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THE POLITICS OF
PROTECTING THE POOR
- 'DURING ECONOMIC
ADJUSTMENT IN INDIA: THE
CASE OF MAHARASHTRA

Robert S. Jenkins

I Introduction -

Even in the best of economic times, strategies to combat the
causes and manifestations of poverty must cope with an array of
political obstacles. During periods of austerity born of profound
change, several of these may be magnified, and new difficulties of a
qualitatively different nature can arise.

This paper examines the politics of protecting the peor in just
such an environment: India’s transition from a relatively autarchie,

- state-controlled economy to one based to a larger degree on market

forces. It will do se by analysing the political influences that may
shape the prospects for protecting the poor in Maharashtra, one of
the largest and most important states in the Indian federal political
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system. It should be noted that this paper is a preliminary investiga- :

tion of the issues involved. It ultimately will form part of a larger
study on the political management and implications of India’s
economic reform programme. The aim of the present exercise is to
use the existing literature to advance some tentative hypotheses and

outline some plausible scenarios of how events may unfold during the
months and years ahead.

This paper does not deal with the actual or likely impact of
specific adjustment — policy measures on the poor, such as the effects

of exchange rate and trade liberalisation on labour market flexibility -

and real wages. The assumption is that the consequences of these
policies for the peor will largely be determined by the way in which
they are implemented and the extent to which compensatory
measures are introduced to safeguard their interests; and these, in

turn, will be shaped by political factors, particularly the prevailing -

culture and mechanisms of accommodation, and the incentives for
political elites to adapt these mechanisms to new circumstances.

IL A Constituency for the Poor or Just a Poor Constituency?

The central dilemma of attempting to protect the poor during

economic adjustment is that the intended beneficiaries of such efforts
are, almost by definition, not an influential constituency. If a
country’s poor possessed the political clout needed to protect their
interests during what are often painful transition periods, they
probably would not be as poor to start with, This may seem a rather
simple observation, but it is surprigsing how little it is heeded in the
literature on the costs to the poor of adjustment. What is emphasised
mstead is the need to invest in the poor in order to make adjustment
work, by, for instance, increasing the purchasing power and building
a healthy, educated workforce. The alluring prospect of these
benefits is often presumed to constitute a sufficient incentive for
political elites to pursue such pro-poor policies.l This, sadly, is not
always the case. ‘

One of the many things that makes India’s economic reform
programme of such great interest to economists, saciologists and
pelitical scientists is that adjustment is taking place in a democracy
of genuine substance. India’s elections are by and large fair; its press
is free and extremely vibrant; it has a strong civil society built around
anetwork of non-governmental advocacy groups, research institutes,
professional organisations, and other manifestations of associational
life; the legal system, though under strain and displaying undeniable
signs of decay, functions adequately. In short, there are more
avenues for the representation of poor peoples’ interests than in the '
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vast majority of developing countries. In theory, this should ensure

their protection during the adjustment process.

In practice, however, many observers are pessin?is_tic, and not
without good reason. India’s popular press and acaflem}c journals are
filled with hand-wringing over.what is seen as the inevitably lament-
able fate of India’s poor.” One hears this even among advocates of
reform, who.despite their reservations, see no other way to halt th,e
economic decline and political decay for which, ostenS}bly, the state’s
ubiquity is to blame. India’s form of democrac_y has failed the poor up
until now, according to this logic, and there is no reason to t}nnk it
will suddenly leap to their aid at this moment of national crisis.

‘Some of those who have studied the experience of other develop-
ing countries offer a slightly less gloomy assessm'ent. Joan Nelgqn,
one of the leaders of a cross-national research prfuect on the politics
of adjustment - which has prdduced three influential volumes,l argues
that it is politically possible to ‘s_helter the poor from‘ the m9st
negative effects of economi¢ reform. The austerity a.ssoclated with .
adjustment does indeed impose severe fiscal con.stramts_ on govern-
ments. However, the solution devocated by mul!:llateral msltltu?;lons
— to target social expenditure at those most in need — 18 h1.g!11y
problematic. Such a strategy is likely to meet with vocal opp.osutmn
from assertive groups just above the absolu'te poor on the income
ladder. Nelson argues that “instead of running directly counter to
political incentives by pressing for tight targeting to the poor alone,
external agencies might most effectively help some among the poor
by seeking to identify specific interests shared by poor and” 3mnddle
deciles, and specific policies and programs that benefit both.™

Here, then, is the most politically realistic way out of the
dilemma: to devise programmes that blend the interests of the poor

and near-poor. One might also add that finding common ground

between the most prosperous groups in Indian society and tbe 1es.s
well-off is equally important. The question we must cunsu_ler is
whether this is likely to happen in Mabarashtra. In attempting to
.answer this question, this paper will advance three propositions: .
(1) That we must take into account a breader ra}ngenf cont'e:f:tu al
.influences than is usually considered when asses'smgithe politics of
protecting the poor during adjustment. These include social and
political trends beyond merely the politics of reform, as well as
paraliel efforts by other political forces to de_ﬁne the next era in
Indian politics. s . : _
(2) That the ability of the poor themselves to urga'rxise eﬂ‘ect‘:iv.ely
and to build political alliances will be as important in' determining
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their fate (if not more so) than the techn

agenci . .
pfo ;c;f:s t:s ;l(:;;s; dmc_l;x:we ameliorative programmes Moreover

Ocesses ¢ with adjustment i . ,
this capacity of self-representation amtl:;}thl: ;:oc:, help to augment

(3) That although adjusting governments may initially be chief:

) powerful economic intere,

her loss;scgg:g;tr&f t1_1e1r eﬁ'orts at compensating th'as;es t;;':: (2

oo osses o ated with adjustment, there are strong im:eni:ivp ‘

domeern. mprottt]e:t the poor. The well-being of the poor in

Smocracies ay, therefore, be more important to the sustai b'l"m
mic reform than has generally been acknowledged cfrll:tt: lty

ITl. The Importance of the State Level

Studying the politics of adi o
of adjustment i ia: i

zctzte level may, at first glance, seem an ;nd;ntiﬁgbﬁ?ku}gm:: the
merl:::?xia :eforr.n, launched in July 1991, has been a Cent?.;al Go g
W ertakb ing. 'l_‘lge‘programme was negotiated with the IMIt"emé
strios, and the y pOhtlc_lans_ and civil servants from national. ma1:1 .
loyal 1’;0 Prine er;fizi: :st;mlg\;T ?angg;ald t;{aa relatively small coterit;

e ¢ — -V. Narasimha Rao. Moreover, of

::); ::::1 iisé?mat:l;imth adjustment are national-level ism:::'s :uOt. thg
oo . s Cor gt a0 oot e,
. ral Governm i ion of
national legislation zrelatingi:omc:i!:lc:;pobi‘;!tg:;get flfieit, relanation of

Yet, there are three important reason I
lz;zl.‘ﬁlr}ft and foremost, it is state govemr:ezotsfi‘l::::;: (\]ﬂrilfhlf ot
cope with niulch of the faliout from economic reform.* The !;Ye .
.Govemment: t'ftlaliifresource transfers from the Central to Stat.
wil eoment th orce thc_an.x to mobilise resources internall Thi:
il ne theirg e tough. decisions at the state level, and ultiﬁatel
e th l_e‘pnandc-*:nce on the Central Government, both e 4

y and po. 1jc1cally. The financial autonomy of sta’tes is I;:](::l;mblt;

in need of study.

Second, the existence . . i ‘ "
nd, the e 2 of well-articulated social i
Iglz?;lfiowsﬁzﬁiizf;a; ling‘uit;.tica]ly and culturally dzl;ii:;?;lt‘:a.l?;g
$ € overlapping claims of economi 1on:
. ¢ and non:

economic loyalties that will i
bae will inform the pracess of political coalition-

ical capacity of governmental
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Third, according to recent reports, state-level regulatory and
infrastructural bottlenecks are responsible for the lagging response
among foreign investors. If the supply-side response that India's
reformers are hoping for is ever to materialise, the pressures on
state-level governments — where the interaction between state and
society is most pronounced — will have to be addressed creatively.

IV. The Relevance of Context
_Though the state level is indeed a crucial arena for assessing the
prospects for building pro-poor political alliances, we must under-
stand the context in which this process will take place, both in terms
of recent trends in Indian politics and society, and in terms of the
theoretical debates to which they have given rise.
The issue of building coalitions capable of safeguarding the
interests of the poor is closely related to one of the most keenly
watched issues in Indian political studies: the fate of accommodative
politics. The terms “accommodative politics,” “the politics of accom-
modation,” and “political accommodationism,” refer to a penchant
among dominant groups in society (and political elites among them)
to engage in actions designed to build coalitions of political support
among sections of dependent groups. It is a strategy of selective
inclusion. These actions are sometimes merely rhetorical, and some-
times of greater substance. The concept has both positive and nega-
tive connotations. Those on the left tend to see “accommodations” as
token gestures of reform cynically designed to pre-empt more
thoroughgoing radical change. Others view accommodationism more
positively, as part of & gradual process which may lead to greater
equity and inhibit violence. Moreover, many on both sides tend to
associate accommodationism with “soft states,” the inevitable resuit
being populism, inefficiency, and waste. Despite these differing
opinions, most students of Indian politics agree that accom-
modationism was the dominant political idiom for roughly the first
‘twenty-five years following Independence in 1947, and that it was
largely responsible for both the remarkable stability of political life
and the maintenance of democracy. There is also a fair degree of
consensus that the system has been in decline since then.

Paul Brass, in the most comprehensive survey of post-inde-
pendence politics in recent years, argues that there is widespread
agreement in the scholarly community that the politics of accom-
modation has vanished for good. Brass’ contention is that both the
structural® and economic’ explanations of the political disintegration
and economic failures of the past fifteen years (1975-1990) “agree
that ‘accommodative politics’ have failed and cannot succeed in the
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face of growing class antagonisms in the countryside and the increas-

ing dominance of India’s ‘proprietary classes.’

On the surface, this situation would seem to offer little hope for
the poor in today’s India. Yet Brass’ own analysis of the causes of
poverty, if we read him carefully, leaves open the possibility that the
impulse for accommeodative politics may yet reemerge to cushion the
dislocation of the poor during the transition to a liberalised economy.
He argues that the main cause of poverty has not necessarily been
the oppressive behaviour of the dominant landed classes. The real
culprits are centrally-planned industrialization, which has failed to
generate alternative forms of employment, and the nexus between
dominant classes and politicians which take advantage of “ameliora-
tive anti-poverty programs... and extract benefits and profits for
themselves.” The grounds for optimism in this seemingly bleak
diagnosis is that both the rich and politicians alike, though clearly
diverting to themselves a good deal of resources meant for the poor,
have something to gain from preserving a system of social welfare
which has allowed them to control the flow of resources and thereby
to shore up their waning traditional authority. In short, there may
yet be life left in the corpse of political accommeodationism.

The other set of circumstances we must take into account when

evaluating the prospects for protecting the poor in Maharashtra

concerns the larger political battleground. Economic reform is but
one of the attempts by India’s three major political groupings to
capitalise on a highly fluid political environment that is, in the words
of one analyst, “up for grabs.”m The Hindu nationalist BJP seeks to
mobilise the electorate on the basis of religious identity. The rem--

nants of former Prime Minister V.P. Singh’s Janata Dal continue to -

appeal to the language of caste in its call for the full implementation
of the Mandal Commission’s provisions for public-sector job quotas.
The poor are caught in the middle of this frantic effort among
political elites to define the next era in Indian political life. And, as
Rajni Kothari sees it, the political awakening of the marginalised
may be the driving force of this entire process:

“The ‘Mandal phenomenon’ has far more te it than -
mere job reservations or the ecohomic threats to the middle
class. It signifies the political and social assertion of the
peor at a time when both the economic pelicy of liberaliza-
tion and the social challenge of ‘Hindutva’ are threatening
their very survival but are both likely to fail. Needless to
say, the India of today has little to offer this new configura-
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tion of social forces which is'bound to ask for a new dﬁﬁni'
" tion of both secular identity and democratic process.”

Viewed in this light, the incentives for the curfently dominffmt
groups in Indian society to reassert the politics\_ o_f_ gccomn.mdatmn
ma}} in fact be growing. So in probing the inﬂue_nces that w1_1} s'hape
the fate of the poor both during and after this profound _shlﬂ; of
developmental direction, we would do well to c.afefully_ consider the
underlying social dynamism driving India’s political economy.

V. Pre:Reform Trends in Maharashira | '
What, then, are the prospects for fashioning a broadly inclusive

- policy response to the dislocation likely to be wrought by economic

reform in Maharashtra? For this we must look at the potential for: (1)
blending the interests of poor and near poor; and (2) identifying areas
of overlapping concern among the prosperous an‘d the less well-of_f.
While the past is not always the most reliable guide to the futut"e, it
is-a worthwhile place to begin seeking patterns. Let us the.n g_tart by
considering Maharashtra’s record at political accq_mmodatlpmsm.
Maharashtra in fact scores quite well in this regard. With the
possible exceptions of West Bengal (and pgi'hapﬁ Kam.a.taka), it has
arguably the most impressive trad_itmn‘ of political accom-
modationism in India. As mentioned earlier, to some political
analysts, this merely represents a reform designed to pre-empt radi-
cal cha.nge.12 But since radical economic chiange has occurred pra_ct}-
da]]y nowhere in India, except perhaps in West Bengal or K_eralg, itis
hardly legitimate to criticise Maharashtra’s record on that bam?. )
The most visible testimony to the accommodative sfl:.ﬂl of
Maharashtra’s political leaders is the Congress Party’s ability to
retain office for all but two years since Independence, a feat un-
matched by any party in any other state. Given the vast changes in

 the state’s social and economic life, it is hard to believe that such

K - . . . - ll

- electroral ‘success could have been achieved without a fairly we
f!eveloped pattern of flexibility and accommodation. This talent, in
fact, extends beyond the leaders of the Congress party, and con-

. aam ‘ . - - t X '

* stitutes a tradition that encompasses other parties as we]lgs interes
groups and institutions not formally asspc?ated with party politics.
© Two examples will help to illustrate this point.

' The first is one of the most successful large-scale social-welfare

. programmes in India, the Employment Guarantee Scheme (EGS).

This is a public works programme that,‘ in theqry (and for the most
part in practice as well), guarantees daily wage employment to any

" citizen willing to contribute his or her labour. Because the work is
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physically difficult; and the pay muumab the EGS: is. mdely con:
sidered extremely well-targeted at the poorest of the poor: Yet:the

nature of the programme has encouraged:the formation of a consider-
ably more broad based constituency to. support its. continuation, —
indeed expansion. The rationale of the. EGS:is.-not only to.put people
to. work, but alse, to enhance the value of productive assets. Often
these are publicly-owned infrastructural elements, such.asroads.and:
irrigation canals. But significantly, the work that is performed; by

poor-labourers, paid from public funds, helps to,upgrade the facilities.
used; by prosperous and: middie-class: landowners who. otherwise.
despair of having:their-canals desilted or. their roads.maintained: In.
some.cases, much of the work actually “turns.out;to. be land:iinprove-.
ments such as. bundmg and:leveling on land:belopging to richerrural:

housgeholds, ni3
The admipistrative overheadsinvolvedinrunningthe EGS; and:

the widespread: support. it receives: from both poor: and PTOSPETOUS:

members. of:rural society, also means- that- cwﬂ semoejobs, often
occupled by members. of the lower middle classes, are plsntlﬁ.ll
among. thexr coqstltuents by mﬂuer;cmg the sutmg of EGS works
projects. (This is an important point to- which. we will;return later.)
Whlle this. system may: ac}neve less. than. an optimally eﬂimant
a]locatlon of eeonofiic resources, it. nevertheless contains. w1th1n Jdts.
demgn the elements of a, popular programme that knits-together.the
. interests of a broad‘spectrum of social:groups.

The second illustration.of Maharashtra's-accommodative politi-
_cal culture is. drawn, from the realm. of: civil.society, The. state’s
_premier farmers lobbymg organisation, the Shetkari:Sanghathana,
- has since 1980 achieved an extremely hlgh poht:cal proﬁle Like-its
counterparts in, nOrth India, parhcularly the Uttar: Pradesh-hased
Bharatiya Kisan Union. (BKU) the Shetkari Sanghathana has
" pressed for h1gher procurement prlces for farm produce, for lower
prices. for major ag'ncultural mputs for greater farmer repre-

sentatmn on various state commissions, and for more places for the

. sons and daughters of farmers in state-run schools, universities, and
technical institutes. But, in contrast to the BKU leader, Mahendra
- Singh Tikait, the Shetkari Sanghathana’s Sharad Joshi has sought
to counter hig organisation’s image as a preserve of “rich farmers”
concerned only with the interests of large landholders. He has done
this by’ consmtently reaching out to a range of poor and-middle-in-
come groups. 14 Joshi has expanded his constant calls for higher-crop
prices (which clearly is in the intérest of surplus-pmducmg farmers)
to include a demand for increases in and full implementation of the

.

e lP‘dliﬁi“!S iof Protecting: the Poor 203

agmuit“ural’ i w-sge (which clearly is: mit) Whthier this is
tokenist is: sk important: than the fact that his countérparts in
northiIndiahiave not even: ‘hadithe' courage of foresight to-attempt it,
and:that to'at laaet-a'limited extent; it has Kelped to-swell; the ranks
of the organisation:and!biring:it-greater cloutin state- pohtms 5 Joshi
has albo soughtito buildithe Shetkari Sanghathara's base among the

‘owners:of small'and marginial lands-who do-not grow cash crops such

as: sugar, tobacco; onions; and: cotton - the crops which’ weré the
focussof the orgamsatlon’s activities in the early 1980s: Protiiinent
agitations:for state assistance for cultivators of coarse:cereals; espe-
cially-intheeconomivally-depressediregdions of Vidarbhid andMarath-
wada; have earried: the Shetkari: Sanghathana a: larger. following

-among:the strugglinglanded: poor than:many had ever expected it'to

achieve. In:this: respect ‘Maharashtra's farmers' movétent mirrora
the rural'societyin whichiitis: roctedifar mote closely thaiiis the case
alinost anywliere else:in” India: It i deinonbtrably part ofithe state’s
tradition:of: politlcal aetommodationisii:

These:iliustrations are opeii to niaiy iriterpretations. But the

~ one that deserves to be’ emphasised; in 'my view, ig-that the main

reason to Believe that' Maharashtra's political-systerh:can build a
coalition for protectmg the pont is the existence: of adaptable institu-

- tions' capable. of bridging: the gap between the’ state” and society.

Micliael Lipton Has. argiied that only ihstitiitiotis‘of public overview,
sonte; se]f«seekmg ‘anid 'othiers not; able to interactfreely*through ‘civil
society’, can:.. soften: the State—market dilemitia; and’ permit sus-

. tained:economic development. 18 Thls statement Thelieve, deserves
. to:be. broadened: to’ ineliide not Just econionii¢ -development, but

‘dévelopmentthat: prowdes a framework for protécting the poor.

* THig is seeh ‘most clearly in the 1ntegrat1ve functum performed
by- political parties that dewse creative programmes “sich as the
EGS;‘which blend ‘the interests of diverse social 'groups i But'what is

- just-as important in investing EGS- -type progaiines with- the

capatity to.do mere than provide short—term palhatwes that'dissolve
.amid’ the fiscal pressures. of economic ‘reform are the voluntary
organizations which have sprung up to safeguard the rights of EGS
labourers. The EGS Samarivay Samiti, a federatiaon 'of local activist
groups spread mer 22 districts, acts as the workers' representative.
It does more than air’ gnevances Significantly, it-providés a focus for

l . further pohtlcal detivity. 7 One 'study of the role of these organisa-

tions argues that the “right:to- work” compohentof the EGS has led to
a greater sense of control over burBaucrats among the poor:
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“This fact itself [the right of demand] can create
awareness and political consciousness among the poor, -
which can result [in} organisation of the péor and... better
bargaining power of the poor in the economy generally.

" A similar dynamic is at work-in Maharashtra’s thnvmg cq—
operative séctor. Though the mén who dominate the state’s pohtxcal-
ly powerful sugar co-operatives are often portrayed as an oppressive
lobby of “sugar barons,” they are forced to operate political machines
that distribute material benefits to the co-operative members who
elect them 19 Similarly, in order to maximise these benefits, the less
well-off among the co-operative members learp the art of politics 1 m a
forum where their concerns are taken senously The existence of
such structurés of accommodation, especially where they, prov1de a
mechanism for organising for common benefit,  Tepresents one impor-
tant reason to expect the poor to be adequate]y looked aﬂ;er durmg
the period of adjustment. ' .

VL. Political Accommodationism in the Reform Era

The unfolding of events in Maharashtira since the commence-
ment of the adjustment programine in mid-1991 has confirmed many
of the worst fears of those who expéct the interests of the poor to be
lost in the political shuffle. Spending in two- ‘of the most meortant
so-called social sectors, héalth and education, has declined since the
onset of economic reform. Real education spendmg per capita in
Maharashtra fell from Rs. 101.01 in the fiscal year 1990-91 (the last

pre-reform budget) to Rs. 88.71 in 1992-93.2! Its share in total

government expenditure also dro zppe«:i noticeably, from 16.236% in i
Similar trends can be observed in

‘funding for health. Real health expendlture per capita declined from .

Rs. 42.26 in 1990-91 to Rs. 34.12in 1992—93 3 Yet this decline was o

1990-91 to 14.834% in 1992-93.

not seen everywhere. States as diverse as Punjab, Bihar, and Kar-
nataka all experienced some increases. A recent state-wise disag-

gregation of social-sector spending noted that Maharashtrais oné of |
only four states — along with Madhya Pradesh; West Bengal;.and - -

Uttar Pradesh — in which actual health and/or education spending

was below levels predicted by historical trends. Without detailed -

statements of the distributional consequences of such spending pat-

terns, we cannot determine, with any degrée of certainty, thelr_
‘impact on the fortunes of the poor. But, for the sake of argument we -

can presume that they are not an auspicious sign.

The reason commonty attributed to such neglect of the poor is

that state governments have more pressing concerns. ’I‘hls is largely
true. The mam pohtxcal fear of most State Govemments in India,
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inciuding Maharashtra’s, is not the views of the poor. What they are
afraid of is a political backlash among the prosperous farmirig com-
munities. The dominant classes in rural society are in a position to
mobilise large numbers of voies among groups dependent upon them
(as well as. significant amounts of opposition-party finance) when
they feel their interests threatened. According to the 1991 Census of
India, two.out of three Maharashtrians still live in rural areas.

.. Whoexactly these formidable politicised farmers are is a source
of much controversy. To some, they are “kulaks,” the “rural rich,” or
the “commercial farming seetor,” who have drained the state of
development resources for private enrichment while maintaining
quasi-feudal control over the mass of subsistence cultivators and
agricultural labourers.?® To others, the rise of power among agricul-
turists represents a. political awakening -among 'a much broader
swath of rural society, which includes cultivators of small and
medium-size holdings. Lloyd and Susanne Rudolph, for instance, call
them “Bullock Capitalists,”a term which captures both their depend-
ence on the market and-the rather more modest means by whwh they
earn-aliving than one gets from terms such as “the rural rich. »26 Thig
is not the place to sort out the highly complicated issue of the
land-holding patterns of politically active farming communities. In
fact, while most of the scholarly community agrees that “middle-
pe:isant” assertiveness is a major political phenomenos, there is
little consensus as to its source. Is it due to a desire on the part of
farmers (however deﬁnedfto match their growing economic affluence
with political mﬂuence, or.is it a political backlash against declmmg
economic fortunes"

What is undemable however, is that the impact of economic
reform on, politically:  assertive cultivating communities in
Maharashtra is.indeed a major concern to the State Government.
The hard core of this group are Marathas, a state-wide cluster of
castes that are the dominant force in rural society and in the state’s
politics. The current Chief Minister, Sharad Pawar, is a Maratha.
Pawar’s most pressing project is to find a way to mitigate the nega-
t:vel impact of adjustment on the farming groups that form the base
of his Congress Party in Maharashtra. Generally speaking, farmers’
groups have not been supportive of economic reform.2” The most
immediate threat it presents is the loss of subsidies on production
inputs, such as fertilisers, electricity, credit, and diesel fuel for
pumpsets and agricultural machinery. Regardless of promises that
economic reform, taken in toto, will serve to redress what is seen as
India’s urban-biased development strategy, what farmers fear is t.he
loss of subsidies. .
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Since being shifted back to the chief mimistership of
Maharashtra from his post as national defense minister earlier this
year, Sharad Pawar has songht to apply his gonsiderable skill at
accomqua#ve politics to t.he probles of hlewmgdzhe interests of the
gravest thneat bo the nohtalcal sustmna,b;l,xty of refurm He has dme
this by attempting to negotiate a stake in the emerging liberalised
economy for commercial farmers. The 1993-94 Mgharashtra in-
dustrial policy statement, one of his governmenat's first substantive
acts of economic policy, included provisions for fa‘mhtaa:%g dnvest-
ment in agro-industrial ventures by commereial farmers ® The idea
is to compensate commercial farmers with ecopomic incentives for
some of what they have lost in the way of subsidies, and to combat the
perception that the new economic policies are really new industrial
policies with little to offer agriculture. In order to promote close
co-operatlon betwepn ag'ncultural producers and the many fm‘e;gn

mms t.o exempt large farmers from long-standmg Iand-reform leg:.s
lation that limits the amount of land they can own. Pawar’s govern-
ment has alse announced the free cpnvertlb;hty of agrieultural land
to non-agricultural use.

‘This hashepntheﬁrstsetpfstgpsdeﬂgnedmnmnage the
political conflicts of eeonomic reform. Reversing land reforms is far
from a progressive measure, though one that is obviously deemed
necessary to eonsolidate support among the powerful agricultural
lobby. What we must consider when assessing the impact of such
efforts on the prospects for protecting the poor are not only the direet
welfare effects, but the consequences for building political support.
One of the propositions set forth at the beginning of this paper was
that the ability of the poor themsselves to organise effectively and to
build political alliances will be as important in determining their fate
(if not more s9) than the technical capacity of state elites and
governmental agencies to devise inclusive ameliorative programmes.
If one subscribes to the view that economic and political dominance in
rural Maharashtra has rested on complex netwerks of social rela-

tions, built largely around the enduring power of non-economic iden- -

tities, then trends which tend to undermine these ties of loyalty and
dependence should rightly be viewed as laying the foundation for

greater freedom of political action among the poor —evenif they do

not lead to an improvement in economic conditions, The argu-
ment here is that efforts by political leaders to find common ground
between urban and rural elites may serve to undermine the tradi-
tional bonds between rich and poor in the countryside by widening
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‘the ‘cultural ‘distance that separates them. This, in turn, may lead
-elements ‘among the poor to press for more radical measures.

This logic will no doubt be objectionable to many. Peaple have
been debatmg for decades why a social revolution has failed to
materialise in India. 30 Many continue to argue that the objective
cenditions are ripening, by means of polarisation, alienation, and the
increased use of violent repression. I am not taking this position,
though Ido not necessarily seek to refuse it. What is more important,
in my view, is to investigate whether an awareness of this trend leads
to an accommodative response from those who wield state power in
Maharashitra.

VII. Accommodationism and The Fate of Patronage Politics

One of the largest conceptual tensions in studying the politics of
protecting the poor is between the perceived need to target social
expenditure in order to make reduced resources go further, and the
political reality in which strict targeting also serves to natrow the
base of political support for programmes that can assist the poor. But
there is a further complicating factor that has not received sufficient
attention. This is the need for politicians to be able to take credit for
resources that are distributed. The potential of economic reform to do
away with much of the discretionary control over resource distribu-
tion is one of the great fears among Indian politicians at the state
level and below. But when we attempt to examine how economic
reform may affect this function, the system in question is a very
different one indeed from the one that scholars secking the strength
of Indian democracy during the Nehru era found s effective an
instrument.3! This requires a bit of expaining.

The reign of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi withnessed the
centralization of resource distribution. This certainly did not spell
the end of patronage politics; in fact, non-development spending
programs were eating up a larger and larger proportion of govern-
ment resources.” But there were three differences from the earlier
system of patronage-based political machine-building. First,
patronage was increasingly out of the control of state and local
leaders, who relied more on Mrs. Gandhi’s blessings than the support
of specific segments of society to retain their leadership positions. .
Second, because Central Government interference made the tenure
of both Congress and non-Congress State Governments so insecure,
Chief Ministers had every incentive to profiteer as much as possible
in as short & time as possible. This is many cases alienated their
colleagues within the state party units, who had been accustomed to

obtain their fair share of the spoils of electoral victory. 33 Third,
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because Mrs. Gandhi wanted to establish a direct relationship with

the electorate, and because her centralizing tendencies had under-

mined the Congress party organization to such a large extent that-

many state-level leaders could not rely on it, resource distribution
took the form of populist programs aimed at broadly defined groups:
free lunches and uniforms for school children, subsidized sacks of rice

for the rural poor, ete 34 ,

~ Given this tendency, which only got worse during the Rajiv era,
it is important to ask, as Mick Moore’s study of Sfi Lanka’s libéralisa-
tion programme of the early 1980s did, whether the manner in which
economic reform is implemetited in India may serve “to remedy an
historic ‘weakness’ of the... political System: the relativély indis-
criminate and inefficient distribution of relatively large volumes of
material patronage such that they purchase little lasting support for
the party in p‘ower.3 ‘ L
One way of making patronage distribution more effective is to
reverse the pre-reform trend and bring it under greater local control.
Processes associated with liberalisation may be helping to do just
that. Because of the increasing autonomy of state-level governments
(due to their decreased dependence on central funding), Congress
chief ministers are likely to retain office more on the basis of their
ability to gain support within state legislaturé parties, and less on
whether they are in favour with the party high command in New
Delhi. This will require them to make sure that discretionary resour-
ces are put in the hands of politicians operating in arenas below the

state level. These politicians will then be able to use these resources -

to cultivate carefully balanced electoral support from among the
diverse array of social groups and economic interests prevailing in
local arenas. This is no guarantee, of course, that they will do so; or
that if they do, resources will be diverted to help the poor. In fact,
many consider local politics to be even less accommodating to the
poor than state-level politics. o '

Yet a good deal of the literature on _mobilliséltioﬁél.,by. poor

peoples’ organisations stresses that while they have had successes in
local arenas, they have difficulty uniting these groups at the state
level. It may well be that, under conditions in which the cultural
distance between rich and poor in rural areas begins to widen even
further, associations of scheduled castes will serve as a focus for
generating a form of accommodationism in which groups among the
poor play a more active role in representing their interests. The
Mahar community of Maharashtra has a long tradition of such
activism, and many have wondered whyv it has not achieved more.

*
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VIII. Conclusion 7 ‘

‘Whether the politics of accommodation will once again flourish
to cope with the challenges of adjustment is an empirical question.
There are, however, streng incentives for politicians to make use of
this formidable tool. Among the most important is the interest of
politicians in retaining discretionary control over resource distribu-
tion at local levels. The implications of resource reform for the logic of
retaining power at the state level may aid this process. If, however,
the established (though frayed) form of accommodative politics is not
revived, we may witness a situation in which the poor are able to
make use of the significant institutional resources of Maharashtra’s
political life -— arenas in which they have already been limited
participants - to begin organising themselves to represent their own
interests more directly. This may herald the emergence of a new and
qualitatively different form of political accommodationism. First-
hand field research that probes these possibilities is urgently needed.
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