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Lohia’s Thinking 
on Local Governments

Mahi Pal

The papers in the special issue on 
Rammanohar Lohia (EPW, 
2 October 2010) did not dwell 
on the socialist leader’s thinking 
on local governance and local 
development, ideas which 
continue to be relevant today for 
rural development.

EPW (2 October 2010) published a 
c ollection of articles written by acad-
emicians and political activists on the 

“Politics and Ideas of Rammanohar Lohia”.
Here, I want to emphasise Ram manohar 

Lohia’s (hereafter referred as RML). Ideas 
on local governance and local development, 
their relevance today, the a ction taken so 
far and what is needed to put his precepts 
fully into practice. A lthough passing ref-
erences to local g overnance have been 
made in the articles of some of the authors, 
there is a need for more discussion. 

Local Governance 

The “four-pillar state” (FPS), i e, the cen-
tre, state, district and village, as a frame-
work for decentralised policy and devel-
opment that was evolved by RML has para-
mount importance and relevance for India 
In this regard, Sachchidanand Sinha in his 
paper in EPW writes, “Lohia suggested a 
four-pillar state. But experience shows 
that the hierarchical form of the four- 
pillar state could ultimately end in the 
centralisation of power.” He is right to an 
extent. But his statement that “L ohia may 
not have offered an ideal s olution…” 
(p 52) needs discussion. In fact, RML 
o ffered the solution which has not been 
put into practice. RML pleaded for making 
the panchayat the unit of s elf-government 
by vesting in it the p ower to oversee law 
and order. He advocated the idea that the 
government should be near the people so 
that they have easy access to it and can see 
the functioning of their government. 
D ecentralised planning u nder the umbrella 
of democratic institutions is the only way 
to plan various schemes taking into 
a ccount local resources for and the 
c onstraints on d evelopment. RML rightly 
pointed out that institution-building was 
the weak point in the history of econo mic 
d evelopment in India. He tried to remove 
this weakness by propagating the idea of 

d ecentralisation (devolution of political 
and economic power) to the grass roots.

The 73rd (Constitution) Amendment 
Act (hereafter CA) and its extension to 
scheduled areas is testimony to the rele-
vance of RML’s thought expressed in the 
early 1950s. Although what RML said is not 
fully covered by these acts, it was a step in 
that direction. The CA prescribed a three-
tier structure (i e, the village panchayat as 
the lowest tier, the panchayat samiti as the 
intermediate tier and the zilla parishad as 
the apex tier) of the panchayati raj system 
(PRS) in the country. 

In the idea of FPS of RML, there was no 
intermediate tier (i e, panchayat samiti/
block panchayat/panchayat union, etc) as 
he did not consider it relevant in the 
I ndian context. The experience with the 
functioning of panchayati raj for the past 
15 years after the implementation of CA 
has revealed that there has not been much 
of a role for this body in local governance 
and naturally the villagers and their rep-
resentatives have not shown much inte rest. 
Elected representatives of this tier have 
been found to say that as there is not much 
to be done in their posts, it may be re-
moved. Lohia’s views have been proven, 
for example, in the recent panchayat 
e lections in Haryana. The average number 
of contestants per position increased from 
2.88 in 2000 to 3.35 in 2010. However, the 
maximum number of candidates per seat 
was for the zilla parishad, followed by for 
the post of the sarpanch and the least for 
the panchayat samiti. The panchayat elec-
tion results of this tier of the PRS in other 
states may also be examined for the rele-
vance of L ohia’s views. 

Further, in the context of institution- 
building, it may be stated that almost 
all programmes of the governments have 
been/are being restructured based on 
i nstitution-building triggered towards a 
demand-driven mode. The Mahatma G andhi 
National Rural Employment G uarantee Act 
(MGNREGA) programme is an e xample of 
this because it is based on s ocial mobilisa-
tion and institution- building at different 
levels. The Swarnajayanti Gram Swarojgar 
Yojana (SGSY), a self- employment genera-
tion scheme for the poor, is being restruc-
tured as the N ational Rural Livelihood 
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Mission (NRLM), mainly based on insti-
tution-building of the poor through self-
help groups and their federations.

Local Development 

RML’s programmes and actions were 
a ddressed to eradicate inequality and pov-
erty. His plans dealt with the causes, not 
the symptoms of poverty disease.

While deliberating on the policy c   om-
mission of the Praja Socialist Party dur-
ing 27-30 November 1953 at Bombay, RML 
came out with a scheme for local devel-
opment. The planks of the scheme were: 
(a) reclamation of wastelands, (b) equi-
table distribution of land, (c) abolition of 
land revenue, (d) establishment of a 
bhoomi sena or land army, and (e) em-
phasis on small and medium irrigation. 

He was of the opinion that the food 
problem could only be solved if the 
m onopoly of some people on land was bro-
ken and the land was to be given to the 
tiller. The example of West Bengal is a 
household name in this regard. 

On the land army, he said that a large 
number of unemployed persons living in 
rural and urban areas could be absorbed 

for tilling the cultivable wastes. The 
brighter among them would be given 
training in agro-engineering. This army 
would be clothed, housed and fi nanced by 
the state. It would move from one place to 
another and would disseminate the idea 
of socialism and also break down barriers 
of class and caste. This is a very important 
aspect of India’s agricultural revolution. If 
this idea can be implemen ted, the problem 
of land degradation and augmentation of 
production could be solved. Besides, 
awareness about d isintegrating forces will 
be spread in the country. 

However, the ideas of RML have been im-
plemented only in a piecemeal /fragmented 
way without adopting a h olistic approach 
through the establishment of district and 
village governments. In order to enhance 
agricultural p roduction and employment 
opportu nities with small i nvestment, the 
relevance of small and medium schemes 
cannot be doubted at the present level of 
a gricultural development. 

The idea of wasteland development has 
already been transplanted through the 
Drought Prone Area Development Program-
me and Desert Development Programme 

launched by the government, which is 
now designated as the Integrated Waste-
land Development Programme. Common 
guidelines for watershed development 
have also been drawn up to give a focused 
approach to wasteland development. The 
earlier employment guarantee scheme of 
Maharasthra and the MGNEGS marked a 
paradigm shift from the previous wage-
employment programmes with its right-
based approach that makes the govern-
ment legally accountable for providing 
employment to those who demand it. The 
works to be undertaken under the MGN-

REGS are aimed at water harvesting, soil 
conservation, fl ood protection, affore-
station and plantations. 

RML was both a dreamer and a 
p ropa gator. He wanted to create a better 
India with greater equality and social jus-
tice. The app roach to development Lohia 
a dvanced could not be put into practice in 
his time perhaps due to p olitical reasons/ 
prejudices. The s ocia list movement has 
withered away due to lack of political 
m obilisation of the p eople for bringing 
into fruition the ideas and thoughts of 
RML/the socialist movement.
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