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SOUTH ASIA PAPERS · Vol. I, No. 7-8, July·Atigust 1977 

RURAL LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND RURAL DEVELOP· 
MENT IN CHINA, INDIA AND PAKISTAN 

Introduction 

During the 1950's the three largest states in  Asia-China, 
India and Pakistan, respectively-embarked upon mobilizing 
the rural populace towards the goal of national development 
by introducing three d iverse types of i nstitutions at  the grass­
roots. Consistent with i ts ideological commitments, as mani· 
fested during the War of Liberation, the Chinese leadership 
attempted to accomplish the collectivization of agricJlture and 
rural moblization by establishing mutual aid terms, agr icultural 
producers cooperatives and finally, communes . I n  Ind ia the 
n ational leaders sought to create soc io-political awareness 
among the rural people and involve them in the developmental 
process by introducing Panchayati Raj insti tutions-the village 
panchayat, panchayat samiti, and zilla parishad-in rural 
ar�as. Finally, after the collapse of democratic institutions at  
th e national level and political instability, the new m ilitary 
regime in Pakistan introduced Basic Democracies-the union, 
tehsilfthana, d istrict and d ivisional councils-at the grassroots 
in order to encourage popular involvement in government pro­
grams and promote the political ed ucation of the rural popu· 
lation. However, as shown later, the Communes, Basic 
Democracies and Panchayati Raj can be easily differentiated on 
the basis of their characterization. Th e present study seeks to 
explore how the characteristics of rural governments in 
these countries affected patterns of rural development during 
the 1 960s. 
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There is no consensus among scholars on a definition of 
" rural development" . In examining the phenomenon, how­
ever, three goals of the agricultural rural development process 
are identifiable. These are : increases in agricultural productivity; 
increases in the provision of housing, water systems, roads, 
education, sanitation etc. ; and equitable distribution of bene­
fits resulting from th e above measures, including equitable 
access to government initiated programs and facilities. These 
three goals can be treated as an index for mea suring rural 
development in cross-cultural situations. 

In order to accomplish the aforementioned objectives, 
there are numerous roles or tasks in rural development process 
which need to be performed. The first of these is facilitating 
the creation of an institutional framework for popular involve­
ment in the local decision-making procesf) and development 
programs. This, in turn, enables the national leadership to 
mobilize the rural population for rural development and,  
furthermore, serves as Jln effective means for increasing 
popular support for the government. 

The second task in the process of rural development is 
that of p lanning and implementing development programs at 
the grass roots in accordance with the national development 
strategy. As has common ly been observed, one of the, major 
problems in developing countries is the implementation of 
national government development programs and decisions 
affecting rural areas. Therefore, effective performance of the 
task of local planning and implementation is vital for the 
�ccomplishment of rural development goals such as the pro· 
vision of infra-structure facilities, 

The third task in the process of rural development is that 
of establishing an effective communication link between the 
national modernizing elites and the rural populace for the 
articulation and communication of the la�ter's demands. T�e 
representatives of the central government or field agenci�s need 
to be b rought closer to the people, thus facilitating the identi· 
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fication of local needs . In view of the disparities between the 
"political cultures" of the urbanized national leadership and 
the rural poor, an effective communication l ink at the grassroots 
for the purpose of increasing agricultural productivity and 
providing civic facilities is of vital significance. 

The fourth role which needs to be performed in order to 
accelerate the pace of rural development is that of developing 
rural local leadership capabilities. The rural leader needs to 
be provided with the necessary training to assu

'
me p ositions of 

responsibility at the national andtor sub-national levels. Inno· 
vative aiJd skilful local leadership commi tted to the goal of 
nation-building would be able to mobi lize the rural p eople, 
and furthermore, would take advantage of the facilities pro· 
vided by the government for increasing agricultural producti­
vity. It can be argued that training the " village headman" in 
the '·art of gov�rnment" would bring him closer to the 
machinery of government responsible for implementing deve­
lopment p rograms. His support would provide the national 
government with access to the people. There is a strong likeJi.• 
hood that the change in his role from vil lage head to elected 
chairman of the village council would not alter the village p ower 
structure. However there is no denying the fact that the 
village head's absolute hold over the community would be 
loosened, thus increasing the level of citizen input in the 
collective decisions of the community. 

The fifth role which needs to be performed in achieving the 
goals of rural development is that of creating socio-political 
awareness among the rural populace. The emergence of 
politically aware part icipants a t  the grass roots, needless to say 
is indispensable for initiating and implementing those pro­
grams of rural development, land reforms for example, which 
are desi gned to achieve social justice. Furthermore, without 
socio-political awareness in the common man, equitable access 
to government in itiateg pro� rams aqd f�ciliHes c�nn<;�t Qlf 
�n$1.ireg. 
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Finally, the role of facilitating the development of at 
politically responsible and socially  conscious bureaucracy at 
the local level is also a prerequisite for the achievement of 
rural development goals. The emergence of a responsible 
bureaucracy at the local level has several implications : It 
would enable the rural populace to challenge the rural elite. 
if necessary, in order to safeguard its interest.  It would make 
public servants more accessible to the common man leading to 
greater input in  the collective decisions of the community ; 
and it would facilitate equitable access to government initiated 
programs. 

An assumption of this study is that, both for the policy­
maker and the political analyst, a comparative approach to 
rural government is more useful than single country analysis  
because i t  enables to identify the explanatory factors from a 
broader perspective by incorporating intra-national and cross­
cultural variations into the analysis . This, however, neces­
sitates the delineation of characteristics of rural insti tutions in 
cross-cultural environments. Despite some attempts which 
have already been made in this fi eld, the existence of methodo­
logical and conceptual problems involved in such an exercise 
should be recogn ized .1 The characteristics of rural local 
government included for comparative purposes are : ideologi­
cal scope ; the degree of local au tonomy and decentralization 
in decision-making ; the degree of popular participation ; 
financial and administrative capability ; bureaucratic respon­
siveness ; and in teraction with political parties. These 
characteristics are inter-related rather than mutually exclusive. 
Their choice has been determined by their hypothetical 
relevance for rural development, frequency of use by scholars, 
and the availability of secondary data, 

Ideological rationale or scope implies the perceived 
role of rural local government within the national political 
system. Autonomy at the grassroots or decentralization in the 
local decision making process means the capacity of rural 
�overnm.ent tQ make <fffe<;:tiv¥ qecisions concernin� loc!ll 



affairs. Participation means the extent of voluntary popular 
involvement in the local decision-making process and in the 
activities of local institutions. The scope of functions and 
capability of local government implies the extensiveness of its 
functions and its administrative as well as financial ability t o  
carry out those functions. Bureaucratic responsiveness implies 
the extent to which the administrative roles are politically 
d irected. Interaction between political parties and tiers of 
rural local government means the extent to which the former 
is involved in the activities of the latter and vice versa. 

We have identified the goals of rural development, roles 
which need to be performed at the grassroots for their accom­
plishment, and the characteristics of rura l local government 
which may affect the rural development process. The purpose 
of this paper, therefore, is to examine what characteristics of 
rural local government in China, India,  and Pakistan during 
the 1960s led to the performance of which roles and how the 
performance of tasks by local bodies affected the accomplish­
ment of the three goals of rural development. 

Rural local government as an independent variable i s  
complex institutionally partly because only a few o f  the roles i n  
rural areas are clearly demarcated. In structural terms, Luykx 
has delineated six elements of rural government which includ e  
both formal and informal governing institutions and which 
facilitate interaction among various components within the 
local political system.2 The elements of rural government 
included in our analysis are those which have some partici­
patory, rep resentative and decision-making functions. These 
elements are : 

(a) formal local bodies in the rural areas ; 
(b) field representatives of central and sub·national 

governments ; and 
{c) the local political party. 

In addition, wherever relevant, interaction between formal 
�n� infoqnal lo9al in�titvtio!ls will �ls<;> be discvsse<;l. Tb� 



focus of our analysis, therefore, is on the three levels of 
decision-making structures, wh ich are the prod uction team, 
brigade, and commune in China ; the vi l lage panchayat samiti 
and zilla parishad under Panchayati Raj in India ; and the 
union, tehsil and district council u n d er Basic Democracies in 
Pakistan (before 1971). For comparative purposes, a time 
span of 15 years-1955 to 1970-wil l  be used. 

In the discussion following the introduction, an attempt 
is made to examine how rural local governments in the three 
countries under study performed their roles in achieving the 
goals of rural developmen t. Wherever relevant, environment 
factors which impeded or facilitated the role performance of 
rural government in these nations will be discussed. I n  the 
final section the experiences of the three countries wil l  b e  
compared and suggestions will be made f o r  improving the 
role performance of local bodies. 

The conclusions of thi s study  should be regarded as 
highly tentative and impressionist due to : the lack of firm data, 
particularly on China; the complexity of the phenomena of rural 
development ; methodological problems involved in cross­
cultural comparisons , the delineation of equivalent indicators 
for example ; intra-national variations in the three countries 
u nder study ; and l imitations of the existing theory in social 
sciences. No attempt is made to establish a causal model .  
Rather, the objective is t o  learn from the past  experiences of 
the three countries under study for the purpose of exploring 
useful alternative strategies of the local political systems' 
modernization for rural deveiopment. 

I 

The Chinese Case 

Rural government in China was, from the very beginning, 
perceiveq tQ b� aq important �qstrqrqeQt for f!ldh,:all� chau�in� 



rural areas. Specifically, it was expected to play a vital role in 
the following : redistribution of income among various segments 
of society ; acceleration of agricultural output and rural indu· 
strialization ; elimination of private ownership ; mass mobiliza· 
tion of rural labour ; indoctrination of the rural populace t o  
eradicate capitalist tendencies ; motivating the peasant t o  work 
for the "revolution" and the national ideology rather than for 
private economic gain ; creation of grassroots support for the 
Communist Party and national development strategy ; and mean­
ingful participation of the masses in the process of socio-political 
transformations in the rural areas.3 Thus, the ideological 
scope of rural government was wide. 

The Chinese communes mobilized their resources by (a) 
renting their tractors, trucks etc; to production teams (b) 
engaging in small industrial enterprises, such as brick-making, 
and (c) by drawing from reserve and welfare funds managed by 
lower production units. The Agricultural Bank of Chin!!. 
transacted loans to those prod uction u nits which needed 
assistance.' Allocation of income within communes took 
place in accordance with a formula prescribed by the state 
government.s However , county officials were quite liberal in 
permitting the production units "to deviate from the d istribu­
tion formula."6 Supervision of communes, coordination o f  
their development plans and the provision o f  technical and 
financial assistance to them were the responsibilities of two 
parallel structures at the national, state and country levels i.e. 
Communes Affairs Departments/Offices, and bureaus of Com­
mune Management. The plans given to communes were in the 
form of production costs. It was the responsibility of the 
communes to formulate programs for achieving their targets.7 
Once the annual plan of a commune was approved by the 
county, the former bad greater control over the actual imple· 
mentation of development programs. After the fai lure of the 
Great Leap Forward anq the consequent reorganization of 
communes, even greater emphasis was placed on local planning 
and implementation, and decision"making powers were further 
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decentralized. Communes and other production units in China 
were, thus, able to exercise a significant amount of autonomy 
due to local planning at the v il lage level, the self-reliant 
financial base of the production unit, flexibility of the control 
from above, greater involvement of th e commune management 
and the people in program implementation, and their control 
over resource mobilization and allocation.s 

Rural government in China was designed to encourage the 
involvement of both elected leaders and the masses i n  local 
affairs. The Maoist strategy of rural mobilization was based 
on the " mass line·• approach and " revolutionary governance" 
of the rural areas. Popular participation in the rural areas was 
facilitated by many factors such as the policy of "open-door 
rectification", community control of education by the people, 
greater interaction between high·level officials and the rural 
populace, and the establishment of Revolutionary Committees 
consisting of a large n umber of people's representatives. 
Model workers and peasants were chosen to represent the 
masses in the highest decision-making bodies such as the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party, Thus, Chinese efforts 
during the last three decades to delegate positions of responsi­
bil ity to people's representatives and to provide for the 
accountability of the political and administrative roles at the 
local level have provided that country with an institutional 
framework conducive to mean ingful participation at the 
gras sroots level,9 

The functions ass igned to communes particularly in the 
field of agriculture were wide in scope, to To carry out thos� 
functions, the Chinese communes were e mpowered to mobilize 
and allocate resources for various projects . Put differently, 
all expenditures of the local development programs were to be 
channelled through the commune or brigade or production 
team management. While this fact i s  no i ndicator of the 
�dequacy of their financial res ources, it does point to the 
tmportant role which the production units played in planning 
and administering their local programs. Furthermore, the 
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emergence during the 1950s of mutual-aid teams and agricul­
ture producers cooperatives had led to the development of 
administrative skills among local leaders. In particular. party 
cadres served as an important link between the administrative 
hierarchy and the rural populace. Consequently after the 
emergence of communes in 1958, there already existed peasants, 
administrators and party cadres with considerable experience 
in planning and implementing local development programs. 

Bureaucratic responsiveness to the needs and aspirations 
of the masses was one of the main  feature s of the Chinese 
Revolution. The Chinese leadership firmly believed that the 
local political party and political leaders at the gras sroots 
should be encouraged to provide an effective check on bure­
aucracy. Despite the temporary adoption of the Soviet model 
which emphasized "specialization, hierarchical and stratified 
relationships, centralized bureaucratic methods, individual 
material incentives and conventional technological develop­
ment," 1 1  the Maoist strategy stressed holding the bureaucratic 
roles responsive to the people's representatives who, in turn, 
were put under community controls such as "open-door Recti­
fication" and "May 7 Cadre Schools." The organizational 
structure of production u nits was based on this principle. 

China has millions of well·organized, disciplined, and 
hard-working members of the Communist Party. Their in­
volvement in the local decision.making process had led to 
greater interaction between the local party organization and 
commune management. After the establishment of communes, 
Supervisory Committees at the commune and brigade levels 
were established. The membership of these committees was 
drawn from the Communist Party. Their function was to 
ascertain whether the programs and pol icies of the Party as 
defined by the national leadership were fol lowed . Furthermore, 
the local party organization was entrusted with the responsi� 
bility for ensuring bureaucratic responsiveness . After the 
Cultural Rev®lution, Revolutionary Committees  were set up at 
the local level. The vast majority of the members of these 
committeer:o were also party members. In addition, leadership 
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recruitment a t  the local level is filtered through the Party 
h ierarchy. 

(1) Tbe Impact of Chinese Communes 

In China, the autonomy of rura l  local governments and 
the existence of an effective institutional framework for popular 
participation have facilitated rural development in two ways . 
First, local autonomy and the involvement of the people's 
representatives in the developmental process have contributed 
to the development of local political leadership capabili ties 
and the emergence of leaders who are younger and ideologi­
cally more committed to the national development strategy. 
In addition, the mass line approach to rural mobilization and 
the communization of agriculture have paved the way for the 
recruitment of leaders from the poorer segments of society.12 

Secondly, the active involvment of the people and their 
representatives in local affairs and their autonomy in the 
decision-making process contributed to the establishment of an 
effective communication link between the national leadership 
and grassroots organizations. This link was further encouraged 
by Party organizations at the local leve·I .  Despite their self­
reliant economic base, commune leadership frequently interac­
ted with high-level officials. This enabled national and local 
leaders to better understand each other's problems. The link 
between national and local leadership was further streng­
thened by the Socialist Education Movement and the Cultural 
Revolution. 

The emergence of new leadership and the establishment 
of a communication link at the local level had many implica­
tions. First, the process of identifying local needs was 
facilitated. Secondly, the new rural leaders played a vital role 
in the successful implementation of programs introduced by 
the national government p artly because they were strongly 
committed to the national development strategy and, fur­
thermore, possessed the necessary  skil ls to carry out the 
functions assigned to them. Thirdly, the recruitment of local 
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political leaders from the least advantaged groups, and the 
greater degre� of interaction between them and high level 
officials increased the political sup port accorded national 
government in rural areas, Fourthly, new leadership and 
communication channels enabled Mao to successfully resist 
capitalist tendencies in the rural areas and to experiment with 
innovations such as the "work-point" formula. 

It is difficult to assess the impact of rural local govern· 
ment's capabilities on the implementation of government pro· 
grams and the general socio. economic welfare of the rural 
masses .  Many factors, including the type of power structure 
in the rural community and the availability of resources, may 
effect the developmental process at the local level. Similarly, 
the presence of the most favourabl e socio-political framework 
may not be abl e  to negate the effects of bad weather on agri· 
cultural prod uction. For comparative purposes, the impact of 
a rural government's capability can be del ineated by focusing 
on increases in agricultural production, mechanization of 
agriculture, and the extent to which development expenditures 
are channelled through the rural local bodies. 

We find that 1958 and 1959 were the best years for Chinese 
agricul ture, the grain output having increased by approxima­
tely 35% and 45% in those 2 years. The period between 1960 
and 1963 witnessed a decline in grain output due mainly to 
unusally bad weather. However, after 1964 the situation 
improved considerably. Average grain output rose from 185 
million metric tons in 195 7  to 201 million metric tons between 
1958 and 1970 representing an average increase of approximately 
8% from the base period. There has been a significant increase . 
in the use of mechanized equipment in Chinese agriculture. 
Between the period 1957-64, the horsepower of agricultural 
equipment in use increased by more than 300 percent, with an 
average yearly increase of approximately 44 percent. During 
the same period , the average yearly increase in the number of 
mach ines in use was approximate!� 16 percenL During the 
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1960s the production and i mport of chemical fertilizers 
increased rapidly. The average yearly increase in production 
and imports between 1952 and 1970 exceeded 300 percent. The 
increased use of chemical fertilizers contributed to greater 
crop yields and, consequently, to the general welfare of the 
rural masses. Administrative and financial capability of the 
Chinese communes positively . affected land developments, 
water conservation and water distribution.13 The Chinese 
model enabled commune management to mobilize rural labour 
on a large scale for the accomplishment of the above purposes. 
Large-scale mobilization of labour has enabled communes to 
m oinimize the effects of bad weather.14 

The above-mentioned quantitative data h ave been further 
substantiated by numerous studies of the Chinese village which 
report that communization has led to increases in (1) agricul­
tural productivity, (2) income, (3) provision for schooling, (4) 
medical care,  etc. IS 

Tn China political awareness among the rural populace was 
increased by many factors such as the establishment of party 
branches in the rural areas, supervision of the commune 
management by party activists, bureaucratic responsiveness to 
the party, community controls over the administrative and 
political roles at the local level, recruitment of local political 
leadership from the least advantaged groups, the direct involv­
ement of the rural populace in planning and implementing 
development programs, the Socialist Education Movement, 
and the establishment of Revolutionary Committees.  Socio 
political awareness at the grassroots and the emergence of a 
socially conscious and pol itically res ponsible bureaucracy at 
the local level have, in turn, facilitated Chinese efforts to 
safeguard the interests of the poorest segments of the rural 
society and to build "a new society in which the principle of 
socio-economic equality has probably been pushed further than 
in any similar society at the �arne lewl of economic develop­
wenV'lfi 
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Collective consciousness has been created among the rural 
masses and their revolutionary convictions strengthened. 
Distribution of income in accordance with the "work points" 
formula has, at least par tially, reduced economic disparities 
between workers and peasants and given them"five guaran­
tees''. 17 

Our contention, then, is that bureaucratic responsiveness 
at the local level and greater interaction between party bran­
ches and the commune management in China fostered political 
awareness among the rural populace which, in turn, facilitated 
the implementation of those programs, income distribution for 
example, which were designed to achieve social justice and 
create an egalitarian society. An assumption here,  of course, 
is that well organized and politically conscious peasants and 
landless labourers are in a better position to safeguard their 
interests which, more often than not, are contrary to those of 
el ite. Put differently, since most of the policies and programs 
which seek to redistribute income are opposed by the rural 
elite, instilling political awareness in the common man is the 
only way through which the national goverment can create an 
egalitarian society. 

Two environmental factors have facilitated the role 
performance of Chinese communes in achieving increases in 
agricultural productivity and better distribution of the result· 
ing economic benefits. The first of these is the content of the 
rural development policies. Consistent with their ideological 
commitments, the Chinese national leadership has emphasized 
that, in addition to increases in agricultural productivity, the 
creation of an egalitarian society and elimination of disparities 
in the rural areas are the guiding principles of the i r  strategy of 
rural modernization. This focus, however, has been marked 
by conflict among policy makers regarding policy directions. 
One group led by Mao himself has argued that the achievement 
of "socialist goals" necessitates the elimination of rightist 
t�ndem;: ies1 the 9re�tion <,>f ap. e�alitaria,n s<;>cietr an.d thtt 



14 

provision of "basic guarantees " to rural workers and peasants. 
1t is added that workers need to be taught how to work for the 
i deology and the "revolution" rather than profit. Others, 
such as liu Shao-Ch i ,  have sought to increase productivity as a 
policy priority by providing an incentive system and by 
mechanizing agricu lture. 

The conflict between the "pragmatic" and "ideological" 
goals of rural development as supported by the groups has , 
since the 1950s, forced the national l eadership to change the 
focus of n ational policies from one goal to the other. After 
" liberation," land reforms were introduced. Influenced by the 
Soviet developmental strategy, the policy priorities were to 
establish political controls, to rebuild infrastructures , and to 
create heavy industries. At this stage Mao realized that effec­
tive steps had to be taken to forestall capitalist tendencies 
among the rich peasants. This paved the way for formation of 
mutual-aid teams, agricultural producers cooperatives an d,in 
1958, communes. After 1 959, communes were reorganized .  
The failure of the Grear Leap Forward strengthened the hands 
of "pragmatic" element in key decision-making positions. 
As a consequence, peasants were eventually al lowed to c•llti­
vate private plots. In the early 1 960s, fol lowing improvements 
in agricultural productivity, the Socialist Education Movement, 
a vehicle for the political indoctrination of the masses, was 
initiated by Mao . Another shift in pol icies occurred. d uring 
the Cultural Revolution when, once again, Mao attempted to 
mobilize the rural poor for better distribution of income and 
to achieve the goals of a socialist society. 

The argument being presented is that due to clearly 
articulated national policies which sought the creation of an 
egalitarian society, Chinese communes were able to experiment 
with many innovations such as the "work point" formula. 
With the political support of the national leadership, commune 
management could, thus, remove any hinderances in perform 
in� tbe functioq of di�tributive j�sticc;:, 



A second environmental factor which facilitated the role 
performance of Chinese communes , was the agarian structure 
or patterns of land ownership in rural China. Even before 
"liberation" the Chinese communists were convinced tha t the 
successful implementation of land reform programs was a pre­
requisite for the accomplishment of the socialist goals of the 
society. Con sequently,  they gave top priority to programs .of 
land reform. The i mplementation of the land reform program 
amounted to a radical transformation of the rural power 
structure .  The traditional dominance of big landlords over 
poor peasants and landless labourers was broken.  The distri­
bution of land to the rural poor gave them new economic 
status and encouraged them to organize in order to safeguard 
their interests. With the political support of the national 
l eadership and local party organizations, peasants and workers 
could effectively forestall the tradi tional power of former 
landlords. Thus, unlike rural local governments in other 
Asian countries, the commune management in China could 
more easily perform its roles. There were no insurmountable 
pressures from the rural elite, .not incidently the case in coun­
tries such as India . The redistribution of land and subsequent 
changes in the rural po wer structure were particularly con­
ducive to the emergence of a politically responsible bureaucracy 
at �he grassroots; 

II 

The Indian Case 

(1) The Characteristics �f Pancbayati Raj 

In comparison with China, the perceived role of rural 
local government in India was narrow. The Panchayati Raj 
institutions were neither designed to nor could they accemplish 
the rad ical transformation of rural areas . Rather, their 
objective was to seek rural m odernization within the existing 
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socio-political framework. The goals which the Panchayati 
Raj institutions were expected to achieve either d irectly or 
indirectly included : involving people in government-initiated 
programs ; instilling political consciousness among the 
villagers ; creatin g "democratic" attitudes among them ; 
facilitating the implementation of development. p rograms at the 
local level ; train ing local political leaders to shoulder res­
ponsibilities at higher levels ; and helping the administrative 
structure in rural areas to maintain law and order,18 

The introduction of Panchayati R aj represented a shift 
from the action.oriented Community DevelopmentProgram to 
''democratic decentralization" a t  the l ocal level. The Mehta 
Committee's report, which later became the basis for state 
legislati9n on rural institutions, sought planned development 
in the rural community by delegating the power to make and 
implement decisions  to the people' s representatives. Despite 
official pronouncements on democratic decentral ization ,  many 
factors determined the amount o f  local autonomy actually 
exercised by the Panchayati R aj institutions. These factors 
included : the dependence of rural local bodies on grants-in­
aid or financial assistance and their failure to levy or collect 
all authorised taxes ; stringent control by higher authorities 
over the allocation of financial assistance for specific develop· 
ment projects ; a rigid administrat ive framework, leading to 
friction between government officials and elected leaders ; the 
allegiance of local bodies' staff members to their own depart­
ments ; and centralized planning and schematic budgets .19 

Panchayati Raj provided for the involvement of the people 
and their elected repre sentatives in the local decisi on-making 
process. Elections for the m embers of panchayats were to be 
held. Representation for women and scheduled castes was 
ensured. The delegation of power to the people's representa­
tives opened new communication ch annels between citizens 
and government officials and also afforded e lected leaders the 
opportunity to become i nvolved in the planning and imple­
mentation of local development programs. 
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Quantitatively speaking, the range of functions formally 
available to the Panchayati Raj institutions was extensive. For 
example, village panchayats were responsible for the preparation 
and implementation of village plans for agricultural develop­
ment, and for the provision of civil ameni ties to the vi llagers . 
They were empowered to levy taxes. Despite the extensive 
functions formally assigned to the rural local bodies of India, 
the latter's financial and administrative capabi lity was severely 
l imited .  This was particularly true in the case of the village 
panchayat which was designed to perform a wide range of 
functions. In order to carry out their function vil lage 
panchayats depended upon financial assistance from panchayat 
samitis. In addition, the former did not have sufficient 
trained staff. In most cases, members of the village panchayat 
were not familar with p lanning and budgeting at the local 
level. The financial capability of the Panchayati Raj institu­
tions was so limited that it made their contribution to the 
local developmental process insignificant. 

The Panchayati Raj provided an institutional framework 
for a working association between the elected representatives 
of the people and government servants . In addition, demo­
cratic decentralization raised the level of the expectations of 
the people and their representatives who consequently sought 
radical changes in the attitudes and behaviour patterns of 
government servants. E lected leaders were suspicious of 
government servants whom they criticized for their " ignorance 
about rural l ife and the needs of the masses'., and "red­
tapism."20 In most cases, state governmen ts were authorized 
to inspect the Panchayati Raj institutions and, if necessary, 
suspend or dissolve tltem. Furthermore, relevant legislation 
empowered the state governments to remove office holders of 
local bodies, and to direct or prohibit the i mplentation of any 
programe. The above-mentioned powers were generally 
exercised by  field officers such as the divisional commissioner, 
district collector or sub-district officer. On the behalf of state 
governments, field officers were, furthermore, empowered to 
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conduct inspectiorts. 1n addition to field officers the state 
governments also provided local bodies with administrative 
staff report. The Panchayati Raj institutions bad only limited 
control over the hiera rchy. All these factors hindered efforts 
by elected local leaders to bold government officials responsive 
to their own and the people's desires. 

The official attitude in I ndia has been against the involve­
ment of political parties in the activities of rural institutions. 
Thus, unanimous elections at the local level were encouraged 21 
The government bas, since independence, recognised that 
placing a legal ban on the involvement of political parties in 
the activities of panchayats is neither desirable nor practicable. 
Therefore, political parties must use their own discretion in 
deciding whether or not to participate in the affairs of rural 
local bodies. Although most political parties at the national 
level agreed not to become involved in the functioning of 
Panchayati Raj their actions were contrary to this. In 1964, 
for example, the constitution of the Congress Party was 

. amended in order to establish Block Committees. A large 
number of studies undertaken on the subject demonstrate that 
political parties have established themselves in rural India and 
highly politicized the institutions of rural government.22 
(2) The Impact of Panchayati Raj 

In I ndia loca l autonomy and an effective institutional 
framework for popular participation have had two conse­
quences : First, due to democratic decentralization, decision-. 
making powers have shifted from the state government to 
rural bodies and from administrators to elected local leaders. 
This has made it imperative for the national or sub-national. 
political leaders to establish linkages at the local level and 
seek the support of elected local leadership for winning 
elections, thus p redisposing them to greater accessibility. As 

·compared to the 1950s, this, communication  channel is being 
used more frequently.23 

Secondly, local autonomy and popular involvement at the 
grassroots have not only contributed to the development of the 
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local political leader's capabilities and skills, but have also 
facilitated the "democratization" of the tradi tiona! village 
leader and the election of members from lower income · and 
less privileged groups.:4 Positions of responsibility have made 
the lo;;al political leader more conscious of his powers. He is 
now more willing than ever to challenge the previously un­
disputed dominance of government officials.  His involvement 
in the planning and implementation of development programs 
has provided him with new administrative and financia l  skills. 
Increased interaction with high level government officials and 
political leaders has made him an active participant in the 
national development p rocess. He has been forced to 
change h i s  tactics and outlook in erder to achieve greater 
political legitimacy. 

There is no doubt that the "intrus ion" of political parties 
into the rural areas, the subsequent politicizatiou of the 
Panchayati Raj institutions, and a decl ine in the ptedominant 
position of the bureaucracy have increased the local leaders' 
level of political awareness and made them more conscious of 
their rights as people's representati ves . This has forced the 
bureaucracy at the grassroots to be more responsive to the 
demands of local leadership. However, there has been no 
significant change in the level of the common man's political 
awareness. He is not always aware of h i s  rights and obliga· 
t ions towards the village panchayat. In particular, his involve· 
ment in activities of the panchayat samiti and the z i lla parishad 
is minimal. He has remained indifferent to party politics . He 
does not always identify himsel f with the Panchayati Raj 
institutions. Since various p rograms o f  development at the 
local level are administered through traditional v iJlage leaders 
and government officials, the common man's direct involve· 
ment in the developmental process remains insignificant. The 
alliance between the bureaucracy and the local political elite 
has further frustrated any efforts on his part to coD)muni<;:atv 
with �overnmeJ:!,t officials,21i 
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Here the pertinent question which needs to be rased is this: 
Despite democratic decentralization, politicization of Pan· 
chayati Raj, and bureaucratic responsiveness, why has the 
political awareness of the common man in the rural areas not 
significantly changed ? Two factors, among other things, 
account for this : First, i l literacy, poverty and parochialism 
on the part of the villagers and their traditional perception of 
the environment as unchangeable have frequently h indered 
tltem from pa rticipating in local politics.26 S econdly,  land 
ownership patterns and costs system have historically deter­
mined patterns of political behaviour in the Indian village and 
frustrated meaningful part icipation by the common man . 
Studies on Panchayati Raj elections have shown that big 
landowners, the higher castes and older people have a better 
chance of being e lected even though they may be less educated 
than their rivals. Similarly, the coopted members of the less 
privileged strata of rural society have served only a symbolic 
function and have not been able to safeguard their  interests 
due to the dominance of big landowners and high caste groups 
in Panchayati  Raj.27 

A comparison of Panchayati Raj and Chinese communes 
reveals that both were highly politic ized. Both provided a n  
institutional framework for popular participation. In both, 
the bureaucracy was to be held accountable to the people's 
representatives. As shown earlier, in China the combination 
of these characterist ics of rural government radically changed 
the level of political awareness among the rural populace and 
contributed to the emergence of a politically responsible 
bureaucracy at the local level .  On the other hand, in India, 
while these same characteristics raised the local leader's 
political awareness and made the bureaucracy more responsive 
to his demands, they did not significantly change the villager's 
apathy . Two tentative explanations for this variation can be  
presented . First, although before introducing communes, the 
Chinese leadership drastically reduced the degree of inequa lity 
in the distribution of income a mong various segments of the 
P:�ral populace� in India s imilar efforts were do<;>med to fail!Jr� 
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since the land reform programs were neither properly a rti· 
culated nor did they have the unfaltering support of the ruling 
elite. S econd, while the Chinese n ational leadership has con­
sistently sought the support of poor peasants and workers for 
greater political legitimacy and for forestalling pressures from 
rightist elements, in India, rarely, if ever, have such efforts 
been successfu lly made. 

Whatever the reasons for the villager's apathy, the fact 
remains that it has negatively affected the articulation of those 
national policies and programs which contribute to the crea­
tion o f  an egalitarian society. For one thing, the ruling elite 
are not nec�ssarily dependent upon the rural poor to maintain 
their position of authority, Furthermore, their own interests 
do not necessarily correspond with those of the less privileged. 
The rural poor, on their part, are not well organized. This 
limits their capacity to put pressure on the ruling elite and 
safeguard their own interests. The irony of the Indian ex­
perience is that such a socio-political framework has frustrated 
al l efforts to i mplement those programs and policies which 
seek to radically change the power structure in the rural com­
munity or which, in any way, threaten the economic dominance 
of the traditional village leadership. 

As· pointed out earlier, Panchayati Raj was conceived as an 
institutional framework not only for instilling political con. 
sciousness among the vilJagers and creating "democratic" 
attitudes among them but also for increasing agricultural pro .. 
ductivity and improving social conditions. The assumption, 
of course, was that these last two goals could be accomplished 
more easily by involving peopl e  in planned development pro ... 
grams, There is no doubt that the "democratization" of tradi­
tional village leadership and the emergence of new leaders have 
created a group of entrepreneurs in village I ndia who have 
been wil l ing, more than ever before, to take advantage of the 
incentives which have been provided by the national govern­
ment for increasing agricultural output. B y  using new ferti .. 
H�ers, improved seeds of high yieldin� varieties, and new asri-
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cultura l techniques, this group has significantly contributed to  
the "Green Revolution" in India. 

We find that while during the 1960s there were yearly 
increases in the production of rice, wheat and maize, the outpu t 
of other crops declined .. Even then the average yearly i ncrease 
i n  the total production of all principal crops combined was 
2.85 percent. Similarly, the average yearly increase in the con­
sumption of fertilizer was more than 100 percent. The farmers 
r esponded positively to the availability of high yielding 
varieties of seeds which, according to official estimates, con­
tributed significantly to food  production in the coun try. For 
example, the total food grains area being cu ltivated with high 
yielding varieties of seeds increased from 1 883 thousand 
hectares in 1966-67 to 6034 thousand hectares in 1967-68. 

D espite the vital role played by Panchayati Raj in acce· 
lerating the pace of the "Green Revolution," its over-all 
impact on the socio-economic well-being of the rural populace 
remained insignificant. For one thing, not all development 
expenditure was channelled through the rural local b od ies, as  
was the case in China. More importantly, many rural 
local bodies were d esperately poor. They were either not 
empowerd to or were unable to col lect taxes. In some cases, 
they were totally dependent upon higher authorities for al l  
their income. Small wonder, their contribution to develop­
ment afforts at the local level remained marginal. 

A note of caution should be added regarding the relation­
ship between the characteristics of Panchayati Raj and 
increase in agricultural pro ductiv ity. Even though by moderni­
zing rural leadership and encouraging economic enterpreneurs 
the Panchayati Ra j indirectly contributed to the promotion of 
agriculture, its major responsibilities centred around the 
developmen t of an infrastructure. Furthermore, du ring the 
Third Five Year Plan (1961·66) partly due to the Intensive 
Agricultural District Program, a significant shift occurred away 
from the social welfare emphasis of the Community Develop­
ment Program and de!llocratic decentrali�atiQI\ Qf Pancha�ati 
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�aj. The program etnphasized increase in agricultura l pro­
ductivity rather than improving " the gen eral context" for 
development ; it chose those districts which were more likely 
to accelerate the pace of agricultural production; 'it fo cused 
on supplying the physical input of agricultural production ; it  
was carried on within the B lock organizational s tructure. 
Finally, in  view of significant variation states regarding the 
Panchayati R aj institutions, any generalization on the impact 
of rural local bodies on agricultural production in India should 
be considered highly tentative. 

The task performance of Panchayati Raj in the process of 
rural development should be judged within the framework of 
the national policies of rural development and the agrarian 
structure of the rural community .  The content of the rural 
development policy or sectoral policies are i ndicative of the 
goals and priorities of national leadership. In the case of India, 
we find that there was n othing which could be designated as a 
national policy of rural development. However, se ctoral 
policies such as the agriculture policy had been stipulated. I n  
broader terms, developmental goals have been included i n  the 
"Directive Principles of State Policy" which states the equality 
and amicable distribution of resources rather than the con­
centration of wealth should be the basis for future legislations, 
Policy-makers have been aware of the confl ict bet ween com­
peting objectives of rural development and the sectio nal 
interests of the rural community. Thus, the Draft Outline of 
the First Five Year Plan emphasized the need for a balance 
between i ncreased agrkultural productivity and equitable 
distribution of income. The latter objective has also been a 
populist slogan used by politicians under the label of "socialist 
patterns of development." 

In actual practice, however, policies and programs for 
achieving social justice were hindered by many factors. First, 
while the n ational leaders sought amicable distribution of 
wealth, they were not willing to r isk the desired increases in 
agricultu ral productivity for the purpose of equitabie ·dis-
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tribution. Secondly, while national policies and programs were 
formulated by the central government,  their implementation 
was left to state governments and the state administrative 
machinery . Insufficient controls were provided for ensuring 
the successful implementation of national policies. For example, 
land reforms were treated as a state subject . Despite the 
establishment of many committees such as the Agrarian 
Reforms Committee ( l 9t8) and the Central Commit tee for 
Land Reforms ( 1 958), n o  uniform legislation on the subject 
was enacted by the states. Finally, policies formulated at the 
centre for achieving social justice could not be implemented 
due to the dominance of vested interests in the state govern­
ments and their all iance with the grassroots bureaucracy. For 
instance, we find that in such states as Assam a n d  Haryana 
the progress of land reform was disappointing and only a 
small portion of area declared surplus was actually distributed. 

We have seen that an important factor which n egatively 
affected the task performance of Panchayat i  Raj in rural 
development was the socio-pol i tical dominance of big land· 
lords in  rural India. The failure of the land reforms program 
perpetuated the traditional authority of landed interes ts. No 
significant changes in land ownership patterns took place. In 
fact two economic groups in rural areas could be d ifferentiated, 
The first group consisted of agricultural labourers, tenants, 
share-croppers and petty landowners, The second was com· 
posed of big and medium sized land owners. In states such as 
A ndhra, Kerala, and Maharashtra, the propo rtion of agricul­
tural labourers to total cultivators was more than fifty per 
cent. It was the big and mediumsized land owners who got 
elected to the Panchayati Raj institutions, The same people 
also took advantage of the government facilities for increasing 
productivity. The implications of such an environment for 
the role performance of P anchayati Raj are obvious. The 
common man did not identify with the local bodies, neither 
was he politically consctous enough to safeguard his own 
interests. An alliance between landed interes ts and the 
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grassroots bureaucracy emerged, thus frustrating the establish­
ment of a communication link for art iculating and communica• 
ting the in terests of the rural poor . 

Ill 

The Pakistani c;; ase 

(l) The Characteristics of Basic Democracies 

The factors which led to the declaration of Martial Law in  
Pakistan included the collapse of parliamentary democracy, 
political instability and corrupt administration. The mil itary 
regime lost no time in recognizing the role of the rural populace 
within the national political system. Ayub Khan and the 
majority of his generals distrusted politicians and political 
parties. In addition ,  the former had little political support 
among the more articulate and vocal urban masses. By mobiliz· 
ing the rural poor, the military regime attempted to forestall 
and resist possible pressures from the urban areas. Further­
more, rural mobilization could give the regime political 
legitimacy, a necessity for quieting increasing criticism against 
the regime .  The introduction of th� Basic Democracies scheme 
should, therefore, be examined from this broader perspective. 
It is difficult to grasp the tas k  which Ayub Khan wanted Basic 
Democracies to perform because in response to pressures and 
demand s he cont inuously made new concessions, thus changing 
the philosophy of the Basic Democracies Ord er. Briefly 
speaking, its tnain objectives included : the rural people's 
involvement in the developmental process and general  admi .. 
nistration ; r ural mobilization aimed at facilitating national 
economic development ; and the provision of an institutional 
framework for training local leaders. 

The tiers of rural local government established under the 
Basic Democracies were designed to shift authority and res­
ponsibility to lower levels . In the Second Five Year ]:>Ian H 
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was expected that the institutions of Basic Democracies would 
"assume a crucial role in decentralized development p lanning 
and implementation."28 Decentralized planning was to be 
operationalized by formulating development plans at the 
union, district and d ivision levels . However, the formal decen­
tralization of planning and i mplementation under Basic Demo­
cracies was neither designed for nor contributed to autonomy 
at the grassroots. Although it gave government officials the 
opportunity to assess local needs through people's r epresen­
tatives, the Basic Democracies Order was not framed to develop 
autonomous local government institutions . Tiers of rural 
government were a lmost entirely dependent upon funds from 
the national or sub-national governments. Though d istrict 
and union councils were empowered to levy taxes, prior ap­
proval of the provincial government and the commissioner was 
required. In many cases, local taxes were not approved by the 
controlling authority. In his analysis of union councils in 
two districts, for example, Inayatul lah found that in 56% of 
the cases, taxes levied by the councils were not approved by 
the appropriate authority ,29 Rural local bodies usually de­
pended upon government grants, loans and revenue sharing 
measures for meeting even their current expenditures.ao They 
had no influence over the distr ibution of government grants . 31 
The autonomy of local bodies in programme implementation 
depended, at least partially, upon the relationship between the 
deputy commissioner and the assistant director of Basic 
Democracies. If the deputy commiss ioner was favourably 
inclined toward Basic Democracies, both assistant d irectors and 
local bodies had greater autonomy in implementing programs,32 
After the introduction of the Public Works Program, rural 
local bodies were given a greater role in the planning and im­
plementation of development programs,33 

In Pakistan, Basic Democracies, like Panchayati Raj of 
India, provided an institutional framework for popular 
involvement. The members of the union councils were to be 
directly electe�. C4ainnep. of the u nion counci ls were to be 
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involved in the activities of the tehsiljthana district and 
divisional councils. H eads of nation-building departments at 
various levels were to be involved in planning and imple­
menting development programs, thus making them more 
accessible to the people' s  representatives .  In addition, govern­
men t officials were urged by the military regime to change their 
traditional attitude of "guardian" and become more accessible 
to the people. The practice of nominating m embers to local 
bodies was discontinued. The members of the union councils 
were included in the electoral college for the election of the 
president and the national and provincial assemblies. It was 
designed to involve them with the political process in the 
country. Ayub Khan lifted the ban on political parties and 
sought to create "healthy r ivalry" in the villages and increased 
involvement of the rural populace in the developmental process. 
Later the Public Rural Works Program further increased the 
involvement of the local political leader in planning and im­
plementing local development programs.34 The Basic Demo­
cracies provided for manifold communication channels between 
government officials and the rural people . The latter, through 
their elected representatives, could raise questions and demand 
relevant information regarding the administrative and d evelop­
mental matters of their areas. Furthermore, Basic Democracies 
were useful in establishing closer contacts between the 
grassroots bureaucracy and the people.35 

Despite the military regime's desire for increasing popular 
participation, the institutional framework of Basic Democracies 
and the peculiarities of the national political system were not 
conducive to the people's involvment in the political process 
of the country. As pointed out earlier, bureaucracy enjoyed 
a dominant position in planning and implementing 
local development plans. The chairmen of the tehsil, 
d istrict and divisional councils were government officials. 
1 he nomination of members to variou s local bodies continued 
a few years after the introduction of the Basic Democracies 
Order .  The military regime in Paki stan sought popular 
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participation at the grassroo ts without changing the authori­
tarian nature of decision-making structures at the national 
level. Although Basic Democrats were to serve as members of 
the electoral college for implementing the 1962 constitution, 
this did not significantly change the nature of political partici­
pation in Pakistan.  There was an inherent contradiction 
between Ayub Khan's desire to give the local pol itical leaders an 
opportunity to accept political respossibility and his reluctance 
to share power with any other group in the country. As long 
as the military-bureaucracy alliance at the nationa l  level was 
intact, the power-base in the country could not be broadened. 
Nor could Basic Democrats organize and put pressure on the 
regime. The model which was adopted implied that govern­
ment officials would make major decisions, and in that process, 
they would seek cooperation of the people and their elected 
representatives. 

The Basic Democacies Order,  1 959, allocated a wide range 
of functions to the u nion council for promoting agricultural 
development and providing amenities to the rural populace. 
The wide range of functions assigned to Basic Democracies, 
however, by no means implied that they had the fi nancial and 
administrative capability to carry out these functions. 
They were not financially self-reliant, They lacked the admi­
nistrative and financial skills to collect taxes in a highly 
inegalitarian society, Union councils had poor budgeting 
procedures; The lack of financial resources' in turn, hindered 
the establishmen t of public confidence and interest in the 
activities of local institutions . 

As pointed out earlier, for all practical purposes, the Basic 
Democracies scheme was designed to promote economic rather 
than political development. Politicization of the rural elite 
and the rural populace was not Ayub Khan's primary goal. 
Although the ban on political parties was lifted and Basic 
Democrats were assigned the role of electoral college for 
implementing the 1962 constitution, the involvement of Basic 
Democrats and the common man in th e national political 
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process remained minimal . There was no  question of the local 
party organization exercising control over a local council. 
(2) Tho Impact of Basic Democracies 

The introduction of the Basic Democracies and Rural 
Public Works P rogram resulted in tne involvement of a large 
number of elected local leaders in  the developmental machinery, 
contributing to their education in leadership ski l ls and training 
in development administration . Two consequences of the 
Basic Democracies on rural loca

·
l leadership should be pointed 

out. First, it formalized the leadership of the tra ditional  
village, thus giving it greater legitimacy. 

Secondly, the Basic Democracies strengthened the role of 
medium-size land owners who i ncreasingly attempted to assert 
their power. Five factors led to their change in the pattern of 
rural leadership;37 

( l) Medium-sized landowners attended meetings of the 
tehsil and district councils. Thus, they became a ware 
of com mercial opportunities in the cities. 

(2) In some cases medium-sized landowners complained to 
higher authorities against those landlords who 
maintained a "system of suppression'' .  

(3' In the union councils they were able to get the support 
of non-landowners such as traders against the big 
landlords. 

(4) Through the  u nion counc ils, they were able to demand 
. new amenities from the government. 

(5) In the process of organizing themselves and putting 
pressure on the government, they developed their 
leadership capabilities. 

It should be pointed out that in East Pakis tan (now 
Bangladesh) the Basic Democracies and Rural Public Works 
Program had a comparatively greater impact on the rural 
local political leadership than in West Pakistan, This varia­
tion can in part be attributed to two faetors . .  First, due to 
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the absence of big landlords, the rural power structure in East 
Pakistan was relatively more egalitarian. Seconci, historically, 
administration in East Pakistan had been less paternali stic than 
tha t  of the western wing of the country .3B 

The delegation of powers to Basic Democrats enabled them 
to make decisions on local affairs which were, in the past, 
made by the field administration. It opened a channel through 
which the requests and demands of the populace could be 
communicated to bureaucracy through selected local leaders . 
The frequency of use and effectiveness of this new link between 
the bureaucracy and the people's representatives is difficult to 
m easure. Nevertheless, many studies have shown that the 
bureaucracy increasingly responded to the communications and 
demands of the people through their representatives leading 
to a closer relationship between them.39 For the bureaucracy, 
the Basic Democracies scheme was a convenient method of 
communication with the rural populace for performing n ew 
tasks and meeting new challenges because i ts dominance 
over the local decision-making process remained undisturbed. 
The limitation of this vehicle of communication of course, 
was that any demand which threatened the · pred ominant 
position of the bureaucracy could not receive a sympathetic 
hearing. This was one  of the major differences between Basic 
democracies and Panchayati Raj . Whereas under the former, 
elected leader� were subservient to the interests of the bureau­
cracy, the latter empowered them to hold bureacracy respon· 
sive to their needs. In both cases,  the common man had 
l imited access to  the bureaucracy. Nor were his  interests 
properly safeguard ed. While the elected leaders in India 
were able to assert their traditional authority, their counter­
parts in Pakistan were forced into a marriage of convenience 
with the bureaucracy. 

Many factors improved the capability of Basic Democracies 
to i mplement development programs. These included the 
financial and political support provided by the regime; 
cooperation between government officials and el ected leaders; 
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training of  government officials for performing new roles; 
and the launching of a Rural Works program. Consequently, 
the rural local bodies assisted in developing an iofrastucture 
of canals and roads, facilitating loan distribution and collec­
t ion, mobilizing the surplus labour force for constructive work, 
introducing a system of planning from below, and bringing 
the rural community into the "mainstream" o f  developmental 
activities . On the basis of the accomplishments of this program 
during the 1 960s the Fourth Five Year Pla n of Pakistan repor­
ted that the Rural Works Program contributed to economic 
well-being by facilitating the development of a rural infra­
structure and the p romotion of agriculture.40 

The financial and administrative capabi lities of Basic 
Democracies contributed significantly to accelerating the pace 
of agricultural productivity. As was the case in Ind ia, the 
rural local bodies in Pakistan encouraged the involvement of 
local leaders in the developmental process and facilitated the 
distribution of agricultural inputs such as fertilizers and 
improved seeds. This led to the emergence of economic 
entrepreneurs who took advantage of the facilities provided 
by the government and who, motivated by private economic 
gain, were able to increase productivity. These entrepreneurs 
consisted of big landowners and medium-size farmers. The 
role of Basic Democracies was limited to providing an institu­
t ional framework. It was this group which, serving as an 
agent of change in the rural community, was responsible for 
ushering in the "Green Revolution . "  The entrepreneur farmer 
made greater use of fert ilizers, improved seeds and 
other modern means of agricultural development. Between 
1 960 and 1 968 the use of new ferti l lizers and improved seeds 
increased significantly. Small wonder that the average yearly 
increases in the prodllct·ion of three principal crops, wheat, 
sugarcane and cotton, were more then six percent. 

J he lack of b ureaucratic responsiveness and the absence of 
grassroots party branches created an environment in which the 
socio-political awanmess of the qual populace coulq not be 
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developed. While the elected local leader established linkages 
with the bureaucracy for safeguarding his interests, the common 
man was at the mercy of both . Due to illiteracy and apathy, 
he remained unconscious of his rights . Neither elected leaders 
nor government officials were always accessible to him. 
Moreover, well-to�do farmers and big landlords took advantage 
of the facilities provided by the government for increasing 
p roductivity. On the other band share croppers a nd small 
farmers either did not have access to these facilities or lacked 
the financial resources to utilize the new agricultural techniques. 
Consequently, the income inqualities among the various seg· 
ments of the rural commu nity have increased. In particular, 
landless labourers have suffered the m ost because the consoli· 
dation of holdings by middle landlords has led to the displace­
ment of labour from the rural  areas .41 

Two sets of explanatory variables migh t  account for the 
role performance of Basic Democra<::ies. First, of course, are 
the characteristics of the Basic Democracies scheme. As we 
have already noted , rural local government in Pakistan did not 
provide for bureaucratic responsiveness . Interaction between 
local bodies and political parties was minimal. The nomina· 
tion of members to various tiers of rural local bodies and the 
dominance of bureaucracy over the local decision-making 
process were not cond ucive to citizens participation . Further· 
more, the Basic Democracies scheme was designed to promote 
economic rather than pol i tical development by seeking the 
involvement of rural cit izenry in the devel opmental process. 
In o ther words, i t  was introduce d not  to radically transform 
rural areas, but to promote the socio-economic welfare of the 
rural populace within the existing framework. Obviously, 
Basic Democracies could not effectively perform some of the 
rural development tasks delineated i n  this paper such as 
paving the way for the establishment of a link for communica­
ting the needs of the rural poor . 

However, other characteristics of Basic Democracies were 
conducive to their role performance in rural development . The 



33 

introduction of the Public Works program, its integration into 
Basic Democracies, and the involvement of medium-sized 
landowners in the developmental process .. strengthened the 
capabilities of local political leadership and enabled, economic 
entrepreneurs to take advantage of government facilities for 
improving agriculture. Under the guidance of bureaucracy, 
the implementation of development programs was facilitated. 
In addition, the Basic Democracies had. the financial and 
political support of the military regime. The above factors, 
among other things, fostered the development of an infrastru­
cture .and the promotion of agriculture .  

The second set of  explanatory variables which might account 
for the role performance of Basic Democracies in rural 
development includes the policy . environment and l and 
ownership structure of the rural community . The m ain 
thrust of the policies of rural development in Pakistan during 
the 1950s and 1 960s was to increase agricultural productivity 
and develop an infrastructure . No specia l  attention was given 
to ·-petty landowners and landless labourers .  Programs of 
social justice such as land reforms were considered desirable. 
As early as 1 949 the Muslim League Agrarian Reforms 
Committee proposed measures such as reduced rents from 
share croppers. However, during the first decade of indepen­
dence no significant change in the plight of the rural poor 
took p lace. Another attempt to improve the lot of tenants and 
landless labourers was made by Ayub Khan when he introduced 
land reforms in 1 959 .  These were all  piece-meal efforts . No 
consistent policy emerged for the equitable distribution of 
income or for instituting special programs for the rural poor. 

The principal reason for the absence of a national concern 
for the impoverished in the rural areas and for the inability of 
Basic Democracies to perform manifold tasks such as communi­
cating the needs of the rural poor was the dominance of 
landlord interests in Pakistan. In particular, the implementa­
tion of any program contrary to the interests of the landlords 
was·  doomed to failure. This was especially true in the 'case 



·ef fol'mer West ;Pakistan where more :than 30 . .  per cent ,of the 
total area was ow-ned ;by . appnoximately on.e •per cent of •the 
tota l 'land owners. Conversely, 64.2 per ·cent of the to.tal •.ow.n.crs 
'held ·enly 15 per cent of ·the tdtal area and the s ize .of their 
holdings was less 1than ·five acres.  The over.whelming majority 
of 'West :Pakistan's·ruralp.opulace consisted of -smaHlando.wuers, 
share ·croppers, tenants, and .landless labourers. Big and•medium 
'sized land owners dominated the activities .of :Basic Demecra· 
•cies. 'fhey had relatively · easier access to the ;gra:ssroots 
bureaucracy and as cam pared to smalLland owners a nd landless 
labourers, big and medium sized land owners had a , greater 
chance of being elected . In the absenc.e of .a government 
:pr.ogram for alleviating ·the ipljght of the rural i�poverished, 
and due te the inability of tenants and landless labourers to 
organize themselves, landlords interests in the local decision 
ma'kiing process were never really challenged .  Obviously, the 
grassroots bureaucracy felt no o bligation to ·be more accessible 
•to the common man and Basic Demo.cracies rarely, if ever, 
·effectiveiy ·performed the task · of communicating the less well· 
to ·do to higher decision making structures. 

IV 
Conclusions 

The single party dominant rural government i n  China was 
based on · the mass participation approach to rural mobiliza 
tion. The bureaucratic, political dominant Panchayati Raj of 
India focused on the strategy of rural elite ,modernization and 
politicization. the bureaucratic dominant Basic Democracies 
in Pakistan sought the modernization of the traditional .rul ing 
elite and medium-size landowners towards the goal of greater 

,productivity. 'Put differently, while the rural governmen t  of 
China was designed to accomplish the radical · trensformation 
of rural areas by increasing productivity and .creating an 
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egalitarian rural community, the main objective of Panchay ati 
Raj and Basic Democracies was to seek r ural modernization 
within the existing framework by modifying it as and when 
n ecessary. 

From the systematic perspective, the� , the m ajor 
difference between the i mpact of  the single party domin ant, 
mass m obilization-oriented Chinese model and the rural elite 
modernization and mobil'ization- oriented Indian and PalHstani 
models was that while the former by performing rural d'evelop­
ment tasks s imultaneously facilitat ed increases in agricultural 
productivity and more equal distribution of income, the latter 
accelerated the pace of the "Green Revo lution;" at cost of 
further widening the economic gap between well-to-do farmers 
and the. rural poor. There was a significant difference between 
the, Indian and Pakistani· model s.  Panchayati Raj politicized 
the rural elite but failed to awaken tht: po litical awareness of 
the common man . Under such circumstances, developmental' 
ac.tivities at the local level were negatively affected by the 
"intrusion:" ofl political parties and power polities at the local 
level. On: the other hand, the bureaucratic dominant Basic 
Democracies scheme was more conducive to the successful 
implemen·tatio.n of development pr.ograms. Although Pancha� 
yati: Raj p11ovid'e J for greater political participation in rural 
India, the Basic Democraci es s cheme had a greater impact 
partly because the latter had more support from national 
leadership . 

The evidence presented in his paper suggests that rural 
localgovernment can. perform the following roles in rural 
development: 

(a). The creation of an institutional framework . for: 
popular participation; 

(b) The i'mplementadon of' development pvograms; 
(c) The establishment of an effective communication link 

between the national modernizing elite and the q�ra\ 
populace; 
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(d) The development of local 
capabilities ; 

po Ii tica 1 leadership 

(e) The creation of socio-political awareness among the 
rural masses ; and 

(/) The development o f  a politic�llly responsible and 
socially conscious bureaucracy at the grassroots. 

From a broader perspective, however, not all types of 
local political systems can perform each of the above roles . 
Rather, a relationship seems to exist between these tasks a nd 
the characteristics of given rural local government. For 
example, as the Chinese experience has shown, the rural local 
government which provides for bureaucratic responsiveness 
and greater interaction w ith the local party branches is more 
Jikely to foster political awareness amon g the rural populace 
and pave the way for the emergence of a political responsible 
and socially conscious bureaucracy at the grassroots. We 
find that, as opposed to communes, Basic Democracies in 
Pakistan provided for neither bureaucratic responsiveness nor 
the active involvement of political parties in the local decision­
making process. Consequently, Basic Democracies failed to 
perform the task of increasing the socio- pol itical awareness of 
tbe common man or making the grassroots bureaucracy more 
accessible to him. Under such circumstances the interests of 
the  rural poor could in no way be safeguarded. 

A comparison of the three cases under study suggests that 
a rural local government which provides for local autonomy 
and popular participations is  conducive to the developement 
of local leadt.rship capabilities and skills and the creation of 
an effe.ctive communication link between the national moderniz· 
ing elites and the rural citizenry. In each case, the extent of 
local autonomy strengthened, with varying degrees, the capabi­
lities of local leadership which in turn, contri buted to the 
successful implementation of development programs and increa· 
ses in agricultural productivity. On the role of creating a 
�otnm\lni<,:ation lipk1 there were si�nifi<;:ant vari�tions betweeP. 
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the three countries. B y  performing this role the Chinese 
communes were able to articulate and communicate the needs 
of the rural citizenry, including those of the rural poor, to the 
higher decision-making structures. In I ndia and Pakistan, 
however, d ue to environmental factors, rural local bodies fai l­
ed to identify and safeguard the needs of landless labourers 
and small cultivators. 

It is also evident from the data p resented in thi s  paper 
that  the ideological scope and financial and administrative 
capabilities of a rural local government determine the degree of 
its contribution to the socioeconomic well-being of the rural 
populace and its overall  impact on rural society. If the local 
political system has the unfaltering political support of the 
national leadership and fOr is regarded as a significant instru­
ment in the development process, then its overall impact on 
the society will be far-reaching. Conversely, if it is m erely an 
extension of field administration o r  is dominated by the 
bureaucracy, i t s  role performance will be limited in scope. 
Furthermore, the rural government needs to have the financial 
and administrative capabilities for effectively performing the 
role of implementing development programs.  The formal 
delegation of functions which is not accompanied by the 
capacity to mobilize resources and administrative skills will 
not suffice to make rural Joc�tl bodies important instruments 
of governmental action. In this regard the Ind ian and Pakistani 
experiences are pertinent. A lthough the union council and 
the vi llage panchayati under Basic Democracies and the Pan­
chayati Raj, respectively, were empowered to perform many 
functions, no consistent efforts were made by the national 
bureaucratic and political elite to strengthen their economic 
base or adm inistrative capabilities. Thus, their over-all con­
tribution.  to economic well-being of the people remained 
insignificant. 

Two intervening variables which affect the relationship 
between the characteristics of a given rural local government 
an9 its role performflnc� iq n,nal developmeqt arc:: t4e naturQ 
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of the rural power structure and· the national policy environ·· 
ment. For instance,. as t·he Ind ian ex-perience has shown·, in1 
an inegalitarian rural society which· is dominated'. by landl'ord 
interests, th e politicization of rural i nstitutions and• bureau­
cratic responsiveness to local bodies do not necessarily lead to 
the political awareness of the common man . Furthermore, in  
such a society, even if rural government provides for local 
autonomy and popular participation, it does not. necessari ly 
succeed in performing the role of establishing an effectlve· 
communication link for articulating and communicating the· 
needs of the rural poor. Un der such circumstances, .  ruraL 
government contributes to the modernization of the rural elite 
but at the same time fails to radically tra nsform rural areas . 
Similarly, the role performance of rural local government. in 
rural d evelopment is  also affected by the content and environ· 
ment of the national policies of rural development. If the 
accomplishment of egalitarian goals is the guiding principle of 
the national pol icy, as was the case· in China, then rural govern­
ment can more easily perform roles such as articulating and 
communicating the demands of poor peasants and landless 
labourers. 

Even after holding the rural power structure and the . 

national policy environment constant, the impact of t he. 
characteristics of rural local government on the three dimen­
sions or goals of ru ral development remains indirect . S imply 
put, by developing local leadership capabilities, providing· an, 
institutional framework for popular involvement in. the� 
developmental process, and by facilitating the implementation. 
of development programs, the characteristics of a g iven tur-ali 
local government contribute to the promotion of agricultur-e· 
and the development o f  11 n  infrastructure; In addition, the: 
characteristics of a rural local government can. facilitate equit,, 
able distribution of income and equitable access to .go.vern .. 
ment-initiated programs by increasing political awareness 
among the rural poor, communicating the latter's needs and. 
making the grassroots bureaucracy more accessible to the 
common mao1 
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While the Basic Dem ocracies scheme is dead an d buried 
and Pancbayati R aj is  being severely criticized by scholars for 
its ;inadequacy in solving the problems , of rural India, the 
· Chinese communes have withstood the test of time by virtue 
of their capacity to effectively perform their assigned rol es in  
rural development .  Each of the three models, however, con­
tain .lessons in .the light of which Asian policy makers can 
undertake new measures to mod ernize rural local go vernments 
for the purpose of accelerating the pace of rural developmen t : 

� I )  Persistent efforts should be made to enhance the 
administrative and financial capabilities of rural 
governments in Asia . Only a self- reliant economic 
·base and administrative capabili ty to implement 
development programs would enable the local polit ical 
�ystem to significantly contribute to the socio-economic 
welfare of the rural populace ; 

(2) Rural goveFnments should be granted greater oppor­
tunities for local ·planning and program implementa­
tion; Furthermore, their j uris d iction on resource 
mobilization and allocation should be extended ; 

(3) The success of the Chinese experience points to the 
fact that in  Asia mass participation in the l ocal 
decision-making process rather than modernization of 
the rural elite should be the ultimate goal of rural 
governments. Provision n eeds to be made for the 
meaningful participation ofthe common man in the 
act ivities of rural local bodies. This certainly does 
not imply .the adoption of the . Chinese model in toto. 
In view of cultural pecularities, each country needs to 
experiment and delineate its own methods towards the 
end of mobilizing the energies of its rural populace ; 

(4) If social justice and the creation of an egalitarian 
rural society are the goals of a policy maker, than 
politicization of rural local bodies and mass control 
over local political leadership and grassroots bureau­
cracy are indispensible. Here again methods for 
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instituting the com mon man's control over local 
leadership would differ from country to country ; 

(5) developmental experiences of A sian countries have 
demonstrated that the interests of the rural e lite and 
the rural poor -small landowners, share-croppers, and 
landless labourers - are not always compatible. This, 
in the real world situation, means that even though a 
given rural local government provides for bureaucratic 
responsiveness, popular participation, and politiciza· 
tion, it does not necessarily contribute to equitable 
access to government initiated programs and facilities, 
Therefore, the environmental context of the local 
political system has to be changed. I n  the case of 
Asia, this implies that land reform programs need to 
be properly articulated and successfully i mplemented 
i n  order to break the political and economic domi­
nance of the landed aristocracy in rural areas. With­
out significant changes in the structure of land owner­
ship in Asia, the role performance of rural local 
government in ensuring equi table access to govern­
m ent facilities will continue to be negatively affected . 

.__G, SHABBIR CHEEMA 

[The author is lecturer at Unil'ersity Sains Malaysia and 
consultant with the Centre for Development Administration, Kuala 
Lampur, Malaysia. The present study was done in March, 1975}. 
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