ABOUT DHARAMPAL CLASSICS SERIES
DHARAMPAL (1922-2006) authored several books that sought to
present different aspects of the Indian society and polity from an
Indian perspective. These rigorously documented books disrupted
the scholarly consensus about the backwardness and dis-functionality of pre-British India and presented the picture of a society that
in fact was highly sophisticated and advanced in its political ideas
and arrangements and in its sciences, technologies and education
systems. These works are of abiding interest and importance.
In the Dharampal Classics Series, we are reprinting the original
editions of the most significant of his works. We have tried to keep
the text of the first published editions unaltered except for changing
some punctuation mark where it seemed essential or introducing a
footnote here or there to explain some reference, word or phrase.
Where possible, we have compared the archival documents reproduced in these books with the originals and carried out the necessary
corrections when necessary.
The present volume, Panchayat Raj as the Basis of Indian Polity
(1962) was the first book that Dharampal authored. It presents
extracts from the Constituent Assembly Debates on the place of
Panchayat Raj in the constitutional polity of Independent India. This
passionate debate ultimately led to the mention of Panchayat Raj
among the non-enforceable Directive Principles of the Constitution.
The book gave an early indication of the deep interest Dharampal
was to develop in the understanding of classical Indian society and
polity and the process of its subversion by the British.
Soon after publishing this book, Dharampal began an extensive
exploration into the British Indian archives, especially the India
Office Records collection. This archival research led to three of his
major works. In the first of these, Indian Science and Technology in
the Eighteenth Century (1971), Dharampal compiled several articles
by early British officers, scholars and observers about the Indian

ßThere are seven hundred thousand villages in India.
Each would be organized according to the will of its
citizens, all of them voting. Then there would be seven
hundred thousand votes and not four hundred million.
Each village, in other words, would have one vote. The
villages would elect their district administrations, and the
district administrations would elect the provincial administrations, and these in turn would elect a president who
would be the national chief executive.û
Þ Mahatma Gandhi
June 6, 1942
(Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, Vol.76, p.438)

I must confess that I have not been able to follow the
proceedings of the Constituent Assembly.… Principal
Agarwal says that there is no mention or direction about
village panchayats and decentralization in the foreshadowed Constitution. It is certainly an omission calling for
immediate attention if our independence is to reflect the
people's voice. The greater the power of the panchayats,
the better for the people.
Þ Gandhiji in Harijan, December 21, 1947
(Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, Vol.90, p.209)
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he resolution on the aims and objects of free India's Constitution was introduced in the Constituent Assembly on December 13,
1946. This was a period of turmoil and uncertainty. The Muslim
League, the second major party in India, had boycotted the
Assembly, and most of the representatives of the then Indian States
had yet to be brought in. Yet Gandhiji was then very much with us.
It is not surprising, therefore, that no specific mention was made in
this resolution itself regarding the place of India's villages in an
Independent India, their role in its government and the meaning of
Swaraj to the Indian village. Whatever needed to be said about the
subject was presumed to be covered by similar references like ßthe
passion that lies in the hearts of the Indian people todayû and that
there was ßno doubt that his (Gandhiji's) spirit hovers over this
place (Constituent Assembly hall) and blesses our undertaking.û
During the course of his speech while moving the resolution, the
mover (Shri Jawahar Lal Nehru) said:
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Obviously we are aiming at democracy and nothing less
than a democracy. What form of democracy, what shape
might it take, is another matter? The democracies of the
present day, many of them in Europe and elsewhere, have
played a great part in the world's progress. Yet it may be
doubtful if those democracies may not have to change
their shape somewhat before long if they have to remain
completely democratic. We are not going just to copy, I
hope, a certain democratic procedure or an institution of
a so-called democratic country. We may improve upon it.
In any event whatever system of government we may
establish here must fit in with the temper of our people
and be acceptable to them. We stand for democracy. It
will be for this House to determine what shape to give to
that democracy, the fullest democracy, I hope.
Several speakers who followed in support made brief references
to the shape of the polity, the meaning of Swaraj for every village.
This was well brought out by a reference to a then recent statement
of Gandhiji where he had said:
The centre of power now is in New Delhi, or in Calcutta
and Bombay, in the big cities. I would have it distributed
among the seven hundred thousand villages of India…
There will then be voluntary co-operation between these
seven hundred thousand units, voluntary co-operationÞ
not co-operation induced by Nazi methods. Voluntary cooperation will produce real freedom and a new order
vastly superior to the new order in Soviet Russia…
Some say there is ruthlessness in Russia, but that is
exercised for the lowest and the poorest and is good for
that reason. For me, it has very little good in it.
After a lapse of over a month, during which period the Assembly waited to give time to the others to join (which they did not), the
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resolution on the aims and objects of the Constitution was finally
adopted on January 22, 1947. Meanwhile, negotiations about Independence were going on, the unity of the country was at stake and
everyone who had any say or view was totally taken up with such
immediate issues.
The Secretariat of the Constituent Assembly, however, was not
idle. With the help of its adviser, Shri B. N. Rau, it went on studying
constitution after constitution of countries in Europe, in the Americas and the USSR. A draft was finally placed before the Assembly
in August, 1947, a few days after Independence. At the same time,
on August 29, 1947, the Minister of Parliamentary Affairs, moved
that a Committee ßbe appointed to scrutinise and to suggest necessary amendment to the draft Constitution of India prepared in the
Office of the Assembly on the basis of the decisions taken in the
Assembly.û After some modification the motion was adopted the
same day. The members of this Committee were:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Shri Alladi Krishnaswami Ayyar
Shri N. Gopalaswami Ayyangar
The Honourable Dr. B. R. Ambedkar
Shri K. M. Munshi
Saiyid Mohd. Saadulla
Sir B. L. Mitter
Shri D. P. Khaitan

The revised draft, as it emerged from the Scrutiny Committee was
re-introduced in the Constituent Assembly on November 4, 1948.
During the intervening 15 months since the draft was entrusted to the
Scrutiny Committee, the revised draft was published and circulated
and had aroused much controversy and debate. One of the major
issues which then, and subsequently in the Constituent Assembly,
aroused considerable heat and anger was the place of the villages in
the polity which was envisaged. In April 1948 itself, the issue was
referred by the President of the Constituent Assembly to the Constitutional Adviser for his views. In a note submitted by him he said:
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Even if the panchayat plan is to be adopted, its details will
have to be carefully worked out for each province and for
each Indian State with suitable modification for towns.
Apart from other difficulties, this will take time and rather
than delay the passing of the Constitution further, it would
seem better to relegate these details to auxiliary legislation to be enacted after the Constitution has been passed.
It is revealing how the Scrutiny Committee had done its job of
preparing a constitution for free India. The following was stated, on
behalf of the Scrutiny Committee by Shri T. T. Krishnamachari,
during the general debate at the start of the second reading on
November 5, 1948:
At the same time, I do realise that that amount of attention that was necessary for the purpose of drafting a
Constitution so important to us at this moment has not
been given to it by the Drafting Committee. The House is
perhaps aware that of the seven members nominated by
you, one had resigned from the House and was replaced.
One died and was not replaced. One was away in America and his place was not filled up and another person was
engaged in State affairs, and there was a void to that
extent. One or two people were far away from Delhi and
perhaps reasons of health did not permit them to attend.
So it happened ultimately that the burden of drafting this
Constitution fell on Dr. Ambedkar and I have no doubt
that we are grateful to him for having achieved this task
in a manner which is undoubtedly commendable. But my
point really is that the attention that was due to a matter
like this has not been given to it by the Committee as a
whole. Some time in April the Secretariat of the Constituent Assembly had intimated me and others besides
myself that you had decided that the Union Power
Committee, the Union Constitution Committee and the
Provincial Constitution Committee, at any rate the mem-
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bers thereof, and a few other selected people should meet
and discuss the various amendments that had been suggested by the members of the House and also by the general public. A meeting was held for two days in April last
and I believe a certain amount of good work was done
and I see that Dr. Ambedkar has chosen to accept certain
recommendations of the Committee, but nothing was
heard about this Committee thereafter. I understand that
the Drafting CommitteeÞat any rate Dr. Ambedkar and
Mr. Madhava RauÞmet thereafter and scrutinised the
amendments and they have made certain suggestions, but
technically perhaps this was not a Drafting Committee.
Though I would not question your ruling on this matter,
one would concede that the moment a Committee had
reported that Committee became functus officio, and I do
not remember your having reconstituted the Drafting
Committee. The point why I mention all these is that certain aspects of our Constitution have not had the amount
of expert attention that was necessary, the amount of
attention that could have been provided to it if a person
like Mr. Gopalaswamy Ayyangar or Mr. Munshi or certain other persons had attended the meetings all through.
Member after member arose to express their sorrow, anger and
disappointment. This was particularly provoked by a reference to village India by Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, who piloted the draft and was also
Chairman of the Scrutiny Committee, in his opening statement. This
concern had some effect. On November 22, 1948, a new clause was
inserted in the Constitution and adopted with no dissent. This was:
ßThat after Article 31, the following new Article be
added:
`31-A. The State shall take steps to organise village
panchayats and endow them with such powers and
authority as may be necessary to enable them to
function as units of self-government.'û
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This is how the present article 40 which forms part of the
Directive Principles of State Policy was incorporated in free India's
Constitution.
That this much only was possible under those circumstances was
realised and sorrowfully agreed. How much sorrow, disappointment
and unhappiness yet remained could still be felt at the third reading
of the Constitution between November 17-26, 1949. Not that all
agreed. The views of some members were more or less akin to those
of Dr. Ambedkar. But the overwhelming opinion of the House was
for recognising the village and giving it a place in Indian polity.
*

*

*

*

*

Believing that all this needs to be noted, digested and acted
upon, AVARD has tried to make some exploration in this past.
Though all this adds up to some 25,000 words, feeling that we need
to share it with others we have brought together all the relevant
material (on panchayat raj) from the proceedings of the Constituent
Assembly. This includes:
1. Excerpts from Discussion on the Resolution on Aims and
Objects of the Constitution, Dec. 13, 1946 Ý Jan. 22, 1947.
2. The appointment of the Draft Constitution Scrutiny Committee, Aug. 29, 1947.
3. Excerpts from the General Debate on the Second Reading of
the Draft Constitution, November 4-9, 1948.
4. Full text of the Debate on the incorporation of Article 40 in
the Constitution, November 22, 1948.
5. Excerpts from the Third Reading, November 17-26, 1949.
6. A note by the Constitutional Advisor on the place of Panchayats in India's Constitution.
7. The Resolution on Aims and Objects.
The material has been arranged in chronological sequence and
we have tried not to make any omission of any reference, favourable
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or hostile, to the role of the village in Indian polity. We would try
to publish any other material from this chapter of our history which
we come by, subsequently.
*

*

*

*

*

This journey into the past may still serve us help explore the
future. The singular ambition of the greatest man of our generation
ßto wipe every tear from every eyeû is far from being fulfilled.
Perhaps only a Gandhi could have achieved that. It was, and still is,
the resolve of the Constituent Assembly ß…as long as there are
tears and suffering, so long our work will not be over.û If during the
last fourteen years our attention has been diverted, and our energies
spent on problems arising out of the immediate happenings of the
year of Independence and its immediate repercussions, we can still
plan to restart our journey by re-ordering the basic structure of
Indian Polity. We still have a chance to help the people of India to
build that `India of our dreams', which was left rather unspelt on
August 15, 1947Þperhaps needing no elaboration in the days of
GandhijiÞby the President of the Constituent Assembly, Dr.
Rajendra Prasad, an India which alone can bring the impact of
democratic living to all its citizens in its fullness.
It is the permeation of Swaraj at all levelsÞnot only in Delhi
and the State capitalsÞwhich can lead to worthwhile development.
More than `development' such a feeling of Swaraj would help in the
much greater taskÞon which development itself dependsÞof
integration of Indian Society, the lifting up of the depression which
seems to have settled over the country and thus lead to purposive
action and a feeling of well-being.
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