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I would have liked to define 
straight away what devolution 
means, but in the present state 
of a lack of understanding of what 
devolution is really, I think I must 
preface this by saying two or three 
things about the question of under­
standing. I used the phrase 'crisis 
of understanding' and I used it 
advisedly 'on one occasion, 
because what we are having pre­
cisely, now, is an inability to under­
stand what devolution is. And so 
long as we don't understand what 
devolution is, any solution which 
is based on devolutionary con­
cepts will be unacceptable to one 
side or to the other. For instance, 
we have concepts of devolution 
which are varying and varied as 
between peoples, within our coun­
try and also as a matter of fact, 
outside. Whereas the practices are 
different, we want the practices 
to be different; certain parties have 
expectations of a type but the 
realities are different. When it 
comes to implementing, we have 
very difficult situations. But right 
through I think, in order to answer 
the question of what is devolution, 
we have to understand that there 
are imperatives, fundamental 
imperatives and it is very important 
to distinguish clearly between the 
concept of central government and 
the concept of shared government. 
In other words, it is imperative to 
understand that there is a thing 

called shared governmental 
responsibilities, that everything is 
not concentrated in the Centre 
and that this is not an erosion of 
the unitary concept of a country, 
either in government, or in con­
stitutional terms, or as a society. 
All over the world, of course, we 
have this type of thing. Sometimes 
they are called Federal Govern­
ments, sometimes they are called 
Union States, sometimes just a 
State with plenty of decentralisa­
tion; and so, I have felt that while 
the politics of devolution has been, 
in fact, - let us face the fact, has 
been and can be - divisive, the 
principles of devolution are inter-
grative. I think this is the first thing 
that I must emphasise, that the 
principles of devolution are highly 
integrative, having said this I am 
in a position to answer, I hope 
satisfactorily, your question as to 
what is meant by devolution. 

Now we can distinguish between 
devolution, decentralisation and 
deconcentration. Devolution is the 
sharing of governmental power on 
agreed terms, which are not then 
varied according to the whims and 
fancies of the parties to an agree­
ment to share power. Central 
power obviously has certain pre­
rogatives of national policies, and 
national functions in certain 
respects. We don't have to go 
into those details. I think everyone 
is aware of this. But subject to 
these overall policies, that is the 
prerogative that the central govern­
ment has, it has incumbrancies or 
obligations, to share power at the 

periphery. In a sense, this has 
nothing to do with the multi-ethnic 
society, or a pluralistic society. It 
is a valid principle in fact, even 
in a unitary society in the sense 
of being unitary in terms of lan­
guage, religion, culture and so on. 

Now, decentralisation is quite 
different from devolution. I am 
emphasising this because very 
often people, when they think of 
solutions, talk of devolution but 
really are thinking of decentralisa­
tion. 

Decentralisation is simply the 
allocation of certain functions to 
the periphery, whatever that 
periphery is, whether it is a region 
or province or district or whatever, 
at the discretion of the Centre; 
and these functions are simply law 
and order and administrative func­
tions, in experience at least. They 
need not be, but in actual experi­
ence they are, and that is all that 
we have as far as decentralisation 
is concerned. So obviously, in a 
political situation, and a social situ­
ation, a cultural situation, where 
there is a felt need by the periphery 
and an agreement in the country 
as a whole, from top down, that 
something has to be done to meet 
satisfactions of a multi-ethnic, a 
plurulistic society, then decentrali­
sation is inadequate. What we 
need is devolution. That is what 
is meant by devolution. 

And when we talk of deconcent­
ration, this word is not very often 
used here, but it is very important 
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to remember, because we are 
really peddling this in practice. 
Deconcentration is really the effec­
tuation of administration in the 
periphery, very effective administ­
ration sometimes, but by the use 
of officials; in other words, the, 
outposting of officials through 
bureaucracies. It is the decentrali­
sation of bureaucracy, and this is 
the typical colonial system, or as 
we know it here, the kachcheri 
system. And this of course has 
nothing to do and is not an 
adequate substitute for what is 
called devolution. 

So that, essentially, is what is 
devolution and w.hy there has been 
so much emphasis on this idea 
of devolution. 

Extremes 
If we think in terms of extremes 

then we run into problems. At the 
one extreme, is the unitary state 
and at the other extreme, is the 
threat of a periphery which is on 
the point always of alienating itself 
from the centre; and alienation is 
a polite euphemism for anything 
that could happen in terms of 
declaration of itself as a separate 
entity, or in this country as we 
have it an Eelaam, and so on. 

The phase which we had in this 
country, just before the Eelaam 
request came up, was a request 
for a federal structure. Now if you 
will recall, I think, right through 
the years, in fact some people 
may not' remember, they can only 
remember the days of the Federal 
Party which is just about ten years 
ago, but really from 1926 when 
S. W. R. D. Bandaranaike addres­
sed I think a Law Student's Union 
and advocated the establishment 
of a federal structure, there has 
been a lot of misunderstanding 
and this is what I mean by polari­
sation. And misunderstanding has 
been influenced by the sense of 
polarisation in our minds that we 
have had, that anything other than 
a unitary state is a separate entity. 
Now this is the furthest from the 
truth. 

So, when we are talking about 
the unitary state, we have to ask 
ourselves, whether we are talking 
of a leviathan, which is imposing 
itself on the entire system, from 
the top right down to the periphery, 
or whether we are talking of a 
state system which gives 
maximum initiatives to its own 
people. And that's why I want to 
go back again to the example, not 

of a multi-ethnic Society, not a 
pluralistic society in that sense, or 
multi-linguistic society, but just to 
a single state society where there 
is one religion, and one language 
and one culture. Now I think it is 
absolutely essential that there must 
be the maximum scope for self-ex­
pression at the per phery. And if 
you view it that way, then you 
come back to the concept of 
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The question is of administrative 
boundaries based on natural 
resource systems - in thisparticu-
lar case the formation of bound­
aries round river basins and water 
systems and water sheds or range 
lands, where there Is a 
homogenity based on a particular 
natural resource. This is a very 
understandable desire because 
you are reaching out for an optimi­
zation in organizational and 
economic terms. But we have to 
be very careful because we can 
allow our enthusiasm to get the 
better of our judgement. 

The question of boundaries has 
had a long history in many coun­
tries in the world and even \ n our 
country. Here, it starts with* S.W. 
R- D.. Bandaranaike in the early 
1940's. I have no hesitation in 
saying that he more than most 
people here, understood what 
administrative boundaries, decen­
tralisation or local government, 
devolution through federal or non 
federal systems meant 

There are three ideas or compo­
nents which we could talk about. 
Boundaries are not determined 
simply by water systems alone. 
This is just one way of doing it. 
An important one, but nevertheless 
only one. To begin with, a boun­
dary concept arises from the con­
cept of human homogenity- A 
people, a woe. or & communiiy 

linked by various factors feel that 
they are one homogenous group. 
And since the administrative boun­
daries are by human beings, for 
human beings, the topmost pull 
is by human beings and not by 
water or rivers. Human beings 
decide what their boundaries are 
and if there is a sharp conflict 
between the human preference for 
homogenity in tribal or communal 
or whatever terms, then this obvi­
ously will be a bigger force than 
natural resource endowments, lam 
not saying that one is better than 
the other but these are facts. 

Then again we have to be careful 
because water is not the only 
natural resource. though it is the 
breath of life. There are various 
instances in the world where boun-. 
daries are defined in different 
forms. Sometimes, you can have 
boundaries which are built round 
a mineral or other natural 
resources. Or take the case of 
Penang. The Federal Government 
removed the Free Port status of 
Penang several years ago. The 
Chief Minister of Penang imme­
diately went round to various 
centres in the world and finally 
made some very interesting deci­
sions to set up a wfoie series of 
high-tec industries. The result is 
that Penang from being way down 
in per capita income now has one 
of the highest per capita incomes 
in the whole of Malaysia. 

So when we talk of resources 
for development we have to be 
careful. It te true that we are an 
agricultural country, but I think it's 
time we got over this nonsense 
of always talking of 
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devolution of functions. So if you 
view it that way, and if you do 
not allow yourself to run into 
extremes of formulation, or fears, 
then your question can be 
answered in the positive. That is, 
a unitary state, the concept of a 
unitary state is slightly outmoded. 
But I would not rest at that. I 
would not answer it still in that 
way because I think I could run 
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tural. The whole point is. I think 
that we must cease to be agricul­
tural; and the way to cease that 
is not do poor agriculture but do 
better agriculture on less land, and 

/to industrialise:like Other countries. 
Not only Europe and England but 
others like Taiwan, South Korea, 
Japan, of course did that. 
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We call these countries indust-
nal, but their agriculture is techni­
cally far superior to our agriculture. 

' §q we are just talking nonsense, 
when we talk of our agriculture, 
that we • will remain agricultural 
What does t mean' We are con-
demning our people to social pov-

' erty, economic, poverty and social 
discontent, righ.1 into the long run 
So, this' is not the total, or final, 
criterion. 

Then there is a historical point 
I sympathise with the point of 

. \usingv water* resources, but these 
have been met in different ways 
Some of the'Western countries 
had a conflict between certain 
things that are small geographi­
cally, or say power generation So 
in some countries, white the decen­
tralised unit is of a certain limited 
,si*et there are- specral'Inte?11 Area. 
Boards for water;; for;; electricity! 
for land managerjient and so on.-.-

So you see there are ways of. 
doing this. I am not gomg into" 
anything else at this stage. It's 
just a pre-ambular' comment as' 1 
said, i sympathise wrth this thing, 
its a very interesting idea, but we 
have ,to put it into context and 
then do the best for ourselves, as 
a country/ not just for an idea. 

into the danger of being misun­
derstood. What I would say is that 
we need the concept of an 
umbrella, unitary concept, for the 
state, co-terminous and simultane­
ously with the couple of a multifari­
ous devolutionary system right 
down to the periphery. Now what 
thissystemis of course a different 
question. It can take the form of 
provincial councils, or regional 
councils as Mr. Bandaranaike 
suggested in the nineteen forties, 
or it can take the form of a federal 
structure. Again, federal structures 
as you know are different. There 
are federal structures in the United 
States, and Australia and Canada, 
which are quite different from the 
federal structure in Ihdia. In one 
sense, the Indian system is not a 
'federal' government system but 
a union government system and I 
think this is the pattern that is 
now being talked about more in 
this country. So that, I would say 
is the position about the role of 

; the unitary state. 
Type of Devolution 

There is always the danger, in 
fact there is the danger of disaf­
fection even in a unitary state, by 
elements of society. 

When we provide, constitution­
ally, for a slightly different pattern 
of government, then that can be 
used as a leverage. Now this is 
where the role of development 
comes in. Let me explain. Because 
first of all it depends, everything 
depends, when we talk of devolu­
tion and disaffection, on what type 
of devolution has been effected. 
Suppose we have given only 
lip-service to devolution. I think 
we are sowing discontent rather 
than contentment. We are sowing 
dissatisfaction rather than satisfac­
tion. And the moment we do this, 
then it is most important rather 
not have devolution, than have a 
devolutionary system which is a 
false system. So, the moment we 
have a devolutionary system which 
provides, as I said in my lectures, 
it provides for three things - I 
really identified only three things 
- one, a sense of 'identity', 
because this is at the root of the 

demand in the peripheries, or 
multi-ethnic societies, a sense of 
identity for the groups concerned. 

This is no great sin, because 
even in the family, one brother 
wants to have a different identity 
from the other brother, a sense 
of identity. Two, it provides for a 
sense of 'security', internal sec­
urity, i am not talking of national 
security, which is a state function. 
And there, it provides for a sense 
of 'opportunity', that is, for cultural, 
social and economic opportunities. 
This is where development comes 
in of course. And these are what 
I call the 'equalisers'. If a devolutio­
nary system is able to provide for 
this, then the pull 'away' from the 
Centre, becomes far less; in fact, 
it becomes minimal or even zero. 
I think I would say, in order that 
it may be zero, and I am convinced 
about what I am saying, there is 
one more factor. Don't forget that 
when we are talking about devolu­
tion, in the way that we have been 
talking about, we are also talking 
about unitary government in the 
Centre. Now, an important compo­
nent of honest devolution has to 
be an honest provision for 'partici­
pation in the Centre by the various 
components of society'. In other 
words, if there is a system of 
government, where-there is a Pres­
ident or Prime Minister, or Cabinet 
of Ministers or whatever, there 
must be 'sufficient and satisfac­
tory' participation by the minorities 
in that system of government. 
Given this, I think all the chances 
are that there would be much 
more interest in preserving that 
system rather than breaking it' 
down. 

Now as I said, this bears Oh 
development. That's why, I have 
the thesis - and I don't know how 
many will share this fully with me, 
everybody will agree with me in 
terms of playing lip-service, but, 
how inherently and in fullness of 
understanding, they would say this 
- that there is no devolution that 
I see as satisfactory unless it is 
accompanied by development. 
When I mean development, let us 

Contd on page 29 
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take the regional councils or the 
provincial councils, I am talking of 
the capacity to be afforded to 
these councils, not just to waste 
central government monies, 
squander them pn corruption - as 
I called it once, the decentralisation 
of corruption, rather than the 
decentralisation of government -
no, not for this purpose, but really 
for them to be able to engage in 
the use, in the study, in the exami­
nation and in the development of 
their local resources for produc­
tion. That is because, given what 
we call a gestation period, shall 
we say five years or six years 
whatever - sometimes gestation 
periods are related to the life-time 
of a tree, a rubber tree takes five 
years to grow and a cashew tree 
takes so many years to grow and 
so on - but given the use of 
resources in each area and the 
development of these resources 
for production, the product of 
which then becomes the basis also 
for increasing prosperity to the 
people, and to the regional coun­
cils or provincial councils and to 
the central government, then you 
have a buttress for the devolutio-
nary structure which will make it 
unshakable. 

As I said in my lectures that is 
why development will also benefit. 
I have not gone into that. Develop­
ment will also benefit by having 
devolution, because participatory 
democracy, economic democracy, 
is an important concept. But 
devolution itself will not stand. Let 
me go as far as saying that will 
not stand, unless it is backed up 
by power to the Provincial Councils 
or to the periphery, to engage in 
productive developmental 
activities. This has been borne out 
also in a recent experiment in 
Karnataka State. Karnataka State 
is one of the northern most of the 
Southern States, I suppose you 
can put it that way. It is a very 
interesting experiment, where the 
Zilla Parishads, which are equiva­
lent - one of these states is as 
big as or bigger than our country 
- to the Provincial Council, or 
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a reality. And I think what I would 
underline is that it is very important 
in society to meet these fears, 
however wrong or ill-based they 
are, as much as to provide for 
solutions. 

It is necessary for society to be 
advanced enough in ideas to be 
able to accept a change. I think, 
fortunately in one sense, but unfor­
tunately through the price that we 
have paid, through the cir­
cumstances and events that have 
happened in this country, in a 
sense from 1956 or 1958 onwards, 
and increasingly after 1983 - these 
are all very unfortunate - but I 
think fortunately we now have a 
situation where, I hope I am not 
wrong, there is fairly wide under­
standing and acceptance of the 
fact, that we need a devolutionary 
system, and that a devolutionary 
system is not bad after all. So all 
I would say is that, if this comes 
up, we have to assure the people, 
and I hope this will be done, to 
assure especially the majority com­
munity who now feel also that 
they are a minority in the larger 
geo-political context in the Indian 
Ocean area, that this is not divisive. 
And the only way to do this nation­
ally, is by injecting the develop­
ment component into this; by 
applying a fair mechanism, where 
in sincerity and honesty, 'identity, 
security and opportunity' are pro­
vided; and by ensuring the partici­
pation in the Centre of the minority 
communities. I think if this is done, 
then, in concept, the people will 
begin to accept that this is not a 
divisive thing and there would be 
a convergence, as I said, between 
the politics of devolution and the 
principle of devolution. 

Switzerland and India 

The classic case that people like 
to quote is Switzerland. In this 
century we forget that Switzerland 
had 700 years of war, of fighting, 
just sheer fighting, before it forged 
an arrangement, a federal struc­
ture, through the cantonal system, 
which makes it a model country. 

ECONOMIC REVIEW JULY 1990 29 

Regional Council, set up a system 
where their chief executive is the 
Chief Minister; the chief civil ser­
vant is simply his executive; and 
the local resources of that area 
are in the hands of the Zilla 
Parishad for planning and for appli­
cation of investment for productive 
purposes. It attracted so much 
attention that Dr. Farouk Abdullah, 
then Chief Minister of Jammu and 
Kashmir, made a statement that 
he intended to follow this up also 
as a device. I am mentioning this, 
as a footnote, to illustrate the prac­
tical importance that has been 
accepted, by those who have done 
it, development as a support to 
the devolutionary process. 

There is a need to develop an 
understanding of concepts before 
we can really implement a system 
of devolution. We could have an 
excellent devolutionary pattern, 
intelectually worked out, but if the 
people are not ready for it, then 
it would collapse. 

History 

In 1926 we had the first proposal 
by Bandaranaike for a federal 
structure. We had the Kandyans, 
before the Donoughmore Commis­
sion in 1931 - in fact they 
developed this idea before that in 
1925 - for a federal structure. And 
we had the interesting situation 
where the Tamil community 
opposed the setting up of a federal 
structure. Now here, was an early 
example of a state of confusion 
as to what they wanted. I am quite 
sure of course, that each one saw 
its own sectional interest in differnt 
ways. But your point is even more 
illustrated when we come down, 
when the 'B - C Pact was formu­
lated. And it was hardly a federal 
structure in one sense. It was shot 

>down on the ground, that it was 
a threat of a federal structure and 
federalism was then equated, this 
was the worst part of it I think, 
with the threat of separation. Now 
I am not saying these fears and 
threats should be set aside. What 
I am not saying is that here is a 
phenomenon which came up as 
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Now if anybody asks whether 
the. Swiss are Swiss, or something 
else, whether they are Romanche, 
or Italian,' or French or German, I 
think the Swiss themselves will be 
the first to laugh at you. They will 
say 'we. are Swiss'. At the same 
time, they are proud to display 
their own special characteristics. 
This is a classic case and I think 
is a great hope. If they fought for 
700 years, we did hot fight so 
long, I hope I can call it 7 years 
instead of 700. But whatever it is, 
it is a classic instance. 

Now there are other instances 
where obviously the same story 
has been enacted but with much 
less drama. It has happened in 
Belgium, it has happened, in the 
United .States, in Canada, which 
it has','happened in Australia. It 
has happened in India. Now in 
India it is a subtle way, as I would 
like to put it. ..India, at indepen­
dence, was one country, There 
were states which were set up 
not on linguistic terms. If they were 
linguistic in some case's jt was. 
just by accident. And I want to 
put it to you, that as. it happened, 
and the .'..states', got. redefined in 
linguistic terms, that if'this had 

24. ' 

not happened, the divisive forces 
of the politics of devolution would 
have come into operation. In other 
words, that the divisive threat of 
the Union of India would have 
been a reality or a force to be 
reckoned with. The fact that there 
was a federal system set up on 
a linguistic basis gave satisfaction 
to components of the society, of 
this large country of India, and/ 
allowed room for self-expression, 
which then led to a strengthening. 

As far as the Hindu-Muslim situ­
ation is concerned I would call it 
a trans-India phenomenon. I would 
not attribute it to the weakness 
of devolution. Because, you will 
see that the Hindu-Muslim 
phenomenon - it may manifest in 
Ayudhya or it. may manifest in 
Maharastra or, it may manifest in 
Hyderabad or somewhere else -
is a phenomenon which is 
trans-continental, in the sub-conti­
nent of India. It is a 
State-phenomenon. It is a coun­
try-wide phenomenon. So I would 
not say it,is'something germane 
to. the state-structure. 

• 
• In the Punjab situation,'it. illus­
trates what I dm saying, in fact 

because there you have the case 
of a minority which is de facto, 
concentrated into one physical 
area, and the fact is, I am not 
here to sit in judgement on any­
thing or anybody( the fact is J 
think, the present Situation-can be' 
largely explained by the fact, that 
the need, the extent of devolution 
that was necessary, was not 
effected in time. In other words, 
if five years ago, or ten years ago, 
a type Of devolution had been 
effected in Punjab, then we would 
not have been in this present situ­
ation. 

As for the rest, I don't think it 
is fair for me to go into, because 
then we are trying to pick holes, 
find fault with the application of 
government policy as at present 
in the.Punjab. So I grant you the 
phenomena, the phenomena exist. 
But we have to be very careful, 
the Hindu-Muslim phenomenon is 
not the result of devolution and 
the Punjab situation is the result 
of delayed devolution. Too little, 
too late, as Marshal Petain said,' 
when Hitler invaded France. It had? 
too few people to defend the. 
motherland, But.too little too late 
is a fearsome consequence. And 
that may be an example for us also. . 
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