
Economic and Political Weekly October 19, 2002 4283

���������	��

KRIPA ANANTH PUR

The spread of democracy is one of
the more remarkable features of the
contemporary world. Following the

‘third wave’ of democratisation in the
1980s and 1990s, it has been estimated
that, for the first time in history, more than
half the world’s population lives under
elected governments [Huntington 1991].
While the number of elected national
governments has plateaued over the past
decade, progress has been made in a
number of already-democratic countries
in intensifying the degree of democracy.
One manifestation of intensification is the
widespread trend toward democratic
decentralisation. Another is the partial
institutionalisation of participatory bud-
geting at municipal level in Brazil [Fung
and Wright 2001]. A third is the adoption
of the policy of reservation – the intro-
duction of quotas for the representation
of disadvantaged and under-represented
social groups.

India figures prominently in the democ-
racy map of the world. Despite adverse
statistical odds – the fact that it is a very
poor and highly diverse society – it has
been a relatively stable and competitive
electoral democracy. Initiatives aimed at
deepening democracy at the grass roots in
India include the process of democratic
decentralisation as well as positive dis-
crimination in the form of quotas for SCs,
STs, OBCs and women in local government.

Decentralisation has a fairly long his-
tory in India. Since independence, several
attempts have been made to revitalise this

system. But an important milestone in this
process was the 73rd and 74th amend-
ments to the Constitution in 1992. As a
result panchayati raj institutions (PRIs)
gained constitutional status and came to
be regarded as the third level of gover-
nance.

The 73rd amendment to the Constitu-
tion envisages setting up of local gover-
nance structures with the intention of in-
tensifying democracy at the grass roots.
This was to be achieved by bringing
marginalised groups to the mainstream
political process through affirmative ac-
tion. Positive discrimination in the form
of reservation of seats in the local gov-
ernance structures resulted in spaces being
created for better and increased participa-
tion by various politically marginalised
groups such as women, SCs, STs and
OBCs.

Given that these formal structures such
as gram panchayats (GPs) are newly cre-
ated local level institutions, it is logical
to espect that there may esist customary
institutions at the local level over which
these new institutions have been superim-
posed. The most important among these
are the customary panchayats (CPs), which
are essentially dispute resolution bodies.

Not much effort has gone into under-
standing the role played by these custom-
ary institutions after the creation of formal
local governance structures. The general
assumption appears to be that customary
panchayats are ‘traditional’ and shrinking
in the face of competition from elected
local bodies. In actual fact, traditional/
customary governance structures and

leadership are emerging as important vari-
ables in influencing the process of local
governance. Researchers studying the
process of decentralisation in most devel-
oping countries are increasingly looking
at the relationship between elected repre-
sentatives and traditional leaders and
analysing its implications for participa-
tion. Examples of traditional leadership
such as tribal chiefs in Africa,1 powerful
landowners in Latin America and ‘biradari’
in Pakistan2 putting up barriers for effec-
tive participation by citizens in local
governance are numerous [Fox 1994].

Despite the great interest that research-
ers have shown in ‘the Indian village’ over
many decades, there are enormous gaps
in our understanding of the contemporary
realities of local level authority and gov-
ernance. There are several reasons why
this large accumulated body of local level
research is less useful than one would
espect: (a) much of the research was
anthropological in orientation, with a lim-
ited focus on politics and governance and
(b) most was conducted before the ‘inten-
sification’ of decentralised democracy after
1992.

Research on local governments in
Karnataka has not sufficiently focused on
the interface between the customary in-
stitutions and formal structures of gover-
nance. The reasons for this are many. One
is the assumption referred to above that
the CPs are shrinking in the face of com-
petition from formal structures and that
GPs have filled the vacuum left by these
shrinking customary institutions. How-
ever, field research indicates otherwise.
Contrary to popular belief, there has not
been a unilinear displacement of CPs by
the formal structures of governance such
as GPs. Rather there is some evidence to
suggest that customary institutions them-
selves both influence and adapt to the
esistence of formal governance structures.

This raises a number of critical ques-
tions as to what happens to the esisting
informal institutions at the village level
when formal governance structures are
introduced, particularly to those that are
part of village governance.
– Do they get subsumed by the newly
created formal structures of governance?
– Do they continue to function as parallel
bodies?
– Do they try to influence the formal
structures?

Interfaces in Local
Governance in Karnataka
Contrary to popular belief, there has not been a unilinear
displacement of customary panchayats by the formal structures of
local governance such as gram panchayats. Rather there is
evidence to suggest that customary institutions both influence and
adapt to the existence of formal structures. The interface between
customary panchayats and gram sabhas and its implications for
participatory governance. A study in Mysore and Dharwad
districts of Karnataka.
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This paper attempts to look at the inter-
face between the CPs and GPs in Mysore
and Dharwad districts in Karnataka and
understand its implications for participa-
tory governance.

Customary Panchayats

Traditional institutions are an integral
part of rural India. There are numerous
civil society organisations functioning at
the village level. This paper is concerned
with the institution that deals with dispute
resolution. The importance of this institu-
tion arises from the fact that it has a certain
centrality in village governance. Given that
this body is known by different names in
different regions of Karnataka, a more
generic term such as ‘customary panchayat’
is used here to describe this institution of
dispute resolution. It is also necessary to
point out that this institution is distinct
from caste panchayats that are restricted
to a particular caste.

The customary panchayat is a forum
consisting of all the senior caste leaders
in a multi-caste village. Thus it is essen-
tially a council of elders (or leaders). The
head of this CP is usually the senior caste
leader of a higher/forward caste group. A
second junior leader is identified to take
care of such tasks as informing the villag-
ers regarding the CP meetings and other
petty chores. There is a clear difference in
the composition of CPs between big and
small villages. In a very large village there
are numerous centres of power and leader-
ship. For example, every two or three streets
(‘Onis’) in a village might have one or two
individuals identified and accepted as local
leaders. In such a situation all the impor-
tant leaders come together only if the matter
concerns the entire village, e g, communal
riots, village temple activities, etc. Other-
wise they continue to operate as competing
centres of power within the village. This
was observed in one village with a popu-
lation of nearly 10,000 people. It was also
observed that as the size of the village
diminishes the CP becomes more visible
and important. Generally in smaller vil-
lages, CP operates more strongly and has
a significant impact on citizens’ lives com-
pared to larger villages.
(i) The principal task of the CP is ‘dispute
resolution’ in the village. The types of
disputes that come before the CP are varied
and include petty disputes in the village,
marital problems including spousal abuse,
bigamy, alcoholism, etc.
(ii) Another important task of the CP relates
to the village temple. Temple activities
usually referred to as ‘devara karya’

involve organising festivals and festival
related religious processions (jathre) and
ritualistic activities, temple construction
and maintenance, etc. This is an important
task of the CP and assumes significant
relevance as it relates to organising a major
social activity in the village and also net-
working with neighbouring villages.
(iii) CP also acts as a support structure in
specific situations. There are cases of CP
helping destitute or widowed women to
get their husbands’ property, collecting
funds from the villagers to help accident
victims (generally poor families) of the
village.

The CP also acts as a village corporate
organisation that raises and manages funds
generally used for local economic activi-
ties – e g, irrigation management and a wide
range of other development programmes
[Wade 1988]. In fact the CPs play a signi-
ficant role in informal resource mobilisation
at the village level, which may be utilised
for village development activities or for
the maintenance of the local temple.

The CP is not a homogeneous body.
Since it is a forum consisting of a hetero-
geneous group of people in terms of caste
and social status the inherent social ten-
sions of a rural society are apparent in this
institution also. But a facade of cohesive-
ness is projected in its interface with statu-
tory bodies. Social conflicts and tensions
within the villages are constantly negoti-
ated and managed by the CPs.

CP-GP Interface

CPs have a certain centrality in village
governance. In the last decade this central-
ity gains from their role in influencing
election to GPs. CPs and GPs occupy
different spaces, mainly state and non-
state spaces. Yet there is considerable in-
terface between them. It is important to
identify and analyse the areas where these
two institutions intersect and interface with
one another. These could be complemen-
tary as well as conflicting in nature.

At first glance these two institutions
appear to operate at different levels and
as such should have few points of inter-
section. The villagers by and large feel the
same. The general opinion is that CP is
meant for dispute resolution within the
village and GP for implementing develop-
ment activities and hence there is hardly
any interface between these two. In a way
this implies that CP is perceived as a social
institution and GP as a political structure,
each with different sets of activities.

However deeper inquiry reveals that CP
does influence GP in various ways. This

influence however is restricted to the village
level and does not extend over the entire
GP area. This influence may be analysed
in two phases the pre-election phase and
the post-election phase.

This is a significant phase as it is here
that CP has the potential to influence the
selection of GP candidates.

Field esperiences vary widely in this
respect. A general assumption is that vil-
lagers are by and large quite free to contest
elections at the local level. There have
been reports pointing to the presence of
political patronage by village elites in
choosing candidates for local elections.
However this is seen more as a function
of individual/elite power rather than insti-
tutional influence [Inbanathan 2000]. Field
esperience indicates the presence of both
depending upon the contest and the size
of the village.

A common pattern seen in many villages
is that wherever CP’s influence is strong
it plays a significant role in influencing the
type of candidates that are represented in
local governance. In six out of eight vil-
lages studied, CP prepared a list of can-
didates to be selected for GP elections. But
the way in which this is operationalised
varies from village to village. This takes
place either before nominations are filed
or when they are being finalised. In some
villages, the selection of candidates is done
prior to GP elections and in other cases
the decision is taken at the time of finalising
the nominations.

Once the last date for withdrawing the
nominations is announced the CP meets
and asks some candidates to withdraw in
favour of its candidates. This has worked
in many instances and the number of
‘unanimous’ elections has been quite sig-
nificant in Karnataka (‘Gram Panchayats
Election Results Declared’, The Hindu,
March 1, 2000). In others where there have
been contested elections, villagers admit
that most of the candidates who were
elected were those originally chosen by the
CPs.

In two villages in Mysore district, can-
didates withdrew their nominations be-
cause of the intervention of CP. In another
village CP leaders admitted that they had
asked a lady candidate to withdraw her
nomination. The reason given for this was
that she came from a family of trouble-
makers and if she became a GP member,
it would be difficult to get work done
through her or her family.

Interestingly, CPs influence on GP elec-
tions has also been linked to informal
resource mobilisation. Where ‘unopposed’
elections have taken place, potential, short-
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listed candidates are asked to contribute
to the village fund the equivalent of what
their election campaign would cost. These
candidates are then ‘unanimously’ elected.
The money is usually utilised for village
development or for maintaining the village
temple (‘Democracy under the hammer:
GP seats auctioned’, The Times of India,
Bangalore, February 22, 2000; ‘GP seats
for sale in Mandya’, The Indian Express,
February 4, 2000). In one village in Mysore
district, Rs 25,000 was mobilised through
‘unanimous’ GP elections and the resource
thus collected was utilised to purchase
land to build a PHC in the village.

But an area where this control is becom-
ing increasingly visible is in women’s par-
ticipation in GPs.

The number of women representatives
re-elected to GPs has been small enough
to cause serious concern among research-
ers working in this area. An important
reason attributed to this is the pressure
from the ‘community’ not to contest. CP’s
influence in determining the candidates
for women’s seats in GP appears to be
particularly strong. Interestingly most of
these former women GP members were
pressured by the ‘community’ to contest
during the last term. Objections to their
entry into politics were faced at the family
level. But during the subsequent elections
these women members who had under-
gone training and were keen to continue
their political career were asked by the
community not to contest. The justifica-
tion for this was that ‘we (the community)
have given you an opportunity to partici-
pate in GP, now we should give the same
opportunity to other women. One must not
be greedy or selfish and deny other women
this opportunity’. ‘Community’ on further
probe is revealed to be the village leaders
and the institution of CP. CP’s interven-
tion in determining the candidates for seats
reserved for women in GP seems to be
more effective when compared to men.
Women by and large tend to obey the
dictates of the CP and do not go against
the wishes of the community. Women have
very few avenues or sources of support if
they want to defy the dictates of the CP
and contest elections. Consequently, the
number of women candidates who have
defied the dictates of the CP and contested
elections has been insignificant. A couple
of former women GP representatives
(trained by an NGO) who went ahead and
contested elections despite the lack of
support from the CP were defeated.

Even in cases where women candidates
have performed well, they have either not
been allowed to re-contest or if they did

contest were not elected. This is serious
cause for concern, as it does not allow
women to build their political skills and
careers. Women candidates feel that they
were asked to contest in the first place
because they were ignorant and would
listen to the dictates of the village elders.
But once they developed political skills
and started forming their own identities as
leaders and started questioning the deci-
sions of the leaders, they were perceived
as a threat to the hegemony of the CP.

This brings in the issue of overlap of
leadership between the two structures. In
one village, an important CP leader from
the village was also the president of the
GP during the last term. In the same vil-
lage, this term the son of the village head
has been elected as a GP member. In a
couple of villages, CP leaders have also
been elected as GP members. The presi-
dent of the GP in one village is also the
wife of an important CP leader in the
village. Since she is illiterate her husband
handles most of the GP activities. A former
GP vice-president in one of the villages
is the daughter-in-law of an important tra-
ditional leader of the village. Overlap of
leadership in both formal and customary
structures makes the interface between
these two institutions much more intense
and requires deeper probing to discern.

Post-Election Phase

This too is significant as it is here that
various negotiations and tradeoffs in re-
turn for selecting a particular candidate to
the GP take place. But the interface be-
tween CP and GP is almost invisible. This
is because CP as an institution does not
always intervene directly in this process.
But the leaders who constitute the CP
influence the process in various ways. GP
representatives’ performance is constantly
monitored by the CP. In fact it has been
found that CP leaders put pressure on all
the local GP representatives (even where
they have had no influence in selecting
them) to get benefits for the village. But
it can be safely assumed that there may be
an additional element of pressure or ‘moral
blackmail’ on ‘their’ candidates.

The intervention of CP leaders in this
process can be seen in two different ways.
At times CP acts as a support structure to
the GP members, specially those who are
new to the political process, in negotiating
with the GP for benefits to their village.
This could take the form of putting pres-
sure on the GP members for development
projects such as constructing or repairing
school buildings and community halls,

providing drinking water, etc, which bene-
fit the entire community. There are a num-
ber of examples from the field illustrating
this point. GP members in most of the
villages studied have admitted to pressure
from CP with regard to provision of school
buildings, bus services, etc. In some vil-
lages, the CP leaders directly pressure the
GP representatives to get benefits to the
village. In others there is silent understand-
ing that those supported by the CP will
contribute something back to the village.
In one village in Dharwad district, the CP
leaders sit together with a male GP mem-
ber and brief him regarding the develop-
ment needs of the village prior to a GP
meeting.

CP also provides support to the GP
members in getting works done through
GP. A couple of examples of CP leaders’
interface with GP are given below. In a
village in Mysore district, the CP leaders
along with the GP member approached the
GP to get the broken water pump in the
village repaired. In another situation the
CP leaders along with the GP member
managed to get some land donated from
a villager in the neighbouring village for
building a pre-school facility (anganwadi).
In both instances the GP members were
appreciative of the CP leaders’ support
and initiative. This indicates the positive
role CP can play in ensuring effective
service delivery from GP to the village or
the GP itself.

However this intervention can cause
concern when the CP starts influencing
and interfering with decisions affecting
the poor. In some villages, it was found
that CP leaders played an important role
in the selection of beneficiaries for various
anti-poverty projects and schemes. This
might go either way. The involvement of
the CP in this process may make the
selection process more transparent or it
might result in CP leaders using this
influence to strengthen their position in
the village by bestowing favours on those
that support them. The CP leaders claim
to know the ‘real needy’ people in the
village and ensure that they get the benefits
even if these beneficiaries do not put in
an application for these benefits.

In a number of villages, the local GP
representatives, especially those that are
handpicked by the CP, consult the CP
leaders in the implementation of develop-
ment project in the village. Often the CP
leaders intervene in deciding the location
of roads, streetlights, water taps or drain-
age. If these decisions are biased in favour
of the village elite and/or are not pro poor,
then the interference of CP in GP activities
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at the village level will have a negative
impact. According to some of the GP
representatives who were unanimously
elected (by the CP pressurising the others
to withdraw their nominations) they con-
sult the CP leaders on implementation of
development activities and their location
as these leaders are well versed with the
problems of the village. According to one
GP representative, he does not take any
decisions without consulting the CP lead-
ers. “Just because I’m a member of the GP,
I cannot take decisions independently.
When elders are present in the village, we
should take their views into consideration
and seek their advice”. This suggests a
feeling of obligation that these GP mem-
bers might esperience towards the CP
leaders thus making them susceptible to
pressure in discharging their duties as GP
members.

In addition, there are some interesting
examples where the spheres of activities
of CP and GP have either been comple-
mentary or conflicting. In a village in
Dharwad, a case of encroachment of a
public road by a family in the village was

pending as the CP had not been able to
enforce its decision. But once some of the
GP leaders became part of the GP, they
decided to take up this issue. They briefed
the CP leaders about their plan of action.
The GP members got the fence removed
and built an open drainage. The other party
has now gone to court stating that the GP
has encroached upon his land and built the
road as well as the drainage. But the GP
has filed a counter suit against him and
the members are confident that they will
win. The GP members feel that because
there was an understanding between CP
and GP, such swift action was possible in
resolving the issue. If they did not have
the cooperation of the CP, the matter would
not have been resolved.

In another village in Mysore district,
there was some minor altercation between
CP and GP regarding the ownership of the
village pond. Usually the CP leased the
pond to people for pisciculture. The money
thus earned would be used for temple
activities. But last year the person who
regularly leased the pond went to the GP
instead of CP and got a contract to use the

pond for pisciculture as the CP was plan-
ning on leasing it to another person. The
CP leaders of the village complained to
the GP secretary regarding this matter.
They were told that the pond actually came
under the jurisdiction of the zilla panchayat
and neither the village nor the CP had any
rights over it. The CP leaders decided to
pursue this further. They met officials at
the fisheries department in Mysore city
and enquired about their situation. The
officials reconfirmed the fact that the pond
belonged to the SP and CP had no right
to lease it. The fisheries department cited
similar disputes elsewhere and told them
that there was very little that the CP could
do. This has been a disappointment to the
leaders and the villagers as the pond was
a good source of revenue for the village.
The CP leaders are contemplating their
options as they feel that they should have
ownership rights over the pond that has
always been considered to be the common
property of the village.

These two cases illustrate that the ways
in which the public and private domains
of activities as reflected by GP and CP can
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collide or collude are contextual. But
conflicts between CPs and GPs regarding
the ownership and access of common
property resources like ponds, forests, etc,
are likely to occur more frequently as each
of these institutions will try to reinforce
its areas of influence and control access
to common resources.

Conclusion

The strong presence of CPs at the village
level and their high degree of adaptability
in influencing village governance is be-
coming increasingly visible. The interface
between GP and CP is both subtle and
obvious. Discourse on democratic decentrali-
sation should look at the institutional inter-
faces between customary and democrati-
cally elected bodies in order to understand
the barriers to effective decentralisation.

CPs do play an important role in influ-
encing the GP elections. CPs have been
particularly damaging to those women in
local governance interested in building
their political skills and careers by denying
them continuity. This is despite claims by
CP leaders that it is essential to encourage
‘good’ and ‘educated’ women representa-
tives. But the number of women represen-
tatives who were re-elected to gram
panchayats in Karnataka has been insig-
nificant. According to some of the women
representatives from the last term, they
were either ‘not allowed’ or discouraged
by the customary panchayats to re-contest
the elections. Those who did go ahead and
contest lost the elections.

In fact CPs to a certain extent act as a
‘gatekeeper’ institution in controlling nomi-
nations to the GP elections. Conway (2001)
has identified ‘gatekeeper’ institutions as
those that control or influence nomination
of candidates (party officers, funders, etc).
Conway’s basic point is that while reasons
such as culture/patriarchy, etc, are impor-
tant determinants in influencing women’s
political participation, sufficient attention
has not been paid to the ‘gatekeeper’
institutions which play an important role
in controlling women’s political participa-
tion and in influencing the ‘prior selection
of office seeking’ of women candidates in
the US. She feels that this selection process
has received very little attention by the
scholars even though it is a ‘major con-
tributor to women’s limited access to
elected office’. Interesting parallels can be
drawn between these ‘gatekeeper’ institu-
tions and the CPs. While the CPs do play
an important role as ‘gatekeeper’ institu-
tions in controlling the nominations in
general, their influence in determining

which women may take advantage of reser-
vation to stand for election and/or re-contest
in elections is much stronger.

This raises questions regarding possible
areas of interventions that can help women
overcome this institutional bias. Thus, an
inquiry into the extent to which solidaristic
action by women such as women’s net-
works, or mahila mandals (women’s self-
help groups) can overcome the institu-
tional bias that arises from the power of
male-run customary panchayats needs to
be studied in greater detail.

However, a positive trend is that in most
villages, the villagers have rebelled against
the dictates of the CP and contested in
elections for at least one or two seats. This
is encouraging as it indicates that CP does
not always succeed in its interventions in
influencing the composition of GPs. Pro-
gressive reforms such as democratic
decentralisation appear to give a fillip to
citizen’s participation even if barriers exist
in the form of CPs.

Admittedly there is evidence that tradi-
tional power structures tend to reproduce
themselves in formal institutional struc-
tures. But an encouraging development is
that reforms from above such as demo-
cratically contested elections and reserva-
tion of seats create spaces to counter this
process. Some of the examples given below
illustrate this point quite clearly. In a village
in Mysore district, the CP head and the
dominant caste leaders in the village have
very little interest in or impact on the GP
candidates’ selection process as all the
three seats in this village are reserved for
SCs and STs. In another village, the head
of the customary panchayat and the sister-
in-law of one of the caste leaders in the
village both contested GP elections during
the last term and lost.

An area that has remained largely un-
explored in this contest is the extent to
which political affiliations play a role in
influencing the choice of candidates by the
CP. In theory GP elections are to be con-
tested on a non-party basis in Karnataka.
But in practice political parties do play a
significant role in determining the selec-
tion of candidates for GPs. However for
this reason the extent to which political
affiliations have influenced the choice of
candidates has been difficult to discern.

The CPs interventions in village deve-
lopment activities cannot be construed as
a wholly negative influence as some of
these are beneficial to the entire commu-
nity. But this intervention can have a nega-
tive impact when the CP starts influencing
and interfering with decisions affecting
the poor. This is an area that requires

interventions in terms of strengthening and
making gram sabhas more participatory.

In conclusion it can be said that this
study has opened up a whole new line of
inquiry by identifying the various aspects
of influence exerted by CPs at the village
level. Some of the potential areas of further
inquiry are: (i) institutional barriers to
women’s political participation in the form
of CPs; (ii) influence of CPs in shaping
the activities of GPs and (iii) impact of
political parties on CPs’ influence in con-
trolling nominations for local governance.

Customary panchayats are an important
local institution in rural areas. Since CPs
provide an element of both social security
and local law and order their importance
at the village level assumes significance.
The intervention of CPs in GP activities
is not always negative. CPs do play a
positive role in village governance and
research efforts should concentrate on ways
in which the negative influence of CPs can
be neutralised. This is particularly impor-
tant if GPs are to emerge as effective local
political structures.
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Notes
[This essay is based on the research carried out
in Mysore and Dharwad districts of Karnataka.
Ford Foundation provided the financial support.
Grateful thanks to V K Natraj, Mark Robinson,
James Manor, John Gaventa and Mick Moore, for
their comments.]

1 Personal communication with Camilo
Valderrama, DPhil student, IDS, Sussex.

2 Personal communication with Humera Mallik,
a researcher from Pakistan.
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