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ABSTRACT
What factors account for a more active and politically engaged citizenry?  Macro-national institutions, micro-level influences (such as individuals’ wealth and education), and meso-level factors, particularly social capital, have been stressed variously in different studies.  How do these different factors stack up against one another?  What contribution does social capital make compared with the other factors?  And how – through what channels – is social capital brought to bear on issues of democratic participation?  These questions are examined here with the help of an original dataset collected over two years for 69 village communities in two north Indian states, and including interviews with over 2,000 individual respondents.  Analysis reveals that institutions and social capital work together in support of active participation.  Social capital matters, and its effects are magnified when capable agents are also available who can help individuals and communities connect with public decision-making processes.
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In the last two decades, as democracies have been established in Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, and Latin America, concerns have been raised regarding the extent to which citizens participate in public decisions.  Merely crafting democratic institutions from above is not enough, it is argued.  Unless citizens have faith in these institutions and unless they engage in large numbers with diverse processes of self-governance, democracy might end up being no more than an empty shell, devoid of substance, and often providing merely a thin cover for dictators and authoritarian regimes (Dahl, 1971; Davidson, 1992; Huber, Rueschmeyer and Stephens, 1993; Mamdani, 1996; Ost, 1995).

Higher political participation does not always guarantee that democracy will flourish (Huntington, 1968; Kohli, 1990).  But governments can be more effectively held to account, constitutionally guaranteed rights can be enforced, and individuals’ and communities’ demands can be better represented within the policy process when ordinary citizens participate actively in the politics of their country.  As more people are drawn into the business of democratic decision making – and fewer groups get left out – the democratic process gets legitimized across a wider domain (Bunce, 1999; Przeworski, 1991).  

Voting turnouts can often overstate the extent to which citizens truly participate in public decision making.  Citizens can be mobilized to vote through threat or inducement even when they have no clear choice among competing candidates – and sometimes even when there are no competing candidates.
  So voting figures cannot be relied upon to provide a clear indication of peoples’ participation in democratic self-governance (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady, 1995, pp. 47-48); other indicators, related to participation in campaigning, contacting, and protesting, need to be consulted to assess how actively citizens engage with diverse processes of public decision making (Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993; Verba, Nie, and Kim, 1971).  

What factors influence the extent to which these more active forms of participation are embraced among a wider section of the populace?  Different sets of factors have been identified as observers have looked variously at micro-, macro-, and meso-level interactions.  Micro, individual-level factors such as wealth, status, and education have been stressed by one group of studies (Almond and Verba, 1965; Bennett and Bennett, 1986; Lipset, 1960, 1994; Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993; Verba, Nie and Kim, 1971, 1978).  Macro-national variables, such as design of state institutions, have been identified by another group of analysts (Duverger, 1954;  Jackman and Miller, 1995; Joseph, 1997; Linz, 1994; Linz and Stepan, 1996; Mainwaring and Scully, 1995; Moore, 1966).  In addition, meso-level variables, operating at the level of community groups and social networks, have been stressed more recently by a third group of studies, undertaken within the rubric of social capital (Laitin, 1995; Newton, 1997; Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti, 1993; Putnam, 1995, 1996; Seligson, 1999).  

The first task of this paper will be to assess the relative worth of these alternative causal arguments.  Which among the macro-, micro-, and meso-level variables makes the greatest difference for political participation?  Particular attention will be paid in this regard to evaluating the contribution of social capital.  

Introduced relatively recently into this discussion, social capital is expected to have a dominant influence on participation rates.  “Citizens in civic communities demand more effective public services,” it is maintained, “and they are prepared to act collectively to achieve their shared goals.  Their counterparts in less civic regions more commonly assume the role of alienated and cynical supplicants” (Putnam et al., 1993, p. 182).  Whether citizens are active and engaged participants – or whether they are alienated and cynical nonparticipants – depends entirely, in this view, on the available level of social capital.  

Social capital is expected in this reckoning to provide not just the glue (which binds community members together into collective action) but also the gear, which directs community members toward participating in democracy building.  While the first (glue) part of this expectation follows directly from the definition of social capital, the second (gear) part is not so self-evident.  Social capital has been defined by Putnam (1995, p. 67) as “features of social organization such as networks, norms and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit,” so high social capital communities should act together collectively more often than low social capital communities.  However, the ends toward which collective action will be directed do not follow automatically from this definition of social capital.

Why should high social capital communities necessarily direct their collective energies toward participating in democratic activities?  Why should high social capital not result, instead, in increasing support for antidemocracy alliances?  And what ensures that participation in politics (of any kind) will be attractive in the first place?  Collective action is not costless to its participants, and it is often “easily assumed that people have nothing better to do with their time than political participation” (Pieterse, in press, p. 4).  The automaticity assumed in the social capital argument – namely, that high social capital leads directly to greater political participation – is not analytically or conceptually clear.

Whether high social capital leads to high, low, or no participation in democracy may also be affected by the nature and capacity of a mediating agency.  In particular, the orientation and organizational capacity of political parties might matter as much as or more than the inclinations of individual citizens.  Berman (1997a, 1997b) demonstrates such a result for the case of interwar Germany, where she finds that a dense network of civil society organizations not only failed “to contribute to republican virtue, but in fact subverted it.”  This “highly organized civil society...proved to be the ideal setting for the rapid rise to power of a skilled totalitarian movement [the Nazis]… Without the opportunity to exploit Weimar’s rich associational network...the Nazis would not have been able to capture important sectors of the German electorate so quickly and efficiently” (Berman, 1997a, pp. 414-422).  The nature of the mediating agency – the Nazi party in this case – resulted in converting high social capital into high participation in undemocratic activities.  

Social capital is by itself a “politically neutral multiplier,” Berman suggests, neither inherently good nor inherently bad.  Whether social capital strengthens, weakens, or leaves unchanged participation in democracy depends, in this view, on the nature and capacity of the mediating agency.
  

In the empirical analysis that follows, I will examine the original social capital view, which claims that social capital translates directly into higher political participation, providing both glue and gear.  I will also separately examine the agency view, namely, that capable agency is necessary in addition to high social capital; agency helps gear collective action, while social capital provides only the glue.  

The second task of this paper is to examine whether social capital provides both glue and gear, or whether gear needs to be provided separately by political parties or some other type of agency.  Questions related to political participation in general, and social capital more specifically, are addressed in the context of rural India.  Democracy has been in place continuously for 50 years in this setting, except for a brief hiatus between 1975 and 1977.  Survey and case study investigations conducted in the Indian context can help test the validity of alternative theoretical claims related to political participation.  

Methodology and Measurement

The two questions for research are examined here with the help of an original dataset compiled for Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, two Indian states that in 1991 had a combined population of 110 million persons.  Survey and case study materials were collected for 60 Rajasthan villages located in the districts of Ajmer, Bhilwara, Rajsamand, Udaipur, and Dungarpur, and nine villages of Mandsaur district in the state of Madhya Pradesh.  Fieldwork was conducted between the summer of 1998 and the summer of 2000.  Getting into and out of villages and locating and meeting people was not difficult, as I have lived and worked in these areas for many years.
  

A combination of case study and statistical methods was employed for studying trends in these villages (Ragin, 1987).  Sixteen villages were investigated as case studies, and all 69 villages were studied through quantitative analysis of survey data.  A total of 2,232 residents of these 69 villages (average population: 1,254) were interviewed using a 114-point questionnaire that was developed at the end of an initial six-month period of field study.  These questionnaires were pilot tested in four villages before being refined and extended to the larger group of villages.  

Interviewees were selected through a process of simple random sampling.  The most recently compiled voters’ lists for each village constituted the population from which this statistical sample was drawn.
  Friends who are villagers in Rajasthan helped form a team of 16 field investigators, equally men and women.  These investigators assisted me in administering the survey instruments.

Additional information was gathered from government departments’ annual reports and by interviewing 105 city-based professionals, including government officials, party politicians, doctors, lawyers, and bankers, who have regular contact with villagers in these areas.  In addition, 408 village leaders were interviewed using a separate (and shorter) questionnaire, and focus groups were organized in public spaces in each of these 69 villages.  Different variables corresponding to competing hypotheses were operationalized and measured using the instruments described above. 

A variety of different political activities are usually consulted to assess peoples’ participation in politics, including voting, election campaigning, collective action around policy issues, contacting political representatives, and direct action such as protests and demonstrations (Almond and Verba, 1965; Bratton, 1999).  The following survey items, adapted from Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995) and Rosenstone and Hansen (1993), helped assess these features in Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh villages. 


Voting
C5.  In talking to people about elections, it is found that they are sometimes not able to vote because they are not registered, they don’t have time, or they have difficulty getting to the polls.  Think about the Vidhan Sabha (state legislative assembly) elections since you were old enough to vote.  Have you voted in all of them, in most of them, in some of them, rarely voted in them, or have you never voted at all in a Vidhan Sabha election? 

C6.  Now thinking about the local (Panchayat) elections that have been held since you were old enough to vote, have you voted in all of them, in most of them, in some of them, rarely voted in them, or have you never voted at all in a panchayat election? 

C7.  Think back to the recent Vidhan Sabha elections held last year in winter.  Did you happen to vote in that election? 

Campaign Work

C8.  We would like to find out about some of the things people do to help a party or candidate win an election.  During the last Vidhan Sabha election campaign, did you talk to any people and try to show them why they should vote for one of the parties or candidates? 

C9.  Did you go to any political meetings, rallies, speeches or things like that in support of a particular candidate?

C10.  Did you do any (other) work for any one of the parties or candidates during that election?  

C11.  How much did your own work in the campaign contribute to the number of votes the candidate got in your village -- a great deal, some, very little, or none? 

Contacting
C12.  How often in the past one year have you gotten together with others in this village and jointly petitioned government officials or political leaders – never, once, a few times, or quite often?

C13.  What about the local panchayat leaders?  Have you initiated contact with such a person in the last twelve months? 

Protest
C15.  In the past two years, have you taken part in any protest, march or demonstration on some national or local issue?


Voting, campaigning, contacting and protesting cover a wide range of activities associated with involvement in democratic decision making, and they represent different means by which citizens seek to influence the choice of policy as well as the selection of policy makers.  However, not all citizens take part equally in each of these activities, it is found.  Increasingly higher costs must be borne by citizens who participate in the more proactive forms of self-expression.  Consequently, many more citizens take part in voting and progressively fewer citizens are involved in campaigning, contacting, and protesting.  As many as 91% of villagers said that they had voted in the last election to the state legislature (item C7).
  However, only 25% of respondents said they had campaigned actively on behalf of a party or candidate (item C10); 33% said they had personally contacted a public representative at least once during the past year (item C12); and only 11% said they had taken part in any protest or demonstration.

It would appear from these figures that only a small fraction of rural Indians are actively participating in the process of democracy.  However, these participation rates are not dissimilar to those observed in other democracies, where similar surveys were conducted at about the same time.
   

Voting percentages tend to overstate citizens’ active engagement in public decision making, as discussed earlier.  Empirically, too, voting stands apart from the other three forms of participation.

Factor analysis conducted on the opinions reported by north Indian villagers shows that the three survey items that correspond to voting all load highly on a single common factor.  However, a separate common factor is associated with the other seven survey items related to campaign work, contacting, and protesting.
  Voting forms one dimension of political activity, and campaign work, contacting, and protesting – the more voluntary and less socially obligatory acts – constitute a separate dimension. 

These results of factor analysis show that villagers who are active in one form of political activity, say campaign work, are likely to be equally active in the other two forms, contacting and protesting.  A single underlying quality or set of attributes seems to be at work that makes some villagers participate more actively than others.  To identify these attributes and to distinguish more active from less active villagers, the Index of Political Activity is constructed by taking a simple sum of scores of these seven items.
  The least active individuals achieve a score of zero points on this index, while the most active respondents score a full 100 points.
  We now have a standard by which to compare political participation levels and a means by which to test our alternative hypotheses.

Alternative Explanations and Independent Variables

What factors are associated with high levels of political activity?  The different theoretical views examined above are operationalized below in terms of independent variables.  These variables are tested in the next section in association with the dependent variable, the 100-point Index of Political Activity. 

(i) Macro View:  Structures Matter

According to the school of thought that holds macro-institutional structures accountable for participation rates, villages located within this relatively small area – of roughly 150 kilometers north to south and the same distance east to west – and sharing the same national institutions should not differ very much in terms of political participation scores.  The same set of national institutions produces the same set of participation-enhancing and participation-reducing influences, so significant inter-village differences should not exist – and if they do, it is only because institutions make an unequal impact, for instance, if some villages are remotely located or otherwise disconnected from institutional effects.  

To assess this hypothesis, six different variables were formulated.  The variable Distance to Town measures the distance in kilometers to the market town that villagers visit most frequently.  All else being the same, villages located further away from market towns (and from the government offices that are almost always located in these towns) should be comparatively less highly engaged in political processes.  The variable Infrastructure, which combines scores for level of facility related to transportation, communications, electrification, and water supply, was also considered as another proxy measure of varying institutional effects.
  Villages that are less well served by infrastructural facilities should find it harder, according to this hypothesis, to engage in political activities.

Stratification and caste might also differentially refract the effect of national institutions and affect participation rates, according to some observers (e.g., Fisher, 1997; Jeffrey and Lerche, 2000; Singh, 1988).  The variable Number of Castes is a measure of the number of different caste groups that reside in any village.  This variable provides one measure of the extent of homogeneity within the population of a village.  Another variable, Dominant Caste Percentage, measures the proportion of village households that belong to the most numerous caste group.  Villages in which the dominant group is larger will act collectively more often and more effectively than others (Srinivas, 1987).  Village-level data are examined to test this hypothesis.  

Two other village-level variables were also considered that could be significantly associated with levels of political participation.
   Literacy is calculated as the sample percentage of persons in each village who have five or more years of formal education.  More literate villagers can be expected to engage more frequently with state agents (Dreze and Sen, 1995).  Separately, Poverty Percentage measures the percentage of poor households in each village.

(ii) Meso View (I):  Social Capital Matters
Putnam (1995, p. 67) defines social capital as “features of social organization such as networks, norms and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit,” but while measuring social capital in Italy, he develops a measure that relies primarily on density of membership in formal organizations.  Norms and social trust are not directly considered within this proxy measure of social capital, because it is expected for the Italian context that “an effective norm of generalized reciprocity is likely to be closely associated with dense networks of social exchange” (Putnam et al., 1993, p. 172).  

It is not clear, however, that a measure of network density will provide an equally valid and reliable assessment of social capital in other cultures.  Hardly any formal organizations have been set up voluntarily by north Indian villagers, for instance, and those that exist have been set up mostly by the state.  Not more than 5% of residents in any village are members of these organizations.  

Formal organizations do not, therefore, provide any reliable indication of voluntarism and cooperation among these north Indian villagers.  However, social capital is not negligible as a result.  Villagers cooperate among themselves for diverse tasks, but they do so in informal rather than formal groups.  

A locally relevant scale for measuring social capital in Rajasthan was devised by considering the types of activities with which people of this area are commonly engaged.  Social capital exists “in the relations among persons” (Coleman, 1988, pp. S100-101; emphasis original), and only those local activities were considered that inhabitants of this area usually carry out collectively rather than individually.  Detailed field investigations helped to identify six local activities that were used for assessing the strength of local networks and norms related to solidarity, reciprocity, and trust.

1. Membership In Labor-Sharing Groups: Are you a member of a labor group in the village, i.e., do you work with the same group very often, sharing the work that is done either on your own fields, on some public work, or for some private employer?  Responses were coded as 0 for “no” and 1 for “yes.”  These responses were aggregated for all individuals interviewed in each surveyed village, thereby measuring the proportion of villagers who participate in such networks.  

2. Dealing with Crop Disease: If a crop disease were to affect the entire standing crop of this village, then who do you think would come forward to deal with this situation?  Responses ranged from “Every one would deal with the problem individually” (scored 1), “Neighbors would help each other” (scored 2), and so on to “The entire village would act together” (scored 5).  Individuals’ responses were averaged for each surveyed village.  

3. Dealing with Natural Disasters: At times of severe calamity or distress, villagers often come together to assist each other.  Suppose there was some calamity in this village requiring immediate help from government, e.g., a flood or fire; who in this village do you think would approach government for help?  The range of responses varied as above from “No one” (scored 1) to “The entire village collectively” (scored 5).

4.
Trust:  Suppose a friend of yours in this village faced the following alternatives: which one would he or she prefer?

-- To own and farm 10 units of land entirely by themselves  (scored 1)

-- To own and farm 25 units of land jointly with one other person (scored 2)

Note that the second alternative would give each person access to more land (12.5 units instead of just 10 units represented by the first option), but they would have to work and share produce interdependently.  The question was framed so that the respondent was not making an assessment of his or her own level of trust, but rather of how trusting other people in the village were in general.  

5.
Solidarity: Is it possible to conceive of village leaders who put aside their own welfare and that of their family to concern themselves mainly with the welfare of village society?  Responses ranged from “Such a thing is not possible,” scored 1, to “Such a thing happens quite frequently in this village,” scored 3.  

6.
Reciprocity:  Suppose some children of the village tend to stray from the correct path, for example, they are disrespectful to elders, they disobey their parents, are mischievous, etc.  Who in this village feels it right to correct other people’s children?   Four alternatives were posed: “No one,” scored 1; “Only close relatives” scored 2; “Relatives and neighbors,” scored 3; and “Anyone from the village,” scored 4.  

These six items load highly on a single common factor, indicating that villages that have high scores on any one manifestation of social capital also tend to have high scores on the other five manifestations observed here.
  This common factor is highly correlated with each of these six items.
  Because these items are so closely correlated with each other, village scores on the six separate items were aggregated to form a Social Capital Index.
 

(iii) Meso View (II): Agency Matters (Agency Multiplies Social Capital)

The agency view considers that social capital provides only the glue that makes collective action possible; in order to gear collective action effectively toward participation in democracy, appropriate and capable agency is necessary in addition to high social capital.  Six different agency types were considered to test this hypothesis.  These agency types are common among villages in this region, and some body of literature regards each type as being effective for serving the common objectives of Indian villagers.  The effectiveness, utility, and range of functions of each type of agency differ from village to village, however, and I look to these variations to develop scales for comparing agency strength.

Each caste group in a village is organized into an association, though the strength of these associations varies from village to village.  The variable Capacity_Caste assesses by averaging survey responses for each village how strong or weak these associations are in any particular village.  Survey responses are considered for a set of three questions related to the salience, effectiveness, and continuity of caste associations.  Villages in which caste associations were relatively more salient – where villagers met more often with their caste fellows, where caste leadership was more effective, and where its effectiveness was expected to continue into the future – received higher scores on this scale.
  


The variable Capacity_Panchayat was similarly constructed to scale the strength of village panchayats (local government units).  The variable Capacity_Patron similarly reflects the strength of patron-client linkages in each village (Kothari, 1988).
  Another such variable, Capacity_Party, gauges the strength of political parties perceived by respondents of any particular village.  Notice that this variable does not relate to the strength of any particular political party.  It is instead intended to take stock of the extent of allegiance, loyalty, and influence in relation to political parties in general.


The remaining two agency variables, Capacity_New and Capacity_Council, require a little more explanation.  Benefiting from the expansion of education in the last few decades, a number of young leaders have come up in villages (Mitra, 1991, 1992; Krishna, in press; Reddy & Hargopal, 1985).  Such new leaders are available in almost every village, and they perform a number of tasks on behalf of villagers that require mediation with state and market agencies.  To assess the capacity of such new leaders in any village, three survey questions were asked relating to their existence and to the utility and frequency of contact by villagers.  A fourth question assessed range of effectiveness in terms of numbers of activities performed.  Village scores on the variable Capacity_New were derived by summing individuals’ response scores to these four questions and taking the average of this score for each village.


Another agency form is the informal Village Council.
  This body is different from the village panchayat, and it is not recognized by the administration or the courts.  It is chaired by respected elders from all caste groups in the village.
  Some of these elders are also leaders of their respective caste associations.  When they sit on the council, however, they play a different and more collaborative role, and they deal with a different range of issues that concern the entire village and not just a particular caste.  Four survey items were considered for constructing the scale for the variable Capacity_Council – related to familiarity, frequency, range of activities, and attendance at meetings.


None of these agency strength variables is particularly well correlated with the Social Capital Index or with any of the other agency variables.  Correlation coefficients calculated between the Social Capital Index and each of these measures of agency strength are all quite small and – more important – just one of these correlation coefficients is significant at the 0.05 level.
  These data indicate that social capital is neither an effect nor a cause of the strength of different types of agency.  While social capital reflects the nature of relations within a community, i.e., it is a collectively possessed resource, agency strength is related to a different set of capacities that particular individuals possess.  Consequently, it is appropriate to examine the effect on participation scores that agency variables have in association with social capital.

(iv) Micro View: Individual Attributes Matter

Analysts who regard individual-level attributes to be critical determinants of participation rates have identified factors such as wealth, education, caste, gender, age, and religion.  These individual-level factors will be considered in the analysis presented later in Table 2.  Meanwhile, the first three alternative hypotheses (i) – (iii), relating to macro- and meso-level correlates of high participation, are examined in Table 1.

Explaining Political Participation Scores

Village scores on the Index of Political Activity provide the dependent variable for the first set of regression results reported in Table 1.  Village scores were derived by calculating a simple average of individual scores for all respondents belonging to each particular village.  Since a random sample of respondents was interviewed in each village, the sample mean is an unbiased estimate of the mean score for the entire village population.  Village scores range from a low of 10.8 points (village Dholpuriya) to a high of 54.5 points (village Kucheel). The difference in scores between these two villages, amounting to about 44 percentage points, provides the range of variation that is considered below.

-- Table 1 about here --


Model 1 considers variables corresponding to the structural hypothesis, and among these only one variable, Distance to Town, is found significant in statistical analysis.  This variable has a negative coefficient, indicating that all else being the same villages located further away from towns and government offices are likely to be sites of comparatively less political activity.  The size of this coefficient is quite low, however, ranging between minus 0.05 and minus 0.07 in alternative specifications of the model.  The maximum Distance to Town among villages in the sample is 44 kilometers and the minimum distance is 4 kilometers.  This difference of 40 kilometers, multiplied by the coefficient of this variable (-0.06), accounts for a total of only 2.4 points on the Index of Political Activity, or about 5% of the observed variance.


None of the other structural variables – Number of Castes (number of distinct caste groups), Dominant Caste Percentage (percentage of village population belonging to the numerically dominant caste), or Percentage Poverty (percentage of village population below the poverty line) – is significant in alternative specifications of the regression model.  Variables corresponding to the structural hypothesis are thus mostly not significant for understanding differences in political activity.  The R-square for Model 1 is just 0.24 and the adjusted R-square is a bare 0.13.  The F-ratio is 2.24, which is quite small when compared with the corresponding figure for other specifications of the regression model.

Model 2 introduces social capital within the analysis.  The R-square rises to 0.54 and the F-ratio rises to 6.80.  In addition to Distance to Town, which remains significant as before and with nearly the same size of coefficient, another variable, Social Capital Index, also achieves significance. 


Model 3 introduces the agency variables.  Variables related to the capacity of six different forms of agency are considered here, including political parties (the variable Capacity_Party), caste associations (Capacity_Caste), patron-client linkages (Capacity_Patron), the informal Village Council (Capacity_Council), and the new, younger, educated, and non-caste-based village leaders who have emerged within the last two decades (Capacity_New).  Only the last of these variables achieves significance in regression analysis.  None of the other five agency forms are significant for political activity levels in villages.  Though social capital continues to be significant, the coefficient of the Social Capital Index is lower compared to Model 2.   


The capacity of the new leaders (Capacity_New) is significant both by itself and also in interaction with village social capital.  An interaction variable – constructed by multiplying together each village’s scores on the Social Capital Index with its scores on the variable Capacity_New – is highly significant.
  The R-square rises further in Model 3 and has a value of 0.72.  The adjusted R-squared is 0.64 and the F-ratio is 9.88, implying that Model 3 provides the best overall fit with the data. 


The inference is clear: social capital matters significantly for political participation, and the capacity of new leaders adds to (and also multiplies) the effects of social capital.  Social capital provides both glue and gear.  However, gear is significantly improved when capable agency is also available. 

No other variable is equally significant for understanding political participation at the village level.  Variables related to the strength of caste associations (Capacity_Caste) and of patron-client links (Capacity_Patron) are not significantly associated with the extent of political activity by villagers.  Neither do any of the other variables related to caste – Number of Castes or Dominant Caste Percentage – appear significant for this analysis.  Separate regression analysis was conducted using an index of participation in voting as the dependent variable.  Once again, none of the caste-related variables achieved significance, and the R-square was at best only 0.12 for this analysis.  In terms of individuals’ political choices, no more than 405 of 2,232 respondents (18%) in Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh said they voted once or more times as their caste fellows had advised.  1,688 said they had never voted at the say-so of their caste brethren.  These preferences might be colored by a need to appear socially and politically correct.  Even when the question was asked in the abstract, however, and not in terms of the respondent’s personal preferences, very few villagers regarded caste leaders as commanding any considerable influence on voting behavior.  For instance, only 352 of 2,232 villagers (15.7%) felt that candidates to electoral offices would do well to contact caste leaders for mobilizing votes in their village.  Almost three times this number (1,018, or 54%) felt that candidates would gain large numbers of votes through contacting the new non-caste-based village leaders.


Similar results emerge from an analysis of individual-level data on political participation, as seen from Table 2.

-- Table 2 about here --

Contrary to what has been found for industrialized countries (for example, by Almond and Verba, 1965, and Bennett and Bennett, 1986), wealth and political participation are not positively correlated in India.  Using landholding as a proxy measure of wealth – not a bad approximation in these largely agrarian settings – it is found that wealthier villagers do not have significantly higher scores on the Index of Political Activity.
  A similar conclusion about the relative insignificance of wealth is reported for Zambia by Bratton (1999).

Age and religion are also not significantly associated with higher levels of political participation.  Neither older villagers nor those associated with any particular religious group are likely to participate significantly more or less than other villagers.

Villagers belonging to ritually higher castes are not more politically active, on average, than those who belong to lower castes.  Paradoxical as it may seem, Scheduled Castes (SCs, the former untouchables) and other backward castes (OBCs) participate to a somewhat higher extent compared to upper and middle castes; however, these results are not significant statistically.  Members of only one social group participate to a significantly different extent from villagers in general.  Scheduled Tribes (STs, or India’s aborigines) participate on average 2.87 %age points less than other villagers, a significant though relatively small difference.  

Thus, among the usual individual-level socioeconomic factors, wealth, age, and religion do not appear to have any significant impact on political participation scores.  Caste also does not have any appreciable impact, except in the sole case of STs, where the average difference is relatively minor (less than three percentage points).


Gender, however, makes a larger impact.  Women score, on average, 16.5 %age points less than men do on the Index of Political Activity.  Differences based on gender and tribal origin are mitigated to some extent, however, where the individual concerned is both educated and well informed.
  

Education and Information are significant influences on political participation by Indian villagers.  Every additional year of school education is associated with scoring an extra 0.6 points on the Index of Political Activity.  Every additional source of information (among the seven considered here) helps add, on average, an additional four points on this index.
  Educated and well-informed villagers participate comparatively more in democracy at the grassroots level. 

Conclusion: Who Participates?

Two sets of tasks were taken up in this paper.  First, different macro-, micro-, and meso-level influences were examined for the effect they have on political participation.  Second, the specific worth of the social capital argument was assessed, and an alternative argument – the agency hypothesis – was also examined, which regards social capital as a “politically neutral multiplier” whose effects on democratic participation depend on the nature of the mediating agency.  Social capital provides only the glue that makes collective action possible, according to this hypothesis; in order to gear collective action toward participation in democracy, capable agency is separately required.  

Social capital was measured in the 69 village communities examined here with the help of a locally relevant scale, and six different agency types were considered while examining the agency hypothesis.  Finally, some India-specific factors, such as caste and patron-client links, were also examined for their effects on political activity rates.

Among the macro-, meso-, and micro-level factors examined here, we found both group (meso-level) and individual (micro-level) factors to be significantly associated with higher participation rates.  Social capital and agency capacity are important factors affecting the extent to which groups of villagers take part in political activities.  Within groups, education, information, and gender influence how much particular individuals engage in political activities.  Macro-institutional effects are also experienced differently in different villages, but these differences are not associated to the same extent with high and low rates of political participation.  Meso- and micro-level factors matter more, and macro-level influences are less important in this situation.

Meso-level variables matter because considerable political activity is conducted by people in groups.  Groups and social networks “play a key role in overcoming the paradoxes of participation and rational ignorance… Members can readily identify those who comply with group expectations and those who do not, that is those who vote and write and attend and otherwise participate in politics and those who do not” (Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993, p. 24).  It follows that groups that can better monitor and motivate their members (where social capital is high) and that can direct collective action to derive real advantages for their members (where capable agents are present) should participate in politics to a greater extent than other groups.

Enhancing groups’ cohesiveness and raising agency capacity should help, therefore, in raising the overall level of political activity.  Social capital helps with the first of these purposes.  High social capital villages are more close-knit and better able to act together for diverse common ends.  But it is not clear what ends they will in fact select for targeting their collective activities.  Capable agents are required to provide the information and the direction that can gear collective action toward participation in democratic activities.  

Different types of agents help establish connections between citizens and the state in different cultural and institutional contexts.  The Nazi party made the critical linkages in the case of interwar Germany, as examined by Berman (1997a), and democracy was destroyed as a result.  Parties have traditionally facilitated these connections in Western democracies.  But parties are weakly organized in India and in other developing and transitional countries.  Constructed mainly from the top down, and without many grassroots-level offices and associations, parties have only weakly enabled upward representation by ordinary Indians (Kohli, 1990; Kothari, 1988; Weiner, 1989), and independent agents have arisen to fill this institutional vacuum in rural north India.  It is the capacity of this group of agents, along with the extent of a village’s social capital, that affects villagers’ engagements with the processes of democratic governance.  

Social capital provides both glue and gear in this context – high social capital villages also tend to have significantly higher levels of political participation – but participation is higher still in villages where capable local agents accompany high social capital.  Agency capacity multiples the effects of high social capital, and political participation is highest in villages where both of these factors are available.   Enhancing social capital and increasing the capacity of new village leaders are two objectives that can help with enhancing citizens’ participation in democracy in the Indian countryside.  Other forms of agency might matter more for other developing and transitional countries, and further research will be required for identifying the specific forms in each country.


In addition to social capital and agency capacity that affect political activity, several individual-level factors also have a significant influence on participation rates.   Education, information, and gender matter considerably in this regard.


Social capital interacts with institutional features to influence participation in democracy-building activities.  Individual-level attributes also count.  Which institutional features are most important – i.e., which agency types matter most – and what individual-level factors are significant will likely vary by context.  Detailed local inquiry can help elicit the components of a productive public policy.

Table 1.  OLS Regressions on Political Activity (Village-Level Analysis):

100-point Index of Political Activity is the Dependent Variable 

	
	MODEL 1
	MODEL 2
	MODEL 3

	Intercept
	25.38

(35.91)
	-19.35

(27.8)
	-25.36

(31.32)

	INDEPENDENT VARIABLES
	
	

	(A) Societal Variables
	
	

	Distance to town
	-0.05*

(0.02)
	-0.07*

(0.03)
	-0.07*

(0.03)

	Infrastructure
	0.27

(0.69)
	0.41

(0.55)
	

	Number of castes
	0.65

(0.46)
	0.48

(0.28)
	0.38

(0.22)

	Dominant caste percentage
	-0.35

(0.84)
	-0.31

(0.86)
	

	Poverty percentage 
	0.72

(6.09)
	0.62

(5.77)
	

	Literacy
	4.40

(14.8)
	5.47

(11.61)
	7.40

(9.95)

	(B) Agency Variables
	
	

	Capacity_Party
	
	
	0.58

(2.19)

	Capacity_Panchayat
	
	
	0.44

(1.64)

	Capacity_Caste
	
	
	0.52

(1.33)

	Capacity_Patron
	
	
	-0.47

(2.26)

	Capacity_Council
	
	
	0.35

(0.74)

	Capacity_New
	
	
	0.64*

(0.31)

	(C) Social Capital 

(SCI)
	
	0.27****

(0.04)
	0.13***

(0.04)

	(D) Interaction
	
	

	(SCI*Capacity_New)
	
	
	0.02****

(0.004)

	N
	60
	60
	60

	R2
	0.24
	0.54
	0.72

	Adj-R2
	0.13
	0.45
	0.64

	F-ratio
	2.24
	6.80
	9.88

	F-probability
	0.03
	0.0001
	0.0001

	Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses.  *p<=.05 **p<=.01 ***p<=.001 ****p<=.0001


Table 2. OLS Regressions on Political Activity (Individual-Level Analysis):

100-point Index of Political Activity is the Dependent Variable (n=1,872)

	Intercept
	36.51****

(6.38)

	(A) Independent Variables: Village-Level

	Population
	0.002

(0.003)

	Distance to town
	-0.11*

(0.05)

	SCI (Social Capital Index)
	0.17****

(0.025)

	Capacity_New
	0.49**

(0.14)

	(SCI*Capacity_New)
	0.014***

(0.004)

	Capacity_Party
	0.54

(1.36)

	Capacity_Caste
	0.35

(1.28)

	(B) Independent Variables: Individual-Level

	Gendera
	-16.55****

(1.07)

	Age
	-0.03

(0.04)

	Religionb
	-0.31

(2.26)

	Education (years in school)
	0.61**

(0.22)

	Information (no. of sources)
	4.03****

(0.39)

	Wealth (landownership in hectares)
	0.10

(0.14)

	   Caste Variables (Dummies)c
	

	Middle caste.
	0.22

(1.10)

	Backward caste
	1.89

(1.28)

	Scheduled caste.
	1.25

(1.66)

	Scheduled tribe.
	-2.87*

(1.43)

	N
	1,872

	R2
	0.31

	Adj-R2
	0.30

	F-ratio
	51.33

	F-probability
	<0.0001
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Notes

* I should like to thank Valerie Bunce, Milton Esman, Joe Foudy, Ron Herring, Mary Katzenstein, Peter Katzenstein, Shail Mayaram, Walter Mebane, Philip Oldenburg, David Rueda, Norman Uphoff, Steve Wilkinson, and three anonymous reviewers for comments and helpful advice.  I remain solely responsible for all errors and omissions.  





a Coded: Female = 1, Male = 0, so it is a dummy variable for Female.


b Coded: Hindu = 0, Muslim = 1, so it is a dummy variable for religion other than Hindu (no other religions apart from Hindu and Muslim are represented in any significant numbers in these villages).


c Upper castes are considered as the baseline against which the other caste groups are compared.  Coefficients for the respective caste dummy variables should be interpreted as the additional points on the participation index that are scored, on average, by members of the respective caste groups as compared to upper castes.





� Large voting turnouts do not necessarily indicate a healthy and vibrant democracy.  For instance, an 89.7% voting turnout was reported for Tunisia’s presidential election of 1999, and similarly high turnout rates were reported in other countries – 79% in Azerbaijan’s presidential election of 1998, and 78% in Syria’s People Assembly elections of 1998– where democracy is hardly healthy or well established (� HYPERLINK http://www.agora.stm.it/elections ��www.agora.stm.it/elections�).  Limits to citizens’ democratic freedoms in each of these countries are reflected in very low ratings – ranging from Partly Free to Not Free – received by them in Freedom House’s analysis of political and civil rights (� HYPERLINK http://www.freedomhouse.org) ��www.freedomhouse.org)�.  Indeed, in countries where voting is obligatory, voting turnout tells us hardly anything at all about the extent to which citizens participate in public policy making.


� By providing members with relevant information about state activities and by acting as an organized conduit to governmental decision making, political parties have traditionally performed this task of mediating agency.  Where parties are weak, it is argued, the capacity of community groups “to make effective demands and sanction government action may remain limited” (Levi, 1996, p. 49).  Alternative agency forms will be required in these contexts for undertaking the role of mediating agency, as we shall see below.


� I selected Rajasthan because I have lived and worked in this state for 13 years and can converse passably in local dialects.   Because I did not wish to confine this study to just one state, some villages were also studied in the adjoining state of Madhya Pradesh.  In both states, villages were selected purposively to include some that are located close to market towns and major roads and others that are more remotely located and harder to access.  Single-caste-dominant villages are represented in the mix along with mixed-caste villages, and large villages are included along with small ones.  Villages with significant minority populations were represented, including Muslims (in Ajmer district) and scheduled tribes (in Dungarpur district).


� Some people had died, eloped, or migrated since the electoral rolls were compiled about three years ago, and some (roughly 1-2%) never existed.  About 5% of the sample needed to be replaced with other names, which were drawn as a reserve list at the time of initial sampling.  (It is possible that some people have been left out of the voters’ lists, but in the 16 villages that I studied closely and where I lived for a total of six months, I do not recall having met anyone whose name was not on the voters’ list.)   Interviews were conducted mostly in the months of May and June, corresponding to the lean agricultural season.  Villagers were interviewed in the security of their own homes, which were identified with the help of schoolchildren and other villagers.  Villages in this region are mostly compact units, with an average population of about 150 households, and it is relatively easy to find out who stays where.


� The actual voting %age for this region, as recorded in the official registers, was 72% on average.  Individual village figures for voting are impossible to obtain for recent elections.  Ballots are no longer counted individually by polling stations; instead, they are mixed up before counting begins.


� Figures for the United States and for Zambia, respectively, are 8% and 25% (for campaigning), 34% and 38% (for contacting), and 6% and 7% (for protesting).  See, respectively, Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995) and Bratton (1999). 


� Bivariate correlation coefficients among these seven items are all positive and they all have high statistical significance (at the 0.0001 level).  These seven variables load commonly on a single common factor, and factor loadings are all 0.67 or higher.  Communality is 3.4, implying that nearly half of the combined variance of the seven separate variables is accounted for by the single common factor.  The three variables corresponding to voting load equally highly on a separate common factor.


� Each item is first rescored to have a range between zero and one.  Consequently, each item has an equal weight in the index.  The summed score is rescaled to give it a range from zero to 100 points, which makes it easier to interpret regression results.  Correlations of the six individual items with the index are all 0.73 or higher.  Cronbach’s Coefficient Alpha = 0.845. 


� Mean individual score on the index is 26.4 points, and standard deviation is 24.1.  Skewness=0.871.


� Census data report the level of service available in each village related to these facilities.  These data were updated with the help of personal observations in each village.  Gradations related to level of service were adopted from census classifications. 


� Though literacy and poverty percentage are measured here at the village level, these variables as hardly “structural” in nature.  I thank an anonymous reviewer for bringing this point to my attention.


� These figures were taken from the government’s District Rural Development Agencies, which for the purpose of implementing assistance programs keep an updated list of below-poverty-line households in each village.  Analysts have questioned the probity of officials who compile these lists; many nonpoor households are included within these lists, it is alleged.  There is no reason, however, to suppose that the extent of such irregularity, if any, will vary systematically across villages in the sample. 


� A scree plot has a distinct elbow, i.e., it flattens out between factors one and two.  The conclusion about a single common factor is also reinforced by observing that root mean square off-diagonal residuals are equal to 0.104, which is well within the acceptable limit of 0.126, indicated by Harman’s criterion for a sample size of 64.  Kaiser’s Measure of Sampling Adequacy: Overall MSA = 0.828.


� Individual correlation coefficients are all significant at the 0.0001 level with a value of 0.65 or higher; Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient = 0.91.  The single common factor accounts for 3.68, or about 61% of the combined variance of the six individual items


� Each item is given an equal weight within the index, which is obtained by summing across the scores after first dividing each variable by its range, so that each item has a maximum range of one.  A further transformation results in an index that has a range from zero to 100, which is useful for interpreting regression results.  [An alternative index was constructed by weighting the individual items with their factor scores.  The two indices are highly correlated with one another (0.98), indicating that this index is robust against alternative weighting schemes.]  Mean score on the Social Capital Index is 38.8 points (out of a possible 100 points) and standard deviation is 23.6


� Each scale presented here is used for comparing a particular type of agency across different villages.  Since they rely on different items, however, scores on one scale cannot be compared with scores on another.


� Notice that this agency variable is different from the two structural variables related to caste that were introduced earlier.  While Capacity_Caste measures the strength of people’s affiliation with their caste groups in general, the structural variable Number of Castes measures the number of different caste groups in a village, and the other structural variable, Dominant Caste Percentage, relates to the proportion of villagers who belong to the numerically largest caste group.  The agency variable was not significantly correlated with any of the two structural caste variables.


� Capacity_Patron was assessed by considering villagers’ responses to survey questions related to whether they know any patrons (Jajmaans, in local language) in their village, their frequency of contact with these patrons, and the number of functions that these patrons usually performed on their behalf.


� The term Village Council is mine.  Villagers themselves refer to these bodies as Gaon-ki-Panchayat, or villagers’ panchayat as opposed to the other one that is Sarkari, or the government’s panchayat.  Persons who sit on these bodies are spoken of as purana netas (old leaders).


� The historical importance of such Village Councils for resolving conflicts and maintaining peace in villages is reported in Baden-Powell (1899) and Mukherjee (1923).  Contemporary accounts report the continued salience of such councils in different parts of rural India.  See, for example, Foster & Simmons (1978) and Srinivas (1987).


� Apart from the variable Capacity_Council (measuring the capacity of the Village Council), which is significantly though not highly correlated with the Social Capital Index, none of the other agency variables has a correlation coefficient that is either statistically or substantially significant.


� In addition, R2 does not change by very much when the variable Distance to Town is removed from the regression equation.  None of the other variables gains or loses significance.


� Interactions between social capital and the other five agency variables were also considered for this analysis.  None of these interaction variables was significant, however, in alternative specifications of the regression model.


� These results did not change even when alternative proxy measures of wealth, including herd size and quality of house construction, were examined.


�  Only extremely capable women rise to positions of real (as opposed to titular) leadership in villages.  Effective women leaders whom I met were all relatively highly educated, energetic, and forceful.  Despite being in leadership positions for several years and having filled those positions competently and with distinction, these women have yet to acquire the respect they deserve, especially among older males.


� The variable Information was constructed from responses to the following survey question.  “Which among the following sources do you consult at least once a month for news and information: household members, neighbors, village leaders/prominent persons, radio or TV, newspapers, the village assembly?”  Scores were assigned depending on the number of sources a respondent had indicated.  The variable Information, calculated in this manner, is only weakly correlated with the Education variable, which corresponds to the number of years a respondent spent at school.  Except for one of the seven sources of information, newspapers, none of the other six are inaccessible even to entirely unlettered persons.  Further, neither Information nor Education is correlated to any great extent with Wealth.  The coefficient of correlation between landholding and education, for instance, is only 0.34, and it is even lower (0.16) among villagers aged 18 years or less.  Villagers of all caste groups and income categories are increasingly sending their children to school, and at least for the primary school level, there is no appreciable difference in enrollment by caste or wealth categories.  Upper castes, such as Brahmins, have historically dominated higher education, but increasing numbers of SC and OBC parents are sending their children to school, and places have been earmarked for these children in higher educational institutions run by the state and also in government positions. 


� I have not in this paper tested a larger argument about macro-level institutions: What type of the democratic institutions is best suited for promoting higher participation rates – presidential vs. parliamentary, bicameral vs. unicameral, voting for party slates vs. voting for individual candidates, etc.?  It is clearly not possible to test these hypotheses given data from one country alone.  Data presented here do show, however, that considerable differences in levels of participation exist even within the same macro-institutional set-up.  These differences between villages and individuals are not merely artifacts of scale construction.  Among the 16 villages that I studied at first hand, there are some, such as Sare, where no villager could recall having taken part in any protest or collective representation in the last two years.  In Nauwa, on the other hand, two such collective activities happened even within the fortnight that I stayed in this village, and residents recalled three other similar occasions within the past six months. 
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