
India Review, vol. 9, no. 2, April–June, 2010, pp. 285–294
Copyright © Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
ISSN 1473-6489 print; 1557-3036 online
DOI:10.1080/14736489.2010.483406

FIND1473-64891557-3036India Review, Vol. 9, No. 2, Apr 2010: pp. 0–0India ReviewREVIEW ESSAY

Between State and Citizen: 
Decentralization, Institutions, 
and Accountability
Decentralization, Institutions, and AccountabilityIndia ReviewJENNIFER BUSSELL

Going Local: Decentralization, Democratization, and the Promise of
Good Governance. By Merilee S. Grindle. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2007. 288 Pages. Hardcover, $45.00.

Controlling Governments: Voters, Institutions, and Accountability. By
José María Maravall and Ignacio Sánchez-Cuenca, eds. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008. 311 Pages. Hardcover, $89.00.

Are politicians accountable to the demands of their citizens? What
facilitates political behavior that meets citizen needs and desires?
Under what circumstances will citizens reject politicians who fail in
this task? The two books considered in this review essay attempt to
answer these questions largely through empirical analyses of politician
and citizen behavior. These works touch on two distinct but related
topics in comparative politics—the ability of governments to govern
and the reaction of citizens to government performance. While Grindle
assesses the capacity of governments to deal with changing patterns of
authority and responsibility, the contributors to the Maravall and
Sánchez-Cuenca volume focus primarily on understanding, first, how
and why citizens reward and punish politicians in particular ways and,
second, how politicians respond to this expected behavior. In both
cases, while many potential state and societal characteristics are taken
into account, the nature of formal institutions plays a predominant role
in explaining the behavior of both politicians and their constituents. 
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Given the differing theoretical agendas of these two books, I will,
for the most part, discuss them separately. In both cases, I will focus
on the relevance of these analyses, grounded in general theories but
evaluated largely in the context of Western Europe and Mexico, for
understanding the dynamics of political behavior in India. It is true
that the specific empirical realities examined here may have only lim-
ited similarities with micro-level Indian politics. What these works
provide, rather the prospect of direct empirical comparisons, is instead
an opportunity for broadening the range of theoretical and empirical
analyses in India. In other words, I argue that these works are most
relevant for shedding light on new or under analyzed questions which,
if posed to the Indian case, could provide important new insights into
the behavior of both citizens and their representatives.

Decentralization, Democracy, and the Causes 
of Good Governance
Merilee Grindle’s Going Local examines decentralization of political
and administrative responsibility from national and state levels to
municipalities and attempts to understand what factors are associated
with more or less successful decentralized governance. The goal of
this analysis is not to evaluate why countries decentralize, but rather
to evaluate theories about what affects the quality of decentralization
and therefore local governance.

Grindle begins with four general hypotheses generated from the
literature about when and where decentralization will produce
improved governance. The validity of these hypotheses is then evalu-
ated through in-depth research in a semi-random sample1 (p. 13) of
thirty medium-sized Mexican municipalities. The hypotheses them-
selves reflect recent trends in comparative politics. First, the “electoral”
hypothesis posits that an increase in competitive elections at the local
level should encourage incumbents to perform better.2 Because decen-
tralization in Mexico coincided with the demise of single-party domi-
nance, this is a more plausible hypothesis in the Mexican case than it
would have been in a previous era. Second, the “political entrepreneur”
hypothesis argues that the nature of good governance will depend on
the motivations of mayors and other officials, as “they have the great-
est opportunities to set public agendas and use public resources to
achieve their objectives” (p. 170). Third, municipal governance could
depend on the degree of “public sector modernization,” in the form of
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new techniques for improving the capacity and efficiency of local
administration. Finally, the “civil society” hypothesis supposes that
good governance depends on the ability of citizens to organize and
vocalize their demands, an activity that should become more feasible
in a decentralized setting.

In general, Grindle finds that electoral competition and political
entrepreneurship have the greatest effects on the quality of municipal
governance in decentralized Mexico, often through their interactions
with each other, but not always in clearly positive ways. More specifi-
cally, the increase in resources at the local level made municipal office
more attractive to potential candidates, and this new demand for
office resulted in a more competitive electoral environment with more
choices for voters. However, new mayors were not guaranteed an easy
policy environment. “Most mayors were able to count on a party
majority in the council, but the vagaries of close elections, shifting
party identities after elections, and negotiations for support in the
absence of strong party platforms meant that some mayors found it
more difficult to act on their preferences, and some even faced grid-
lock” (p. 170).

In this complex environment, mayors, acting as political entrepre-
neurs, took on new importance. In order to navigate a dynamic
administrative environment with diverse political interests at each
level of government, mayors had to utilize their political connections
in order to access state resources for their municipality. As Grindle
puts it, “the commitments, personality, persistence, and political
networks that mayors brought to the office were important factors in
determining how much could be done” (p. 171). This, in addition to
the discretion mayors held over new political appointments, shaped
their ability to govern.

In the book’s conclusion, Grindle backs away from these key find-
ings and seems determined to provide a unified explanation for good
or poor governance that takes into account the complicated ways in
which electoral institutions, political personalities and societal demands
interact. While this goal is in many ways admirable, her empirical evi-
dence does not support it. In the case of municipal modernization,
Grindle shows that efforts to institute new procedures or technologies
depend on the actions of political actors and do not occur on their
own. The behavior of civil society, on the other hand, does not vary
across the municipalities in the sample and so cannot be shown to
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have any effect on variation in the quality of governance. Grindle’s
motivation for softening the empirical blows to the public sector
modernization and civil society hypotheses is unclear, but should not
detract from the predominant empirical findings. Politicians acting
within a newly competitive environment, encouraged by greater
access to state resources, shape governance patterns through their abil-
ity, or lack thereof, to access and direct resources, including human
resources, within relatively short time frames.

Understanding Decentralization and Governance in India
The design of Grindle’s research may prove helpful in multiple ways
for improving analyses of the Indian decentralization process to date.
First, Grindle takes advantage of federalist structures to analyze sub-
state politics and governance outcomes both within and across states.
This structure facilitates evaluation of independent variables at multi-
ple levels of analysis and should be useful for examining a range of
political and policy issue areas. In the context of India’s decentraliza-
tion reforms via the 73rd and 74th constitutional amendments, this
model seems particularly appropriate for evaluating decentralization
and governance. Studies of this nature are increasingly common at the
panchayat level3 and should be encouraged for improving our under-
standing of factors influencing panchayat performance at both the
state and local levels.

Second, and related, is the explicit focus Grindle places on munici-
pal governance. This is unsurprising in the Mexican case where
municipalities are the basic unit of local governance, but it also high-
lights a blind spot in studies of Indian politics regarding Indian cities.
While we are beginning to grasp the dynamics of panchayat gover-
nance, scholars have done little to examine the effects of the 74th

amendment on municipal politics. The continued implementation of
reforms, particularly under the umbrella of the Jawaharal Nehru
National Urban Renewal Mission, presents an important opportunity
for narrowing this intellectual gap.

Finally, Grindle’s historical discussion also pays close attention to
the political struggles surrounding the nature of decentralization and
how these debates shaped access to resources. While the political pro-
cess differed in India, researchers have perhaps not yet fully taken into
account the ways in which power struggles over resources and access
to citizens are affecting decentralized governance. The most prominent
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example, the distribution of funds to members of Parliament and then
members of the Legislative Assemblies through the Local Area Devel-
opment Schemes, was immediately highlighted by observers as a
threat to the new power base of local politicians.4 While recent
research notes many failures in the scheme itself,5 we have less
evidence for how these schemes are affecting the ability of panchayat
and municipal leaders to govern effectively.

Institutions and Democratic Stability
The last chapter in the volume by Maravall and Sánchez-Cuenca
comes closest to Grindle’s work in substantive interest. Adserà and
Boix6 are also interested in the ways in which variations in institu-
tional characteristics can affect the behavior of politicians, though in
this case are focused on national-level elites. The authors cast a wide
net, attempting to adjudicate between a large number of theoretical
perspectives on the relevance of electoral institutions and federal
arrangements across different socio-economic contexts.

Adserà and Boix’s findings are perhaps most relevant to scholars of
India for the light that they may shed on the persistent question of
India’s democratic “exceptionalism.” A wide range of democracy
scholars has noted the seeming perplexity of India’s democratic success
despite the presence of a multitude of factors pressing in the opposite
direction.7 As Varshney explains, “Democratic theory holds that pov-
erty, widespread illiteracy, and a deeply hierarchical social structure are
inhospitable conditions for the functioning of democracy. Yet except
for 18 months in 1975–77, India has maintained its democratic institu-
tions ever since it became independent of Britain in 1947.”8

While Adserà and Boix show that “changing the constitutional
framework of a country has a moderate to small impact on the stability
of a democratic regime,” both of the exceptions to this generalization
are relevant to India (p. 249). First, the authors find that in low
income, developing countries, presidential regimes, rather than parlia-
mentarian, are associated with an increased likelihood of democratic
collapse. The logic here is that Presidents have fewer constraints, and
more opportunities, to extract rents from the state and destabilize the
regime. Second, they show that federalism is correlated with greater
democratic stability, a finding they associate with greater decentralization
of policy-making, more homogenous political units, and a decreased
ability of state actors to extract massive amounts of rents.
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Thus, given India’s relatively low per capita incomes and high lev-
els of ethnic fractionalization, characteristics which democratic theory
associates with democratic instability, the best possible institutional
configuration for stabilizing democracy is exactly what it has, a parlia-
mentary federalist state. Whether this explanation for the success of
India’s democracy is nuanced enough to satisfy democratic theorists
or India experts is left up for debate. Clearly, it does not address the
historical antecedents of these institutions in a satisfactory manner,
but it does well to clarify in a succinct way the possible democratic
role of a few familiar institutions in Indian politics.

Voters and Their Governments
The bulk of the essays in the Maravall and Sánchez-Cuenca volume
address the perceived conflict between theories of prospective and
retrospective voting in one manner or another, generally attempting to
provide theoretical nuance and empirical evidence to what is presented as
an overly dichotomized understanding of political behavior. In short, the
prospective voting literature, or that focused on “selection” of candidates,
emphasizes that citizens look to the future and choose candidates based
on their expectations about what they will do when they get to office. In
contrast, the retrospective, or “control” literature, emphasizes the ways in
which citizens evaluate incumbents and their past performance in office,
making choices about whether to reelect them accordingly.

The essays by Barreiro, Sánchez-Cuenca, Alonso, and Aguilar and
Sánchez-Cuenca combine to provide a clearer picture of the decision
making process(es) used by citizens to choose their candidates.
Barreiro extends empirical analyses on the retrospective hypothesis by
evaluating citizen response to factors other than economic perfor-
mance and finds some support for the hypothesis that citizens
respond to both economic and non-economic policy outputs when
evaluating politicians. In particular, citizens are concerned with the
size of the state, and “Governments win votes when there is an
increase in public expenditure.”9 However, while both right and left-
wing parties are rewarded for economic growth, “Voters clearly
reward left-wing parties for increases in public expenditure, whereas
the effect (also positive) is not significant for right-wing parties.”10

Sánchez-Cuenca attempts to combine the logics of prospective and
retrospective voting—conceived here as ideological versus perfor-
mance voting—to show the ways in which they may be compatible.
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Specifically, Sánchez-Cuenca argues that while ideological voting may
predominately affect citizen behavior, “lack of consistency or capacity
might weaken ideological voting. That is, prospective voting will be
affected by past episodes of bad performance through the dilution of
ideology as a criterion of party choice.”11 To test this he focuses on the
Spanish case and shows that even where citizens are close to incum-
bents ideologically, they will not necessarily vote for them, if the ruling
government has displayed poor performance or strayed from its core
ideology in its policy. In this way citizens are not blindly tied to parties
closest to their ideology and are willing to vote for performance.

There may, however, be differences across ideologies in the degree
to which citizens are willing to forgive seemingly poor performance.
Alonso posits that voters judge ethnic and class-based parties differ-
ently. Yet empirically she does not find this to be the case, with the
type of party not showing a significant relationship with survival in
office. But, for ethnic parties, particularly in proportional representa-
tion systems, there is a disconnect between electoral performance and
survival in office. In other words, ethnic parties are less likely to lose
office when they lose votes. Alonso attributes this outcome to the
dynamics of coalition governments, more common in PR systems, in
which ethnic parties can more easily retain a place within the ruling
coalition. The author’s explanation for this is not persuasive, as she
attributes persistent coalition participation to voting patterns. It seems
more likely, given that ethnic parties still lose votes, that this may
instead be due to parties’ abilities to negotiate within the coalition in
order to retain their place in government.

Aguilar and Sánchez-Cuenca consider the combined influence of
nationalist political agendas in a federalist system in an effort to
understand how differences in party rule at national and local levels
can affect voting behavior. Federalism can complicate citizen evalua-
tions of government performance, but the presence of nationalist (or
ethnic) parties may also influence the degree to which citizens value
performance over ideology. Based on analysis of the Autonomous
Regions in Spain, the authors find, similar to Sánchez-Cuenca’s
other analysis, that voters will reject a poor performing nationalist
party. However, citizens are even more likely to reject a non-nation-
alist party, showing that there is some degree of lenience in regard to
the performance of nationalist, and perhaps more generally, ethnic,
parties.
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Voters and Parties in India
The comparison of retrospective versus prospective voting has rarely
been made so explicitly in studies of Indian politics. In most cases both
politicians and analysts assume that citizens respond to policy goods in
the previous period or personal goods in the days leading up to an
election, as well as to promises for goods in the upcoming term. How
might the explanations presented here help us to understand Indian polit-
ical outcomes? One question to ask is how relevant are these theories in a
clientelistic context. If citizens are more interested in the targeted goods
they receive from politicians than they are in broad socio-economic per-
formance or, at a minimum, if private goods are a consideration alongside
broader development, then how might we understand these more com-
plex performance demands on incumbent politicians?

Another aspect of the citizen-politician relationship raised by these
studies is the nature of representation in coalition governments.
Chhibber & Nooruddin12 show that party fractionalization can affect
the distribution of public versus targeted goods, implying that more
targeted goods are likely under coalition governments.13 But does this
affect voting behavior in practice? Are parties in a coalition, especially
smaller parties, less likely to lose votes than single party incumbents?
Does this differ across types of parties, such as ethnic parties?

More generally, these works present opportunities for further
evaluations of ethnic parties in India. Recent analyses of ethnic poli-
tics have helped to increase our understanding of the important links
between electoral calculations and the behavior of politicians.
Wilkinson’s14 analysis of ethnic violence shows how party elites cal-
culate their strategies toward minorities based on whether the party
requires their votes, while Chandra’s15 work highlights both the role
of internal party democracy and demographics in determining the
likelihood that members of an ethnic group will vote for a party
claiming to represent them. Once ethnically-motivated parties are in
office, however, do we understand whether they are treated differ-
ently by citizens? There may not yet be sufficient evidence to address
this claim quantitatively across governments, but survey data and
qualitative analyses within states could provide initial evidence for
whether or not Indian citizens give more leeway to those parties that
attempt to represent them ethnically. This type of analysis could also
introduce greater nuance into important recent works on Indian anti-
incumbency bias,16 by addressing whether differences in party type
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and party system (coalition versus single-party government) influ-
ence the likelihood of reelection.

Conclusion
Both of these books provide interesting and new insights into our
empirical understanding of the ways in which politicians behave and
citizens respond to government performance. Grindle helps to narrow
the range of viable theoretical explanations for the quality of gover-
nance in decentralized, if not all, settings. The contributors to the
Maravall and Sánchez-Cuenca volume similarly shed greater empirical
light on theories to explain when and how citizens respond to govern-
ment performance.

Perhaps most importantly, these works help to expand the set of
existing research opportunities for scholars of India. Studies of local
governance may benefit from extending analyses to the effects of pol-
icy programs beyond decentralization and case selection beyond the
panchayats. Analyses of voting behavior may increase our under-
standing of citizen-state relations through new efforts to assess the
relevance of ethnic politics and coalition participation to vote choice.
In all of these cases, while analyses developed outside the Indian con-
text may not be directly relevant to understanding the nuances of
Indian politics, they can serve as inspiration for new and creative
research efforts grounded in the details of Indian political behavior.
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