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The comprehensive view of development presented by Eber Eldridge /9 /
defines development as 'the process that informs, involves, motivates
people of the community to examine realistic alternatives and take actions
which result in a positive change in the quality of life..." This is achieved
by measures to improve the economic well-being of persons and by improving
the economic, social, cultural, and political character of the communities
where they live and work. The purpose of this paper is to indicate the
role of political1 systems as a crucial part of the endeavor. There are
political consequences which clearly follow from development. But,
additionally, development is shaped by the character of the political system.
As we are concerned with rural development focusing on the community, the
discussion will center on local political considerations.

zgg folitical Domain of Development

The wide range of criteria for development places a heavy burden on the
political domain. At the least, it requires public order in the community;
not only law enforcement, but the provision for housing, utilities, industry
and commerce, public institutions and facilities, transportation, and other
communications. It requires schools and training facilities., It certainly
implies cultural and recreational facilities. Today, it must require the
protection and enhancement of the physical environment. These requirements
are quite evident and are seldom ignored although the standard of perform-
ance is often quite low.

- As the economic and social aspects of the community are linked to a
broader society, the political aspects are also linked. The local political
unit is a fragment of a complex whole which contributes to, and constrains,
the ability to perform the local functions. The ability of local leaders
and institutions to utilize the resources of the broader system can be an
important aspect of development. This is particularly important in rural
areas with few'resources of their own.

Further, the process of development entails some degree of politization
of the community. This would seem to be a requirement if development is to
reflect the aspirations of the public. It is an almost inevitable consequence
of an increasing complex, differentiated socio-economic system. A§ govern=~
ment becomes more active and spends and taxes at a higher level, as it
regulates land use (or misuse), as a class structure of sorts develops, the
potential for conflict increases. The service and regulatory functions of
government are indeed evident; the conflict channeling or arbitrating_
function is perhaps more important and often less successful /3, Ch. 21
This is to say that as a rural community develops it acquires some urban
characteristics--although it may be small and more-or-less isolated.



Rural Government, U.S.A.

When we look at rural governments we see a mosaic of counties, towns
and townships, villages, and a mixed assortment of special districts. With
a number of exceptions (which is increasing) the style and organization of
these governments is reminiscent of the Colonial period. Without belaboring
“the point, these characteristics include an exclusive localism; part-time,
amateurish leadership; little executive authority; non-centralized organi-
zational structure; little expertise in administration; minimal levels of _
service; and low participation by the citizens /17, Chs. 1-2% 5, pp. 11-13/.
(The last aspect probably representa a weakening of the Colonial pattern.)

This picture is not universally gloomy. In urban and metropolitan areas,
particularly, the county executive has been strengthened, organization struc-
ture has been modernized, professionalization has occurred, and efficiency
of scale has been improved through city-county consolidation or similar
arrangements /7_/. However, many rural areas have been untouched by thése
developments or have been bolstered by a patchwork of special districts
and local branches of federal and state agencies. At the root of this
pattern is a mistrust of change reinforced by the paucity of resources and
obsolete legal framework f18; 7, p. 240/. If we have not proven our point,
the assumption that rural governments are ill-prepared for the process of
development is not too hard to accept.

Toward Political Systems for Development

A responsive and active political system for development must be able
to plan, to make decisions, to deliver services, and to channel conflict
with some effectiveness, Planning is necessary to set goals, to marshal
resources, and to program activities which support the goals. Decision-
making requires that authority reside in positions centralized enough to
have a significant impact and must rest on information from the public,
from expert professionals, and from organizational channels. The delivery
of services requires rational organization, staffed by skilled personnel,
accessable to the clients. Efficient, equitable_delivery of services may
require some bureaucratization of organization /2, Ch. 2/. The channelling
of conflict includes adjudication but more essential for our purposes the
ability to respond to the range of interests and demands from the public.

The typical governmental model for these activities includes a strong -
executive, a representative board, and hierarchical organization structure.
Additionally, it should be based on a vital and actively participating
- public--a. condition found more often in theory then practice. Finally,
it should have jurisdiction over sufficient area to be effective and efficient.

Most of these objectives are obtainable and can be patterned after
existing models. However, thexe is no model which optimizes the mix of
these features, indeed, some aspects are apparently inconsistent with one
another. '
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(1) The manager form of government provides a basis for professional,
expert, administrative leadership and effective organization. The capacity
to plan alone may increase resources by increasing the ability to use local
resources more effectively and the ability to utilize a better mix of state
and federal resources. The development of bureaucracy, although carrying -
pitfalls of red-tape and indifference, increases the ability to deliver
services more equitably and, indeed, to innovate /16 pp. 128-133/.

However, with its weak governing board the manager form may founder on-
political leadership--it tends in, fact, to be uninnovative and evidence
indicates the city manager form, at least, is less responsive to the needs
of the poor and digadvantaged than unreformed, "inefficient" forms of
urban government [13/. The manager approach may be useful but it is no
guarantee of the responsive style we have in mind. ,

(2) Improving participation raises many questions which range beyond
the scope of this paper but some aspects of the problem should not be
ignored. We agsume on ideological grounds that participation is desired
and we obgerve that it is likely to increase with development in any case
{2, ch. 2/. 1f it is to influence development in a constructive way,
however, we note a number of problems, '

The rural poor have traditionally been_outside the effective range
of political participation /6;5, pp. 41-116/. To simply attribute this
to apathy, or a cultural characteristic may be misleading. What passes -
as apathy may emerge as a deep-rooted alienation with dysfunctional
consequences for the community. It may mask a normlessness which under-
mines a productive community. It may reflect tangible constraints in the
political system. Even 'benign' apathy may obstruct support for community
development.

The dynamics of development itself tend to frustrate participation.
Development requires the leadership of experts who may overwhelm or ignore
the citizen. The growth of efficient bureaucracies may intimidate, insulate,
and patronize. Increasing complexity may bewilder. Increased geographic
scale may isolate centers for decision-making. To overcome these tendencies
will require deliberate efforts by leaders and citizens alike.

Local governments can pursue policies to minimize this non-partici-
pation. At the least, decision processes should be open to public view ‘
and public offices open for discussion. A strong emphasis should be placéd on
disseminating information and hearings should occur at the grass roots level.
Instruments for interest articulation should be encouraged:. 1labor unions,
civic and voluntary associations. Finally, activities to involve and ' i
mobilize those with the least civic competence should be encouraged and -
expanded. These preseriptions are a nuisance and annoyance to those eager
to get on with the job but are essential if development is to reach those
in the greatest need. ’

(3) Enlarging_the scale of government also increases capacity for
effective action /6;15;4, p. 275/. Many, if not most, of our local govern-
ments are too small to provide very adequate services, comprehensive planning, or

to achieye ?uéh efficiency. Ostrem /157 suggests that appropriate scale might
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be determined by the criteria of efficiency, control, political representation,
and self-determination. Each of these criteria presents its own dilemmas.
(a) An efficient scale for one activity (e.g. airport development) may not
be efficient for another (e.g. waste disposal). Furthermore, at some point
merely ingcreasing the size of a unit will not always increase its efficiency
/1, p. 52/ although few rural units are in danger of reaching this point.
(b) The concept of control has similar weakness. Many areas of control lie
outside the competence of even rather large local areas and there is no firm
seale criterion for others. (c) Political representation may be more nearly
approached in rural areas, People affected by decisions'should play a role
in reaching them. If the rural region is self-contained this may present
fewer problems. However, effective representation becomes more difficult
with a complex socio-economic structure and with professional, bureaucratic,
and expert styles in government. (d) Local self-determination is the thorniest
issue of all. Many people remain in rural areas to perserve their local
identity--we are all familiar with the absolute lack of enthusiasm for county
or regional consolidation. This criterion runs counter to the previous three
in most instances.

In spite of the inconsistency and imprecision of the criteria for scale,
regional organization is an attractive approach to achieving the objective
of effective rural government. It would provide a base to support moderni-
zation, more comprehensive economic development, and a broader aggregation
of interests. But a commitment to. democracy as well as the practical
reality of public attitudes prevents our recommending regional government
vhich is merely a "bigger" small government.

The need is to develop an approach to area government which is compatible
with the perceptions and interests of the people in the local unit. Regional
or area government might better come by degrees and in stages. This would
permit building on what we have and remain in line with public sentiments.
Intergovernmental agreements and contracts, regional councils of government,
regional planning agencies, regional special districts, and the like are
well-tested and are reasonably effective. These do have the drawback that
they are either limited to a highly specialized activity (special districts)
or have advisory authority only. They do not have the capacity to operate
as a general government. A compromise approach could be a transitional -
federal form. In general, area-wide functions would be located in the area
government and local functions in the local governments. If public interests
and perceptions merge sufficiently, a unitary area government could develop
but this is not essential to our objectives. The following discussion
suggests features of such an approach. It is designed to provide effective
scale for decision-making and administration to encourage responsive and
innovative leadership and malntain effective access to citizen preferences
and participation.

Scale. This presentation makes no brief for a particulariscale‘but
assumes that for rural areas it would gengrally be larger than most present
counties. The functional economic area /10/ or similar criterion might
be used. - ' ' ’



Process. As a first step existing area functions (such as regional
planning agencies, or regional special districts) should be brought into
as nearly the same boundaries as possible. Deliberate efforts to coordinate
these bodies should be made (perhaps modeled after regional councils of
government). A second step would be to superimpose a general government
over the area and, as possible, absorb the functions of the original organ-
izations and add additional functions. A third step might be to fully
dbsorb the local governments, re-establishing a unitary loecal unit. The
~argument, however, does not assume the third step unless the citizens of
the local units establish an effective identity with the area unit.

Division of functions. In general, activities of an area-wide nature
would be located in the area government. In practice this would include
most, if any, functions currently carried out on an area basis and
additional functions which benefit most from efficiency of scale and
which for a given areaare not controversial. (Examples might include such
activities as central purchasing, tax assessment and collection, water
supply control, or sewage and waste disposal). In addition, it might be
easier to place new functions at the area level than traditional functions.
Traditional functions would generally be left at the local level until the
process is well advanced. ‘

This picture is complicated by the existence of townships and
municipal governments. However, in rural areas, townships have been
losing their identity and their functions could be transferred to either
level /17,pp. 538-40/. Municipalities would generally retain their identity |
and special character. However, it is technically feasible to merge them '
with a broader government and retidn service levels typical of urban areas.:

Area government form. In order to enhance policy leadership and
responsiveness to the public the gcvernment should be headed by an elected
executive and a board elected by district (perhaps corresponding to con-
stituent units). To enhance administration an administrative officer
should be appointed and have responsibilities similar to those of a city
or county manager. This differs from the typical manager system, however,
by virtue of the strong executive and district elections for the board,

The form most nearly resembles the strong mayor-chief administrative officer
form found in some cities. However, in most cases neither the executive
nor board would serve full time in rural areas. To encourage effective
participation functions which are most closely associated with people should
be conducted through decentralized offices with some discretionary authority
/14, ch. 10/ and citizen advisory councils should be used in conjunction
with planning and administration.

Feasibility. This has been an attempt to outline an approach to regional
government which has the advantages of large scale but which does not uhduly
threaten local interests and sentiments, It has, in fact, the potential of
better serving the interests of those who are most disadvantaged and frequently
bypassed by our present local governments. The plan is complex but hardly
more complex than the fragmented systems emerging in many areas. In terms of
development it should be much more effective than individual local units.
Finally, it is not a radical departure from existing forms although it would



generally require additional legislation by the states. (The states have
varied considerably in their willingness to innovate but the plan does not
threaten state interests and is consistent with some state policies for
regional planning and development )

- The Interaction of Politics and Economics

It is probably pointless to ask whether political or economic develop-
ment must precede the other. One could find rather well-developed economic
institutions in areas without much political infrastructive. However, as
we are interested in a development process which integrates economics with
other aspects of the community, this would seem to be a moot point.
Comparative studies of modernization place a heavy emphasis on political
development to respond to political demands /8, p. 124/. Brief attention
will be given here as to effect of political and economic factors on the
adequacy of government services to its citizens.

Hawkins /11, Ch, 4/ has recently reviewed a series of studies in an
attempt to clarify this point. In his examination he has compared political
system effects on policy variation with the effects of "environmental"
(economic and social) factors. The policy variables include the level and
type of public expenditures, police and court policies, educational policies,
and the provision of various services by local governments. The political
system variables include form of government, power structure, political
party and interest group development, and the perceptions and attitudes of
leaders. Envirommental factors include social, demographic and various
economic indicators. The studies are all of urban or metropolitan areas,
including some small urban areas. The absence of rural areas in his review
may be a disadvantage for our purposes, however, there is no reason to
expect that different conclusions would have been reached had rural areas
been included.

Although the individual studies generally did not permit a rigorous
comparison of political with economic effects, the greatest weight of
evidence supported the contention that the environmental (social and
economic) effects were more important to policy outputs than political
system effects. In other words, variation in policzis better explained
by variation in the socio-economic structure of communities than by
variation in form of govermment, party_system, power structure, leader
attitudes, or the like /11, pp. 99-100/. The political system plays an
important intervening role chiefly when environmental factors are egqual or
in cases when particular political decisions are crucial [11, p. 99/.

However, the conclusion that political development is a mere
reflection of socio-economic reality, while plausible, is almost certainly
misleading. We can consider the following tautology: the political system
is important to development to the extent that development is affected by
the political system., The notion of development in rural areas involves
the intervention of political system decisions and actions to set and
achieve goals., A static view of policy outputs will not reveal this. The
political system must utllize economic resources and is oenerally committed
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to improving the economic base of the community. The system's success here
may indeed help shape its own future. Rural development in the United States
also hinges on the ability of the political leadership to sort outtracqulre,
and coordinate resources (of information as well as money and materials)
available from state and federal programs. Local leadership also inter-
venes in state and national political processes to shape these programs.
Although economic institutions can exist without support of a viable poli-
tical system, the political system can potentially develop a viable local
economy where none has existed. (While this obeervation applies to parti-
cular local areas, it would be harder to support with reference to a
national system.) :

A second consideration in viewing Hawkins' conclusions (or similar
ones) is that the policy outputs are usually measured by economic-type
indicators; for example, the level of expenditures for particular types
of services. More qualitative aspectsof governmental services may be
as important but difficult to measure. This reflects a problem of
definition and measurement and undoubtedly gives an economic bias when
comparing the effects of the political and economic systems.

As a final point, neither the theory nor practice of political science
and economics provides a very certain guide for community development. We
have many fragments but little pattern. This should be no surprise. If
we were to identify successful communities today there would be many patterns.
In addition to giving people potential, they are entitled to choice. The
objectives of development might be achieved through many approaches. This
suggests a new line of questioning: What conditions are essential for
development? Do we have choices in these? What conditions, then, shape
the direction of development? How can we make tbe right choices in these?

Notes

1 _ ‘
The term ‘'political" is taken broadly to include both the structural
elements of government and the processes of influence and decision-~

making associated with government. References to "government' will

refer specifically to the legitimate and authoritative structure of

decision-making.

REFERENCES :

1. Advisory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations. Urban and Rural
America: Policies for Future Growth. Washington, D. C., 1968.

2, Alford, Robert A. Bureaucracy and Participation. Chicago: Rand-McNally,
1971. ‘ :

3. Banfield, E. C. and James Q. Wilson. City Politics. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1965 : ‘



References (continued)

4,

3.

10,

11,
12,

13.

14,
15.

16,
17.

18,

Bollens, John C. and Henry J. Séhmandt. The Metfogolis. 2nd ed., New
York: Harper and Row, 1970. v ’ :

Campbell, Angus, et al. The Ameiican Voter, New York: “John Wiley
and Sons, 1960. ;

Committee for Economic Development. Modernizine Local Government.
New York, 1966. ’

Duncombe, Herbert S. County Govermment in America. Washington, D. C,:
International County Managers®' Association, 1966.

Easton, David. A sttems Analysis of Political Life. New York: John
Wiley and Soms, 1965,

Eldridge, Eber. "Community Resource and Human Development." Seminar
~ Papers, National Conference of the American Agricultural Economics
Association, 1971. pp. 18-25.

Fox, Karl A, "Economic Models for Area Development Research' in Luther

T. Wallace, Daryl Hobbs, and Raymond D, Vlasin, editors, Selected
Perspectives for Community Resource Development., Raleigh, N. C.
Agricultural Policy Institute, School of Agriculture and Life

« Sciences, North Carolina State University, 1969, pp. 67-96.

Hawkins, Brett W. Polltics and Urban Pollcies. New York: Bobbs-
Merxill, 1971. v :

‘Kahn, Alfred J, Theory and Practice of Social Planning. New York:

Russell Sage Foundation, 1969.

Lineberry, Robert L. and Edmund P. Fowler. "Reformation and
Public Policies,” American Political Science Review. Sept., 1967,
pp. 701-16, :

Martin, Roacoé; Grass Roots. Néw York: Harper and Row, 1965.

Ostrom, Vincent, Charles M. Tiebout, and Robert Warren. ‘'The Organization
of Government in Metropolitan Areas: A Theoretical Inquiry," The
American Political Science Revmew, December, 1961, pp. 831- 850,

Rourke, Francis E. Bureaucracy, Politics, and Public Policx. Boston:
Little, Brown and Coupany, 1969,

Snider, Clyde F., Local Government in Rural America. New York: Appleton
Century Crofts, 1957, _

Vidich, Arthur J. and Joseph Benmsman. Small Town in Mass Society.
Garden City: Doubleday, 1960. , '



