
Local Self-Governments and Geometry of 
Biodiversity Conservation 

Roots of the Incompatibility 
A D a m o d a r a n 

Conservation of biodiversity is today a global environmental concern. The international community is steadily 
inching towards a global convention for the conservation of the unique variety of the biological resources of the 
planet. Not withstanding the international concern, for in situ conservation of biodiversity to be a reality, its local 
human conservers ought to be 'socio-ecologic communities' inhabiting an 'ecological' space. 

This paper analyses why such local conditions do not obtain in India and why the 'modern' local self-governments 
of India do not capture the 'ecologic' geometry of biodiversity conservation. 

DURING the recent Gulf war while the 
world was anxiously following the course of 
the massive oil slip in the Persian Gulf, an 
office-bearer of an international voluntary 
organisation proclaimed the possibility of 
the war producing another ecological holo 
caust—the destruction of the two largest 
gene banks of the Middle East, viz, Tel Aviv 
in Israel and Alleppo in Syria, Explaining 
the significance of these gene banks, Rcnee 
Velve of the Genetic Resources Action Inter-
national (GRAIN) stated: "The world has 
depended on the Middle Last farmers for a 
long time. The crops and semi-wild plants 
that they grow and use contain unique forms 
of drought resistance that will be useful to 
maintain farming systems against the impact 
of rain failure and expected desertification. 
Let us hope that the farmers survive to sow 
these future seeds"' Fortunately for the 
world, the gene banks of the Middle East 
survived the Gulf war. Less fortunate have 
been the gene banks of India. The historical 
subversion of the traditional ecological com-
munities and their local governing authority 
by the state in the pre British and the British 
periods and their replacement by non eco-
logical communities and 'statutory' pan-
chayat raj institutions, conceived in a non-
ecological space, largely explains the steady 
erosion of Indian gene banks. In a world 
which is gradually inching towards a global 
agreement for conserving the biological 
variety of this planet, the absence in India 
of local self-governments, sensitive to the 
geometry of biodiversity conservation is an 
incongruity. 

This paper attempts to explain why India's 
present-day local self-governments cannot 
conserve the country's biodiversity, unlike 
their traditional predecessors. The paper 
begins by bringing out the geometrical 
essence of biodiversity conservation and the 
local conditions necessary for capturing the 
'geometrical' essence. The paper proceeds to 
explain why the traditional panchayats or the 
local governing units of India were adept at 
conserving the variety of nature. The paper 
then traces the systematic deconstruction of 
local space attempted in India by the cen-
tralised state both during the pre-British and 
British periods which not merely served to 
destroy the traditional 'ecological' local 
governing entities of India, but in their 
substitution by 'non-ecological' local self-
governments, were indifferent to the natural 

variety of plant life in the country. The con-
cluding part of the paper surveys how the 
present-day panchayat raj institutions in 
India conceived largely within the 'non-
ecological' space, created by the British are 
inadequate to the task of conserving the 
biodiversity of the country. 

GEOMENTRY OF BIODIVERSITY 
CONSERVATION 

All natural resources are distributed in 
space, so are human communities. Human 
communities appropriate natural resources 
for their day-to-day energy requirements. 
Appropriation of natural resources is media-
ted by the social order. Social mechanisms 
regulate the nature and pattern of appropria-
tion of natural resources. In traditional 
agricultural communities all the energy 
needs were met endogenously. Similarly the 
conditions of social production in these 
communities were dictated by natural limita-
tions. The social space of such agricultural 
communities, consisting of the exploiting 
and exploited classes, was dependent upon 
the sustainable use of natural resource since 
this was crucial to the reproduction of the 
social order. The socio-economic order ex-
isted in a symbiotic relationship with its 
natural resource base, one serving to 
reproduce the other. 

Human communities which have a sym-
biotic relationship with their natural 
resource base arc socio-ecological commu-
nities (or 'eco-system people' as Dasmann 
puts it :) existing in a socio-ecological 
Space'. Since, as we have pointed out, such 
communities derive all their needs in situ, 
they attempt to draw all their needs of food, 
fodder, energy and medicines from their own 
natural resource base. It was natural for 
these communities to have a vital stake in 
conserving the natural variety of biological 
resources for satisfying their multiple needs. 
Therefore, socio-ecological communities are 
prerequisites for the conservation of the 
diversity of biological resources. 

The ideology of a socio-ecological com-
munity is 'natural heterogeneity'. It is this 
ideology which characterises the 'space con-
sciousness of such communities both within 
and outside its boundaries. The social divi-
sion of labour is conditioned by the natural 
variety of the ecological space. Different 
classes or social groups relate themselves dif-
ferently to different natural resources for 

their economic reproduction. Since the com-
munity cannot survive without the survival 
of its social division of labour, local com-
munity organisations not only upheld the 
ideology of natural heterogeneity but also 
enforced many regulations and controls to 
ensure that the diversity of natural resources 
was protected. The ideology of natural 
heterogeneity was emphasised by socio-
ecological communities in inter-community 
relationships. Socio-ecological communities 
were separated by their natural or ecological 
differences. In turn, the natural or ecological 
difference between communities served to 
reinforce their identity as autonomous 
natural resource users within their respec-
tive niches. 

It follows that the geometry of biodiver-
sity conservation is a complex concept which 
is based on the objective and subjective ex-
istence of a local socio-ecological communi-
ty in an ecological space. We now take a look 
at how the geometry of biodiversity conser-
vation was captured by the traditional pan-
chayats of India. 

TRADITIONAI LOCAL SELF GOVERNMENTS 
There exists no systematic account of the 

history of panchayats in India. There are 
even disputes amongst historians regarding 
the unit of local self-government in India in 
the ancient and pre-medieval periods. In 
view of these information deficiencies about 
traditional panchayats and disputes regar-
ding their jurisdiction in the distant past, a 
picture of traditional panchayats can only 
be framed on the basis of the available 
historical material on rural societies of India 
in the ancient and pre-modern periods. 

Sociologists historians and administrators 
speak of the existence of caste panchayats 
(these exist even today in states like Uttar 
Pradesh and Haryana), an assembly of the 
ruling body of a given caste meant to regu-
late the social mores and customs of its 
members.' In mono-caste communities, it is 
likely that the caste panchayats exercised ad-
ministrative, economic and ecologic func-
tions in addition to their regular social func-
tions. Other than caste panchayats, studies 
on Indian society speak of 'panchayats' as 
local bodies exercising administrative, 
economic, political and natural resource 
management functions—in short alt func-
tions necessary to maintain the well-being 
of the community covered by them.4 And 
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there is evidence to show that the traditional 
panchayats were autonomous and not inter-
fered with, by the higher level of political-
administrative organisation, except perhaps 
for fiscal or political purposes in the 
discharge of all these functions. 

As regards t he jurisdiction of traditional 
panchayats, we again have no definite evi-
dence, This is because historians do not 
agree on the basic unit of local self-govern-
ment in ancient and pre-medieval India. 
Thus the traditional historical view that local 
self-governments were village based has been 
by and large questioned by recent historians 
and for valid reasons. Rcecnt historical 
studies establish that villages were not 
'republics' as Metcalfe assumed and that in 
fact, social and economic reproduction oc-
curred in a larger area than a village (say a 
group of villages or a micro-region)5 

Logically this view also considers units of 
local self-government to be larger than an 
area covered by a single village. It also 
follows therefore, that panchayats need not 
have been confined to a village. A traditional 
panchayat could have embraced a group of 
villages. 

But what is significant to us is the 
criterion on which historians on both sides 
have sought to determine the unit of local 
self-government in ancient and pre-medieval 
periods. The criterion was Self-sufficiency'. 
And this criterion of self-sufficiency was not 
merely Social' or 'economic', but also 
'ecological'. Thus those historians who con-
sidered a village to be a self-sufficient 
•republic', supposed it to be not only Socially 
complete' (in terms of all castes) 'economic 
self-reproducing' (in terms of economic acti-
vities) but also more fundamentally 'ecolo-
gically self-contained' (in terms of having all 
ecological regimes necessary for economic 
and social self-sufficiency), this would be 
evident from the stylised Vedic descriptions 
of a village as consisting a central inhabita-
tion place, followed concentrically by plough 
lands, grazing lands and forest and water 
sources.6 That such geographical descrip-
tion underlined the significance of 'eco-
logical self-sufficiency' goes without say 
ing. Given the natural resource-based 
pastoral and agrarian economics of the past, 
it also needs no emphasising that it was this 
ecological self-sufficiency which underlay 
the economic and social self-sufficiency of 
the autonomous local communities irrespec-
tive of whether these communities were con-
tained in a village or extended to areas larger 
than that of a village. Thus even the refrain 
of those historians who questioned the no-
tion of village self-sufficiency was likewise 
'ecologic'. These historians were of the view 
that villages were not socially and econo-
mically self-sufficient as they had to share-
in the use of common natural resources 
(such as water, forests, etc).'8 It does not re 
quire further arguments to establish the fact 
that a unit of local self government in the 
historical past was based on 'ecologic pro-
perties' in which management of all natural 
resources including common natural resour-
ces was considered vital for community 
reproduction. The panchayat, the traditional 
unit of local self-government thus had a 
'natural resource dimension' as it existed in 

an ecologic-based Social space'. It also 
followed that the jurisdiction of traditional 
panchayats coincided with ecological boun-
daries and that 'economic and social self-
sufficiency' was conditioned by ecological 
self-sufficiency. 

Now we examine how the ideology of 
natural heterogeneity operated in the ease 
of the traditional panchayats. As we have 
pointed out, there are two levels at which the 
ideology of natural heterogeneity can be 
deemed to operate for socio-ecological com-
munities, viz, internally and externally. We 
take the internal dimension of natural 
heterogeneity of traditional panchayats first. 

In ancient India, the social reproduction 
of endogamous castes was conditioned by 
their relationship to the natural resources. 
Different castes related differently to dif-
ferent natural resources.9 This is evident 
from some of the ethno-ecological studies 
conducted for some parts of India. Gadgil 
and Iyer, referring to the traditional societies 
in Uttar Kannada district of Karnataka, 
bring out how different caste groups specia-
lised in utilising different natural resources. 
They also mention how it was the task of 
traditional village councils to ensure that this 
social segregation of the natural resources 
was observed by the community. As is clear 
from the study, the knowledge of the bio 
logical and physiological properties of 
natural resources acquired by the respective 
user castes played an important role in the 
careful husbandry of natural resources,111 

while the local community organisations en 
sured that natural resources meant to be used 
by one caste was not appropriated by others. 
Since, as we have pointed out, traditional 
local communities of India were largely 
self-sufficient and depended on their own 
natural resource base for meeting their 
diverse needs, their stake in protecting 
biodiversity was much greater. 

Coming to the external dimension of 
natural heterogeneity studies by Stein |1980] 
and Karashima [1985] indicate that the local 
communities of India were ecological terri-
tories, separated by ecological boundaries. 
The prevalence of myriad soil classification 
and land revenue assessment systems and the 
autonomous control exercised over manage-
ment of common lands and forests by tradi-
tional local panchayats, all point to local 
management of natural resource use, by 
local level organisations of the socio 
ecological communities in India in the dis-
tant past. 

Obviously this geometry of traditional 
communities was not compatible with the 
centralised stale order which the imperial 
dynasties of India and later, the British col-
onial state aimed to establish. The task of 
these imperial powers was not only to sub-
jugate these autonomous local communities, 
but also to de-construct the local space of 
India, so that local communities would be 
mere appendages of the centralised state.11 

DECONSTUCTION OF LOCAL SPACE IN 
I N D I A 

Historical information is lacking on the 
precise nature of the changes wrought on 
local socio-ecological communities by the 

state. However, historical studies on the 
agrarian societies in the pre-medieval and 
medieval periods throw some light on the 
changing geometry of these communities. 
Thus Karashima, in his study of south 
Indian history and society, traces the 
deconstruct ion of local ecological space in 
south India to the middle period of the 
Chola rule when powerful Chola emperors 
like Raja Raja I, Rajendra I and Kulottunga 
I, attempted to establish a centralised ad-
ministrative network by "destroying the bar-
riers between nadus", the fundamental 
ecological units of the local communities. 

Coming to north India, some evidence of the 
"deconstruct ion of focal communities" is 
provided by Habib in his survey of the 
agrarian society of the Sultanate pe r iod . : 

Habib describes how from the period of 
Allaudin Khilji the 'khots' and 1muqad-
dams, the head-men of rural communities, 
were faced with severe restrictions on their 
revenue-raising powers by the state. Habib 
also points to the role of the iqtas (an 
instrument of the Sultanate kingdoms for 
transferring agrarian surplus to the ruling 
class and its soldiers) in making inroads into 
the autonomy of the local communities. As 
Habib describes "with the establishment of 
the Sultanate, conditions largely remained 
the same, but a gradual process seems to 
have begun that ultimately converted what 
were autonomous principalities into real 
iqtas"13 Gradually during the Lodi period, 
the system of iqtas was replaced by sarkars 
and parganas (somewhat equivalent to the 
modern district) which were territorial 
power-centres in a revenue spate. This con-
tinued during the Mughal period.14 From 
all these descriptions, it is evident that the 
local ecological space of peasant societies 
was sought to be replaced by a 'fiscal-cum-
administrative' space. However, despite the 
attempts at a new spatial order, the old 
'ecological space' was not totally deconst-
ructed in pre-British India except for some 
erosion of the traditional fiscal powers of 
total communities.15 This could have been 
due to the frequent change in dynasties de-
nying a continuity to the process of cen-
tralisation of state power16.As Stein [1991] 
notes rural communities in India, even as 
late as the 18th century, continued to exist 
as coherent and unified entities in resisting 
the unjust demands of the centralised state. 
Clearly there is no evidence to show that the 
geometry of the socio-ecological commu-
nities was substantially disturbed during this 
period. 

The British raj in India, however, syste-
matised the process of the centralisation of 
state power, through a fundamental deconst-
ruction of IndiaS local space. For each pro-
vince the British established a system to 
govern them in accordance with the colonial 
interests. Since land revenue was to be a 
major source of income for the British em-
pire in India, a system to collect land revenue 
had to be set up. Accordingly in Bengal, 
parts of Madras and the United Provinces 
and in the Central Provinces, the highest 
class of intermediaries, standing immediate-
ly below the government (the zamindars) 
were accepted as payers of revenue. In 
Bombay, Assam, Burma and the larger part 
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of Madras, l and revenue was collected from 
the ryots, white in the remaining parts of the 
United Provinces and in Punjab, represen-
tatives of the village communities were 
chosen as intermedia l s (the mahalwaris). 
But irrespective of the existence of 
intermediaries, the structure of British ad-
ministration was similar for all these pro-
vinces.17 The territory constituting a pro-
vince was repeatedly sub divided to form ad-
ministrative units. The most important of 
these units was the 'district' headed by a 
collector. Though the specific nature of his 
duties varied according to the character of 
the land tenure system, the collector's basic 
responsibility w as towards land-revenue col-
lection."4 The district was a large 'fiscal-
space' and imposed itself on the traditional 
local socio-ecological spaces. The sub-units 
of the district, viz, the sub-divisions, or the 
taluks were established from the fiscal point 
of view. The district collector personified the 
new 'power centre' and his subjects were not 
'communities' but tax-yielding 'intermedia-
ries' or ryots. The cadastral survey of a 
district which yielded a cadastral 'map' or 
a cadastral 'record' was primarily a fiscal 
record prepared to identify the persons under 
the fiscal power of the state. 

The real proof of the fact that a d i s t r i c t 
was structured as a non-ecological local 
power centre by the state lies in the 'main 
circuit system' of land survey introduced by 
the British in 1838. Whereas the erstwhile 
'parganas' or 'subhas' were aggregates of 
groups of villages, the main circuit system 
was based on a top-down approach whereby 
main traverses run down from the district 
were connected with the triangulation 
enclosing areas of 100 to 200 sq miles. These 
enclosed areas were then sub-divided by 
minor traverses to artificially determine 
village boundaries.19 Obyiously this system 
which was designed for the "convenience of 
revenue administration" could have resulted 

in the tampering of traditional ecological 
boundaries o f local soc io -eco log ica l 
communities. 

More was to follow when the British col 
onial state decided to 'rationalise' or Stan 
dardise' the system of land revenue assess 
ment. Soil classification followed a standard 
pattern, so also land revenue assessments. 
The introduction of a centralised 'top-down' 

survey and settlement system not only 
resulted in reduced power for the local com-
munities in the collection of revenue but also 
in introducing extraneous influence in their 
crop husbandry systems.20 Even worse for 
the local communities was the fact that this 
centralised survey system brought the gaze 
of the British state on the immense potential 
of the wastelands adjoining ryotwari villages 
and zamirdari estates. Several restrictions 
were imposed on their use by com-
munities21 By the mid-19th century, on a 
further realisation that wastelands contain-
ed tree growth and plant wealth of immense 
value to British industries back home, the 
colonial state embarked upon a massive pro-
gramme of appropriation of large tracts of 
common lands by constituting/reserving 
them as state forests.22 This denied a vital 
ecological regime of great importance to the 

traditional socio-ecological communities. 
These state forests were to be for use by the 
state with certain rights, concessions and 
privileges thrown to the users. But here 
again, while according to the users certain 
rights, concessions and privileges, the col-
onial state recognised only individual rights. 
This further served to undermine communi-
ty rights and community organisations such 
as the traditional panchayats. The concept 
of the 'community of users' (i e, the socio-
ecological communities) was effectively 
exorcised.28 

The de-recognition of community rights 
to forests and common lands and their 
substitution by 'individual' rights had an in-
teresting social implication. The principle of 
'individuation' which was introduced for the 
erstwhile community natural resources sowed 
the seeds for the 'free-rider' phenomenon. 
The selective social predation of natural 
resources (referred to in the first section) was 
replaced by an 'anarchic' mode of exploita-
tion, which led to the over-exploitation of 
those natural resources open to the users by 
the state. 

to sum up the Reconstruction of local 
space' systematically effected in the British 
period had the following implications on the 
traditional socio-ecological communities in 
India. 

(1) It destroyed the natural inter-commu-
nity differences. 

(2) It successfully removed the sources of 
natural heterogeneity from the control of 
socio-ecological communities. 

(3) The traditional social structure of 
natural resource use (i e, social diversity in 

natural resource control and use) was un-
settled and undermined. The cumulative 
consequence of all these processes was that 
the 'natural heterogeneity' of the traditional 
local communities was eroded. Bui the in 
auguration of the new local community in 
India, based on the ideology of non natural 
homogeneity, had to wait for Lord Mayo and 

Lord Ripon. 
EMERGENCE OF NEW IDEOLOGY OF LOCAL 

SPACE 

While the depredation of the traditional 
socio-ecological communities was going on 
in the matter described in the previous sec 
tion. Lord Mayo in 1870 and Lord Ripon in 

1883 introduced24 their famous resolutions 
for establishing local self-government in 
British India. This neat fitting of the newly 
created local panchayats into the administra-
tion space of the district is very well testified 
by a well know n British administrater as a 
"reconstitution for new purposes and on an 
altered foundation of a body which had 

tormally a traditional authority" (emphasis 
added).25 The 'new purposes' adverted to 
above was the dissemination of the new 
ideology of 'non-natural homogeneity'. The 
type and list of functions delegated to the 
newly-created local self-governments in 
British India amply bears out our assertion. 
Thus the district boards, the union boards 
and panchayats were entrusted with the 
functions of dealing with village lands, 
ponds and wells, drainage, public health and 
education26. For each of these functions, 
the state prescribed elaborate but 'standar-

dised' guidelines such as, for example, 
uniform sanitation, education and public 
health norms.27 The distinctive traditional 
practice of dealing with these matters by in-
dividual local community organisations was 
lost. All the same, by delegating only the 
aforesaid functions or by defining what a 
panchayat 'could do', the state was, in effect, 
conveying what these local bodies could not 
do. The net result was that panchayat raj in-
stitutions were structured to function within 
the administrative space of the district for 
carrying out certain activities 'prioritised' by 
the state. These activities were by nature 
'standardised' ones aimed at effacing the 
natural heterogeneity of local communities. 

Even in the post-independence period, 
though panchayats were enshrined promi-
nently as Directive Principle in the Constitu-
tion of India,28 the structure of local self-
government was conceived once again within 
the administrative space conceived by the 
British. Thus the fulcrum of political decen-
tralisation in independent India has been the 
district. To be fair to the architects of the 
panchayat raj institutions in independent 
India, they did attempt to secure a break 
from the administrative geometry of the 
district. The Balwantrai Mehta Committee 
recommended the community development 
block (a group of 100 to 160 villages) and 
not the 'sub-division' or 'taluk' as the 
middle-tier of the panchayat raj structure. 
But the block was not an ecological e n t i t y -
it was merely a development unit.29 Much 
later, the Ashok Mehta Committee, em-
phasised on a change from the 'block' to the 
'mandal' as the middle-tier entity. But this 
proposed change was again on purely 
development concerns and not from the 
view point of ecological contiguity and com-
munity boundaries. Thus the present-day 
panchayat raj institutions still continue to 
be operationalised within the foundation of 
the 'administrative' space of the district. But 
equally significant is the functional re-
orientation that accompanied the geometri-
cal change. While the traditional panchayats 
were based on a total identity with the com-
munity of users of common resources and 
impliedly for the discharge o f community-
oriented functions, the new panchayat in-
stitutions are functionally oriented to the 
dissemination of standardised services of the 
state in the realms of education, public 
health and rural technology, all aimed at ef-
facing the community identities and pro-
moting instead 'a non-community identity'. 
In the scheme of functions which devolved 
on these panchayats community manage-
ment of common natural resources did not 
find a place, as compared to the traditional 
period when it was practised as the most 
significant function.30 The structuring of 
panchayat raj institutions in India, thus con-
tinues to be on the same non-ecological 
foundations as in the British period. These 
institutions are still perceived as the carriers 
and disseminators of state-designed pro-
grammes and technology. The success or 
failure of panchayat raj institutions are ad-
judged in terms of their efforts in successful-
ly carrying out agricultural practices, af-
forestation programmes and other measures 
as guided by the state. 
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PANCHAYAIS AND GEOMETRY OF 
BIODIVERSITY 

Today, the threat of India's biodiversity 
comes from two sources: (1) The spread of 
modern agriculture technology, which is 
slowly replacing the natural genetic material 
indigenous to the country, by the exotic high-
yielding varieties of crops. (2) The rapidly 
spreading malaise of the degraded common 
lands which has resulted in the devastation, 
of these gene-reservoirs. The second source 
is by far more potent as its spread has not 
been socio-economically constrained as the 
first. For instance, J o d h a " in his survey of 
about 82 villages drawn from seven major 
states of India mentions the abject deteriora-
tion of common lands in the majority of the 
surveyed villages. Barren common lands are 
the rule in India and this is mainly due to 
the indifference of panchayats towards these 

invaluable resources. Here and there we do 
come across stories of the successful 'parti-
cipation' of panchayats in the re-affores-

tation programmes sponsored by govern 
ment departments, aimed at raising fast 

growing tree species for accelerated supplies 
of 'fuelwood' and 'fodder'. But there arc in-
deed very exceptional cases where panchayats 
have taken up the management of common 
land for conserving their biodiversity, 
without any 'extension' programme of the 
government departments.3 4 On the con-
trary, we have before us, stories of the 
Chipko Andolan in the Uttar Pradesh hills 
and the Kusnur satyagraha in Karnataka 
where the non-panchayat grassroots en-
vironmental movements have played a stellar 
role for the protection and conservation of 
biodiversity.35 

Clearly the negative trends in biodiversity 
conservation noted by us above are the 
results of or reactions to the "deconstruc-
tion of local socio-ecological space" attemp-
ted by the centralised state power in India 
in the historical past. Apart from the nega-
tive effects of the non-natural resource func-
tional structure, panchayats in India 
physically operate in truncated ecological 
spaces. It is not uncommon to find a group 
of villages with an ecological contiguity (by 
virtue of their locational 'says' in a water-
shed) being 'administratively' distributed 
amongst different panchayats resulting in 
their inabili ty to come together in the 
management of the natural resources of the 
watershed. Alternatively, there are situations 
in our country where a village community 
which is ecologically self-sufficient finds 
itself swamped in a panchayat which may 
consist of other villages not necessarily hav-
ing 'ecological properties'. It is natural under 
the circumstances for the panchayat con-
cerned to be indifferent to the biodiversity 
conservation in the 'ecological village'. These 
situations could be traced to the administ-
rative principles of local space organisation 
initiated during the British period. 

To conclude the thrust of this paper is to 
stress the fact that the present-day local self-
government organisations in India do not 
capture the geometry of biodiversity conser-
vation. For biodiversity to be judiciously 
conserved, local organisations ought to 
operate in an ecological space and function 
as representatives of the ecological com-
munities. They ought to embody the princi-

ple of natural heterogeneity. The present-day 
panchayat raj institutions have been esta-
blished in an administrative space and have 
been structured by the centralised state 
power, to function as disseminating 'local' 
points of 'standardised' 'non-natural ' tech-
nologies of the state. Indeed the philosophy 
of 'standardisation' implicit in these local 
organisations constitutes the very anti thesis 
of 'diversity'. The specificities of local 
knowledge, local skills and social diversity 
in natural resource use, have therefore no 
place in the scheme of the present-day pan-
chayat raj institutions in the country. It is 
no wonder that the task of conserving the 
diversity of biological resources in India has 
been progressively taken over by the volun-
tary grassroots environmental movements in 
certain parts of the country—movements 
which transcend the 'administrative terri 
tones' of the local self-governments and seek 
to mobilise the latent 'socio-ecological' 
potential of the rural population. 

N o t e s 
[The Views expressed in this paper are personal 

and do not purpose to be those of the organisa-
tion for which he works] 

1 See newsitem 'Plant Gene Banks in Gulf 
Threatened by War'. Economic Times, 
February 23, 1991. The concept of biodiver-
sity can be seen in terms of two 'differences': 
(1) The difference between the biological 
variety of natural ecosystems and the 
homogeneity of 'constructed' ecosystems; 
and (2) the difference between local, or 
endogenous biomaterials and exogenous 
and/or genetically-contrived biomaterials. 
In this paper, we are mainly considering the 
first 'difference' and that too only in rela-
tion to botanical variety. 

2 Dasmann [1974] distinguishes between 
'ecosystem people' (the local ecological 
communities) tied lo the global techno-
logical civilisation. The means of reproduc-
tion of biosphere people are thus drawn 
from a larger spatial system than from nar-
row community boundaries, 

3 Sec Strickland [1938] in Blunt (ed) [1938, 
p 365] Caste panchayats were basically an 
assembly of the ruling body of a caste. 
Among the superior castes such panchayats 
were impermanent, meeting only when 
summoned, but in a great majority of the 
castes the 'panchayat' was a standing body 
ruled by a permanent committee since most 
of its functions related to breaches of 
social/customary laws such as marriage 
laws, etc. It was more or less a jury for awar-
ding penalties/punishment [see Edward 
Blunt 1938, pp 53 55 and 77]. 

4 Burton Stein's use of the concept of 'pea 
sant ecotype' to define local self-governing 
entities (the nadus) in medieval south India 
is illustrative of the significance of local 
ecology and its management by peasant 
local governments'. A similar notion is sug-
gested in the concepts of 'fragmented' or 
'fragmentation of local power employed to 
define Indian feudalism in the period before 
1200 AD (Sec CEHI, Vol I, Chapters I and 

III, pp 9-14 and 45 52] 
5 This controversy is well discussed by 

karashima [1984, page 40-43]. The notion 
that Indian villages were miniature republics 
can be traced to Charles Metcalfe's minute 
of 1830. HJS Maine and Karl Marx had 
also implicitly accepted that concept. As 
karashima mentions, the myth of village 
republics' was exploded by the many village 
studies conducted in India in the 1950s 
which revealed that not all villages had the 
social or economic conditions for indepen-

dent existence, as assumed by Metcalfe and 
others. 

6 Cited by Amita Ray [l964, p 25] from the 
Rig Veda. Ray also cites Panini to suggest 
that village boundaries were marked by 
natural boundaries such as forests, thickets, 
rivulets, ponds, jungles. 

7 Going by the features of a village as describ-
ed in the Rig Veda, it should have a variety 
of ecological regimes (agriculture land, 
ponds, rivers, forests and past ures) to enable 
its population to be fed with foodgrains, 
animal proteins and energy—in short all the 
'ecological conditions' for its survival 
without any outside dependence. 

8 Stein [1980] by considering a peasant 
ecotype to be of a larger unit (the 'nadu') 
than a village and Karashima (1985] by 
pointing to the sharing of tanks and water 
regimes by a group of adjoining villages, 
have questioned the notion of the 'ecolo-
gical self-sufficiency' of villages as assum-
ed t radi t ional ly by his tor ians and 
administrators. 

9 Not all castes relate to their physical en-
vironment in the same manner The upper 
castes of Indian society did not engage 
themselves directly in appropriating and 
using natural resources. But each caste had 
a stake in specific natural resources. For in-
stance, the castes in Indian society engag-
ed in carpentry had a stake in conserving 
the wood resources relevant to their profes-
sion. Similarly the upper castes had a stake 
in conserving the 'sacred groves' of the com-
munity since the existence of these groves 
was germane to the ideology of the 'sacred'. 

10 Sec Gadgil and Iyer (1988] and more recent-
ly Gadgil [1991]. 

11 The advent of a new social order, heralds 
a 're-assertion of space' (Soja, 1989). This 
'reassertion' is achieved by 'deconstruction 
and re-constitution' of space. 'Spatial 
deconstruction' means the re-inscription 
and re-situation of elements in space and 
ascribing of new meanings to the space 
changed thus. Reconstitution of space is 
achieved on the foundation of a deconst-
ructed spatial order. Reconstitution is what 
provides the institutionalisation of the new 
social order. The imperial dynasties of India 
and later the British raj deconstructed the 
local space of India by destroying the local 
organisations of the autonomous 'socio-
ecological communities. This was perform-
ed by removing their powers and privileges 
and fusing them to the new but more cen-
tralised points of power. Side by side these 
imperial powers also created the conditions 
for effacing the ideology of natural 
heterogeneity. This was achieved by tamper-
ing the ecological boundaries and the 
ecological space of the traditional socio-
ecological local communities. It was on the 
foundation of the deconstructed local space 
that the British raj reconstituted the pan-
chayat raj institutions. 

12 See Karashima [1984, p xxvi, Introduction] 
with regard to south India and Habib [1982] 
for north India during the Sultanate period. 
Habib mentions how Allaudin Khilji pro-
hibited the khots (the local ruling peasant 
aristocracy) from levying their own cesses 
on the villagers. 

13 See Habib [1982, p 69). Iqtas were a 
mechanism devised to collect land revenue 
from the peasantry and for distributing it 
among the members of the ruling class. The 
iqta was a territorial assignment. 

14 Habib [1982, p 24-25]. 
15 As Habib [1982, p 56] states "even when the 

authority of the Sultanate over the coun-
try asserted more vigorously, and an 
arbitrary tribute was 'replaced' by a land 
tax assessed on the peasants, the older 
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aristocracy still had a place". Elsewhere 
Habib substantiates the proposition, while 
referring to the changed fortunes of the 
khots and muqaddams in the post-Allaudin 
Khilji period. Thus he mentions how 

Ghiyazuddin Tughlaq did not persist with 
the hard measures against the khots and 
thuqaddams and in fact "exempted them 
from paying tax on their cultivation and 
cattle" a concession earlier denied to them 
by Allaudin (p 55). The situation was the 
same during the Lodi period. Clearly these 
observations go to prove the fact that cen 
tralisation of state power was not an ir 
revocable trend in the pre British period 
since imperial dynasties rulers varied in 
their strengths. 

16 See Stein |[991, p 16]. In fact, as Stein con 
tends it was only after the period 1828 to 
1834 i e. after Lord William Bentinck, that 
social relations in India were transformed 
due to (he invigorated thrusts of British 
capital in India. This in turn was facilitated 
by the 'modernisation' in transport and 
banking. Until 1828 the Indian countryside 
stilt consisted of thousands of communities 
whose historical development prov ided each 
with characteristics that were not unique, 
but in their detailed and specif it forms did 
not extend beyond narrow locales. In 
addition, there was a consciousness of place 
that was marked in several significant 
ways. . (Stein, p 5) (emphasis added). 
Clearly the imperial dynasties of pre-British 
India did not make much headway in 
"deconstructing the local socio-ecologic 
space" as the British raj were to accomplish 
later. 

17 See The Indian Empire, Vol IV, Chapter 
VII, p 204-41. 

18 That the district was a product of a cen 
tralised state apparatus is best exemplified 
in the following description of the British 
administration set up; "the system of 
administration in both regulation and non 
regulation provinces is based on the 
repeated sub-division of territory, each ad-
ministrative areas being in the responsibility 
of an official who is subordinate to the 
officer next in rank above him" The Indian 
Empire, Administration. Vol IV. p 48 
Clearly the ecological boundaries of 
erstwhile local self-governments did not 
have any significance in the organisation of 
administrative territory unless they 
happened to coincide with the administra-
tion space. The elements of the administra 
tion space were the revenue-yielding estates 
or lands held by the Zamindars or ryots or 
a lambardar and not 'local communities' or 
the 'ecological space occupied by these 
communities. 

19 See for a description of this top-down 
survey method, The Indian Empire, Vol IV, 
Chapter XV, pp 481-507 

20 See The Indian Empire , Chapter VII n 211 
21 See Baden-Powell's Forest l a w [1893]. As 

Baden Powell states, "at first, for some 
years, the government took no notice of the 
waste, which adjoined already occupied 
estates. People seized on it and encroached 
and settled on it as they pleased 
Gradually the government realised the value 
of wastelands and rules began to be made 
for their disposal by lease or sale to the 
intending cultivator |eited by 
W A Gordon. 1955. P 322]. 

•22 For a detailed discussion on the nature of 
different categories of Forest lands created 
by the Indian Forest Act, see Dumoduran 
[1990|. 

23 The Indian Forest Act of 1878 and 1927 did 
not recognise any rights, concessions or 
privileges for any community Righ's were 
individually settled by the forest settlement 

officer. Similarly concessions or privileges 
were granted to an individual and not to a 
community. Clearly it was not the intention 
of the British state to recognise the tradi-
tional local communities or their collective 
rights. 

24 The resolution of Lord Mayo was originally 
aimed at developing a self-government of 
the local people to ensure more effective 
local interest in supervision management of 
funds devoted to education, sanitation, 
medicine, charity and local public works. 
Mayo and Ripon are credited with the for-
mation of municipalities in Indian cities 
[See The Ind i an Empire , Vol IV, 

Chapter IX]. 
25 Strickland, op cit (p 365). 
25 I hid (p 364). 
27 In 1914, the British government in India for-

mulated a sanitary policy. Similarly a 
Central Advisory Board of Education was 
set up the British colonial state to ensure 
that modern education was provided to the 
villagers in India in the appropriate media 
of instruction. All these initiatives were 
aimed at standardising health, sanitation 
and education in order to overcome the 
squalor and dullness' of village life on 
account of 'their non-contact with the out-
side world' [sec Blunt (ed), 1938. p 257) 

28 The reference is to Article 40 of the Con-
stitution of India. 

29 The constitution of community develop 
ment block for integrated rural development 
was the offshoot of the agricultural-based 
development strategy of the First Five-Year 
Plan. The concept of 'block' was recom-
mended by the Balwantrai Mehta Committee 

30 For example one of the observations of the 
Balwantrai Mehta Committee on pan-
chayats were as follows: We do not refuse 
to contemplate the possibilities of charging 
these bodies with certain other functions 
such as the maintenance and development 
of small forests,., " But the committee pro-
ceeded to add, "only after the government 
are satisfied that these bodies are function-
ing as efficient democratic institutions 
should they consider the transference to 
them of some or all of these extra duties 
and responsibil i t ies. . " [cited by 

Ramachandran, 1988]. 
31 The additional functions which devolved on 

the Panchayat Raj institutions in the coun-
try (following the recommendations ol the 
Balwantrai Mehta Committee) included 
development of agriculture, improvement of 
agricultural practices, minor irrigation 
works, animal husbandry and disaster 
management. 
32. It is well-recognised that the spread of the 
high-yielding varieties in India under the 
Green Revolution has been uneven both 
regionally and socially. 

33 See Jodha [1985 and 1990]. 
34 At least the author is not aware of any such 

case. Even the much talked about Araberi 
example in West Bengal where the 
officially-constituted forest protection 
commit lees are considered to have played 
an active role in the natural regeneration of 
sal forests, (his was due to the fine exten-
sion efforts of the State forest department 
and due to many economic incentives of-
fered to (he user-population, notably right 
of the user community to sell minor forest 
produce. 

35 See Chandi Prasad Bhatt (p I II) in 
National Wastelands Development Board 
(1990) and Ajit Bhattacharya 1988 pp 17-30 
for detailed descriptions of these grassroots 
environmental movements. 

R e f e r e n c e s 
Anonymous (1910), The Indian Empire, Vol IV, 

H M Stationery Press, London. 

Bhauacharjea, Ajit (1987). 'Reverse Develop-
ment' I and II in Samaj Parivartana 
Samudaya (SPS), 1988, pp 17-22. 

-(1988), 'Kusnur Struggle Phase Two' I and 
II in SPS, 1988, pp 27-30. 

Bhatt Chandi Prasad (1990), "Forest Conser-
vation based on People's Power and People's 
Aspirations' in Chandra R (ed) 1990, 
pp I 12. 

Blunt, Edward (ed) (1938), Social Service in 
India His Majesty's Stationery Office, 
London. 

—(1938-a). 'The Structure of the Indian People' 
in E Blunt (ed) (1938, pp 42-77). 

Chandra, Ramesh (ed) (1990), Hole of 
Panchayats in Social Forestry and Waste-
lands Development, National Wastelands 
Development Board, New Delhi. 

Damodaran, A (1990), T h e People, The State 
and Participatory Management of Com-
mon and Public National Resources', 
Technical Report No 62, Indian Institute of 
Science, Bangalore. 

Dasmann, R F (1974), 'Ecosystems', paper 
presented at Symposium on the Future of 
Traditional Primitive Communi t ies , 
Cambridge, England. 

Gadgil, Madhav (1985), 'Towards an Ecological 
History of India', Economic and Political 
Weekly Vol XX. November. 

—(1990), 'Conserving India's Bio-diversity— 
The Social Context' in Evolutionary Trends 
in Plants (in Press). 

Gadgil, Madhav and Iyer, Prema (1988), 'On 
the Diversification of Common Property 
Resource use by Indian Society' in F Berkes 
(ed) Common Property Resources Ecology 
a n d Communi ty-based Sustainable 
Development, Belhaven, Press, London. 

Gore, Charles (1984), Regions in Question— 
Space. Development Theory and Regional 
Policv, Metheun and Co, London and New 
York. 

Habib, Irian (1982), 'Agrarian Economy' in 
CEHI, Vol 1, pp 48-75. 

lodha N S (1986), 'Common Property 
Resources and Rural Poor in Dry Regions 
of India', Economic and Political Weekly, 
Vol 21, No 27. 

—(1990), 'Rural Common Property Resources 
Contributions and Crisis' SPW'D, Founda-
tion Day lecture, New Delhi, 

karashima, Noboru (1984), 'South Indian 
History and Society', OUP, Delhi. 

Mishra S K (1990), 'Wastelands Development 
through Panchayats in West Bengal' in 
Chandra R (ed) 1990, pp 61-66. 

Ramachandran V (1988), Report on the 
Measures to be Taken f o r Democratic 
Decentralisation at the District and Lower 
Levels, Vol I, Government Press, 
Trivandrum. 

Ray, Amita (1964), Villages, Towns and Secular 
Buildings in Ancient India, Firma 
K L Mukhopadhyay, Calcutta. 

Ray Chaudhary, Tapan and Habib, Irfan (eds) 
(1982), The Cambridge Economic History 
of India, (CEHI), Vol I, Orient Longmans, 
India. 

Samaj Parivartana Samudaya (SPS) (1988), 
Whither Common Lands, Omega Printers, 
Belgaum. 

Shah, S A (1990), 'Contribution of Panchayats 
to Wastelands Development' in Chandra R 
(ed) 1990. 

Soja, Edward W (1989), Post Modern 
Geographies, Verso, London. 

Stein, Burton (1980), Peasants State and Society 
in Medieval South India, OUP, Delhi. 

(1991), Towards an Indian Petty 
Bourgeoisie—Outline of an Approach', 

Economic and Political Weekly, Vol XXVI, 
No 4, January. 

Strickland, C F (1938), 'Local Government and 
Social Administration' in E Blunt (ed) 1938. 

424 
Economic and Political Weekly February 22, 1992 


