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Democratic Decentralisation . A& major Gandhlian principle

and Panchayati Raa : Gandhian
1nfluencea - N - which produced the most pro-

traqteq d;scusgion before being

incorporated within the Conatitution was Panchayati Raj.

- Généﬁi gaid "in a free India we will have
‘xanchaJat'ﬁa**(f) In %iﬂ apiﬁion, there was Mmoo law which could
tep a panchayat *rom funetzenin% wherevey the geovple wanted ite.
ﬂe regarded the village as the unit 1n‘tﬁe true democracy of
Indla, and as such he opinéd that "....oven if cone village wants
Paﬁchayat'ﬁaj....*no one cen stop it..f."iz? It vas Candhi's fim
conviction that India lives in her seven lskhs of villages. To
hi&, that was real India far'wﬁich he li#éd(}fv His picture of
independence was »hat it must begin at the bottom.: $bus, every
| v1llage has to be aelfwaustaineﬁ and capable of aanag:n» its
affairs even to the extent of defending 1tse;f;a§@in3u the whole
woyrlde In this siructure, composed of inﬁumérablé villages,
"there will be ever-widening, ne%@r-aseenaing circless Life will
not be a pyramid with the apex sustained by the bottom. But it
will be a oceamic circle whome centre will be the inaividual“(42
Gandhi 's well-known prineiple was that "violence
légically leads to_centralisatida, fhé essence of nom-vioclence is
décentréiisaiion“(bz in hig-view,.csmpléx centrallzed system in-
volves chances of ezploitation, sacrifices aon-viclent values. The
non-violent life, i.e. the 1ife of gervice, he held, must, of

. necessity, be simple, gelf aupgertingﬁand close to the soil. This
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implies a rural culturs of decentraligzed satyagrahi communities

and ?6?ew congcious life, simple and free and rich in opportuni-
ties . Therefore, the need for decentr&liﬁation arises from the

fact that centralizatiom means concentration of power in the hands
- of a few people with the likelihood of its abuse. Centraligzation
adds tc the complexity of life which iz a distraction in all
creative moral endeavour. It dauwages initiative, resourcefulness,
courage, end creativeness, and diminiahea'opportunitiés of self-
government and Qf resigting injustice. 333 said Gandhi, the more

of centrﬁlization. the less of democracy .

X% vas bis cenviction that centralization cannot
be sustained and defended without adequate force, and,as‘such, he
gqggested that if India was to evolve along non=-violent lines, 1t
will have to decentralize many things . ,Henge,-he had always
'b@en advocating decentralization of economic and golitieal powery
in the form of mors or 1@55 self~cufficient and seif—gcverning
village commbnities: He rezarded such communities as the models
a of‘nonhvioient organisation. He, of course, did not mean' that
the ancient Indian village republics should.be_revived exactly in
the old form, that was neither yosgibla'nor desirable. Recessary
ghanges_wauld' have to be;intru&mced'inhview of modern changed
_circumstﬁnces‘anqnpeeds(gf He desired that these self-sufficient
aﬁd\selﬁngoverning ﬁillages should be ﬁhe'basid uniﬁs'af‘ﬁublic
administration in free India. These primary political units
should elect, by adult suffrage; a ganchayat,'érdinaféiy of five

persons, for the period of three years. The formation of the
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panchayats should be wide and ccmptehenaive, covering almoat all
the'agpects of smocigl, economic and political 1life of village
comnunity, =0 that villages cam enjoy large measure of loeal auto-
nomye o co-ordinate, guid@, advise and to supervise the socio=
economic and political activities of lower panchayats, and t0 pere=
foxm functions of l@cal nature, there shall be Taluka, Eiﬂtrict,
Pro&incial and All India Panchayats cennectsé with ons aunother by
the Presidents of the respective lower panchayats. The ggesident
of All-India Panchayat should be the head of the'state;1 . Thus,
Ganéhi envisaged complete Féiitioal and administrative decentrali=
zatién at the village level with an indirectly elected government

gt the top.

Till 1936, Gandhi had not made up his mind about
the charactexr of such a strucfer of Indian Qolixy;’ At the Faigpur
Congress in 1935, Zandhi said.fhét xndia'mﬁstvhave‘a polity suited
tovher geﬁius, but he added, “"what that ean be is m@re than I can
tell ....5 In 1946 CGandhl presented a eleafly articulated 1mage of
a non-violent decénﬁralizeé anciety structured in “"concentric cir-
cias"'\ Angd it,was.during 1946=-47 that Gandbi, in the lastighase of
his life, fitited his “concentric circles” with the structural com-
tent of éeoylas‘ democracy éhd sovereiguty at the zrass raﬂta.
which he‘describad ag Panchayati Ra] == a kind of co=-oporative
common—weélth of reformed and reconstructed village ceﬁmnnitieé113

These dideas did met maké‘much impreseién-on the

framers of the Constitution. The fact vwag that t@e rolitically
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conscious cless in India had always adumired the British parlia-
mentary systeme To most Indian politicians, whether of the right
or the left, the Gandhian model aeémed neither practical politics
nor practical economicse. The Fxperts Comnittee formed by the
Congreas Working Committee in Jﬁly 1946 recommended a federal and
yariiamentary form of government. A number of the Committees of
the Constituent Assembly deliberuted on various aspects of the
Constitution, but did not seem to have given thought te the
Gandhian approach. The B@aft Commi ttee, bo:rowed freely from
Americen an@ Britieh Constitutiehs. and from the Government of

India Act 6f_1935, did net even mantioﬁ the wof§ Panchayat.

Buring.the freeéom.movement. it was often con-
ceived that the panchayate would serve as substitutes for bureau-
cratic aﬁthoritarianism. Gaudhi, expleining thé,gwaﬂeshiAmovemenﬁ
advocatéd that "village panchayat$~ehoulﬁ be & living fcrte,...

(i) to restrict us to the use and service df our immediate surre
oundings‘g....(ii) for a corrégspondence between the represéntatives
and the represented.s... (iii) for self-government suited to the
requir@mEntss"(12)

'Therefofe. qurizg the freedom struggle, it was.
-taken for grantsd that Gram ﬁaj‘would be the faundation'of Swaraj.
%n other words, the concept of political and economic decentrali-

- gation wae axiomatic to the fighters for freedom. But when the

Constitution came mectually to“be,can?tructed. that concept was
' 13) .

remembered only as an after-thoughte.
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In Decamber 1947, wheﬁ the new Constitution of India
was being drafted, Prinaoipal 9. ¥» Agarwal had drawmn the attéation
of Gandbi to the fact that theve was till then no mention of
village panchayats in the future administrative set up as visua-
liséd in the Draft‘Censtitutien. Comgenting on this point, Gandhi
Observed in the Harljan (ﬁeeemhar 21, 1947j: "It is cersainly an
omission c¢alling for immadiate attension if ocux iﬁdependence is
%o velflect the people's voice. The greater the power of the pan-

| . (14)
chayats, the batter for the people"

Geveral mamhers of the Consiitusent As-exbly took note

¢f these cbaoervations ¢f Gandhi, and pressec for the previsiom of

willage Panchayeis in the new Censtitution.

Buring the guaorsl discussious, the Drafi Conatitution
was largely criticised on the grounds that no part of it rosrem
senta the anecient Hindu model of a aitate, aﬁd that insteaﬁ of
incorporating wesitern ﬁhacriea,.the<aew aans§i+u%ion ahould have
been built upon vﬂllag@ panchayats. There were othorg who ook
a more extreme visw@ They d1é not want any Central or Frovincial
Governmeuts. They just wanted India to contzim o many village

goveranents.

There is didtle doubt that decentralization was not
“the domlicant theme of the national alite's thinking when our
Constitution wez being drafted, although the leading and articu-
late nembers cof the Constituent Assembly were not nbiiviaus‘of

[

the siétrong Gandhian predilecition for s decentralized democracy
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based on village communities. The debatés in the Constituent :
Asgembly on this issue provide an instructive insight into the
dilemmas and problems of constitution-making and the mecharnics

of compromise which were adopted.

. The attitude of the Drafting Committes and especia=-
liy of Dr. Ambedkar as regards village panchayate was that they
could not be the basis of new democracy. The issue came 1o a
head in the course of the second reading of the Lraft Conrstitu-
tion in the Constitutent Assembly in ﬁo#amber. 1946. Dr. Ambedkaxn
the Chairman of the Drafting Committee, while attempting to
" answer these charges, said that the love of the intellectual
Indians for the village community was blind and baselesse It was
not backed by reasone 1t was largely due to the fulsome praise
bestowed upon the village republics by Metcalfe, whe described
them as "little republics having nearl& everything that they
wanted within themselves and almost independent of ény foreizgn
relations.® The existence of these village communities, each
one forming a separate little state in itself, had, secording to
Metcalfe, éontributed nore than any other ceuse to the preserva~
tion of the people of India, through all the revolutions and
changes, which they had suffered, and was in a high degree condue
cive to the;p happiness and tc the enjoyment of a great portion
of the freedém'and independence, Xut Dr. Anbedkar pointed out
that the prihcipal aim of the village cummunities was somehow toO

ensure their existence, and ae such they haad playéd a very little
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rart in the affairs snd the destiny of their cduntry. He theréw
fore concluded that “village republics have been the ruination of
India"e 1In his opinion g vﬁllége was nothing but a “sink of loca- :
lisam, & den of ignorance, narfcw‘mindeduess anﬂ'communalism“; He
expressed hiq plecasure that the Draft Constitution had dlscarded

(15)
the village“as its unit N

Now, 4T we try to weigh the import of Dr.asmbedkar's
remark, we find that he had opposed the intrbductien of panchayati
raj on the ground that rural society being so conservative and so
dominated by traditionally privileged class, villaée democracy
could not but be exeedingly congervative and illiberale It was
feared aecordingly that the traditicnally dominant class would use
the political inatitutiona of panchayati raj to paryetuate'their

privileged position.

Dr. Mmbedkar was a lifelcng fighter for the cause
of the untouchables, the depreased classes, ”heir upliftment was
hia enly dresme. Eaturally, he used te judge each and every issue
from that atendpoint i.e., to what extent that woulﬁ benefit or

harm the interests of his eomqunity.

Dre Ambedkar's oppus;tion to village republics or-
panchayats was rnated largely im his belief that a national pan~
chayat system would ensurs continued opprension of the Harijanse
His argument was that decentralizatlan may also preﬁuce violence:
in the Gandhian sense, by enabling local maaorlties or dominant

aates to opprese other graubs wlth the power 5alned tbrcubh



decentralization. Be believed that panchayat goversment would
surely entirench cdste at the village'level, keeping power in the
‘bands -0f .the traditional upper caste or some economically escen-
.dant minoritye. Besides, panchayats, if India had a Gandhian cons=-
‘titution, would perforce become -involved im party politics. Rival
political parties williheeﬁsed by the factione for their local

endse

Dre Ambedkar's apprehensions were not without
foundatione In the Hindu ecciety, the caste systemvwae-the
dominant sociel institation, and even though it is undergoing many
changeg, it is still the most pervasive influence in Hindu life
and behaviours At any level, especially at the rural endilccal
levels, those moet.directly affecting the vast majorlty of the
pecple of India, caste is obviously'a'most_important factor in
Indian politics, and will probably remain so for the.foreeeeeble
future.(16) GestefconeldératiohE‘are given great'weléht in the
‘selection of candldates,end in the,appeele to voters during

election campaigns,

Political parties were also formed on the basie of
castes The in;ustlces meted out by Hindu society to the untouch—
ables led them to organlze themselves polltlcally. In the 1920 s
Dr. Ambedkar organlzed an Independent Labour Party con31sting
mainly of the untouchables from Bombay. The name of thls party
was changed to Scheduled Castee Federation after the untouchables

came to be known ag "scheduled caetes" underxr the GOVernment of
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India Act, 1935, Dr. Ambedker remained the leader of this Federa=
tion till his death in 1957. The movement of the depreasea-cIESSes
led by Ambedkar represented, in pblities.'a protest agsinet the
institution of caste. :

_ Muchdof the atory of Indian politics, partignl-
arly at state_levelé and below, could be tolﬂ’in terms of qgsteQ
The power and activity of caste had increased in proportion as .
yolitical'30wer passed lncreasingly to the people frcm the rulegé?)

In the words ofiﬁr.'émbeakar, the Hindu social
system which placés cpmmunities.cﬁe above the other is a factor
which is bound to héve its effect on the-result of votinge. By the -
Hindu social system the communitics aie placed iﬁ an ascending
gcale of feverence and a desceﬁding scale of contempt. ilo Qasfe
_Hindu will cast a vote in favour of an untouchable candidate, for
to him he is too contemptible a peraon’télgo to the legislature.

On the other hand, there will be found mépy voters anong the un-
 touchab1és who wbuld willingly caét thelr votes\fbp a Hindu candi- i
dete in préferencé to an ﬁntpuchabié candidate. That is because

he is taught to rever the former more than himself or his untouch-
abie kinsmen. Besides, there,atE,ather meansg whieh are often re-
softed ta for.céfching the votes of tﬁe poors, ;l}iterate, uancon=
‘écious, unbrganiéed Eody'of_voters which'the unto#chables ére. A
combination of all'these-cirdamstanceq is bound to work in: the

. (18)
direction of augmenting the representation of the Hindus.

‘Ambedkar observed: (1) The voting is always
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communale () The majority community: .- carries the seat by sheer
communal majority. (3) The minority community is forced o Vote
the candidate of the‘majority communitye (4) Minority voters aré‘
insufficient. (5) a4 voter of.the majority community never condes-
cends to vote the candidate of the minority community. (6) &
vcter of the minority communi ty imkes pride in givinp voteq to the
candiaates of -the majority cownunity.(19) Therefore, given the
socio-econqmic.and_cultural level of our people, if power is de~-
centralized, there is eﬁery éossiﬁiiity of its being misused un—$

aerupulously by the upper-caste village léad@rship.

Dr. Ambedkar congidered that unless power did not
concentrate in the hands of the sccially suppregsed sectisn of the
Indian society. it was nqt possible to completely wipe out all
social, legal and cultural diaabilitiéa. from whieh éhat section"
suffered. He said, “we must have a. government 1n which men in
power will not be afraid to amend the social and ecanomic code of
life ?gégh the dictates of justice and expediency a0 urgently call
fore" ambedkar's contribution to Indian palitical tbinkinb
was to focus the relevanee of social democracy to polltzcal dem0~
cracye. And political demoeracy in India can net operate without

education. enlightenment and elevqtion of depresged claqses.

Ambeﬁkar was not sure whe ther Swaraj.weula'bring in
anﬁ perceptible improvement in the life of his community. He was,
on the other hand, afraid, that Swaraj mizght mean'totalfcapture ol

power and pOSition by the Hind#s which would aggravate the
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sufferings_of +the untouchablese In his oﬁinion. Swaraj, instead
6f putﬁiﬁg an end to untouchability, might extend ite lifes The
untouchables woula get no ﬁfivileges but the perpetustion of
siavery.(21) Hig stre@q was on the true freedom of the pecple.
Without that. natianallsm becomes g means of internal glavery.
”orced labour and organiQ¢é tyranny for the poor and qervile
Cclasses. Accordin& t¢ Dr. Ambedk%r. Indian nationaliam bav deve-
leped a new doctrine which he ealled”’ tne divine right of the
madcrlty to rule the minorities accordinf to wiqhes of the mado- .
rity. He remarked, "Any clalm for the qharing of power by~ thoA
minority is called communalism, while manopolisln& the whole power.
"by the majority is cailed nationalisa.® (22)

Hie ayrrehension was that the Congress Party
would'élwéys pﬁt up candidutes who belonged to castes which were
in‘the?majori%y in the constituencicse 'Minbrity eommunitieé might
be $yrannised and bppraaﬂed; They were sure to be-diseriminated
agalnqt and denied equality bevore law and equel opportunity 1n
public life.(zs) '

To Ambedkar, Candhism was a~paradnx. Itisought
o maintain intact a ﬁecial structure which rermitted the dominae
tion of one class by anotbar en a hereﬂitary basia which mesnt a
perpetual aomination of one clase by another.(?d) He rémaxked
that Gandhisa meant return to the village and making the viiiage
‘self-gufficient end as such, it made Gandhism, a mere matter of
regionalism. In 519 oﬁinién it was not a revolutionary but a

reactionary crecd. Gandﬁism wag the ghilosbphy 0f the well=to-do
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and the leisured.class.

anbedkar's psychology can further be assessed from
his concluding speech 1:5 the Constituent Assembly on 25th rio-;ember,
1949. He eaid, "eeessee We must make our political democraecy a
social democracy as welle. Political democracy can not last unless
there lies at the base of it social AGMOCTECY ceees we must‘begin |
by acknowlédging the fact that thera-is complete absanﬁe of egua=-
lity in Indian socieaty eseeses we have in India a—seciety based on
the principie of graded inequality which means elevation for some
and degradétion for others....e.”(?s), He further said that mono-
poly of political powe; by a few had not merely deprivad many of.
their chaﬁce of betterment, it has sapped them of the siznificance
of life. These'downwtroaden classes;were ti;ad of being governed.
Therefore, he céﬁjﬁoned. the sooner rocm is made for the realiza-
tion of their éspiration. the better for the continuance of the
democratic structure of the cquntry.(27)'

Therefore, it was natural that Ambedkar always looked
to the central govérnment to act as a powerful curb on the local
majbrity to save the mirnorities from the tyramny of the majority.
He‘wanté@ to have a strong centre to cope with eventuglities-sccial,
economic and pcli}ica;.' In fact, attempt to provide for the pro-
tection of local minorities through central government power was

an aim of the non-Gandhian leaders of the Assembly.

Dre imbedkar's remarke on india's Gillage republics
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provoked strong reactions and retorts in the debate, but the con=

tyaﬁersy which started with a bang ended in a whimpere. Dr.' Ambed-
.kar's categorical f93action of. the panchayats as the basla ¢f the

Conatitution helped to crysfalize the iséue and brought it into

focus,

A stimulating debate ensued. Speaker after
speaker was at painas to voice his disasreement with, and resent-

ment over Do %mbedkar 3 disparaging observationss.

shri He V. Kamath said "«...with all.deferenee
to Dr. Ambedkar, 1 differ from him in thie regarde His attitude
esessess wam typical of urban highbrow; and if that 1s going to be
our attitude towards the v1llabe folk, I can only say, 'Cod csave
ug ...." Accordin& to ﬁhri Kamath, Mahatma Gandhi tauzht ua, in
almost the last mantra that he gave in the best days of his 1life,
to strive for Panchayatl Raj. IT Dr. ambedkar could not see his
way to accept this, he did not see What remedy or Faunscea he had
got for uﬁliftimgtcur villages. I% was with corisiderable pain that
" he heard Dr.-émbed&ai refer to our villages,in”that fashion, with
dislike if not with.contemptfzs)

Acco?@ing to Shri To Prakasam; Dre Ambedkar |
had not been able to put himself in the position of those who had
been fighting for the freedom of this country for thirty leng years.
In one qtroke. he condemned the village panchayats system. It was

not a matter which should have been treated by Dr. Ambedkar in that
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nanner .

He made an appeal to the House, not to disoﬁey the
teaching of Gandhi and the scheme he had given for the construc-
tion of the future government of India. He advocated such %type
of village panchayests which was uﬁwto-date, and gave real power
to‘rule and to get ﬁoney and expend it, in the hahds of the

villagers.

Professor NeGefangs was wost unhappy that Dre Ambed-
kar should have said wha%‘he hed said.about the village panchayats
and remarked: ‘All the democratlc tradxtlon of our country has

béen io t on him."

Professor Ranga liked decentralization, and in this
context he reminded the House that Gandhi bad pleaded over a
period of thirty ysars for decentralization, and that Congressmen
were'alsé committed to decentralizatién-i Iﬁ hia view, without the
foundation-stone of village panchayats in our country, it would
not be posgible for the masses to play thelr rightful par{ in
demOuracy,(BO)

Shri Wabavir Tyagl statecd "seeee unlees I raise my
volce against the remarke which Dr. Ambeakar haq maae against
villazes, I cannot Iface my village peoyle. Dre ﬁmbedkgr does
rot know what amount of saerifice the villabere have undergone in

7‘)( 31 )
the strugale for freedomees

He reminded the Eouse of the contribution made and
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the part played by the villages in the frecdom struggle and deman-
ded that villages should be given their due share in the gover—
nance of the country. If they were not given their due share,

they were bound to react to this.

Shri Damodar Swarup Seth expressed his displeasure
in the absence of local seif—@overnment in the constitution. He
séid "this Constitution as a whole, instead of being evolved from
ouf life, and reared from the_bottom upwards, is being imported
from outside and built above downwards". According to Shri Seth,
the oohqtitution of a free country should be based on local self-
government. where the volce of the units is not heard, and their
due'partig;pation is denied, <there the Constitution cannot last
long. In this connection he remembered the ideas of Gandhi and
pointed out the dangers'of centraligation and pleaded for an
Indian Eep?biic, comppéed ¢f small autonomous republics(Bzz

\ | ~ Shri Arun Chandra Gubha requested the House to
incorporate some proviqions S0 that the village ranchayats might )
be allowed to play an effeqtive part in the future adminictration
dg‘Ihdia. He said that “we have been taught to think of the
village panchayats as the future basis of administrative machinery.
The Gandhian and the Congress ocutloock bas been that the future
Constitution of India would beva pyrami&al’structgre and its basis
would be the village panchayats”. e further opined thaf-if the |
whole stxueture could be bullt on the village panchayats on the
willing co=operation of the peoples; then the gentre would auto-

(33)
matically become strong.
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Shri R. K. Sidhwa considared4that the very ideg of
democracy was negatived by ignoring the local authorities and
villages, He said that local authoritics were the pivotas of the
social and economic life of the country, and if there was no place
for local authorities in this Constitution, the Constitution was
not worth considering(B?)

Acceording te Pandit Thakur Das Bhargava, the resl soul
of India was not represented by thisz Conatitution and the autonomy
of the villages wae not fully delineated here(ssz He wanted the
fulfilment of Gandhi's wishes and suggested that the induatriea
should be decentralliged as much as the adminlstration should be
decentralised, and that the dlgparity between the mode of living
of the rural pesople and the urban people must be abolisﬁed.(SG)

Profe. Shibban Lal Saksena suggested the inclugion of
villasge panchayats and local self-government within the emerging
Constitution(ng in his opinion, if all the light and the know-
ledge that India end the world had gathered could.Be brought about
to the village panchayats, then théy would have become the most
potent forces for holding the country together and for its prozgress
towards the ideal of Fam Rajya. He wanted more responsibility to
be given to the villagese In this connectiony Prof. Saksena quoted
Gandhi 's speech in the 1931 Round mablgngoﬁferéﬁce in London vxhere,
speaking about the method of election to the Federal Legislature,

. . P (38)°
Gandhl recommended that the villages should be the electoral unitse

"Shril Sarangdhar Das remembered the advice of Gandhl to
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(39 :
the intelligentsia to o back to the villages and requested
that this matter be reconsidered so that the villagers mnight getd
their due and expe?tg? that the villages would come into their own
4 .

in the near future .

Chaudhari Ranbir Jingh referred, in this counnec-
tion, to the scheme of decentralization as envisagéd by Gandhi,
and wanted that in building the éoﬁntry the villagers should have
been given their due share, endé they should have their influence
in every sphere(413 '

Shri VeI. Muniswemi Pillad expressed big diesatige
faction in the absence of ahy prevision in the Draft tc consider
the village as a unit. He eaid that it wag the highest dﬁty of any
constitution making body to see that the village was seb right. ip
his opinion, it would be unwise t0 deny the wish of Gandhi that
the village must be uade 2 selfi=-governing unite Shri Pillai expec-
ted that the Assembly would recousider whalt had been presented to
the House and see that proper amendhent had been made =0 that the
village or a group-of villages could come under the category of
gself-goveraing institutions 423_

‘ Shri Gokulbhai Daulairam Bhatt locdged his protest
against discarding the village from the Draft, and said that

"eee where there i? ng such provision, it can neveyr be the Consti-
4£3) ’

?

tution of Indiges.

Shrimati Renuka Ray felt that, freed from the

shackles of ingonranc: and superstition, the panchayat of the
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Gandhian villagewmﬂd.certainly(gz)fhe backbone of the structure
of this eountryfﬁ Constitution.

According to Shri H. V. Kamath, it was ﬁGandhig not
Metcalfe, who taugh® us to love the villages and to stéiVe for
‘Panchayati Raj. In nis (Kamath) opinion, only by means of decen=-
tral&watlon and establishment of villagezrepublics, lasting peace
‘all over the world could be secured. “The utility of a state has
t0 be Judged from its effgct on the eommbn man's welfare." Shri
Xamath remembered that Gandhi had tried to strike s happy balance
between the con*llctlng glaims o the state and the individual and
A'arrlved at the conception of the Fanchayati Has(4j). Shrl Kamath
insisted on imserting a new articie to the efiecct that “the state
shall endezavour 0 promote the healthy developuent of Gram Pancha=
yats with a view to ultimutaly constltatlno them as basic unite of
adm:z.nlstrd tit;m" (4? ‘

Begum Alzag Rasul and Dre ¥onomohan Das were two

notable exceptions.

Begum Aigaz Basul sald, "A lot of criticiem has
been made about Dr. Ambedkar'’s remarKAr@garding village politys
air,.I entirely agree with him. Modern tenﬂeney ia towards the
ribht of the citigen as against any corporate body and village

(47)
panchayats can be very autocratic.® '

Dr. Yonomohan Das aounded a note of caution to the

'enthuqxaetic protagonistq of the vllla e panchayat ays tem.' He
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said:

‘Unless and until our Village people are educated, un=-
less and until they become politically consclious, unless they
‘become congscious of their rights and privileges,rthis village
panchayat system.wiliAdo more harm than good.'(45)

shri Alladi Krishmaswanl Ayyar dried to mitigate the

tension by saying:

‘With the: large pbwers vested in the provincial or
state legislatures in regard to loeal self government and other
matters, there is nothing to prevent the_provincial}legislatures
froir constituting the villéges ag aduinistrative units for the( 9)
discharge'of various functions vested in the étate Governments.%

1t was, howevér. Profe NeGoeHRangn and Shri N.Anantha-
sayanam Ayyanger who, while spéaking about village panchayats,
suggented that in the Chapisr on Birectives proviesion be made for

the entablishment of villags yanchayéﬁs.

Profs Ranga wanted to make it perfectly ¢lear in one
of the Dirvectives that it was the duty of the stété to establish
village panchayats in every village or foxr every group of villages
in order to help the villagers to gain training in self-govern-
ment and also o attain viilage’autonOmy in social, econumic and
political maﬁters.(ﬁo)

Shri ﬁw‘énanthasayanam Ayyanger suggesisd the inclu-

sion of the objective of panchaysti raj as a divective principle



of state policy. He said:

\ *As we are situated to-day, ig it at all poassible
inmediately to base our constitution on village republics? I
azree this cught to be our cobjective, Eut where are these re~
publica? They have to be brought into existence +eeso Therefore,

I would advise that in the directives, & clause must be added,
which wouid insigt upon the various goverﬁmants that may cone intb
existence.in.future t0 establish viliage panchayats, iive them
political autonomy and also econpomic independence in their own way

‘ {51)
t0 manage their own affaira' .

-

Shri ¥, Santhanam struck the mliddle path and said:

'T am soryy that Dr. Ambedkar went out of kis wéy
0 speak about viilage pauchayate and say éhat they ¢éid not pro- '
vide the proper backsround for a medern conatitution. Tobéeme
extent I agree, But at the same time L doan 't agres with his coﬂ-
demnation of the viliage penchayats and his statement that they
were responsible for all the national disasters. I think that
ingpite of revolution and chungses, they have treserved Indian life
and but for them india will be a ¢haoss 1 wiah that some siatu~
tory provision had been inscrted regarding villsge auitonony

within proper limits. Of course there are difficulties, becauss

there are villages which are very sma:l, and theve are big vill~
. eges, and many of them have to be grouped for establishing pane-

chayats, but I do.not think that at some siage or other, when all
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the provinces have set up panehayata.' their eﬁistence may have
to be recognised in the Constltutlen, for 1n the long run local
autonomy for each village must constitute the basic framework for

(52)
the future freedom of this country®.-

( On 22nd. Hovember, 1948; Ke Janthanam moved an

53)

gmendment for the adoption of a new artlcle ?s ? directlve
54

principle, and this was aceepted by Dre hmbedkar . After a

brief debate the amendment wae adopteds Dre Ambedkar pefrained
from replying 40 the debate and to the criticisms ievelled against
him. Somewhat uneventfully, after a transient breeze, the con-
frontation ended in & concezsion which is now embodied im Article
40 of the Constitution. \ |

ahri T. Prakasan expressed hlg plensure at the
acceptance of thias provision. He ramembered Gandhi's idéas on this
iasue and reminded the Houme that Dr. Rajendra Prauad had expressed
his Qiaw in favouyr of hdkln& the villege republic =2s the basis of
the wkole constitution and had taken init tlative to the extent of
reque-ting Sir 8. Ne Rau, the Constitutional adviser, to redraft
the Constitution acccfdingly. The latter had politely rejected
the suggzestion on the gyound b ; 3t was too late to make any
atte?gt)tc change the basis of the Coustituation whick kad gone so
far. i |

Seth CGovind Das recollected Gandhi 's revolutionary

tasks for the villages and the importance he had attached to the

village life, an& requeéted the members to recallkaaadhi's spzech
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to the delegates of the Asiatic Conference in Delhi; where he had
said, pointing to the city of Delhii= "this is not India, go .;;o
viilages, that is India, there in lives the soul of India"® 5?

Dr; V. Subramaniem described the village panchayaf
amendment an the only ;iving cell inr the Conatitution and congra=
tulate Mr.‘ﬁgnthanam for his amenam@nt(???

- ®hri L. Krishnaswaml Bharatl quoted extensively
from Gandhl ‘e views om village swaraj, panchayati raj and decen=
tralisation. He quoted Gandhi as gaylng: "my idea of village
sweraj is that it is a cdmplete vepublic, independent ot its nei-
ghbours for its vital wants, and yey_interdepenﬁent for many others
in which dependence i= a neceéaity*‘?gf

shri Bharati expréssed his thanks at the aecep-:
tance of the fundamental tenet of Gandhi and regquasted the House,to
make it moye expliCié. Zinge, according o Gandhi.‘“lndia dies ig
the villages die.ﬂindia can live only if the villages live."gsg)

Erom.the foregoing enalysis, it beccmes clear that
during the deliberations of the Constituent Assembly the members
had almost forsottem what we call Eanchayati Raje. When it wés
brought to theAnotiee_of Gandhi! ha,was surprised.Jané_made certain
commeﬁts. Theh, at one stége, there was an idea of re-~drafting the.

Congtitution on the basis of Panchayati Raj but the members thought
it was going to be a stupendous task, and they also thought that the
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éxigencies of the political situation then prevalling in the
country deserved an 2arly implementation of the Constitution as

it was, 1t was because of this conflict between the two voints of
view that Panchayatl Raj was included not as Fanchayati BEaj but as
an obligation under the Dirsctive Principles of the Constitution.
It did not mention Panchayatl Raj as =such, nor did it mention the
various levels at which Panchayatli Re] has 10 exist. The Gandhian
idea of ‘'villases as self=governing units' could not take a com=

plete shape.

Article 40 which figuras in the chapter on the non-

Justiciable Directive Frinciples of State Policy provides:

_ 'The State shall take =teps to organise village
banchayats and éndow them with such powers and asuthority as may be
necessary to enable them to function as unitsof self-government, !
Since this provision has been accommodated in Pard IV of the Cons=
titution, merély as one of the many non-justiciable directives, it
has bteen placed under the mercy and aweet will of the future legie-
lafors and the adminlistrators, and hence has lost much of its
significance. Howevei, it was realized and agreed that this much

only was poseible under those circumstances.

This provision of the Constitution secke prospec-
tively to accommoda%e the village panchkayats in the structure of
the Indian State; but the philosobhy of deéentralization does not

“inform or pervade the Comstitution as a whole and is not woven

into its fabric. Article 40 is esmsentially dévolutionarj and con=-
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ceives the village panchayats as recipients of power granted to
them by th%éggate Government and not as fountsin-heads of popular

authority.

In the debate that followed Dr. Ambedkar's _
comnments on the role of village communit;ea; there was an emotive
outpouring of outraged and 310quen£ sentiment but ﬁhere was little
coherent intellectual chgllenge to the premises of Dr. Amﬁedkarfs
statemente Horeover, the proponents of the idea did not take;fiJ;:
pains to conceptual;ze it in depth or %o work out a model. Thé
leading members of the Drafting Conmittee and théiﬁigbeat eche-
lone of-éolitical leadershkip in the Constituent Assembly appear‘
to have been indifferent to the idea of village panchayats ao a
base for the 6onstitutional apparatus, | :

The indian power=clite did not share the Gandhiah
belief in the saliency and urgency of restructuring the Indian
polity from the viilage upwards. That India would havewa centra=-
lized parliamentary constitution was nearly certain from the
atart. The Objectives Resolution said that the new constitution
would be aedicated to the goal of social revolution, but it did
not specify how these aims were t0 be achieved. Neither panchayat.
nor indirect government were mentioned in the resolution. vnnd in
the debate on the resolution, there was no criticism of the
omigsion of pancpayat government. The decbate in the Conatituent
Assembly on the Draft Constitution confirmed the pepularity of

panchayats but the speeches did not constitute a rejection of
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parliamentary gdvernmént in favour of a Gandhian coustitution.

However, the incorporation of Article 40 in the
Cénstitution has proved to have buen leas a gesture to romantic
séhtimght than a bbw to realistic inqisht. snd the aim of the
article hag long been generally aocepted. if Indla is to prosress.
it must do 80 through reawakened Vlllaae lifes Panchayat develop— |
ment under the Constitution has had thre@ maln‘alms. to - foster
the involvement of individuals throubhout the natiom in the pro=-
cesses of democratic government. t0 ‘gain the villager's participa=-
tion in national development from the village-level upwayrds and to"
lecssen the burden of atate gdninistration through deeentralizatiggj
Ambedkar'q criticism has been largely 1untified in
the light of the performance of ‘village panchayats wherever they
have been established in the country. The supporters of pancha-
yati raj had visualized that the stability and'securizy of Indian
democracy depend largely on the succeésful functidning of the
'viilage panchayats which have to béeome its real backbone. But
the fact is thatfthe village panchayafs. to=day, are nowhere near
that pOSitien3 And it is doubtful whether they'would in the near
future develop themselves to assume such a role. This is distre-

ssing but hardly surpriging.

The Balwantral Mehta Study Team breusht the philo-’
gophy of panchayati raj to the fore im the middle fifties and

gave a blueprint for eleciive democratic institutions at the
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levels of the district, the taluka and thke village.

Two decades of panchayati raj institutions
promiéed'on the philosophy and the institutional éppraach of the
Méhta Committece has not brought about & political or psychological
revolution. There is an aif of disillusionment with ihese ihs—
titutions and there is an erssion in the commitment <o the philo-
gophy of panchayati raj‘(523 '

Such diffugion hes not led to any ful filment of
the idyllic vigion of a eelf-eonﬁainea village communitye Both in
terms qf political ufflciency and as a unit of administration and
citizeh - participation. the village is fagt~ceasing to be a focal
point of atten?ion.(SS) o

The dimensions of the crisis of democratic decen=

tralization in India are manifold and wide-ranging.

Jaya'PrakaSh Narayau believes that deeentraliza-
tion cannot be effected by handing down power from above to people
who bave ‘been politically emasculested and whoqe capac1ty for qelf-
rule has been thwarted, by the party systemr and coucentration of
power at the top. Today village panchayats are bsing established
according to laws made ih the Vidhan Sabhase Theée are not true
panchayats. The proceas must be started from the bottome A
progfamme of selferule and selfi-managcment must be placed'beforé
the peoPla,‘and:by a constructiveg'non-p%gzgsan approach they must

be helped to translate it into practice.



It is true that viewsd iﬁ the context of the complexi-
ties-df rural protlems in our counitry, two decades is a short
period to bring about appreciable peoaitive change in the socio-
economic conditieons of rurallpebpla and to break the traditional
‘bonds that have always perpetunted backwardness in rmiral Indiea.
But in the light of experiénce gained in the last two decades an
objective assessuent ef the new exﬁeriment of democratic decentra-
lization in the institutional form ¢f panckayati raj can be atiem=

. preds.

There is no area where Panchayat Samitis and 7illa Pari-
‘shads are free to take decisions and implement them without hin=-
drance. The programmes that thesé‘bodies adninister, are not
decided upon at the block level but at a much higher level. All
that they have to do is %o implement the programmes which are, by
énd‘laige, governed by the schematic budget and as such cannot be
changed. For,the guidance of the Panchayat Saritlis detailed rules
and regulatioga under the authority vested in the state govern-
ment have béén framed(653 Therefore, behind the formal acceptance
of'the iﬂea.of local autchomy, there exists a well-entrenched re-

sistance to any radical change of b?%ggce_of power in favour of

local self-government ingtitutions.

Begsides, the administrative aysicm remains whet 1t was in
good old dagys. Basically it has not changed. It kas nct been
responsive‘to the_requiremeﬁts of the situation in the country. Now

with that aystem, howevei mﬁdh we may exert and toll, and however
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much the bureaucraéy works for the people, ihare.is not going to
be genuine responase in the hearts of the people(673 How far such
a system of administration ean strengthen and broadbase democracy
is open to quesfion. There has been no effective participation
on the part of the people. The persons who are in seats of autho~
rity today_in these institutions are the same persons belonging
to the‘higher’claaseé of the rural scciety whko were the leaders of
the comzunity earlier and dominated it with all their likes and
dislikes, whims and prejudices(68} As such, the benefits of deve-

lopment appear to have accrued to the politically dominan?sggo are

. algo in most cases the econvomically and socially dominant .

we find that on the one handy Panchayati Bad hag
'introauced the possibility of eumsrgence o0f a new leadershib and,
:to that extent. belped redistribution of power and social posi-
tionq, it has, on the other hand, dlaplayed tendencies 10 perpee=
tuate the existimg caste differenéee and caste dominstion and to
increase factions and conflicts(7dj Traditional moorings of caate,
family, social status.and religion atill dominate, 1t i9 a sad
'éommen%aéy,on Fanchayati faj system <+that it has given a political
qhape to cld caste labels. There ayre now the problems of the do-
minant castes and the subservient Cd@tes and the victimization of

(71)
the latter by the former.

To the rural elite, hawever, panchsyati raj pro-
ﬁides a welcome bpportunity for their increasing association with

the village geverﬁment and a dietinct method for attaining posié{ﬂ
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tions of political stability for their own parties and factionse.
But to the wéaker sections, yanchayéti raj is yet to develop a
'distinctive inage of ite own as different from the old system of
" local or feudal governments, whiéhlﬁad existed under the British.
This is so in view of the fact that the relationship of the weaker

acctions with the officials ?gzghe village hierarchy has not yét

changed to any great extent.

And since caste plays a dominant role in the rural
social system, the strata that provide the leadership still con-
tinue to be the game that provided’the leadership in a traditional
gociety, namely, the upper—casté. Therefore, development and
change would be meaningless if they do not mean the uplifiment of
the weaker sections of the communitye Iocal self-government ins-
titutions have put the'people to'test with ragard t@ the promotion
of the welfare of the weaker sections and unleas the higher castes
perform their part of thé duty, vizes to amllow the weakey sections

t0 come up, it will not bear any fruit.

S0 long as the bulk of the population iz moved by
appeals 1o lcecal and traditional ties, there is no surer way of |
winning the election than by emphasizing their tiess The intro-

: duction.of,a.populaily elected represéntative gystem based_én
| universal adult suffragé has therefore led not to national integra=-
tion but to the reverse s—-—- inereased linguistie, racial, regio-

' X e 73) . L
nal and religious div1s;ons.( } with a predominantly illiterate
population, political issues are solved, not in the light of

Ipolicy, but of caste, religioﬁ'and regione The greater the proli-



-313-

fe?ation of elected bodies, the greater will be the inefficiency,
the maladministration and‘the carruption.(74) And this was what}
AMmbedkar haﬂ feared.._He'believed:‘that tke Harijans had té feqr
about was bad adhinistnati&ﬁ ess (which) wae due to absence of men
helonging to the Scheduled Castes in the administration.® and,
Aﬁbédkar charged, 'the administratioﬂ was unsyapathetic to the
écﬁequled Géstes becausge iﬁswas manned wholly by Caste Hindu offi-
cers who werc partiml to the Caste Hindus' and who ‘practised
tyranny and oppression’® on the Earijans.(75)

In nany glﬁces, says one authorlty. the system
iq rot achiev1n5 the desir@d resul tg. - Often it is due to greed
on the part of elected rapreqentativeq, place. ~seek1ng on the part
of the officers and almost everywhere a faxlure 60 realise, against
the broad canvas of India g prngggﬁe of social and eccomnomic deve-

1opment that is being attempted.

It would however be wrong to expect much from
panchayati raj with regard to boosting up egalitarian trends in
" society in isolation from such allied phenomena as lang poliey,
agrarian reforms, rural indebteﬁnesé,:the holq of the economically
dominant on the co~operetives and s& on.(7?)

- Under thege circumstences, it is natural thai
‘there are many states in which we have not yet succeeded in
giving»to the weaker sections of the community the Hérijans.

tribals and others, the economic benefit of our plans ee... Econo-



mic assistance has continued to flow, on a,preferential basis to
the people ﬁho are more($%§erful, who. lerat need economic asgia-

tance from governmente !

But the welfare of the weaker sections must foxm
an important part of.thé'planning<fur econdmic development of the
.. country. There have been repeated assertions of these ends in

®

i+, community develop-

thé aime and objectives of varicus plans,
- ®, . | -
ment programmes (:’ .and the panchayati raj lnstitutionsy

-

Lﬂa) "The benefits of economic development mustvaccrue
more and more to the relatively less privileged classes of
socletg and thers should be progressive reduction of the
concentration of incame. wealth and economie pdwery“(79)

’(b) "Developmént programmes should be a0 devised and
organised that the under-privileged are enabled to improve
their conditions progressively éo that ingqualities are re-
duced and seﬁsa of goliaarity.ana Pér%§§§3hib in a great en;

deavour is created in the community."

(c)."The primary ohjective of panchayati raj is 0
enable the people of each area to achieve intensive and conti-
. : . : 1
nuoug development in the interest of the entire population.™  }
But it has been obéerved in varic%gzﬁvaluation
xeports and reports of etudy and oaservatibn teans that the

weakerx sect;ons of the eommunlty have not been much benefited by

these probrammes.
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A fwd day conference on “Adaptation of Administration
to Rural Development® ended in Delhi on [19th August, 1978. The
conference noted that “vioclence exerciséd by the rich against the
poor" was one of the major_obstacles that would have to bevelimi-
nated if the poor were fp be Organised and involved in the task of
developmente The conference noted that plans to decentralige the
administration wouid not succeed without "ingtitutional devgces
to strengthen the political and material base of the pooriﬁ 3.

Theréfore) a gatisfactory,decentralization programme,
envieagea by Mehta team, is yet to be implemented iﬁ our country.
Tower has nowhere been really %transferred to the people. 4 care~
ful obmerver of panchayatl vaj writes: ‘'after al; when)one ‘alks
of power to the.people, one cannot,heip asking as ¢ who the
people are, wbaf one often finds is a traditional leader, a
wealihy persoﬁ or a 1eadér of a socially powérful group wielding
| authority in the name of the peopla:¢(84) |

Experience has shown that even when backward section
of the village has capiured a panchayat, defoating the tradition-
ally dominant section, they have falled to achieve anything be=-
caugse of the non—éoeaperation and opgogition of the defezted in-

teragt.

Therefore, tﬁe dredm.of the farmer becoming bié own,
and consequently, that of the coﬁntry'a_Déstiny lany is yet to be

roalizede Much heafway ie yet to be made in regard to attitudes
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orientation towards sécial changes Rural people, by and large,
continue to be both fatelists and defeatists in their psychology.
Bvil social customs like dowry, child marrisge, untouchability,
etc., have still obaessed thair'o&tlock.(SS)

Jaya Frakash Narayan belicves that panchayati raj
‘might become tha base of a true participatofy democracy, if cer~
tgin conditions were fulfilied, namely, education of the peorle,
understood in the widest scnese of the term, ig¢ an essential con=-
dition for the suc¢cess of the experﬂéépt;_its success would depend
upon the extent to which organised péiiiiCal parties refralned
fron interfering with it and trying to convert it into their hand-
maid, and using it as a jumping'ground te c¢limb to rowers and
there should be a real devolution of power. to the local authori=-
ties and not a make=belief. ‘The local authoritiss should be pro=-
videa with the necessary resources and %éven real control“over

the civil servants under their charsge.

However, considering thus from different angles,
it may be concluded that the intro&ucfion.or the operation of the
institution of panchayati raj has not resulted in directing the
society towards a Gandhlan ideals I% has merely becoue the
symbol of a half-begrited aﬁd-gruaging attempt of pélitical and

economic decentyalisation in the country.
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