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Abstract

Conventional wisdom suggests that a direct relationship exists between greater wealth and higher democratic participation.  An original database compiled for 53 local governments in two states of northern India, including interviews with over 2,000 village residents, shows, however, that information, education and gender matter much more for who participates in democracy, while wealth and social status matter relatively little.  Policies that enable people to educate and inform themselves better should help raise poor people’s stakes in democracy.

Simply crafting democracy from above does not ensure that ordinary citizens, especially poorer ones, can participate in and effectively influence government decisions.
  Evidence from around the world shows that even in richer and more longstanding democracies poorer citizens participate less often and less vigorously than their wealthier counterparts.
  In Third World democracies, where the rate of poverty is much higher – as high as 68 percent in Zambia and 70 percent in Madagascar
 – participation and influence may be particularly skewed, resulting in a much narrower base of support for democracy.  It is important to examine how poor people’s stakes in democracy can be enlarged in such contexts of poverty.  

“The harms of poverty inhibit the political participation of some citizens.”
  It is necessary, however, to investigate more closely what exactly these harms are that inhibit poor people from participating more actively.  Is it poverty itself, i.e., lack of income and wealth, that constitutes the root cause of low participation, or are some other individual attributes, usually associated with poverty, and not poverty itself, more readily responsible for participation at low rates?  

Diamond contends, for example, that participation in democracy can be high even “at low levels of economic development if [some] crucial mediating variables are present.”
  Studies undertaken in different parts of the world have shown how literacy can be one such mediating variable.  Bratton and Mattes find within six Sub-Saharan countries that education has highly positive effects on people’s attitudes toward democracy.
  Finkel shows how civic education programs in South Africa and the Dominican Republic have enabled citizens to engage more actively and effectively with democracy in these countries.
  Results from other studies also attest to the positive effects that the spread of education can have for raising people’s stakes in democracy.

Information can be similarly critical for entrenching democracy better.  Citizens without information can rarely formulate interests clearly, and they know little about appropriate institutional pathways for expressing these interests, so democracy without information can be exclusionary in effect.
  However, while the association between democracy and information has been considerably investigated within industrialized democracies, particularly the United States,
 this link has not been equally well explored in democracies populated by larger numbers of poorer people.

In this paper, I look at the respective contributions that information, wealth, education and some other variables have for participation in rural local governments within two states of India.  Local governments serve in terms of the classification provided by Eckstein as a least likely case for examining the effects upon participation of information and education in relation to wealth and social status.
  While the devolution and democratization of power at the local level is widely expected to enhance the effectiveness, responsiveness and accountability of government,
 grave doubts persist concerning its effects on equitable participation and equal access.  The “most important caveat…is that decentralization can bolster the power of local elites.”
  Numerous studies bear out this fear, suggesting that if barriers to participation by poor people exist at any level of government, they are most likely to occur at the level of decentralized local governments.
  If information and education can help, therefore, to widen participation at this level of government, they should have at least as much value for participation by poor people at higher levels of government.

Location and Methodology

Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh – the two Indian states selected for this investigation – provide a useful site for examining the separate effects of information and education, on the one hand, and wealth and social status, on the other hand.  In general, these two sets of variables “have a fairly strong and significant positive correlation,” and it becomes hard to isolate their separate effects.
  In villages of Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, however, information and education have become relatively less intertwined with wealth and social status.

Literacy has expanded faster in these states compared to all other states in India.  Between 1991 and 2001, for instance, an additional 22 percent of the population became literate in Rajasthan and an additional 20 percent became literate in Madhya Pradesh, which are, respectively, the highest and second highest rates of literacy growth in this country (the average figure for all Indian states is 14 percent).  While poverty has also declined at the same time, it has not fallen nearly as fast as literacy has increased.  Percentage of population in poverty fell from 34 percent to 27 percent in Rajasthan between 1983 and 1993, and in Madhya Pradesh it fell from 49 percent to 42 percent, i.e., a reduction of 7 percent was observed in both states, which is less than one-third of the rate of increase in literacy.
  

A considerable divergence between education and wealth has arisen consequently within villages of these states.  While poverty is still widespread in both states, relatively poorer citizens have benefited from the expansion of literacy together with relatively richer ones.  These trends are well represented within the 53 villages selected for this study.  While only 20 percent of villagers aged 55 years and older have five or more years of school education, as many as 74 percent of villagers aged 18-25 years have achieved at least this level of education, and younger villagers belonging to relatively poorer and lower-status households are functionally literate in numbers that are only marginally lower than the corresponding numbers for richer and higher status households.  The correlation coefficient between wealth and education is only 0.14,
 indicating that the association of education with participation is not confounded to any great degree by the presence of a wealth variable within the framework of analysis.

In addition to wealth and education, religion and caste are also important to examine in the Indian context.
  Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh have significant proportions of Muslims as well as Hindus, and they also have a full range of caste groups, including large numbers of Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward Castes.  Scheduled Caste refers to the former untouchables, and Scheduled Tribe to what are, loosely speaking, India’s aborigines.  These categories are recognized by India’s constitution, which provides schedules listing specific castes and tribes as Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe, respectively.  Other Backward Caste is a more recent administrative listing, and it refers to caste groupings that are neither upper caste nor listed in the schedules for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribe.

Panchayats (rural local governments) were selected as the sites for this inquiry, and an original database was compiled through field inquiries conducted between May 1999 and August 2000 in a group of 53 villages of Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh.  The selected villages are located within three districts of Rajasthan – Ajmer, Bhilwara and Dungarpur – and three districts of Madhya Pradesh (Neemuch, Mandsaur and Ujjain).  These districts were selected because of three reasons.  First, these districts fall within the middle range in each state, i.e., district averages are close to the average for each state in terms of progress in literacy and poverty reduction.  Second, these districts are also located adjacent to each other and they share significant cultural and historical characteristics.  Third, the choice of these districts allows a more complete comparison of different population characteristics.  Significant numbers of Muslims reside within Ajmer district; Scheduled Tribes are concentrated in large numbers within Dungarpur and they are also found, although in smaller numbers, in Mandsaur and Neemuch; and Scheduled Castes as well as Other Backward Castes are found within villages of all six districts.  In order to test whether and how well different village characteristics were associated with participation rates, a varied mix of villages was purposively selected, including some that sit astride major roads and others that are relatively hard to access, single-caste-dominant villages as well as villages with mixed caste compositions, and larger villages together with smaller ones.

The structure and functions of panchayats need to be explained briefly.  There is one position of sarpanch (elected chief of a panchayat), one position of up-sarpanch (deputy chief) and some other elected positions (panch) within each panchayat.  Elections to all positions are required to be held every five years, and elected officials are responsible for providing a variety of services and benefits at the local level.  National legislation enacted in the early 1990s further strengthened the role played by panchayats: elections to offices of local governments have been held regularly since that time, and the position of sarpanch is reserved in some villages for women, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, or Other Backward Castes.
  Villages where each such type of reservation was in force were selected, and other villages were also selected where this position is not reserved and remains open for all contestants.


I worked together with a group of 12 investigators, equally men and women, who are residents of other villages of this region, and together we interviewed a stratified random sample of men and women in each of the 53 study villages.  We listed all households in each village, and we classified them into distinct social groups, identified on the basis of caste, religion and tribe.  Each Hindu caste group in a village was considered to constitute a separate social group.  In addition, Muslims and Scheduled Tribes were considered separate social groups.  There are no households in these villages that belong to more than one of these categories, so this procedure ensured that every household in the village was counted once and only once.  We selected a random sample of households from each social group in proportion to this group’s share in village population.  A total of 2,013 households were selected in this manner, and women and men were selected for interviewing alternately from this list of households.  We interviewed these 2,013 individuals using a list of questions that had been pilot tested previously.  Separately, we also interviewed all 315 persons in these villages who currently hold or who have at some previous time held official positions in panchayats.

In the analysis that follows, I look first at participation by ordinary villagers in various activities connected with constituting panchayats and influencing their decisions.  Next, I look at participation within council meetings by elected officials.  Finally, I examine whether affirmative action or other changes in structure can help raise participation rates among poorer and more disadvantaged citizens – or whether it would be more fruitful to invest, instead, in individuals’ agency, for instance, through expanding information and education.
Who Participates?
A series of questions related to activities such as voting, campaigning, and attending public meetings was administered to the random sample of 2,013 villagers in 53 selected villages.  These questions cover different aspects of participation that villagers here utilize for influencing their village local governments.
  
Self-reported participation in voting to constitute village local governments was uniformly high among all sections of villagers in the 53 selected villages.  Ninety five percent of 2,013 villagers interviewed for this exercise reported that they had voted in “all or most” elections to local government that were held since they had become old enough to vote.  Different social groups reported nearly equally high figures in this regard.  A number of different reasons can possibly account for these high voting figures.  Villagers whom I met mentioned quite often that they had voted at least once for reasons of social solidarity or because they wished to avoid later tension or conflict with the candidates.  Such high self-reported voting figures are not reliable indicators, therefore, of high levels of broad political participation or active involvement in the processes of local self-government.  In any event, elections occur infrequently, every five years or less often, so they are hardly good instruments for maintaining constant participation and exercising regular control.  We need to consider, in addition, some other activities – such as campaigning, attending rallies and meetings, and contacting public representatives – that are associated with participating on a more regular basis.

Participation in political activity falls off sharply when we consider these other activities, as could be expected from similar analyses conducted elsewhere in developing and industrialized countries.
  Forty-three percent of villagers reported campaigning on behalf of any candidate (or discussing electoral issues with others) during the previous election to the local government; 33 percent attended any rally or meeting on behalf of a candidate; 35 percent made contact with a local government official during the past year; and 11 percent contacted higher-level officials within the structure of rural local government.

Factor analysis shows that it is nearly always the same individuals who participate highly in all of these activities.  Individuals’ responses to six different survey questions (related to campaigning, contacting, and attending meetings and rallies) are highly correlated with each other and all of these responses loaded highly on a single common factor.
  Some villagers are high participators: they campaign vigorously for political candidates, they influence other villagers’ choices at election time, they attend meetings regularly, and they are in contact frequently with local government officials.  But there are some other villagers who are low participators: they tend to be relatively inactive, in general, taking part rarely if at all in different political activities associated with constituting and influencing local governments.

What distinguishes more politically active from less active villagers?  Do elites capture these processes of decision making, i.e., does high wealth and higher social status mark off highly participating individuals from other villagers, or are there some other traits that correlate more closely with higher participation scores?  What roles do information and education play in determining who participates in democracy in these contexts?

In order to address these questions, a 100-point Index of Political Activity was constructed by taking an adjusted sum of scores of the six separate survey items.
  An individual’s score on the Index of Political Activity reflects the omnibus effect of diverse modes of participating in local government activities.  The higher this score, the greater is an individual’s overall level of participation.  The most active individuals achieve the maximum score of one hundred points on this index, while the least active individuals have a score of zero points.


Table 1 reports the results of regression analysis undertaken to determine how closely different characteristics of individuals are related with their levels of participation in local government.  The dependent variable is the Index of Political Activity measured on a 100-point scale.  Regression coefficients relate, thus, to the number of percentage points by which the dependent variable increases or decreases as a result of a one-unit change in the respective independent variable.

The following independent variables were considered.  The variable Gender was coded as one for women and as zero for men.  A total of 1,008 men and 1,005 women were interviewed.  The variable Religion was coded as zero for Hindus and one for Muslims.  No other religion was reported by any respondent.  A total of 1,870 Hindus and 141 Muslims were interviewed.  In order to assess the effect of caste, separate dummy variables were used for Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe, and Other Backward Caste.  The sample of villagers interviewed included 301 Scheduled Castes, 434 Scheduled Tribes, 829 Other Backward Castes, and 447 upper castes.

The variable Landholding serves as a measure of wealth.  It is measured in terms of hectares of agricultural land owned by the family of the respondent.
  Income derived from agricultural activities is not taxed in India; consequently, no records of income are available for villagers, who are nearly all dependent upon agriculture for their main source of livelihood.  However, land records do exist, and the land records in these two states, particularly Rajasthan, are among the best maintained in India.  I also considered other measures of wealth, such as cattle ownership and quality of house construction (brick v. mud).  Both these other measures of wealth are closely correlated with the landholding variable, however, suggesting that landholding is not an inappropriate measure of overall wealth in these rural and agrarian contexts.  Mean landholding is 1.58 hectares, and standard deviation is 3.03. 

Education is measured by the number of years that a respondent attended school.  On average, these villagers attended schools for 3.3 years.  Access to Information is a composite variable that measures the number of information sources, out of seven, that are regularly accessed by a respondent.  These seven sources were identified during the initial pilot test as the ones that different villagers consult for politically relevant information, and they include family members, neighbors, leaders, prominent persons in the village, radio, television, and newspapers.  The variable Access to Information was constructed by adding up individual scores for the seven different sources.  Scores on this variable can vary thus from zero to seven.  The observed mean score is four, with a standard deviation of 1.62.  Twenty-five individuals among the total of 2,013 had the lowest possible score of zero points, 394 individuals scored one or two points, and another 564 had the highest observed score of six points.  No one scored the maximum of seven points.

The seven separate sources of information considered here are not all equal in terms of reducing transactions costs associated with participating in political activities.  For instance, it could be argued that listening to the radio or reading newspapers can equip an individual much better for dealing with diverse political activities.  However, considering radio or television to the exclusion of neighbors and leaders would result in excluding those sources of information that are most often consulted by poorer villagers, thereby biasing the sample in favor of wealthier villagers.  Similarly, considering newspapers and not the other sources would have biased the sample in favor of the literate.  It seemed preferable, therefore, to include all seven sources within the omnibus variable, Access to Information.  While looking below at the results of regression analysis, however, I will also decompose this variable into its individual components.

Finally, the variable State is coded as zero for Madhya Pradesh and as one for Rajasthan.  A total of 953 respondents belong to Madhya Pradesh, and 1,060 are from Rajasthan.

-- Table 1 here -- 

Wealth is not significantly related with participation in these contexts.  The coefficient for the landholding variable did not achieve any significance in any alternative specification of the regression model.  The coefficients for religion and caste status are also not significant in association with participation scores.  In contrast, education, information and gender are all significantly associated with high participation scores.  Because information and education are not closely connected with wealth or social status within these contexts, we can more easily study their separate effects upon participation.

Gender is a very significant aspect of participation in these contexts.  Controlling for other factors, women score, on average, 24 percentage points lower than men on the 100-point scale of political participation.

Social status, as represented by caste, is not significant for this analysis.  Among the different caste groups, only Scheduled Tribes have a significantly different participation score.  On average, Scheduled Tribes score about six percentage points lower than upper castes, which is a significant difference but is still not as considerable as the difference separating women from men.  Scheduled Castes (the former untouchables) and Other Backward Castes do not have significantly lower scores for political activity.  Indeed, coefficients for the associated dummy variables are positive – showing higher participation scores on average – but these coefficients are not statistically significant, indicating that Scheduled Caste and Other Backward Caste villagers have participation scores that are not, on average, any different from those of other villagers.  These results can be understood in terms of the particular histories of these different groups.  Scheduled Tribes suffer from a location disadvantage that contributes toward and exacerbates the historical deprivations suffered by these groups.  Also known as “forest dwellers” in local parlance, Scheduled Tribes live in villages that are fairly remote and previously forested.  Scheduled Castes and Other Backward Castes, on the other hand, live mostly in settlements that are more within the mainstreams of economic and political life in these states.

In order to assess the combined effect of gender and caste, I also considered some interactive variables.  In particular, I examined whether being Scheduled Tribe and female is likely to reduce participation even further than would be suggested by adding together the individual coefficients of these two variables.  The resulting interactive variable (Scheduled Tribe times gender) was significant (at the 0.05 level) and the size of its coefficient was also large (-6.45).  Notably, the variable, Scheduled Tribe, loses significance when this interactive variable is brought within the analysis, although the overall gender variable continues to remain significant and high, implying that participation in political activity is low not so much among all Scheduled Tribes, but particularly among women of this social group.  While women participate less than men on average in all social groups, participation levels among Scheduled Tribe women are lower by an additional 6.45 percentage points.

To further verify the conclusion about the non-significance of caste, I also looked separately at some individual castes.  Within the group of upper castes, Brahmins are the traditionally literate castes, and Rajputs have been historically politically dominant in this region (often together with Brahmins).  However, neither dummy variable, Brahmin or Rajput, was significant for this analysis.

Education is consistently positively associated with higher participation scores.  Everything else remaining the same, each additional year of school education adds, on average, 0.24 additional percentage points to an individual’s participation score.

Access to Information also has a significant and substantial association with participation levels.  The addition of one more source of information to a person’s repertoire (among the seven considered here) tends to increase participation scores by more than five percentage points.

Each of the seven different information sources considered here is also significant when related individually with the Index of Political Activity.  These seven separate coefficients are 1.8 (for neighbors), 2.4 (household members), 3.6 (village assembly), 4.1 (village leaders), 5.8 (radio), and 6.2 (television).  The coefficient for the newspapers dummy is even larger (8.6).  However, the variable Education is no longer significant in analysis when this dummy for newspapers is included, indicating that the dummy variable for newspapers captures the combined effect of education and newspaper readership.  It is interesting to find that all seven sources of information are significantly associated with higher participation, including sources such as neighbors and other villagers that are consulted more often by relatively poorer villagers.
  Sources that individuals actively seek out for information (such as radio, television and the village assembly) are significant along with other sources (such as household members and neighbors) from which information is obtained in the usual course.   

Age, family size, and religion are not significantly associated with higher political activity scores.  Older villagers, villagers belonging to larger households, and Muslim villagers do not participate to any smaller or greater extent, on average, compared to other villagers.

Information and education make the critical difference thus, together with gender, in differentiating those who participate actively in local government activities from those who do not.  These conclusions were reinforced when the regression model was run once again but this time without including education and information among the independent variables.  Previously non-significant variables, including age, length of residence in the village, and most notably, caste, gained significance this time around.
  It is likely, this analysis suggests, that in situations where education and information are not included within the analysis of participation, variables such as these will tend to capture their independent effects. 

“How can villagers who do not know where to go and what to do take part [in democratic decision making at the local level]?” asked one quite active villager whom I interviewed.  “If they do not know the rules, how can they get any benefit from these rules?  Yes, we can have lots of rules [about democracy], but unless people know about these rules and utilize [this knowledge], these rules are of no use to them.”
  

Information and education are critical in this regard, and they trump the tendency to dominate that wealth and social status quite often help to confer.
  This finding runs counter to conventional wisdom about who participates more actively.  It is similar, however, to Yogendra Yadav’s observation: “The textbook rule about political participation is that the higher you are in the social hierarchy, the greater the chances of your participating in political activity, including voting.  Contemporary India is…[an] exception to this rule.”
  It should be interesting to investigate whether information and education are similarly responsible for enhancing participation by poorer people in other parts of India and the developing world.  

Participation by Elected Representatives

A separate survey instrument was administered to all 315 past and present representatives resident in these 53 villages in order to test separately whether richer and higher status villagers tended to dominate proceedings and decisions in meetings of panchayat officials.  Six separate questions were included within this questionnaire relating, respectively, to frequency of attendance at meetings of panchayat officials (two questions), length of time spent at each meeting, degree of involvement (two questions), and self-perceived influence upon the final decision (compared with other members).  While individually these questions may not correspond closely to the actual influence exercised by a representative, collectively, they provide a reasonably good approximation.  Representatives who have high participation scores in respect of any of these six questions also tended to have high scores with respect to each of the other five questions.

I put together a summary measure of participation for representatives, akin to the 100-point Index of Political Activity for ordinary villagers, by combining responses to the six separate questions, and I regressed this Index of Participation by Representatives against a number of demographic and other variables.  In addition to the variables considered earlier, such as education, information, caste and wealth, separate dummy variables were also included for elected chief and deputy chief.  These variables were included because of the allegations, made by several representatives whom we met, that elected chiefs and deputy chiefs tend to dominate the proceedings of village local governments, thereby curbing the participation of other elected representatives.  The variable, Elected Chief, in the following regression table is a dummy variable that is coded 1 if the respondent is an elected chief and as zero otherwise.  The dummy variable for Deputy Chief is similarly constructed.  Table 2 reports the results of regression analysis.

-- Table 2 here -- 

Wealth, as measured by landholding, once again does not matter for participation.  Religion and caste are also not significantly associated with participation by elected representatives.  Dummy variables for Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe and Other Backward Caste did not achieve significance in any alternative specification of the regression model.  Thus, it cannot be concluded that representatives from these categories participate any less actively, on average, compared to representatives from other social groups.  

Gender is strongly and negatively associated with participation.  Female representatives tend to participate to a considerably smaller degree – 15 percentage points less on average – compared to male representatives.  

Education and Access to Information are significantly associated with higher participation by elected representatives.  Every additional year of education tends, on average, to raise representatives’ participation by more than two-and-a-half percentage points.  Similarly, higher Access to Information is positively and significantly associated with greater participation – by almost three percentage points, on average, for each additional source of information that is consulted.  In addition to the seven sources of information considered for ordinary villagers, two additional sources, government officials and political parties, were also added in the case of elected representatives.  Two of these nine sources, household members and neighbors, are not individually significant when considered separately in association with the Index of Participation by Representatives.  The other seven sources are all significantly associated with this Index, with the size of the coefficient being largest for radios and newspapers (6.4 and 5.8, respectively).
  

“Many different types of [government] schemes and programs are in operation,” a former panchayat leader informed me.  “If they do not know about these schemes, then of what use are our leaders?  Ordinary villagers do not have the means to know what program benefits exist.  Leaders perform these functions [for them]… They meet with officials.  They [should] know about schemes and programs… Otherwise, they can only sit silent and do little in meetings.”

Information and education matter importantly thus, and wealth and social status do not have any significant association with participation in representatives’ meetings.  In addition, elected chiefs have significantly (and substantially) higher participation score than other elected members.  On average, they score 13 percentage points higher than other elected representatives.  However, deputy chiefs’ participation scores are not significantly different from those of other elected representatives.

There are substantial similarities thus between factors associated with higher participation by ordinary villagers and by their elected officials: Information, education and gender matter critically for who participates, while wealth and social status do not have any significant association with higher participation in either case.

Structure and Agency

Education and information can help to enhance participation and equity in democracy.  However, structural reforms, particularly affirmative action remedies, have constituted the main policy response to the possibility of inequity and elite capture.  Investing in individual capabilities has not usually been considered for this purpose.  In this section I look at the relative utility of structure-based versus agency-based approaches.

Affirmative action policies are practiced within rural local governments in India through reserving the position of sarpanch in selected village governments for specific categories of individuals (Scheduled Tribe, Scheduled Caste, Other Backward Caste, or women).  Up to one-third of all elected positions in village local governments have been reserved for women since 1993.  Positions for Scheduled Tribes and Scheduled Castes have been reserved from an earlier time in proportion to their share in each local government’s population, and positions for Other Backward Castes were also reserved starting in 1993. 

I examine below whether reserving elected positions for specific categories of individuals enhances participation rates among these and other categories of villagers.  In addition, I look at some other aspects of institutional design.  Jurisdiction size is examined as a factor affecting participation in village local governments.  On average, three adjoining villages have been combined together in this region to constitute the jurisdiction of a single local government.  One among these villages, usually the largest in terms of population, has been designated the official headquarters of the panchayat.  Residents of non-headquarter villages have to travel, often over quite significant distances, in order to participate at meetings, and I examine below whether long distances to headquarters deter people from participating more actively.  I also look at another group of village-level variables, including variables related to population size, infrastructure availability, and distance to high school, in order to assess how these aspects might affect different individuals’ participation scores.  The 100-point Index of Political Activity (by ordinary villagers), considered earlier, is the dependent variable for this analysis.

-- Table 3 here -- 

Among village-level variables, population size is not significant in any alternative specification of the regression model.  Distance to Market was utilized in this analysis as a proxy variable for a village’s relative level of commercialization, and it was also found to be not significant.  Other variables related to the level of infrastructural facilities available in each village were also considered, including electricity, post and telegraph, roads and transport facilities.  However, with the sole exception of high school facilities, reported below, none among these variables was significantly associated with the dependent variable, either individually or in combination with any of the other variables.

Among the institutional design variables, Distance from Headquarters is significant in the analysis.  Residents of villages located further away from local government headquarters participate, on average, 1.25 percentage points less for every kilometer of distance from headquarters, which is quite significant, given that the distance to headquarters is sometimes as much as 15 kilometers.

The variable, Distance to High School, is significant, showing the continued strong effect that education has upon participation in village local governments.  Most villages have a primary school located close at hand, and middle schools are also located usually no more than two to three kilometers from most villages in this region.  Differences between villages in terms of educational facilities are most apparent, however, when comparisons are made based upon distance to high schools.  In the sample of 53 villages considered for this analysis, this distance ranges from zero to 25 kilometers.  Villages located closer to high schools have significantly higher participation scores compared to villages located further away from high schools.

A set of dummy variables – Reservation for Elected Chief – was constructed to examine the effect on average participation rates associated with reserving the position of elected chief for women, Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, respectively.  The dummy variable, GENDER, takes the value 1 in villages where the position of elected chief was reserved at the time of survey for a female candidate, and it takes the value zero in other villages.  The dummy variables, Scheduled Tribe, Scheduled Caste and Other Backward Caste are constructed similarly.
Among these dummy variables, no significance was achieved by GENDER, Scheduled Caste and Other Backward Caste, implying that reserving the position of elected chief for females, Other Backward Castes, or Scheduled Castes does not have any significant association with higher or lower participation scores by ordinary villagers.  The dummy variable, Scheduled Tribe, is both negative and significant, indicating that affirmative action may have achieved an effect that is opposite to what was intended; however, this result needs to be interpreted carefully.
  Separately, analysis carried out for only female villagers showed that their participation scores do not change significantly when the position of elected chief is reserved for women.

Larger gains in participation scores might become apparent if these affirmative action policies are continued for a longer period.  Reservations for women, for instance, have been in force for only seven years so far, and it is possible that continuing with reservations for a longer period might have the desired effects of enhancing participation through making up for the disabilities suffered presently by women and by Scheduled Tribes.
 

It will be important, however, to supplement affirmative action with other policies, targeted at some other structural and individual-level factors.  For instance, structural reforms that have the effect of locating general assembly meetings in all villages, rather than only holding these meetings at the headquarters villages, should help raise participation rates among a larger number of ordinary villagers.  Similarly, allocating authority more equally within these elected bodies, and not concentrating it so much with elected chiefs, should also encourage other elected representatives to participate more actively.


However, these structural effects tell only one part of the story.  Some agency factors have consistently positive associations with participation, and working upon these factors can help to raise participation all around.

Information and education are of critical importance in this regard.  Gender is negatively related to participation in these contexts, however, information and education also help to reduce the quite severe disabilities suffered by women in this region.
  Focusing more on these individual-level attributes should help considerably, particularly over the short to medium term.  Information is at a relatively low level overall in villages of this region, for example, only 20 percent of rural households in Madhya Pradesh and 27 percent in Rajasthan own a radio; only 19 percent of women in Madhya Pradesh and 15 percent in Rajasthan consult the radio at least once every week; and only nine percent of women (in Madhya Pradesh) and five percent (in Rajasthan) consult newspapers once a week or more often.
  Considerable scope exists, therefore, to raise participation through higher information flows.

Participation and Democracy in Information-Poor Environments 

This analysis has helped to show how education and information can help overcome the disabilities to participation associated with being poor (or being otherwise disadvantaged, for instance, on account of gender).  Educational achievement is increasing in many countries, even as poverty remains widespread.  It would be useful to conduct careful empirical examinations in diverse contexts within the developing and transitional world intended to tease out the relative effects on participation of wealth and income, on the one hand, and education and information, on the other hand.

Evidence culled from different accounts suggests that there might be considerable utility in these efforts.  Investigating participation within regional councils in Namibia, for instance, Forrest found that more actors get involved actively in situations where information provision is better.
  Gombay shows how informal civil society networks have facilitated information flows and enabled different actors in Uganda to participate more effectively in reviving democracy.
  Diverse democratic actions geared toward environmental preservation have been widened and improved significantly by enhanced access to information resources.

Enhancing poor and disadvantaged people’s participation in democracy should be assisted more widely thus through the provision of more information in the short term and more education in the medium term.  Of course, institutional designs will also matter – for example, in the Indian case we found that participation could be enhanced by decentralizing village local governments further and by distributing authority more equally between elected chiefs and other representatives.  

The key, however, is that one need not wait for economic growth to reduce poverty and enhance participation.  Just as political institutions need not be linked necessarily with the level of economic development,
 so it is possible to have basic education and information at high levels even where many people are poor.  In the Indian state of Karnataka, for instance, the provision of information through public radio enabled listeners in far-flung villages to participate in numerous activities associated with local democratic governance.
  In the adjoining state of Kerala, marked out by many for its significantly higher participation rates overall (though not so much for its level of economic development), “literacy has reached 91 percent…As a direct result, traditionally marginalized groups, most notably women and dalits [Scheduled Castes], have acquired the basic social skills required for informed participation.”
 

Participation and also equitable sharing of benefits and services are both higher among individuals and communities who have higher education and greater access to information.
  Other things matter for democracy in addition to participation, and other things matter for participation in addition to information.  Unionization, party building, and social networks can help to raise participation rates, including among poor people.
  Education and information are not, therefore, the only means for raising participation in democracy.  

However, a democracy with poor information is an incomplete system that by its very design tends to promote exclusion and not participation.  People react critically to political communication only to the extent that they are knowledgeable about political affairs.
  It matters little if democratic rights are guaranteed to all by a country’s constitution: if some person does not know what democratic rights she has, or if she does not know what needs to be done in order to have those rights enforced, then for all practical purposes these rights do not exist for this individual.  And if there are many such individuals who do not have the information it requires to partake of and participate in democracy, then it follows that their stakes in democracy will be relatively low.  Enhancing information availability on a regular and reliable basis will be necessary to establish faith and improve participation in such situations.  Else, it is likely that a sham democracy might result, accessible, intelligible and available to only a few, and dominated by them to the expense of all others.

Table 1. OLS Regression on Index of Political Activity:

100-point Index of Political Activity is the Dependent Variable

	
	Coefficient
	Standard Error (S.E.)

	Intercept
	36.14****
	6.63

	Independent Variables

	Gender
	-24.45****
	1.54

	Age 
	0.001


	0.05

	Religion
	-0.57
	3.52

	Caste 
	
	

	      -- Scheduled Caste (dummy)
	0.86
	0.87

	      -- Scheduled Tribe (dummy)
	-5.73**
	1.79

	      -- Other Backward Caste (dummy)
	2.21


	1.44

	Education 

(years at school)
	0.24**
	0.11

	Landholding 
	0.10


	0.13

	Family Size
	-0.13
	0.27

	Access to Information 
	5.19****
	0.48

	State (dummy)
	5.01***


	1.35

	N
	1,536
	

	R2
	0.424
	

	Adj-R2
	0.418
	

	F-value
	108.63
	

	F-probability
	<0.0001
	

	Note:  *p<=.05 **p<=.01 ***p<=.001 ****p<.0001


Note: Mean for the dependent variable = 39.3; Standard Deviation = 22.1; Skewness = 0.49.  Multicollinearity is low (condition index = 14.64).  Heteroskedasticity not in evidence.

Table 2.  OLS Regression of Participation by Elected Representatives: 100-point Index of Participation by Representatives is the Dependent Variable

	
	Coefficient
	S.E.

	Intercept
	37.18***
	10.93

	Independent Variables
	

	Gender
	-14.99***
	4.16

	Age 
	0.17
	0.11

	Religion
	6.86
	5.48

	Caste
	
	

	      -- Scheduled Caste (dummy)
	-1.57
	1.75

	      -- Scheduled Tribe (dummy)
	-5.36
	5.61

	      -- Other Backward Caste (dummy)
	2.46
	3.24

	Education 

(years at school)
	1.35**
	0.42

	Landholding 
	0.41
	0.38

	Access to Information 
	2.70***
	0.78

	Elected Chief (dummy)
	12.37**
	4.20

	Deputy Chief (dummy)
	4.81
	4.13

	State (dummy)
	7.2**
	3.15

	N
	190
	

	R2
	0.424
	

	Adj-R2
	0.396
	

	F-value
	14.15
	

	F-probability
	<0.0001
	

	Note: *p<=.05 **p<=.01 ***p<=.001 ****p<.0001


Note: Mean for the dependent variable = 59.6; Standard Deviation = 21.9; Skewness = -0.65.  Multicollinearity is low (condition index = 12.24).  Heteroskedasticity not in evidence.

Table 3. OLS Regression of the Index of Political Activity:

100-point Index of Political Activity is the Dependent Variable

	
	Coefficient
	S. E.

	Intercept
	49.29***
	3.85

	Independent Variables

	     (a) Village-Level Variables
	
	

	Population
	0.004
	0.005

	Distance to Market 
	-0.03
	0.09

	Distance to Headquarters 
	-1.25**
	0.43

	Distance to High School 
	-0.59**
	0.21

	Reservation for Elected Chief
	
	

	        -- Scheduled Caste
	0.82
	2.97

	        -- Scheduled Tribe
	-6.39**
	2.71

	        -- Other Backward Caste
	0.64
	1.82

	        -- GENDER
	0.53
	1.75

	    (b) Individual-level Variables
	
	

	Gender
	-25.23****
	1.52

	Social Group Ranking

	-1.29
	1.56

	Landholding 
	0.17
	0.22

	Access to Information 
	6.0****
	0.48

	State (dummy)
	5.41*
	2.44

	
	
	

	N
	1,553
	

	R2
	0.417
	

	Adj-R2
	0.413
	

	F-value
	91.85
	

	F-probability
	<0.0001
	

	Note:  *p<=.05 **p<=.01 ***p<=.001 ****p<.0001
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