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Reinventing Public Power in
the Age of Globalization

Decentralization and the Transformation
of Movement Politics in Kerala

Patrick Heller

Class-based social movements have traditionally been concerned with cap-
turing the state and wielding the instrumentalities of bureaucratic power to
compensate for the inequities of market distributions. Redistributive goals
have been pursued through a range of centrally coordinated interventions
that have included wage support, direct transfers, universal service provi-
sion, labor market regulation, and progressive taxation. Both the class poli-
tics and policy regimes associated with social democracy have been played
out at the national level. Kerala represents an important case of a sub-
national trajectory of social-democratic development marked by a distinctive
history of class-based mobilizations and redistributive social policies.
Globally and locally, however, the effectiveness and viability of this tra-
jectory, and of redistributive strategies of development more generally, is in-
creasingly in doubt. The most obvious problem is that globalization in its
neo-liberal form has significantly reduced the nation state’s latitude in using
traditional instruments of redistribution. Just as critically has been increasing
concern, born of the failures of planned development, about the ability of
the institutional forms of the modern state—representative democracy and
techno-bureaucratic administration—to promote equity.! If such doubts first
emerged as part of a post-materialist politics in advanced capitalist societies,
with in particular the rise of “new” social movements that extended the tra-
ditional left critique of market commodification to a critique of state bureau-
cratization, a similar shift can be discerned in many late developing coun-
tries. Thus a wide range of subaltern movements have challenged the
post-colonial hegemony of the developmental state. But far from being anti-
development, or representing a wholesale rejection of the modernist project
of citizenship (as Escobar and other post-colonial theorists argue), many of
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these movements remain centrally concerned with expanding the role of
public powers to underwrite social citizenship.

What makes these movements “new” is that they have challenged the high
modernist hubris that imparts the state and its technocrats with the vision
and capacity for social transformation to the virtual exclusion of civil soci-
ety.2 The continuity that marks these movements (as opposed to the rupture
presumed in the post-modernist reading) with the past (or “old” social move-
ments) is that they are animated by a political project of expanding social cit-
izenship and are, as such, strategically concerned with engaging the state.
The rejection of bureaucratic modes of emancipation (and the attendant po-
litical emphasis on capturing the commanding heights of the state) has been
accompanied by calls for transforming the very nature of the state and of rep-
resentative politics, and specifically for deepening democracy through
greater participation. These movements have taken a wide range of forms,
and as a whole account for the flourishing of civil society that commentators
have detected in Latin America, Africa, and South Asia. Of the many political
projects that have emerged as a result, none has been more critical than the
demand for decentralizing state functions and capacities to levels at which
popular movements and organizations can play a more direct role in shap-
ing public investment. The old social movement logic of redistribution from
above has in other words been superceded (though not replaced outright)
by calls for redistribution from below. ,

The potential implications of this strategic shift are difficult to exaggerate.
On the one hand, democratic decentralization has the potential of leveling
the playing field for effective political participation and creating new institu-
tional spaces for civil society activism. On the other hand, given the signifi-
cant role the state plays as a source of accumulation in much of the devel-
oping world—and notably in India—reconfiguring the state and how and
where it deploys its resources can have a potentially dramatic distributive ef-

fects, The debate and struggle over decentralization looms even larger when
one considers that a eritical policy tool of neo-liberal economic reforms has
heen a variant of decentralization that effectively emasculates the role of the
public sector. The capacity of social movements as such to reclaim the logic
and discourses of decentralization as a vision and strategy of democratic em-
powerment and expansion of public decision-making emerges as a critical
contested terrain of the second great transformation.

There are probably few examples in the world where the causal link between
organized social movements and significant redistributive and social gains is as
strong as in Kerala. Briefly put, a long history of social mobilization with roots
in the late nineteenth century generated an upsurge of caste reform movements
and peasant uprisings in the 1920-1940 period then crystallized into a lower
dass movement under the organizational umbrella of a the communist party

which captured power in 1957, Repeated spells in power by the communists
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combined with an almost continuous process of militant mass mobilization ex-
erted unrelenting pressure on the state to expand social programrs’ regulate la-
bor markets, and implement land reforms. Despite a rwo-de;‘.ade [;eri<)c1
(1970-1990) of virtual economic stagnation, social indicators have continued to
climb, and poverny rates have continued to fall. There is little doubt that no
other state has been more consistently pro-poor or successfully rG(]iSII'il;Llli\"G
than in all of India. and possibly anywhere in the developing world s

Which makes the launching in 1996 by a CPM-led government o.f the “Peo-
ple’s Campaign for Decentralized Planning” mlhe; intriguing. Widely re-
garded as the most far reaching and radical experiment in decentralization
ever undertaken in India, the campaign's political project has been no;hin 7
less than a frontal assault on the bureaucratic fiefdoms of the state and thi
patronage networks of the political system. The paradox here, in the words
of the campaign’s key architect, is that “a state government lzlur{clled a mbve—
ment to force its own hand to radically restructure the mode of governance
Why should any state embark upon such a mission?™* o

Though this question, as we shall see, overstates the agency of the state, it
cerm'inly calls for an answer. That answer, I shall argue, lies in a profoimd IY'G-
conﬁgumtion of the relationship of social movements in Kerala to political
pgmes and the state marked by a dramatic shift from traditional state—oriente:d
dixsFrihutive struggles to a mode of movement politics deeply embedded in
civil society. This shift is inflected with both an important rupture and ke
coptinuities that link these two political moments in Kerala’s develo‘ menta};
trajectory. The rupture emerges from the fact that the redistributiveppro'ect
was predicated on building a centralized, commandist, and top-heavy siﬂte
a'ppararus‘ linked to a highly disciplined political party and its mass (‘)rg’ll\ii‘Z’l—
tions through quasi-corporatist structures. These structures moré or le;s b‘ -
passed civil society, and equated lower class power with party control ‘o‘f rlzle
state. In contrast, the decentralization project seeks not only to devolve bu-
reaucmFiC and political power, but to re-embed the state in civil society by
promoting participatory democracy. The continuities relate to the dyn'\mic;
of what has been a steady, if uneven, process of democratic cleepenivn r ’I"h"*
process has heen driven by iterated engagements between social movci:]enr:
and sFure institutions centered primarily on issues of social citizenship thé
m()\'s‘r important political effect of which has been the differentiation ()f"civil
society from social structures. A second continuity has been with the CPM it
self, and in particular its history as a social movexfnent party. "

MOVEMENTS AND DEVELOPMENT IN KERALA

K'em'la s achievements on the social front are well known. On all the key so-
cial indicators it has dramatically outperformed all other Indian states and even
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compares favorably with developed countries. Literacy is over 90 percent and
life expectancy has reached 72. Between 1957-1958 and 1990-1991, Kerala
experienced the most rapid decline in poverty of any major state, including the
Punjab and Haryana, India’s capitalist growth success stories.” Many factors
have contributed to these successes, including historically higher levels of lit-
eracy and remittances from Kerala's migrant workers. But structural and insti-
tutional reforms have been the most important. Lands reforms in the 1970s vir-
tually abolished landlordism and transformed poor tenants into small property
owners. Labor market reforms and high levels of unionization leveraged the
bhargaining power of wage earners to the point that even informal sector work-
ers have seen their wages rise rapidly. Social protection schemes now cover a
significant share of the population, and an extensive network of subsidized
food shops has practically wiped out malnutrition. Extensive health care and
primary education systems have achieved almost universal coverage.®
Because Kerala's economy remains backward and growth rates have
been, until very recently, modest at best, most observers have attributed
these successes to state actions. Whether the task at hand has been getting
teachers to teach, children to stay in school, landlords to surrender land, or
mediating and enforcing wage rates and work conditions for over two mil-
lion agricultural workers, the state has consistently delivered. These efforts,
moreover, have been sustained over time and regardless of the political party
in power. No major public service or redistributive program has ever been
reversed, and this despite an increasingly precarious fiscal situation and a de-
cline in Centre financial support. Sustained state intervention has moreover
survived a history of fragile multi-party coalition governments. If we con-
sider that Kerala’s successes stand in sharp contrast to the overall failure of
state intervention in the rest of the country, yet that it shares the same basic
institutional, financial, and state structures, and has more often than not been
ruled by the same Congress party that has done so little in other states, it is
clear that the difference in the state’s effectiveness lies not so much in the
character of the state itself—as Kohli argues for the case of West Bengal—but
in the nature of its engagement with society.”

By all accounts, Kerala has a vibrant, plural, and activist civil society. A
wide range of NGOs, unions, and associations continually organize and ar-
ticulate interests and exercise constant pressure on the state and its agencies.
But much the same could be said of the rest of India. Between an Anglo-
Saxon-style liberal constitutional order that has encouraged pluralism over
corporatism and a dynamic and powerful repertoire of contention inherited
from a prolonged liberation struggle, India has a long and storied history of
voluntarism and popular forms of collective action. Why then has associa-
tionalism in Kerala produced a responsive state, whereas the rest of the
country governments are better known for their benign neglect of needy cit-
izens at best, and their predatory behavior at worst?
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To answer this question, we have to unbundle the idea of civil society and
recognize that not all forms of associationalism have democracy-enh'ln(ti x
effects. In contrast to the currently fashionable trend of viewing civil ;oc: Ang
as by gieﬁnition good for democracy, it is important to recall that carl y lhlfly
rists of civil society—notably Hegel and Marx—viewed civil socié‘n’y' $ Ll()'—
realm. of the self-interested and the particular. If the right :mdLpropén;lihtyt 2:;
associate is certainly a necessary part of democracy, it does not followl (as i
often assumed) that all forms of voluntary action are good for democr(z; "5
Forms of association that are exclusionary, based on traditional hiemrchie:yf
authority or geared to securing rents or perpetuating privileges certair‘lly do‘n?t
haye democracy-deepening effects. For this reason it becomesy critical to distin)-
guish associative orders that favor encompassing rather than narrow interests
and programmatic reforms rather than group patronage and rent-seekin a

A[. the risk of making a generalization that inevitably Vulgari;es theg'w
plexity of the Indian picture, at both the national level and in‘ llnost s(t )inj
(wl?ich for many reasons is the much more appropriate level of an"xllw;‘ijlfe‘S
social movements in India), forms of association and demand ar’t‘l’C’Uhl"l[i(:) !
based on narrow groups or sectoral identities / interests have more or‘ le .
crowded out more encompassing expressions of political life.® With res o
to the. general configuration of organized interests, upper CI:dSS and upeC[
caste interests tend to be more effectively organized, and even thou hp It)her
poor have significant opportunities in the political arena, the effectiveig’ exee
cise of citizenship for millions of Indians at the lower enci of the social ord )
is circumscribed by the persistence of traditional forms of social con;rol : e;
acute forms of material dependency. Certainly, movements emerge aﬁd‘l'l]'c
vocal but tend to be cither limited to narrowly defined constituencﬁa or sil‘e
t'ors. or simply lack the scope and scaled-up capacity to be politic"ql‘lv ef.ft(‘—
tive. Most notably, very few social movements have devéloped ; r;e “‘
relationships with political parties.” With the decline of the Congr\e};q Iflw’(‘
h'e‘gemony as a catchall party, these fissures have been translated t(l)l théﬁy‘s
l?qcal system, which is now increasingly dominated by re-essentialized idr;g-
Fmes of caste, religious community, and ethnicity (subnationalism). While ;
iiswcerta'ml% ti;e casei as l()3uha argues, '® that the thrust of much sub‘;dtern acl-

sm in India is distributi iali i
“‘new” social movement:),Vgléasfrziglﬁgrite:d thE;leis}:OSt-ma[erlahSt e

ue-based character of
movements has rarely (with the exception of farmer movements) in rec
times translated into actionable redistributive policies. Thus whil‘e civil s en'{
ety remains vibrant, associational life strong, and movements livel ir; (;PC]P
absence of programmatic parties and a state capable of insulating it:élf fr ;
rent-seeking pressures, the remobilization of primary identities over the 0”:
two decades has triggered a frantic and zero-sum scramble for prefere ptasl
treatmept that Pranah Bardhan has aptly described as “equal-cr))pportur:]:‘l
plundering by all interest groups.”'! In this scramble, the interests of the pocr)}r/
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are rarely heard and the politics of social citizenship are conspicuous by their
absence.'? In this vicious cycle, the failure of the developmental state gives
rise to “movements of rage” and the reassertion of primary identities,

In Kerala, civil society is certainly as noisy, but not as cacophonic as the In-
dian norm. Patterns of association are more likely to be horizontal, cutting
across primary identities of caste and communities. Rural life in Kerala is char-
acterized by a dense tapestry of cooperative societies, self-help groups, child
care associations, and NGOs. The extensiveness and depth of the institutional
infrastructure of civil society—that is, the reach of public legality and the pres-
ence of hasic differentiated institutions of governance and socialization—
have decisively shifted the locus of authority from traditional structures to
rational-legal structures.'® Thus Kerala has the highest levels of unionization
in the country, and unlike the national pattern, unionization and social pro-
tection schemes also encompass significant segments of the informal sector.
The reach of authoritative state institutions and the extent to which basic so-
cial rights of citizenship have been institutionalized are most trenchantly re-
flected in basic indicators: 94 percent of births in Kerala are attended by
trained health care personnel (compared to 34 percent in India) and 91 per-
cent of rural females between the ages of 10 and 14 attend school (compared
to 42 percent).! Finally, political life has been dominated by a fairly stable
electoral distribution between class-based parties, rather than the continuous
and opportunistic realignments of communal and caste alliances that have
become the hallmark of Indian electoral politics. This explains not only why
the politics of sacial citizenship have commanded center stage in Kerala, but
also why Kerala has been spared the caste and sectarian violence that has
gripped the rest of the country in the past two decades."

The partticular modalities (programmatic parties, horizontal forms of asso-
ciation) and the overall intensity of citizen engagement with the state and its
institutions in Kerala cannot, as is the case with most neo-Durkheimian the-
ories of social capital, be explained with reference to long-term processes of
socialization. If anything, pre-Independence society in Kerala was marked
by a degree of caste segmentation and feudal dependency that was acute
even by Indian standards. What distinguishes civil society in Kerala is not a
particular culrure that predisposes individuals to trust each other but rather
the extent to which civil society—as a discrete realm of social life—has be-
come differentiated from pre-democratic social structures, which in turn has
given free reign to rights-based forms of political participation. This process
of differentiation has not been one of linear and evolutionary modernization,
hut rather the political product of a history of acute conflict and recurrent
episodes of social mobilization. That history has been treated extensively
elsewhere but can be briefly summarized.'® The first third of the century saw
the rise of three distinct movements: a socioreligious anticaste reform move-
ment, the anticolonial movement, and contentious but disorganized in-
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stances of agrarian protest. None of these movements, taken alone, was
unique to Kerala. But to the extent that they converged both ideologically
and organizationally under the political leadership of a programmatic cadre-
based communist party (the CPD, they generated a socially transformative
dynamic rhat has taken Kerala down a very different path from that of the
rest of the country. Thus, in sharp contrast to the dominant nationalist Con-
gress Party politics that sought to accommodate rural elites and downplayed
class and redistributive issues, the Communists in Kerala explicitly tied colo-
nial rule to the injustices of the caste system and the inequities of the agrar-
ian system. The struggle against British imperialism became a struggle
against the social and economic power of Kerala's landed upper caste agrar-
fan elites. From the outset of mass politics, democratic rights in Kerala were
about social rights.

This mobilizational trajectory reached an electoral watershed when the CPI
won Kerala's first elections in 1957. Unlike in West Bengal, the Communists
and their allies have never achieved a stable electoral majority, and have con-
sequently heen in and out of power. This, coupled with the fact that they have
always remained suspicious of “parliamentary democracy’—having in fact
been twice evicted from power by the central government—more than any-
thing else explains why the Party has continually had to reinvent itself and
build its mobilizational capacity. As a key party theorist notes, “[Tlhe Left does
not have faith in the autonomous transformative power of the state govern-
ment, which is only part of the overall bourgeois-landlord Indian state. There-
fore, while in power or outside, they continue to mobilize the masses in sup-
port of the demands. The constant pressure from below is important in
understanding the responsiveness of the state machinery.”"” Adding to this
has been the bandwagon effect of other political parties embracing mass-
mobilizational politics. Nowhere in India has the contentious repertoire of so-
cial movements become such an intrinsic part of routine politics.

The most demonstrable effect of continuous lower class mobilization has
been the building of the most socialized economy and developed welfare
state in the region. But as the state has responded to demands for social
rights. it has also extended the reach of public legality, weakening the mate-
rial and social hold of traditional dependencies. Thus an equally important
effect of Kerala’s history of social movements has been the deepening of de-
mocracy through a double movement of institution-building and civil society
differentiation. /

THE CAMPAIGN

By the mid-1980s it had become clear that Kerala’s redistributive trajectory of
development was in trouble. In both agriculture and industry, growth was



86 Patrick Heller

stagnant, and unemployment was climbing. The organized left in Kerala re-
sponded by abandoning militant class struggle in favor of a social-
democratic strategy of class compromise. Industrial militancy fell dramati-
cally and Left Democratic Front (LDF) governments made a series of strategic
concessions to capital. In the 1990s, Kerala’s economy did out-perform the
national economy.’® But high unemployment levels have persisted, and lib-
eralization has had a particularly acute impact on Kerala's economy, first
with the reduction of Centre subsidies (most notably for the Public [food]
Distribution System) and second with falling commodity prices (especially
rubber) that have come with import liberalization. The resulting fiscal crisis
of the state combined with ever more acute inter-state competition for for-
eign and domestic capital has only increased the pressure to relax labor laws,
curtail social protection, and in general downsize the role of the state, in par-
ticular its developmental and planning role. If such pressures have seen a
marked reduction in social commitments in other states, in Kerala powerful
and well-entrenched unions and a political equation, marked by broad-
based working and middle-class support for the welfare state, have ruled out
downsizing. Addressing the structural crisis of the redistributive-develop-
mental state has required an entirely different strategy. What has emerged
has been a project to strengthen the public sector by devolving the respon-
sibility of service provision and development to local governments.

In 1996, a CPM-led LDF government launched the “People’s Campaign
for Decentratized Planning.” The institutional details of the campaign have
been explored in detail.’” Widely acknowledged to be the most ambitious
effort at decentralization ever undertaken in India, the scope and depth of
institutional reconfiguration has been remarkable.?’ During the five years of
the LDF government (1996-2001), the nature of public authority has been
transformed along four axes. First, there has been fiscal decentralization:
35-40 percent of all plan expenditures have been allocated directly to 1,214
local, block, and district panchayats and municipalities. Under the previous
Congress-led government, panchayats received Rs. 477 million in grants-in-
aid in 1995-1996. In 1996-97 the grants-in-aid jumped three-fold to Rs.
1,770 million and nearly ten times the pre-campaign figure, to Rs. 5,107 mil-
lion in 1997-98.2! Second, there has been significant administrative decen-
tralization. Local governments have been given new functions and powers
of decision-making, and officials from many line departments have been
brought under the authority of Panchayats and muncipalities. Third, there
has been political decentralization. Thousands of locally elected officials
who were little more than agents of centrally or state-sponsored schemes
now enjoy the authoritative decision-making power and the budgetary dis-
cretion to make and implement development policy. Fourth, planning and
budgeting for local development takes place through a series of nested par-
ticipatory institutions that begin with ward-level popular assemblies (grama
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sabhas) and finish with task forces of local officials and activists that design
specific development projects.?? The scale of participation has I)eeﬁ of
movemem proportions: in the first round of grama sabbas of the campaign
in August-September 1996, around 2.5 million people participated with an
average of 180 persons per grama sabba, representing 6.97 percent of the
population, or roughly one out of every five households. In the secornd
year. participation increased to 7.16 percent of the rural population.?* Over
three hundred thousand people participated in development seminars that
prepared extensive development reports for every local panchayat and mL‘l-
nicipality, and task forces of some twelve thousand produced over one hun-
dred thousand projects.?*

Though the institutionalization of the campaign remains an open ques-
tion, particularly in light of the LDF’s defeat in the 2001 legislative elections-dz‘
there is little d()uht that the reforms achieved to date repfesent a Signific;l;nt
deepening of participatory democracy. First, by having devolved planning
and implementation functions to local arenas, the campaign has f()rb the first
time in India meaningfully empowered local governments and communitic;s
to directly control local development. The entire planning cycle—which hc‘—
gins with the collection of local data and ends with the formulation of a com-
prehensive local plan that consists of hundreds of projects—is hasicz‘lllv an
extended exercise in participatory problem-solving, budgeting, rand im(pl‘e-
me‘*ntntion. Second. both the institutional and the political logic of the cam-
paign have been centrally concerned with levelling the playving field. The de-
volution of authority and resources to local governmenté has Sigl‘]iﬁC’lﬂt] 4
reduced the transaction costs of participation, and the knowlédgé anc‘l cay-
pacity gap that has traditionally excluded ordinary citizens from playing an
feffective role in governance has been considerably narrowed by mass trgai‘n—
ing programs, the active mobilization of civil society expertise, and con-
certed efforts to mobilize women, dalits, and adivasis. ’

Whether or not the campaign has produced efficiency gains in develop-
mgnt;l expenditures is a question that calls for more detailed research.? Tl?e
prlhnapal concern here is, however, not to evaluate the effects of thé cam-
paign, but rather to explore the conditions under which such an ambiti‘om
project of transforming the role of the state in development was under‘taken\

EXPLAINING THE ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

If the rise of redistributive coalitions in the developing world has been the
exception to the rule, so have successful cases of decentralization. Indfa is a
case in point. Despite the fact that the idea of empowered local governmelntq
has long been a staple of India’s Gandhian heritage, from Nehru'’s Commu:
nity Development Program to national and sub-national efforts to empower
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India’s panchayats. the history of decentralization, much like land reform,
has been one of broken promises, slow political deaths, bureaucratic obfus-
cation, and hollow legislation.?” Where local governments have been given
some measure of power, they have more often than not been captured by lo-
cal elites and transformed into instruments of patronage. Regional variations
notwithstanding, the balance sheet is clear: with the well-documented ex-
ception of West Bengal, the process of shaping and implementing develop-
mental initiatives, including the most basic of day-to-day public services, re-
mains a top-down affair dominated by the bureaucratic and political elites of
state capitals and their intermediaries, brokers, and fixers. As EMS Nam-
boodiripad, party patriarch and patron-saint of the Campaign, once put it: “at
the level of centre-state relations the constitution gave us democracy. At the
level of state-panchayat relations, the constitution gave us bureaucracy.”®

Kerala, one might have thought, should have been an exception, with its
long history of grassroots activism and the comparative weakness of local
dominant elites (the prime culprits in the subversion of democratic decen-
tralization). Yet the state in Kerala is an institutional replicate of its develop-
mentalist Indian parent, born as it was at the intersection of an imperial bu-
reaucracy and Soviet-inspired visions of planned transformation, and deeply
imbued with a high modernist ethos of top-down development. As Sudipta
Kaviraj notes of the India state, “By the mid-1950s such an over-rationalistic
doctrine became a settled part of the ideology of planning and therefore of
the Indian state. ‘The state,” or whoever could usurp this title for the time be-
ing, rather than the people themselves, was to be the initiator and, more dan-
gerously, the evaluator of the development process.”? Without falling into
the asocial and reductionist public choice view that sees a voracious, self-
seeking predator in every bureaucrat and politician, the accumulation of
such powers, exercised with little accountability from below, has inevitably
produced interests and networks of privilege that have nothing to gain and
everything to lose from a devolution of powers, The political solidity of this
institutional configuration finds its class logic in the rental havens that the
dominant proprietary classes—including bureaucrats and politicians—have
all carved out for themselves.*

In its demonstrated capacity to deliver social programs and its much
higher degree of public accountability, the state in Kerala is a far cry from the
proto-predatory states of Norih India. But the difference is more in the
demand side of the equation—pressure from social movements and a vocal
civil society for state action—than in the supply side, as the state in Kerala
has not heen spared the entrenchment and ossification of rent-seeking inter-
ests. The size and power of such interests, moreover, is in no small part a
product of Kerala's redistributive project, and specifically the exponential
growth of the service bureaucracy and the proliferation of (mostly unprof-
itable) public sector enterprises.

roads into some
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. The pf)liticnl party equation in Kerala has also been unfavorable to any se-
rious efforts at state reform. Because the Congress Party has fairly sz;ak
Rrassroots structures compared to the CPM, it has had little interest in em-
powering parichayats. The CPM's historical commitment to decentralization
has not been much better. Though there has always been a strong gl';lss;()<)r<
democratic tendency in the party (what I call the social movemen‘t ieﬁ‘—
dency). the party's historical roots in organized class struggles produced a hi
erarchical internal command structure and a fairly orthg)dg)x smte-ledtu 1;
tqp—d()wn vision of development borrowed in large part from éoviet l'n(
nlng:-"‘ The CPM, moreover, has a direct stake in the bureaucratic statep;}?g;
;PM'S organizational heart is the CITU (Congress of Indian Trade Uni.ons)
its labor federation. Composed primarily of industrial workers emploved n
th¢ public sector and government employees, many of it; unigmy h l
gamed significant control over state agencies through which they cor‘nmj:(el
important patronage resources and can exert centralized control over t};eir
membership. Having become power bases unto themselves, many have
hardened, Olsonian-like, into narrow distributional coalitionsu T

To explain why the CPM—or at least key elements of the p.arty——has‘ n
eml‘)racecl decentralization and accepted a more independent role fo‘r O“;
society, three developments have to be singled out. First, the party has C(()IH
to recognize the limits of its electoral appezil, and in a C(;ntext (;f Con; etir]'ne
party politics has identified democratic decentralization—with its attr:endwe
principles of non-partisanship, de-bureaucratized government a;nd suﬂaai:-[
able development—as the key to appealing to new social for)mations‘ Sec-
opd, the embrace of decentralization marks a tacit recognition that tk; e
distributive capacities of the developmental state have exha e*[reil
ther'nsel'v.e.& The broad-based social movements that saw the expans“i;; e(f
social citizenship have been displaced by more narrow and <ect0r'11 int .
ests. These distributional coalitions have captured significant r;ents (t‘he T)L?lrl\—
of n(?n—plan expenditures goes to propping up grosély inefficienr‘puh]ici en
terprises and paying the salaries of an under-performing state bureaucra ’)-
l?ut have also blocked necessary state reform (and indeed remain uite ‘]C} ‘
tile to the campaign). If a strong, centralized, and intewentioni;t smqte d'dms-
cure many of the benefits associated with the Kerala model él]i‘ l; lev:el SC‘;
social development, extensive public infrastructure, basic imti%ution ]S .
forms), the second generation social development (Y:h;allengesL Kerala afq Te"
(the qugliry, rather than the quantity of public services) call for a fu;ad e
tally. different mode of governance. The fiscal logic of the campai naiTen-
vealing: by reducing rents and leakage through greater accountab;lii' morree
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fishworkers and Muslims. Fourth, despite a growth spurt in the early 19905,
Kerala's continued economic problems—in particular the' lack of c]yn;ulnlls.m
in commodity-producing sectors—has underscored the' failures of the dxr}glsi
state, and has prompted calls for developing more flexible and decentralizec
forms of state intervention designed to nurture rather than to control eco-
nomic activity. N N

All of these factors in turn have helped strengthen the political position of
the social movement tendency in the party. This tendency has alway§ Coex-
isted with the corporatist and centralizing elements of the party. But in con-
trast to the CPI, the CPM in Kerala has always remained critical of the trans-
formative capacity of the bourgeois-democratic state and has S‘,Zmpha.mz.ed
the political necessity of direct, mobilized forms of democ‘rt"tcy.' In the in-
tensely competitive environment of Kerala’s elect'oral politics ('where Ol.llt-
comes generally hinge on marginal percentage sh:ﬁs?, tl?e CPM’s compara-
tive advantage has always been its activist and mol?lhzanonal capacities, an
advantage honed from periodic stints in the opposition. Tendenoes.tov?/ard].z
organizational sclerosis and machine politics have thus been kept in Achec
hy recurrent episodes of rank and file militancy. The contrast with the \X/esC;
Bengal CPM, which has been in continuous power fo.r over rwo cleca@es ::;1
has developed pronounced oligarchical tendencies, is highly 1lltlstraF1ye,:

Marked as they are by cross-cutting alignments and constant repQSxtlonxng,
the exact boundaries of the corporatist and social movement tendencies are dif-
ficult to identify. The divisions do however roughly p.arallel the oft n_(;ted, if of-
ten exaggerated, difference between old and new social rr'mvements: Th‘e cor-
poratist faction (known locally as the CITU faction) has 1t:9 power bas‘ca in the
larger industrial and public employees’ unions and subscr}bes. t(? tbe view ’thgt
popular struggles can be advanced only through the party’s dlSClleC(l orgfu?x—
zational structures. The strategic thrust remains state capture, with C(')l‘p()rdllst
structures securing significant shares of the social surplus for. organized ele-
ments of the working class. In contrast to the narrow economism of. many la-
bor movements (e.g., the myopic character of Indian labor federations), the
CITU faction has stubbornly defended broad-based entitlement programs. But
while it has in the tradition of Marxist movements developed a class critique of
the state (i.e., as an instrument of dominant class interests) it has ngt developed
a critique of the organizational power of the state and of rent-§eekmg asa forgx
of surplus extraction. Finally, the corporatist tendency remains deeply suspi-
cious of civil society activity that is not subject to party discipline.

The social movement tendency of the CPM can be distinguished from new
social movements in its explicit concern with redistributive goals, Moreover,
in sharp contrast to what Bardhan in the Indian context has Fiubhed the
anarcho-communitarian view of decentralization,? the tendency is :‘IIS() com-
mitted to strengthening the state, albeit through new institutional articulations
of the local and central state. But in keeping with what might be labeled a
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neo-class (if not post-class) movement logic, it recognizes other sources of
domination and exclusion, including patriarchal and bureaucratic power, that
go beyond the traditional labor-capital conflict. The social movement ten-
dency has extensive ties with civil society organizations, including significant
cross-cutting membership with the grassroots “people’s science movement,”
the Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad (KSSP). The resulting discursive shift is ev-
ident in the increasing but cautious introduction of the language of civil soci-
ety (a term traditionally associated in party language for its “bourgeois” ori-
gins)—including non-partisanship, accountability, participation, and
decentralization—into party thinking and even cadre training. For the social
movement tendency, the significance of democracy is located less in the con-
cept of working class power and its organizational expressions (party and
state) than in the nurturing of democratic practices, both through institutional
reform (making the state more responsive) and by capacitating citizens (en-
abling participation and empowerment at all levels of governance). It is in this
sense that its project has become one of reinventing public power.

These political shifts, it should he emphasized, have taken place against a
backdrop of economic and social developments that have significantly weak-
ened, if not marginalized, the corporatist tendency. The social basis of the or-
ganized left has been transformed by the long-term stagnation of the manu-
facturing sector and the growing size of an educated middle class, itself the
product of the welfare state. But the most palpable and devastating blow to
the corporatist vision of state-directed development has come from the
widely perceived deterioration of public services. In comparative terms, the
quality of Kerala's public health and educational services remains decades
ahead of any other Indian state. But by local standards, and specifically those
of a literate and increasingly middle class society, even a marginal decline in
the quality of provision has produced widespread public disaffection, in-
cluding carefully researched critiques by social movements.3 Though
blamed in large part on an unaccountable bureaucracy, the deterioration of
the public sector has also been explicitly tied to the commodifying logic of
globalization and the cost-cutting imperatives of neo-liberalism. To quote
Planning Board member and CPM leader Shreedharan Namboodiripad:

The state is withdrawing from social sectors—education, health and other ser-
vices. Despite advances, educational and health institutions, especially at local
level, are facing severe crises because of the resource crunch. This can be over-
come only if it is planned at the local level and that all maintenance and other
support work is done locally. Thus a major portion of devolved funds are going
to the improvement of educational and heath services, They [panchayats| are
also mobilizing voluntary resources in the form of labor and contribution. The
point is that both rich and poor have a common interest to contribute to im-
prove these institutions. . . . The WB/IMF (World Bank/International Monetary
Fund} have committed to the retreat of the state. Here, we are trying to make the
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state more active at the local level of the economy and social services. Decen-
tralization is our answer to the IMF/World Bank globalization agenda. It is the

most integral past of our resistance.”’

Faced with these threats to the sustainability of Kerala’s social democratic
developmental trajectory, the crises of a state bloated by excessive commit-
ments and beleaguered by vested interests, the CPM leadership seized on the
democratic Left's critique of bureaucratization and developmentalism and
endorsed democratic decentralization as the centerpiece of its political plat-

form in the 1996 election.

MOVING THE STATE

Genuine democratic decentralization is synonymous with a fundamental re-
configuration of institutional and political power, and necessarily invites re-
sistance from entrenched bureaucratic and political interests. That this dead-
lock has been broken in Kerala must be attributed to two key developments
from above. The first was the fact that the social movement tendency within
the party received the full support of the party high command. The second
was that this tendency could operate from the vantage point of a highly au-
tonomous though strategically embedded state agency, the State Planning
Board (SPB). When the CPM came to power in 1996, the board was given the
institutional status of a supra-ministry, and all its ranking members were ap-
pointed from the social movement faction. Five of the six board members
were in fact from the KSSP. They in turn recruited a cell of roughly thirty of-
ficials redeployed from various departments, the majority of whom were also
KSSP members. The board enjoyed the full support of the chief minister, and
maybe most importantly the party patriarch, EMS Namboodiripad (who
passed away in 1999). The board became the platform from which reform-
ers could orchestrate their decentralization project independent of the power
and influence of the corporatist political bosses.
Institutionally empowered and politically protected, the board administered
a home-grown brand of shock therapy. It rammed through a legislative budget
amendment that in a single stroke devolved 40 percent of plan allocations
from line departments to panchayats. When members of legislative assembly
and some ministers protested their loss of control over developmental (read
patronage) funds, they were publicly rebuked by Namboodiripad. A Leninist
party being what it is, the Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs) quietly
fell into line (though the CPI Ministers remained reluctant partners).
The board simultaneously launched a massive publicity campaign in the
press and party forums denouncing what it called “the corrupt bureaucratic-
politician nexus.” A first round of state-wide ward-level grama sabbas were
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I?elf?. By the time financial resources began to flow into local government
lc:ghcrsm t?eC]pol}t‘lczlll costs of opposing decentralization had become too
et : assic pincer movement, the board effectively isolated the pa-
Wit}]agé é ?meths of tbeﬂpaﬁy and state bureaucracy by aligning itself directly
‘ grassroots activists and a newly empowered political constituency of
some 14,173 elected panchayat officials. 3 ey el
If movements in Kerala in the past rallied against exploitation by domin
castg groups, or propertied interests, the campaign has built support | 'am
Zic'kmg th§ predations and inefficiencies of the huréaucracy anci prz)il)iticiar)\ys 1I[r;
d(;;:g;(), ?t ?ws ra]?ped into a very palpable strain of discontent that cuts acr;)ss
ines and has offered the movement powerful frames of content;
{\cross.the political spectrum, NGO activists, CPM theorists academicm{(mi
journalists, fxs well as a large number of reformist bureaucrat; all point S; ‘“l“
patronage interests of state-level politicians, the centralizedypovger f | r']e
1str'165 and their line departments, and the power of some public er Ol mm‘-‘
unions as being at the heart of the crisis of the Kerala model of dev;;gp(z:::
.:)t( i(g)g:mﬂg presematxons'of grama sabhas, a favorite theme was to critique thé
sting process of planning as alienated from the people, overly bureaucrati
aqd mcapable of delivering the goods. Songs and street plays from th am.
paign “vilified and caricatured development bureaucrats.”? These cr'f‘ s
are not of state power or state intervention as such, but rather of the inlslcllsmsl
and narrowly technocratic character of the high-modernist state. The - af?Q
tee that designed much of the campaign's legal and regulato. ’erhSi“mIT‘
summed up the institutional logic of the campaign succinctly: “Irri] ‘an' imatory
governance patronage has no place.” The call is for democ‘rati7251'oric(1)[;a‘t OW
power.ancl specifically the devolution of planned development‘ Ind dSt‘;[C
campaign is popularly know as Janakeeya Aasoothranam—peo .le‘s e1e Y '“e
with its connotations of deliberation—rather than decentralirz)atign PR
The specific criticisms leveled against the bureaucracy are far.niliar
On the one hand, it is viewed as being fundamentally undemocratic "mc(;ne&
respoqswe. In the uncompromising words of the Committee on the‘D o
tralisation of Powers: “At present offices and systems, including thos ecgn-
the control of the Local Self Government Institutions &LSGIS) ari nog o le=r
friendly. A' thick veil of secrecy hides inefficiencies, arbitrariness corrr)LelOtF‘) n
and nepotism from public gaze."' On the other hand. it is acc‘u‘syed of lp ing
overly centralized as well as balkanized, and as such incapable 6f taki -
t!le new developmental challenges that Kerala faces. Vertimll' or o
Im§ Fiepaﬁments have created a culture of departmentalism ;n Z!Vh'glanllze'd
officials are more concerned with fulfilling scheme quotas than withlxcnl O'CJI
local needs. The problem of fragmentation is acute: a former directo (;etm'g
culFure estimated that more than thirty different departments wo LO' e
agricultural sector, making it virtually impossible to coordinate in s s
as credit, irrigation, seeds, and agro-machinery. puts such
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The fact of the state exhorting the masses to participate is hardly notable or
especially democratic in itself. What is notable is that in this instance the state
has actually reduced the transaction costs of collective action by decoupling
significant resources and authoritative decision-making power from traditional
centers of power and devolving them to the grassroots. Budgetary allocations
by panchayats are now the end product of a long, open process of multi-
layered deliberation which has, if nothing else, significantly raised the costs of
political capture and rent-seeking. Equally telling, and revealing of the extent
to which the CPM—or at least of faction of it—has come to accept the auton-
omy of civil society, is that mobilization has not been orchestrated through
party structures, but has rather been nurtured by creating new and largely non-
political (though not a-political) associational spaces. The CPM has explicitly
instructed its local branches (which historically have directly controlled CPM-
led panchayats) not to interfere with the new deliberative structures of local
budgeting and has banned local party structures from discussing beneficiary
lists for local development projects. Of course, local political equations can of-
ten subvert the most carefully designed procedures, but the pattern of re-
sistance to the new institutions underscores the stakes of reform. Just how
dramatically the campaign challenges old political habits is captured by the
lament of one local CPM official at odds with the campaign: “What kind of
party are we if we can’t decide who gets a cow?” Traditional networks of
privilege—MLA’s. some public service unions, a range of bureaucrats (most
notably state engineers) and parties with weak grassroots structures (including
the CPD) have openly resisted the campaign. And ultra-leftist elements within
the CPM itself, no doubt threatened by the shift away from the party’s tradi-
tional state-centric position, have even accused the campaign of being a
Western-inspired and funded plot to weaken the left in Kerala,®

THE ROLE OF MOVEMENTS

A sustained process of social transformation, and in particular one that in-
volves significant institutional realignments, requires an “ecology of actors”
that answer to different but complementary organizational logics.®? Because
democratic decentralization threatens existing patronage networks and in-
troduces significant uncertainties, political parties are most likely to support
reform only when the internal balance of power shifts from traditional party
brokers to more grassroots factions. Social movements can play a critical role
in occasioning such a shift not only by mobilizing public support for reform,
i but also by popularizing more participatory institutions and processes
¢ through prefigurative actions. Moreover, because democratic decentraliza-
tion goes beyond legislative acts and resource reallocations, its effectiveness
and most importantly its sustainability require far more than the capacities of
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the state. Civil society organizations and socia..l mpvements ‘ha‘\.”e‘a ,CT“CIS
role to play in making the state more democratic. First, t‘he as:s’()c,{atflonL1 ?en
works of civic organizations and movements can prowde vital informa ;(O,

about social needs as well as the mobilizational 1r3frastructu're‘ that"?na es
continuous and meaningful participation possible. Seconq. civil soc¢ iety or-
ganizations, he they rotating credit schemes or contenuogs s<\>c1a'l lnlw(f‘ve—f
ments, help develop and nurture the democratic and r'echmcal cap‘;cx‘lm.s o
individuals, and often promote forms of demzmd-'malfmg that are far more
deliberative than those of more hierarchical orgamzagons. -

In Kerala, the political opening for decentralizanpn was.created from
above, but it is civil society that provided the critical 1.nformaF10nal and m‘o-
hilizationa] resources, This is most evident in both the ideological repertoue(si
of the campaign and in its policy tools. To attack stat'e—1.<3.d .development an
“departmentalism” and to celebrate autonomy, locall initiative, transparenc‘y_,
and accountability, is to speak the language of social 1nove1nent§, not tech
nocrats or Leninists.®® Most of the techniques and fayored pro;ect.s of ’the
campaign—rapid rural appraisal, local resource mapping, connnunny;vate;
management, rotating credit schemes, self-help assocxanons—‘come 1(22
repertoire of practices that NGOs and some of th‘e more 'proactlve panch 11)
ats have been developing for years.®! These pilot projects have not only
popularized grassroots planning and sustainable development str.ateglfs‘
but have also provided much of the practical knowledge that went mt(; de-
signing the campaign. As early as 1978, the K§SP had created about six hun-
dred rural science fora that functioned as informal parzc?ayat planning
boards, and during the 1990s the KSSP sponsored twex?ty—flve model. pabrlz-
chayat projects, experimenting with grassroots planning and s.ustalg:iheer
development strategies that served as templates for the car’{lpa1gt.1, e
NGOs and quasi-governmental institutions have been experlmentmg wi
low-cost housing, smokeless chulas, watershed management techniques,
e-g ent, and horticulture. N
) %F(livee:(rzll: of the KSSP and its forty-eight thousand mgmbers l.las been' criti-
cal. Although an autonomous association, the KSSP WthI:l .has' its roots in the
educational community has always shared the mass mobxllzauonal. and dem-
ocratic empowerment politics of the CPM'’s social .n?ovement wing. It has
not, however, shared the CPM's growth-centered vision (?f devel.opment or
its democratic centralism, The KSSP first came to prominence in t'he mid
1970s, when it successfully challenged a government prOJe_ct (which haj
CPM support) to construct a dam in Silent Valley. It has consistently argue
for more decentralized and sustainable development, and has focuged 'the
bulk of its activities on democratizing knowledge (through the {)lel1cat10n
and dissemination of literature that brings “science to the pef)ple ) zlqd pro}
moting grassroots planning. Its organizational structure is qumtessentlally. o
the new social movement variety, marked by strong local branches, rotating
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leaders, the absence of any permanent staff, and a workstyle known locally
as parishattikata and characterized “by informality, simplicity, frankness,
friendship and the absence of rigid hierarchical structures.”s? And though the
KSSP has consistently maintained its autonomy, refusing to endorse political
parties and rejecting all offers of outside funding, it has also successfully
partnered with government, providing for example the bulk of the activists
for the Kerala government's Total Literacy Project in 1991,

[t is precisely this willingness to engage the state and political organiza-
tions that has underscored the KSSP's most significant contribution to the
campaign—the creation of a policy reform network that has bridged the
CPM/state and civil society and served as the incubator of the campaign,
Membership in the KSSP has provided an arena in which CPM cadres could
experiment with ideas outside the somewhat doctrinaire straitjacket of the
party itself. The reform networks among activists also included educational
and research institutions, most notably the Centre for Development Studies
and the Centre for Farth Sciences Studies. Over the past few years, these in-
stitutes have sponsored a series of seminars and conferences that helped crys-
tallize thinking on decentralization and expanded the policy circle. This not
only drew in critical segments of the academic and professional communities,
but also helped create a public policy debate outside the highly charged and
acrimonious arena of party politics, In building the basic architecture of the
campaign, the planning board could draw on a wide and diverse body of
knowledge and experience and has sustained synergistic linkages with civil
society. Local leve] experiments have been scaled up and consolidated. New
intermediate planning institutions, interactive training seminars, and system-
atic procedures for aggregating local plans at higher levels have created a dy-
namic feedback loop. The continuous institutional fine-tuning that has
marked the campaign has been made possible by the active engagement of a
core group of activist officials (in particular senior Indian Administrative Ser-
vice [IAS] officers in the Local Government and Finance Departments) who
have blurred the line between state and society by developing direct lines of
communication with grassroots actors. Diffusion and learning has been facil-
itated by dense networks of activists and in particular the symbiosis between
the KSSP and the SPB. In drawing on KSSP activists to run the campaign the
SPB plugged into the KSSPs associational networks and also profoundly
changed the work culture of the board. The KSSP cell in the board in effect
transformed a 9 to 5 bureaucracy into a round-the-clock operation. Cell of-
ficials spend the majority of their time attending meetings in the field and
problem-solving on the ground. In their disposition, energy, and commitment
they are far more akin to social movement entrepreneurs than to bureaucrats.

The mobilizational resources civil society has provided have been equally
critical. Much of the initial publicity for the campaign came from Janadbikara
Kalajathas. science and arts theatrical processions presented by over one
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thousand artists and organized around KSSP repertoires of critiquing “current
development processes” and “exhorting the people to approach the grama
sabbas to chalk out a new path.”® The campaign has involved a massive
amount of institution and capacity building, as local actors have had to learn
how to design projects, evaluate costs, manage finances, gather data, and im-
plement programs. Though department personnel have been redeployed,
they have often been recalcitrant partners. Elected officials have thus had to
rely substantially on the input of trained volunteers. With the help of KSSP ac-
tivists and volunteer experts and a number of academic faculty (all working
without pay) the campaign has provided training to over one hundred thou-
sand elected representatives, officials, and ordinary citizens four years run-
ning. As is true of many social movements, the campaign’s mobilizational suc-
cess is rooted in exiting activist networks: 70 percent of state-level volunteer
key resource persons and 66 percent of district resource persons (who have
played the critical role of facilitating the participation) had prior experience in
literacy campaigns.® Though training has been given a formal character by
linking different sectoral programs to a range of educational and government
institutions (e.g., Kerala Agricultural University and Institute of Local Admin-
istration), civil society inputs remain crucial. Most training in project design
takes place through a form of horizontally networked learning in which in-
novative panchayats organize and hold organized district and state-level sem-
inars in areas in which they have achieved notable successes.”

In response to resistance from the bureaucracy, and in particular engi-
neers charged with reviewing the technical viability of local projects, the
Planning Board also mobilized a Voluntary Technical Corps (VTC). To recruit
what one planner called “this wedge against the bureaucracy” the Planning
Board launched a publicity campaign using the slogan, “life doesn't end at
fifty-five,” to get skilled retired professionals to volunteer their expertise.
Over five thousand engineers, accountants, agronomists, and doctors joined
the VTC. In a manner that closely resembles Judith Tendler’s (1997) descrip-
tion of how the state government of Cerea in Brazil created a core of com-
mitted government workers and community activists, the Planning Board
has actively worked to instill a sense of mission in the VTCs and local re-
source persons by distributing awards, publicizing achievements, and in
general lauding the contributions of these volunteers.

Beyond qualitative assessments of how civil society has shaped participa-
tion, there is also robust quantitative evidence of how movement activities
have transformed the social configuration of participation. Data from the
Planning Board show that participation in grama sabbas was stable in the first
two years of the campaign.*®® But a disaggregated analysis of the social profile
of participation reveals dramatic changes. In 1996, Scheduled Caste/Sched-
uled Tribe (SC/STs) were only half as likely to participate as the population at
large. Similarly, the participation ratio of women to men was only 0.4, and
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overall women represented only 28 percent of total participants. But by the
second year of the campaign, participation rates for both groups had grown
dramatically. In 1997, SC/STs were almost one and half times more likely to
participate than the population at large. The participation ratio of women to
men climbed to 0.68, representing 41 percent of participants. These gains
WEre, moreover. geographically widespread. In 1997, the level of SC/ST par-
ticipation exceeded the overall level of participation in 760 panchayats, com-
pared to 267 in 1996. And whereas in 1996 women out-par‘ticipatéd nyqen in
only ten panchayats, by 1997 the number grew to 155 panchayats. Overall
786 panchayats experienced an increase in women'’s panicipation. '

While it is difficult to isolate the determinants of this social deepening of
participation, the effect of social movements on associational crowding-in is
clear. In the first year of the campaign, the SPB and the KSSP were openly‘/
critical of the low levels of subordinate group participation. The SPB enlisted
women'’s groups to provide targeted training, and the KSSP stepped up its ef-
forts to form neighborhood groups (ayalkutangal) of twenty-five to fifty
families at the sub-ward level as well as women'’s credit and savings self-help
groups. Recognizing the higher social costs to participation that subordinaté
groups face, the neighborhood groups were designed to act as prefigurative
forms of participatory planning (“a place to practice face to face democ-
racy”), preparing residents, and in particular women, for more active and in-
formed involvement in the planning process.’” The mobilizational effects
have been well documented in a number of cases. In local case studies reL-
searchers directly attribute increased levels of participation in the sec’ond

year to the associational spillover from neighborhood groups and self-hel
groups.®® g

CONCLUSION

Sgcial movements are by nature cyclical, and patterns can be cumulative or
discontinuous. Shifts in the political opportunity structure shape not only
movement strength, but also movement success. Movement cycles in Kerala
have been particularly sharp, marked by peaks of mobilization that trans-
lated directly into political and institutional transformation (class formati(;n
in the 1940s, electoral success in 1957, land reform in 1970, labor market re-
form in the 1970s). But movement pressure has also been continuous gen-
erating the demand-side dynamic that has underwritten Kerala’s redigtribtl-
tive path of development. This institutionalization of contentiousness can
most readily be explained by a highly competitive polarized political party
system that has put a premium on mobilization, and in particular a mass-
based political party whose oligarchical tendencies have been kept in check
by its own electoral shortcomings. But it is the existence of a differentiated
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civil society—both an effect and a cause of movements—more than anything
else that explains the cumulative and in particular democratizing impact of
social movements in Kerala.

The resurgence of movement activity that has marked the campaign flows
directly from a political project that was backed by the state. Breaking
through the logjam of political and bureaucratic interests opposed to decen-
tralization required the political initiative of a programmatic party and the in-
strumentalities of a pilot agency that could successfully circumvent tradi-
tional power brokers and build direct political ties with local forces. But the
working template itself was the product of multiple inputs from civil society,
and institutional reform has been shaped by a continuous process of learn-
ing and feedback made possible by policy networks that have blurred the
boundaries between state and society. Because of its movement character,
the campaign has benefited from constant negotiation and re-negotiation of
methods and goals, and has thus captured many of the synergies that can re-
sult from blending the institutional capacities of the state and the associa-
tional resources of civil society.

The movement associated with the campaign defies simple categorization.
It is certainly more diverse, more loosely organized, more decentralized, less
hierarchical, and concerned with a wider range of social issues than its class-
based predecessors. Yet the continuity with the project politics of the past is
significant. First, the movements associated with the campaign have main-
tained a central concern with redistributive issues that have been extended
to include broader definitions of social exclusion, including patriarchy and
bureaucratic domination. Second, engagement with the state, and the ex-
pansion of public authority, are strategic movement goals. But rather than
capture a singular state as an instrument of social transformation, the cam-
paign represents an effort to transform the state into a set of more localized,
accountable institutions that can serve as the permanent basis of participa-
tion—which leads to a last and more general point. As movements neces-
sarily oscillate between the politics of mobilization and institutionalization,
sustaining a transformative trajectory depends on delicate equilibria of actors
and institutions. There is little doubt that the crystallization of lower class or-
ganized interests and the increase in state intervention that has defined Ker-
ala’s redistributive developmental trajectory certainly produced its share of
entrenched interests and institutional ossification. This has not, however,
produced the political sclerosis that public-choice and neoliberal views of
participatory democracy would predict. In the context of a differentiated civil
society and an electoral system based on competitive mobilization, there is
always the possibility of political reconfiguration. And what makes such re-
configuration possible is precisely what a participatory democracy has most
to offer: the dynamic tension between the contestatory logic of social move-
ments and the interest aggregation of political parties.
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Feminism, Poverty, and the
Emergent Social Order

Mary E. John

Itis a sign of our times that when it comes to giving a face to poverty in con-
temporary India, that face will, more likely than not, be female. Whether it be
the endangered girl child or the destitute widow, the images are compelling.
Concepts such as the feminization of poverty emanate from everywhere—
whether from the state, NGOs, or women’s groups, not to speak of interna-
tional organizations. Much of this visibility is arguably a mark of success, the
result of sustained feminist initiatives. The women’s movement in India can
count itself among the lucky ones—an “old” social movement that has played
a substantial role in contemporary struggles, ebbing, flowing, and reinventing
itself in myriad ways. Indeed, when compared to other social movements, the
impact of “women” on contemporary institutions, ideologies and practices
may well be unique. And yet, for reasons that I hope will become clearer in
the course of this essay, thinking about issues of women and poverty today
seems to throw up more questions than answers, and the future has never
been more uncertain. In other words, we are not in the fortunate position of
being able to build on cumulated wisdoms, and even less in a situation of
consensus over the issues at stake. There is perceptible fatigue in some quar-
ters as the movement ages, with old problems persisting even as the world is
being so rapidly transformed. Not everyone believes that the multiple strands
and differences that have come to characterize the Indian women’s move-
ment should be counted among its strengths.

Precisely because of the experience of being overtaken by enormous
changes, by events few would have predicted at the time but which are
bound to cast a long shadow into the years ahead, it may be useful to step
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