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Abstract

There has been a continuous struggle towards evolving a way of democratic governance that can provide scope for citizens’ participation in the process. These efforts have seen development of various new sets of legal frame works, primarily designed to attain a democracy that truly represent every section of its population. However, owing to the vast inter-country and intra country differences, no single way has been able to act as a model for others to follow, though each such instance definitely contributed for further deliberation and evolution. The picture is no different for India, which is experiencing all the global trends in its way to move forward for adopting a participatory governance approach. The question remains whether the existing system and machineries of governance will be adequate for attaining the coveted goal of participatory democracy?

Introduction  

In the recent past there have been a number of initiatives taken towards ensuring citizens’ active participation in governance to make the process of development more inclusive and demand driven. Among these initiatives, a major amount of effort was directed towards amendments in legislation and policy-making to provide newer opportunities for citizens-participation. Much of these have assumed the form of constitution-making and decentralization process with a backdrop of transition to democratic governance regimes. In the modern context the term governance has been broadened to refer to the way societies manage themselves in relation to political/administrative systems, the economy and the civil society.
 In more specific way it is also described as ways for improving the functioning of the actual political and administrative system of a country. This particularly includes concern about civil service reform, encouragement of transparency and accountability in the government. 

Democracy: Meaning and Associated Concepts

Democracy is essentially, one of the many forms of system of governance with the locus fixed on people. In the dictionary definition, democracy is government by the people in which the supreme power is held completely by the people
 and exercised directly by them or by their elected agents under a free electoral system. Attributes of democratic governance include the conduction of free and fair elections in a country, existence of reasonably well-organized and competitive party system, protection of basic civil liberties and human rights within the society and encouragement for active participation of civil society. To make democracy a reality, decentralization as a process got prominence. A line by Mahatma Gandhi can better explain the need of decentralization form of governance. “True democracy could not be worked by some men sitting at the top. It had to be worked from below by the people of every village"
.
Democratic decentralization, in the recent time has become the way to ensure citizens’ participation in the governance through devolution of both responsibilities and resources to relatively independent autonomous sub national authorities that are accountable not only to the central national leadership of the country but equally to the citizens there
. This means strengthening of both local and intermediate levels of government that encourages participation of the local grassroots community both in rural and urban areas. 

However, to consider people at the core of governance as the ruling criterion for determining democratic regime will be gross-oversimplification of the real practices around the concept. The following section will give an idea about how democratic decentralization can be practiced in different forms.

Forms of Democracy

Democracy according to the way of practicing it falls into two broad categories, direct and representative. 

Direct democracy is the ‘context in which citizens have the right and opportunity to be directly involved in formulating and passing the laws and/or the constitution of their countries’
.In a direct democracy, all citizens, without the intermediary of elected or appointed officials, can participate in making public decisions. Another aspect of direct democracy is that it provides an opportunity for the traditionally excluded groups to gain access to the state and participating in the decision making process. 

Direct democracy is contrasted with representative form of democracy where the citizens are indirectly involved in the decision making process by expressing their choice of a representative to represent them in the state or the national level. Election is an inevitable process of Representative Democracy. Right of the people to elect their representative is the fundamental feature of this system. In the name of the people, such officials can deliberate on complex public issues in a thoughtful and systematic manner that requires an investment of various resources that is often impractical for the huge numbers of citizens. Election of these representatives assumes great significance in representative democracy. Representative democracy is the most common form of democracy in the present world. 

These theoretical explanations of direct and representative democracy can be understood well with instances from the real-life practices.

Direct Democracy and Representative Democracy: Some Examples

Switzerland is a country that maintains certain system having the essence of direct democracy. Referendum is one such unique and widely discussed way of engaging the citizen directly in governance. A referendum, ballot question, or plebiscite is a legal process of direct vote in which an entire electorate is asked to either accept or reject a proposal
 or measures proposed or passed by a legislative body as distinct from an election of political representatives to make the decision. It is used for different purpose by different countries. For example, approval in a referendum is necessary and obligatory in order to amend the Australian constitution
. In Switzerland, there are binding referendums at federal, cantonal and municipal level. They are a central feature of Swiss political life where it is not the government's choice whether or when a referendum is held, but it is a legal procedure regulated by the Swiss constitution
. There are other countries also like Canada, Chile, Costa Rica, Republic of Ireland, The Netherlands, New Zealand, Sweden who have practiced or adopted referendum at some point though there nature and purpose were largely varied. There could be other ways of practicing direct democracy also, like recall, by which the people call back a representative before the completion of his/her term when he/ she goes against the interests of the public or plebiscite, through which people express their opinion on specific political issues In brief, it leaves a constitutionally mandated space for the citizen to directly participate in the process of political decision making.
Representative Democracy is practiced widely in today’s world in countries like India, USA and many European nations. In this form of democracy, people choose between representatives nominated by political parties, ideally to voice the people’s demands, needs and expressions. Unlike direct form citizens cannot participate directly in the governance process but they do so through the person they elect to represent them. For example if we take the case of India, the government is categorized at the national, state and local level with provision for people’s representation at each level through periodic election at each level.

However, it is necessary to understand that both these form of democracies are not ultimate or without their individual shortcomings. A lot of factors are responsible for determining their success towards ensuring citizens’ participation in governance. It is also important to remember that none of them are in contradiction with participatory democracy.    

Direct democracy is classically referred as the pure form of democracy
 and often preferred over representative form. However, such a system is practical with relatively small numbers of people. Most modern society, with its size and complexity, offers few opportunities for direct democracy. While, representative democracy does not give people the scope to engage directly in the decision-making process often rendering a top-down approach for planning and implementation of development agenda. This often leads to lack of ownership of the community people and severely restrict the scope for sustainable initiatives.  A unique example of combining both the form of democracy to cater to the need of the people and taking into consideration the feasibility of practicing decentralization could be India. 

Combining Direct and Representative Democracy: Gram Sabha or Village Assembly in India

India, with a federal structure of governance, practices representative democracy as a way to ensure people’s participation in the governance process. At every level of government there are elected representatives elected through periodic election at the national level, state (province) level and local government level. The way in which citizens of India can participate indirectly in policy-making and planning is by choosing their representative through election. Two significant constitutional amendments have furthered the process of decentralization in India by rendering space to the citizen to participate directly in planning their own path for development. The passage of the 73rd and 74th constitutional amendments
 has been hailed as a landmark in the evolution of local governments in India
. The 73rd amendment makes the founding base of Panchayati Raj (village-rule) system to promote democracy at the grass root level. The Panchayati Raj system or the system of local governance in India envisages direct participation of the citizen through its three tier structure of District, Block and Panchayat ultimately leading to the Gramsabha (assembly of villages) as the platform for direct representation of citizen.

Decentralization in India has taken a huge step with the formation of Gramsabha, as a constitutionally mandated body, that have the capacity to play a similar role to many of the ways of direct democracy. The Gram Sabha or village assembly has been envisaged as the foundation of the Panchayati Raj system
. Gramsabha plays a dual role for ensuring participation at the local governance level through formation of joint relationship between citizens and elected representatives and by creating provisions for direct citizen participation for complementing representative forms of governance with more empowered and directly involved citizen. In a true sense of term Gramsabha is a grass root organizations of not representative of people but of people themselves. It not only unites an individual with the collective but it further acts as a benchmark of representation of varied classes, groups and individuals, which were previously excluded in the process being represented. The following section examines how and in what capacities Gramsabha can play the role of a platform for direct democracy. 

Gram Sabha as a Legal Framework

The legal status of Gramsabha link us back to the initial section of this article that shows how through different legal frameworks democracy is practiced in different countries to ensure participation. The Constitution (73rd Amendment) Act, 1992 has added a new part IX consisting of 16 Articles and the Eleventh Schedule to the Constitution
 where it envisages the Gram Sabha as the foundation of the Panchayat Raj System to perform functions and powers entrusted to it by the State Legislatures. The amendment provides for a three tier Panchayat Raj System at the district levels, intermediate level and village level. Article 243A provides that the Gram Sabha may exercise such power and perform such functions at the village level as the Legislature of a state may, by law, provide
. Gram Sabha identifies a body consisting of persons registered in the electoral rolls comprised within the area of Panchayat at the village level or simply all the villagers whose names are their in the electoral role. In the Panchayati Raj System Gram Sabha is the only permanent unit. Duration of Panchayat i.e. Mukhiyas (elected representative) and other members of Panchayat continue for 5 years from the date appointed for the first meeting, but the villagers continue to remain the same. 

Gramsabha thus is supposed to play a central role in promoting participatory democracy not only by working as an institutionalized platform to represent each and every section of the community and their needs but also by functioning as a mechanism to monitor and evaluate the development activities carried on by Panchayat. The civil society in the form of Gramsabha is given the power to participate in the planning, implementation and monitoring process asking for accountability, transparency and information regarding planning and budgeting. Thus, the Gram Sabha is the only forum which provides opportunities to all the adult villagers to directly participate and suggest what can and need to be done for their own village and how
.

The Gram Panchayat that comprises the representatives is mandated to involve Gramsabha in proceedings of planning and implementation and it accountable to it in every respect. It sought to integrate the democratic process at all the levels through participation of all the members imbibing direct participation in representative democracy.

Functions of Gramsabha as a Platform for Direct Democracy

Gramsabha has been recommended to serve as an assembly of the village and act as a watchdog on the working of gram panchayats besides facilitating people's participation in the decision-making processes at the grass roots level. Drafting and implementation of development plans for the uplift of the villages would be checked and monitored by the Gram Sabha. There are a list of activities mentioned in the constitution that a Gramsabha can undertake to ensure its roles and responsibilities. The Gramsabha is thus a statutory body and an integral part of the Panchayati Raj system in all the states established for a village or a group of villages. Gramsabha owing to its legal status have power to exercise its mandated function without any legal constraint. For example, Madhya Pradesh, one of the 28 states of India, has instituted right to recall for local self-governments
. Gram Sabha have the power to recall its elected representative on charges of non-performance or irresponsible behaviour. Thus it provides a unique scope to make possible the practice of direct democracy through citizens’ participation in it, within the framework of representative form. 

Contesting Social Realities

The present scenario of functioning of Gramsabha, however, is a bit critical considering the assumptions with which it was introduced. It cannot be denied that it is not easy for a mandated body to perform its function, especially when it concerns people, contesting with the social realities of stark power imbalances. Though there are provisions for representation of the weaker section of the society in terms of caste, tribe and gender, implying the same on the ground is a different story all together. As we know that democracy sustains not merely on the participation of adult eligible voters, but depends on the capability and integrity of the systems to provide the most marginalized section space to ask questions and seek accountability from the state and participate in the process of Governance. 

All these are further evident in the ownership that is displayed towards a Gramsabha. Experiences of the working of Gramsabha in a number of the states show that the meetings had been called mostly on the directions from the Zilla Parishad (District), or the Panchayat samiti (intermediate or Block level)
. More often the meetings are convened under pressure from the higher levels of administration viz., Panchayat samiti or the Zilla Parishad. Meetings called were mostly without prior or adequate notice. Despite special efforts, very few panchayats convened the minimum prescribed number of meetings. In most places, only a formality was observed, proxy meetings at times were convened and proceedings were written even without the knowledge of those who attended. Participation was rarely wholehearted, seldom with prior consultation with the Panchayat or discussion in its meeting. Since most of the people attending the Gramsabha meetings were not aware of their role in the formulation of village plan etc., they attended the meetings generally as silent listeners or critics. There is also a marked absence of follow-up actions. Considering all these the status of Gramsabha has been reduced to only a formal proceeding without utilization of the spaces for direct involvement of the people.

Need for Support of the Marginalized: A Brief Review of PRIA’s Work

It is not hard to imagine that in country with so much of diversity and unevenness any mandate is not easy to put into practice. Creating an institutionalized space and empowering the people to effectively use that space is similar to the issue of policymaking and its practical implementation. Effective functioning of Gramsabha will only be possible when the common people will start recognizing its importance and their role in it.  Lack of awareness among the Gramsabha members often contributes to limited presence and participation. This is more so for the marginalized section of any community who are in a worse position than others. Thus there is a need to provide support to both the community members and also to the representative electives to understand the importance of Gramsabha, its roles and their significance in the whole process of sustainable development. 

To bridge this gap between government provisions and their perception among the citizens, there is an important role that the civil society or voluntary organizations can play. Gramsabha mobilization, individual and collective awareness building, information dissemination are some of the ways to involve citizens in the process. PRIA
 with its decades of experience of working with people at the grass root level has remained actively involved along with its partner organizations, as a facilitator in promoting these processes. Multi level platforms of Civil Society Organizations in the national, state and local level have been found to be very effective in undertaking campaigns. 

At Gram Sabha levels many methods and tools have been used to make people aware and encourage them to actively participate in Gram Sabha meetings. Ways for these have varied along with the context of operation, for example, to involve and increase women participation in a Gramsabha, PRIA has facilitated formation of Nari Networks (women citizen collectives) in different places to prepare a community for women who can raise and demand their agenda in a Gramsabha. PRIA’s efforts also consisted of facilitation for creation of leadership from the marginalized section of the community. To provide real substance to grassroot governance, PRIA has put special emphasis on ensuring participation of women and dalits in the Gram Sabha meeting
. 

Gram Sabha has the authority to recommend works to be taken up under NREGS, to monitor and supervise these works, and to conduct social audits of the implementation of the Scheme
. However, once again this requires the members to be aware of the facts and to have information about the allocations and implementation. PRIA had played crucial role in facilitating social audit in a number of Gram Panchayats. The entire process primarily includes participatory methods and techniques like open discussion, small group discussions, using posters, pamphlets and even door to door visits to involve the people in Gramsabha. Similar endeavour has been adopted by PRIA while carrying out Comprehensive District Planning (CDP) in a number of states. In all these efforts special focus has always been given in facilitating the marginalized section of the community. 

Training on Gramsabha mobilization was conducted on issues of current development processes facilitated by gram panchayats, situation of the village after Panchayat elections, role of citizen leaders, how to raise development issues in Gramsabha meetings. Issues concerning non-access to information on the development works undertaken by the Panchayat and lack of interface between representatives and Gramsabha members were also discussed in the facilitation to help them addressed in the Gramsabha. Orientation workshop on Gramsabha serves as an important platform to raise awareness of people around these issues. Involving local CSOs, clubs, SHGs become also helpful to reach out to larger masses through different channels.

Following are some of the methods and ways that PRIA adopted to mobilize Gramsabha.

· Orientation Programs: In the orientation programmes information regarding the functions, powers, responsibilities, legal entitlements, decision making, importance of participation of women and dalits are spread among the participants, which was later followed up by periodical sensitization. The participants of these programs included elected representatives of gram Panchayats, SHG women, Youth groups, Panchayat committee members, etc.

· Wall writing: wall writing was used to display the salient features of Gramsabha in the villages in pictographic and written form. 

· Kalajathas: Kalajathas are cultural programs that disseminate the importance of popular participation in Gramsabha through Nukkad Nataks (street plays), Folk Songs, Puppet shows etc.

· Posters and Pamphlets: Usage of posters in public places and distribution of pamphlets are also done for information dissemination on Gramsabha 

· Meetings: Informal meetings in small groups with members of the women groups, citizen collectives, and youth clubs are also done to generate awareness on Gramsabha.

· Audio/Video Cassettes: Messages on Gramsabha were spread through short duration video films and songs to render a mass appeal through audio-visual media. 
Prospect 

PRIA’s own experience after organizing a number of Gramsabha mobilization campaigns or capacity building workshops for the stakeholders, have been very encouraging. One of the marked differences seen is in the rate of presence of the Gramsabha members both in terms of attendance and participation. This is further improved by the effort put in from the side of the Panchayat officials who after these initiatives provide notice for Gramsabha meeting at least fifteen to twenty days before so that the members have enough time to plan their presence. Collectivities like Nari Network and women SHGs have hugely helped women of the villages to attend the Gramsabha in groups so that no one in particular gets marked. In this highly patriarchal society the fight for a woman to represent her issues in front of a public gathering is not merely against men but that of the whole societal structure. Gramsabha is one such important platform and getting their voice heard is a great achievement for women. Though it is difficult to generalize but a sense of gender solidarity and comfort has been observed in many places in the sense that women headed Panchayats attract more women participation in their Gram Sabha meetings
. Besides women, Gramsabha mobilization has also resulted in balancing the power dynamics that exist in Indian villages in terms of higher and lower castes. Traditional power structures along other government officials and elected persons, manipulate proceedings within constitutional mandate to a great extent where the elected women and dalit candidates are forced to work according to whims and fancies of those who ‘sponsor’ these candidates. However, mobilizations of the masses that ensure regular and systematic meetings of Gram Sabha, automatically reinforced mechanisms for checks restoring balance in the system.

Gramsabha mobilization has also resulted in discussion of issues of social significance in such gatherings.  PRIA has noted discussions on specific issues like birth-death registration and sanitation, alcoholism, widow pension in Gramsabha deliberations. PRIA’s experience in comprehensive district planning in different states of India further asserts the potential Gramsabha holds as a platform for direct democracy. It may be the first instance in Indian history of local governance that a Panchayat is planning for its own development rather than being at the receiving end of the top-down planning approach. Gramsabha, thus, is a pre-requisite to associate people with the programmes of the Panchayat, give proper bearing to the weaker sections of the people, make taxation measures more popular, work as a check on the working of the Gram Panchayat, to develop leadership in the rural areas and above all to foster transparency at local level.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Conclusion

The brief review of different forms of legal framework to practice democracy and contextualizing one of those ways in Indian scenario has provided with a background to examine areas that require further consideration to ensure participatory democracy. Through this article it has become evident that forms and strategies of participatory governance and decentralization might need to be complemented to make them work in different scenarios. The example of Gramsabha shows that with active participation from the village levels it can well be epitome of practicing direct governance (through direct participation of all members in decision making) complemented by a represented form at a higher level.  However, in all these one should also remember that there is no short cut in spreading and mainstreaming a good practice. Democratization is a gradual process and its pace can be relatively slow in societies characterised by vast differences/inequalities in terms of caste, religion, race and disparities in income and access to resources The challenges thrown by the present state of affairs coupled with certain long drawn problems of past needs time to be addressed.  The struggle for self-sufficient local governance at the grass root level through an all-inclusive political construct like Gramsabha has been a continuous process since many decades and it will require sustained efforts to be attained and maintained.

� The legislative origins of the 73rd and 74th constitutional amendments date back to the Constitution (64th Amendment) Bill, which was introduced in the parliament in July 1989 by the government of the then Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi. The introduction of this bill represented the first attempt to confer constitutional status on rural local governments. The Constitution (73rd Amendment) Act, 1992 (commonly referred to as the Panchayati Raj Act) went into effect on April 24, 1993, and the Constitution (74th Amendment) Act, 1992 (the Nagarpalika Act), on June 1, 1993.


�  PRIA (Society for Participatory Research In Asia) as an international centre for learning and promotion of participatory and democratic governance has adopted the strategic plan of Governance Where People Matter as a preceding framework for engaging itself with the community to achieve two impacts: effective voice of new leadership and transparent and accountable self-governing institutions through reforming government institutions, civil society building and interface between governance institutions and civil society.
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