-
trolling the capital. But she does find that for many of the women she intewiewed,
participation in women's groups has very significant effects in terms of expanding
their associational capabilities. Women who had very limited if any associational
life - that is contacts and social intercourse outside the extended family - found
themselves attending village gatherings (and even extra-village meetings) and in
the process developing a range ofnew capabilities, including critiques ofpatriar-
chal power, new solidarities and expanding whatAppadurai calls their "cultu¡e to
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aspire." A second notable example of this chu¡ning is Agarwala's research (2006)
work on informal sector women workers inthe beedi and construction industries.
Across three different states, she has documented new forms of organizing in
what historically have been extremely difficult arenas for collective aãtion. what
is notable about the types of mobirization she documents is that they have taken
place outside oftraditional union- or party-dominated structures, anã despite not
being linked to each other, have all deveroped forms of claim-making that revolve
around thei¡ identities as citizens demanding rights and recognition. In light of
these examples - and ttrere are many more - it is clear that even as access to civil
society remains highly circumscribed by social power, this has hardly prevented
many subordinate groups in I¡dia from using their rights. what makes this churn-
ing all the more interesting and possibly transformative is that it is taking place in
a rapidly changing political and institutional field.

Panchayati Raj: the silent revolution?

The significance ofPanchayati Raj is that it represents apotentia[y very signifi-
cant expansion ofthe political opportunity sbr¡cture. The 1992 73rd constitutional
amendment mandates that states constitute panchayats as self-regulating gov-
ernments, hold elections every five years and devolve po*". -Jr"sou¡ces to
panchayars. As is always the case in federal India, the actual powers and func-
tions devolved a¡e for states to decide. (Among other things this sets up a unique
natural experiment: a single treaünent - creation of democratic instituti,ons where
none existed before - but witå actual take-up left to states.) However, even in its
th¡eadbare form, Panchayati Raj is a watershed.

Much as was the case witå liberalization, decentralization was initiated by state
elites at the cente. Indeed, even ¿rs state elites were working ever more closeþ with
an increasingly na''ow domina¡t crass-base (Kohri 2007), state erites also led tre
process of reforming the local state. And the diagnosis that fed into the reforms is
itselftelling. on the one hand,lhere was a recognition that the Nehruvian deverop-
mental state had failed to tansform agrarian social relations and that in particular the
problem lay with command and contror rine departrnent modes of deiivery which
had proven to be heavy-handed (even authoritarian) and inefficient, 

"poi.ríáf 
ui"*

famously expressed in Rajiv Gandhi's apparently improvised comment that onry
15 paise of every rupee ever reached the intended benefrciary. on tháother hand,
there was a clear recognition that entrenched rural power structures had thwartep
local development- Thus Panchayati Raj was specifically conceived as an i¡stu-
ment for leveling the playing field in favor of lower classes and lower-caste actors.j
. So wìat do we actually know about the impact of panchayati Raj, rg years after

the legislation was introduced? First, it quite ri-pty out a.u*aticaliy exianded the
surface area ofthe state- To borrow from corbridge et al. (2005), sightìngs ofthe
state in rural India can be rather intermittent and when sighted, it iJ expäencea
more as top-down bureaucracy than as democratically accountable authority. wittr
the exception of west Bengal, which has held local elections since 197g, most
states have not held elections on a regular basis, and development has been the

Making citizens from below and above 163

affair of silo-like deparbnental bureaucracies. With a hrm constitutional mandate

to hold elections,a the states now at least have a local democratic incamation. In
effect, the reforms have created 232,278 voter-accountable institutions (499 at the

district level, 5,905 at the block level and232,278 at the village level) where none

existed before. Second, a whole new political class of some 3 million elected rep-

resentatives has been created, which in principle includes a third of seats set aside

for women and proportional representation for Scheduled Castes (SCs)/Scheduled

Tribes (STs). Not surprisingly, many states have fallen short of the mandated rep-

resentation of minorities, but a majority have achieved one third representation

for women, and a majority has close to or higher proportional representation of
SC/STs (Chaudhrni 2006: 17 4).

Third, while the actual amount ofpower devolved to local governments is hard

to assess, and could only be done through very careful state-by-state analyses, there

clearly has been some devolution of funds. Average annual funds available to local
panchayats between 1990-5 and 1995-8 rose by nearly 60 Percent (Chaudhuri

2006:182).
But beyond these very broad observations, we actually know surprisingly little

about the overall progress that has been made. What evidence we do have is at best

fragmentary. Most studies focus on single states and only rarely look at a repre-

sentative sample of panchøyats. And those that have looked at multiple states (e.g.

Besley, Pande and Rao 2006; 2007) tend to focus on a limited set of measurable

va¡iables from which it is diffrcult to draw larger lessons about changes in demo-

cratic governance. Chaudhu¡i (2006) has, however, provided a useful overview of
comparative achievements in institutional terms.

Drawing on data from the eleventh finance commission, he consfructs an index of
perfonnance that tracks political, financial and fi¡¡ctional devolution. As observers

of Panchayati Raj reforms might have predicted, Kerala and West Bengal a¡e the

highest performers. What is more surprising is the second tier of performers. This
group includes Maha¡ashtra and Kamataþ, which already had solid frack records of
decenfialization before the constitutional amendments. But it also includes Madhya
Pradesh and Rajasthan, two states that are usually lumped in with the low-per-
forming BIMARU (Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh) states. The
achievements in West Bengal have been well documented by the ca¡efi¡l work of
Ba¡dhan and Mooke{ee (200a). West Bengal's efforts in building local govern-
ment, however, predates Panchayati Raj reforms, and is politically somewhat of
an anomaþ given the unintemrpted rule of the CPM (Communist Party of India,
Mancist). To try and tease out some ofthe possibilities a¡rd limitations ofPanchayati
Raj, I tum to two very different cases, Kerala and Madhya Pradesh, both of which
had very weak institutions of local govemment before the reforms.

The people's campaign for decentralized planning

The design and impact of Kerala's decentralization reform - offrcially the People's
Campaign for Decentralized Planning - have been well documented. Here I pre-
sent a brief overview of two research prqects that examined data from all 990
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panchayats tnKerala and a survey ofg62 key respondents conducted in 72 randomly
selected panchayats (chaudhu¡i and Herér 20b3; Heller, Harilal and chaudhuri
2007).

In terms of its basic desþ, the campaign in Kerala represents the most ambitious
decentralization initiative in India. Thè s
sigrrificant (30 percent ofplan expe
tion in Kerala has been marked by
a comprehensive, nested, participatory structure oflocal integrated planning andbudgeting.

A number of studies have arready established that in institutional terms thecampaign has resulted in a significant reorganization of the .o," *Jgou"*-..,
and that the level and scope ofdecenfralizæion ,.rrp".r"s what has been achievedin any Indian state since the 1993 constitutional amendments (Thomas Isaac andFranke 2002;Yéron 2001; worrd Bank 2000; Aiyar 2009). it" io.r"Àà in t¡.

composition of participatiol. Data collected by the State planning Board fromaIl 990 panchayats for the rrrst two years of the campaign shows ihat 10.3 per-cent ofthe electorate participated in the first annual Gram Sabhas in 1996 and

were participating in greaterproportions tl
participation increased from 0.57 to 0.g2, with women constituting 40 percent of
" s are confirmed by dataãolected from
a

h
I
In 1999-2000, women accounted for4l per
f*. t 

1 
o."r::n] of participanrs, well above their proportion of the general popuration

and their I I.5 percent represenration in tne satnptå. It is also i*fort nt toîoi" tnutthe task forces - which were given the responsibility or u"tuärr/ à"rierri;g -¿budgeting projects for different sectors - *"r" arso reratively incrusive. womenrepresented 30 percent of task force members,
resented. Moreove! 75 percent of all task force

^ 
The high levels ofparticipation appear to have

Sabhas and the task forces were incorporated into final budgets. In a swvey of over

Making citÞens from below and above 165

862 respondents from the 72 panchayats, an overwhelming majority reported that
the "felt needs" expressed in Gram Sabhas and the projects designed by task forces
were integrated into the frnal panchayar budget (Heller, Harilal and Chaudhuri
2007). Respondents also reported increased account¿bility of officials. The devel-
opmental impact ofthe Campaign was also ma¡ked. Over 80 percent ofrespondents
reported that across 13 different areas of development, the performance of the
panchayatwas an improvement overthe past. The performanceof panchayatswas,
however, uneven across areas. The Campaign's most marked successes were in
building roads, housing forthepoor andanganawadis (child services) where almost
two thirds felt the difference was "signif,rcant." In contrast, less than one fourth of
respondents felt that panchayaß had made a "signif,rcant" difference in economic
development (employment, agricultural support and irrigation). What makes these

survey findings especially robust is that the response rate did not vary signihcantly
across respondent categories (politicians, civil society and government offrcials).

. There have been significant problems with the Campaign. The "big bang"
approach that was adopted in Kerala and that consisted ofdevolving resources and
functions before building the necessary local institutional capacity was politically
effective, has left significant problems of system stabilization. Panchayats have
found it difficult to manage and spend fwrds, panchayat plans are more often lists
of demands rather than carefully integrated proposals for promoting development,
and local plans were never effectively coordinated with block and district plans.
Having said this, the Campaign has irreversibly re-scaled the political geography
of the state by creating substantial, well-resourced and democratically accountable
local governments were none existed before. It is noøble that this new institutional
architecture and distribution ofresources has survived two changes ofgovernment
and now enjoys support from all political formations. Thus, even critics have con-
cluded that the Campaign has not only created a "public platform for a vigilant
civil society" but has also ensured an "enabling environment for development"
(Kannan and Pillai 2004:39).

Of cowse, many will simply argue that these outcomes are just another example
of Kerala's unique history and social structure. It is certainly the case that with its
high levels of literacy and comparatively lower levels of social inequality, Kerala
presents a more inviting environment for democratic decentralization than most
states. But a structuralist account completely misses the inherently political natu¡e
of such reforms. On the one hand, the Campaign represents a very decisive rupture
with the past. Indeed, looking at Kerala in the 1980s one would not have thought
it a likely candidate for decentralization. In the post-independence period, Kerala
has benefitted from some of the most effective top-down governance institutions
in India. Thus traditional line departments have successfully provided universal
education and healthcare and an effective public food-distribution system. The
public employee unions in Kerala moreover are exfremely strong and have long
resisted decentralization. Neither party in Kerala has historically supported decen-
tralization: the congress because it has a weak local organizational infrastucture
compared to the cPM, and the cPM because it has long been wedded to democratic
cenhalism and to exerting direct party control over local units. Given fhese a priori
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conditions, the campaign's success must be explained not imputed from favorablestructural conditions.

ment command_and_control state that h

Madhya Pradesh

rm is underscored
ore different than

ant caste power ar;: I"JJj#j,'å:
to a very active civil society. 

Dam movements' has ríot been home

Despite this, Madhya pradesh is wid

to spend money, introduced numer-
on, forestry and water management;

Making citizens from below and above 167

encouraged the formation of over 250,000 selÊhelp groups encompassing millions
of people, mostly women; formed para-professionals to provide help to councils;
and launched mass mobilization campaigns, most notably a literacy campaign
(Manor forthcoming: 29).

The data on Madhya Pradesh is not as rich as what we have for Kerala or West
Bengal, so we must be careful in drawing conclusions. In comparative terms,
Madhya Pradesh's performance has been solid, if not spectacular. Average per
capital expenditures for all local bodies increased,227 percent between 1990-5 and
1995-8 (surpassing all Indian states except Kerala) and when combined with other
measures of devolution Madhya Pradesh ranks second among the new adopters of
decenüalization (Chaudhuri 2006: I 86).

The area where decentralization has by all accounts had its greatest impact is in
primary education. The Education Gua¡antee Scheme (EGS) was the first dedicated
program to be carried out tbrough the new decentralized structures. The goal of
EGS was "to provide community-centered and rights-based primary education to
all children in a quick and time-bound-manner" (Anderson 2006). The scheme
specifically empowered any panchayaf that did not have a school within one kil-
ometer to request a school from the govemment. The govemment was mandated
to respond within 90 days by providing the necessary funding. T\e panchayat was
tasked with identifying a teacher from the community and forming a PTA þarent-
teacher association).

Manor (forthcoming) describes the EGS as an example ofthe govemment stimu-
lating demand. The response, in Manor's evaluation, was'þatently massive.,, By
1998, the scheme had achieved its ta¡get of almost complete access to prima¡y
education by drawing in 2 million children with over 31,000 villages getting new
schools in a two-year period (McCarten and Vyasulu 2004). Drawing on a repeat
household survey, McCarten and þasulu report tlat for the poorest 40 percent
the probability rate for completing the 5th grade increasedby 2l percent between
19921 and 1998-9, compared to 5 percent at the national level (2004: 736).By
2001, the primary education system in Madhya Pradesh was entirely decentralized,
with gram panchayats charged with recruiting and monitoring teachers. A nation-
wide study of teacher absence in India for¡nd that Madhya pradesh had the third
lowest rate at l7 percent, well below the national level of 24.8 percent (Kremer
et al. 2005). By one assessment, EGS has led to the "actualization of findividuals']
rights to elementary education from the State government" (Anderson 2006). The
literacy rate in Madhya Pradesh jumped 20 percent overall (including 22 percent
for women) between 1991 and 2001, the second largest decadal growth record in
India ever.

What was the political equation that made all this possible? As Manor argues,
at the most basic level it was a pragmatic effort to build a new electoral base for
the Congress parl¡. Because of increased electoral pressure from the BJp, Digvijay
Singh had to break with the party's old reliance on the rural dominance of rhe Rajput
caste and political bosses and to reach out to Dalits a¡d Adivas¡s. And in response to
the rising tide of Hindu chauvinism and caste-based politics, Singh opted to make
a d¡ive for development. But he knew he could not work through the traditional
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Taking stock
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the Indian state is being increasingly restnrctured in a pro-business direction (Kohli
2007),s there are also significant pockets of reformers within the state dedicated to
improving the accountability and effectiveness of the state in promoting develop-
ment (the genesis of the National Rural Employment GuaranteeAct is another case

in point). Those offrcials at the national level who support decentralization have
significant and often very enterprising allies in the states. Second, new spaces and
new rules of engagement have been created. Ordinary citizens have been afforded
opportunities to engage public authority in ways that simply did not exist before
(Sanyal 2009, atd Jalal in this volume). Whether such opportunities for engage-
ment franslate into the effective making of citizens depends on a host of factors,
not least ofwhich are local power confrgurations and local histories ofcivil society
formation. Third, the participatory thrust of the reforms has lent new legitimacy
and credibility to calls for mobilizing citizens. As Corbridge et al. (2005) point out,
even if the mandated structures of participation never quite function on the ground
as prescribed, the very language ofparticipation resonates with popular aspirations
and can readily be turned against a non-perfbrming state. rWhether or not these pat-
terns will converge into more robust and sustainable arrangements remains to be
seen, but there is cerrainly an urgent need for more detailed and careful tacking
of how decentralization is actually being implemented across different states and
how it is impacting participation on the ground.

From the review of the two cases of Kerala and Madhya Pradesh it is possible
to draw out some analytic observations. First, participation is more plastic than we
generally assume. The conventional wisdom in political science is that participa-
tion is stratified and that stratification is driven by stock variables (literacy, race,
income, etc.). Much of this literature is based on the US, but maybe the US is the
outlier. we already know that in the electoral arena in India this simply does not
hold tn¡e. The social composition of participation - as Yadav (2000) has shown -
has changed dramatically. Just how plastic participation can be is underscored by
the Kerala case. In the f,nst year of the campaign, participation mirrored social
structure. But by the second year of the Campaign, women and. Dalits were well
represented. And Kerala is not unique in this respect. Alsop et al. (2000) found that
in Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh participation in Gram Sabhas was not sfratified
by caste, and Krishna (2002) has carefully documented how in the past two decades
a new stratum of middle-caste, educated activists have come to play a new role in
local politics, displacing the traditional upper-caste powerbrokers. Ifthe extension
ofthe franchise has provided subordinate groups with new avenues ofpolitical
engagement, albeit with a significant lag, the creation of local participatory spaces
is also certain to provide new opportunities for ratcheting up agency.

Second, if the plasticity of participation is in part a function of changing social
structures - including various kinds of political empoweÍnent from below - it can
also be a result of state intervention. Associational life is artifactual - that is, an
artifact ofhow the state structures political and civic life. In Kerala, the increase of
women and Dalit participation was a direct result of new incentives and new fora
created by the state. In Karnataka, Singh's Education Gua¡antee Scheme triggered
a tremendous response from the rural poor.
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parallel delivery stuctures and ofthe ca-reful manner in which singh built linkages
to new constituencies while isolating or at least neutralizing traditional intermedi-
aries. Thi but
it did allo thechallenge cial
power than highly competitive electoral politics. The campaign was designed spe-
cifically with the intent of incorporating politicians and offrcials while at the same
time reducing the opportunities for patronage. Delivery was structured through
existing institutions, but the complex set ofnested participatory structures increased
tra.nsparency and reduced opportunities for elite deal-making (Heller, Harilal and
Chaudhuri 2007).

Conclusion

Notes

I

2 At Rs. 45 per capita in 1990-5, chaudhuri describes the resource base ofrocar govem_
ment before Panchayati Raj as ..laughable."

Making citizens from below and above 17 |

de Souza (2003) quotes K. C. Siva¡amak¡isbnan - one of the drafters of the Bill and
secretary of Ministry of Urban Development - to this effect.
As of2002, all states had held rwo local elections, except Bihar and Punjab, which had
held only one election (Chaudhuri 2006: 17l).
Mani Shankar Aiyar, the architect of the reforrns and the fi¡st Minister of Panchayati
Raj, has been a very vocal and articulate advocate ofdecenealization, and a prominent
critic of the distributional consequences of liberalization (2009).
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