
Jurnal Sosiologi Reflektif, Vol. 20, No. 1, October 2025 
Online ISSN: 2528-4177 
Print ISSN: 1978-0362 
 
BOOK REVIEW 

 

235 

 
Fundamentals of Rural Development: A Review Essay 

 
Ahmad Mu'is 

UIN Maliki Malang, Indonesia 
Email: muis@manajemen.uin-malang.ac.id 

 
Lailatul Farida 

UIN Maliki Malang, Indonesia 
Email: lailatul.farida@manajemen.uin-malang.ac.id 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author : Bikram Keshari 

Pattanaik 

Year : 2025 

Publisher : Routledge India 

Language : English 

ISBN : 1032891068, 

9781032891064 

 

 

 

 

Extract 

In Fundamentals of Rural Development, Pattanaik 
examines rural transformation in contemporary 
India. Drawing on decades of empirical research, 
the book explores themes such as poverty 
alleviation, sustainable livelihoods, institutional 
reform, and participatory governance. Pattanaik 
integrates insights from development studies, 
economics, and rural sociology to challenge state-
centric approaches, advocating for community-
driven models rooted in local contexts. 

The book is organized into thematic sections 
covering historical foundations and urgent issues, 
including environmental degradation, gender 
disparities, and digital exclusion. Pattanaik engages 
with global discussions on neoliberal development, 
globalization, and ecological resilience, presenting 
a vision for rural futures that emphasizes human 
agency, equity, and sustainability. Similar to 
Ariyanto’s (2023) review of Scoones’ framework, 
this volume rejects technocratic oversimplifications 
and embraces complexity. As both a scholarly text 
and a practical guide, Fundamentals of Rural 
Development is an essential resource for researchers, 
development practitioners, and policymakers 
aiming to reimagine rural development beyond 
market-driven imperatives. 
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Background  

The intellectual history of rural development has been shaped by a 

tension between technocratic planning and grassroots empowerment 

(Ariyanto 2023c). Early post-war ‘big-push’ modernization strategies aimed 

for rapid gains by expanding irrigation, fertilizers, and roads but treated 

villages as passive recipients rather than political communities. Indonesia’s 

post-independence development boards and India’s community projects of 

the 1950s exemplified this top-down approach, achieving initial yield 

increases while eroding local institutions and knowledge systems. 

Evaluations by the World Bank and others eventually acknowledged that 

technocratic blueprints could not address entrenched poverty without 

community ownership or tackle social issues of caste, gender, or ethnicity. 

This global learning curve sets the stage for Pattanaik’s Fundamentals of 

Rural Development, which argues that any viable 21st-century rural agenda 

must integrate identity, power, and ecology rather than treat them as 

externalities. Our review links Pattanaik’s synthesis to critical development 

thinkers—from Chambers’ call to ‘put the last first’ (Chambers 1997) to 

Escobar’s post-development critique (Escobar 1995)—who highlighted the 

cultural blindness of technocratic paradigms. By foregrounding these 

intellectual currents, we position Pattanaik as summarizing earlier critiques 

and weaving them into a coherent alternative that values place-based 

knowledge and collective agency. 

Indonesia’s 2014 Village Law (Undang-Undang Desa) and the Village 

Fund Program (Dana Desa) represent a major experiment in devolved 

budgeting, channeling grants to about 75,000 villages for community-

driven projects. Inspired by the PNPM Rural program, this reform aimed to 

democratize planning through open village meetings, transparent 

bookkeeping, and quotas for women and poor households. Impact studies 

show measurable reductions in rural poverty—especially in western 
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provinces—but highlight uneven participation and weak administrative 

capacity, allowing elite capture to persist (Rammohan and Tohari 2023). 

National statistics reveal that despite growth, 9.36 percent of Indonesians 

lived below the poverty line in March 2023, primarily in rural areas. These 

outcomes illustrate the limits of fiscal decentralization without robust civic 

education and social accountability mechanisms. Pattanaik’s emphasis on 

linking fiscal devolution with cultural literacy and local power analysis 

aligns with these findings, indicating that funding formulas alone cannot 

overturn entrenched patronage structures. His framework provides 

Indonesian policymakers with an interpretive lens that connects budgetary 

mechanics to the socio-political realities of village life. 

Robert Chambers’ seminal appeal to invert development 

hierarchies—'putting the last first’—revolutionized practice by legitimizing 

the knowledge of small farmers and landless laborers (Chambers 1997). 

Pattanaik extends this participatory lineage, arguing that rural futures 

hinge on recognizing villagers as epistemic subjects who co-produce 

solutions instead of merely supplying data points (Pattanaik 2025). He 

foregrounds identity—ethnic, gendered, religious—as a determinant of 

who speaks, who decides, and who benefits, echoing Indonesia’s kearifan 

lokal norms such as gotong-royong reciprocity and customary councils, which 

remain undervalued in state manuals unless explicitly budgeted for. 

Comparative fieldwork from Central Java and Odisha illustrates how 

rituals, land tenure folklore, and women’s savings circles guide resource 

allocation as effectively as feasibility studies. Pattanaik reframes rural 

development as a dialogue between formal plans and everyday practices 

by integrating insights from political ecology and participatory action 

research. This synthesis addresses critiques that participatory rhetoric often 

becomes tokenistic when decoupled from power analysis; instead, it 

demonstrates how narrative mapping, social audits, and vernacular metrics 

can institutionalize accountability. The result is a methodological bridge 
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connecting Chambers’ qualitative ethos with contemporary demands for 

evidence-based policy. 

South Asia’s rural trajectory has oscillated between centralized Five-

Year Plans and grassroots movements demanding land, food, and work. 

Early Community Development Programmes aimed to blanket thousands 

of villages with block-level officers but soon buckled under scale, 

perpetuating caste and gender hierarchies despite rising budgets. Rights-

based mobilizations—from the Right to Food Campaign to India’s 

Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act—challenged 

this developmentalism by reframing poverty as a denial of citizenship 

entitlements rather than a mere deficit of goods. Gandhian visions of Gram 

Swaraj—self-governing, self-reliant villages—remain a moral compass in 

this debate, reminding planners that dignity, not dependency, is the 

ultimate target. Pattanaik situates his argument within this contested 

landscape, proposing an equity-driven framework that blends Gandhian 

ethics with contemporary decentralization laws like the 73rd Constitutional 

Amendment, emphasizing Panchayati Raj’s potential to democratize 

resource flows. By examining how caste-based discrimination intersects 

with market-led agrarian reforms, he adds nuance to post-development 

critiques advanced by Escobar, showing that rejecting modernization’s 

teleology need not entail abandoning infrastructure but repoliticizing its 

goals (Escobar 1995). This historical grounding enables readers to 

understand why technocratic fixes repeatedly falter without confronting 

structural inequities. 

Pattanaik’s analytical architecture draws on Amartya Sen’s 

conception of development (Sen 1999) as the expansion of substantive 

freedoms, arguing that freedom from hunger, ecological ruin, and social 

exclusion constitutes both means and ends. He juxtaposes Sen’s capability 

lens (Sen 1999) with Escobar’s warning that the ‘development machine’ 

often manufactures new dependencies, urging practitioners to balance 
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rights-based entitlements with cultural self-determination. Case studies 

detail how tribal councils in Odisha negotiate forest rights and how 

women’s dairy cooperatives in Gujarat leverage digital platforms to bypass 

middlemen, thereby expanding agency while safeguarding commons. 

These narratives are contextualized against broader regional crises—

agrarian distress driven by price volatility, climate shocks, and digital 

exclusion—that continue to erode rural livelihoods across South Asia 

(Sindakis and Showkat 2024; Sultana et al. 2022). By integrating 

environmental science with political economy, Pattanaik advances a ‘multi-

logic’ approach that equally values ecological resilience, social justice, and 

economic viability. The result is a holistic template that appeals to 

academicians seeking theoretical rigor and practitioners searching for 

actionable pathways. 

The timeliness of Fundamentals of Rural Development is significant. 

Contemporary critiques warn that algorithmic governance and fintech 

solutions risk recentralizing authority under the guise of efficiency, 

repeating the depoliticization Chambers decried and Scoones’ livelihood 

scholarship cautions against (Ariyanto 2023b; Sindakis and Showkat 2024). 

Pattanaik’s volume serves as a counterweight, reminding policymakers that 

sustainable rural futures require deliberative institutions, collective action, 

and structural reforms rather than data dashboards alone. By bridging fiscal 

decentralization debates in Indonesia with Panchayat-centric reforms in 

India, the book underscores that context-sensitive empowerment must 

remain the core success metric. The framework invites practitioners to re-

evaluate monitoring systems, funding criteria, and professional training to 

capture intangible assets—social capital, cultural identity, ecological 

services—alongside physical outputs. In reclaiming rural development as 

an ethical and political arena, Pattanaik echoes Escobar’s call to ‘un-make’ 

the Third World while offering pragmatic tools to ‘re-make’ village futures 

on terms set by villagers themselves. Seen through this lens, technocratic 



Ahmad Mu'is and Lailatul Farida 

240 
 

models are not discarded but repurposed to serve processes of 

emancipation, ensuring that villages become laboratories of democratic 

renewal rather than zones of perpetual intervention. 

 

Keypoint   

Pattanaik’s book opens by unraveling the historical trajectory of 

rural development in India, anchoring its conceptual core in the colonial 

legacy and post-independence technocratic statecraft that defined much of 

India's early planning ethos. He critiques the productionist paradigm that 

dominated the Nehruvian era and its blind spots toward entrenched 

inequalities—particularly caste, landlessness, and gender-based 

marginality. By invoking Amartya Sen’s capabilities (Sen 1999), Pattanaik 

reframes development as an expansion of freedoms and agency. This is not 

just a theoretical maneuver but a political repositioning—inviting us to 

view villagers as active agents in constructing development trajectories. 

However, the framing occasionally risks idealization; Pattanaik could have 

explored how aspirations interact with frustration more deeply, especially 

among youth navigating rural-urban mobility. This insight resonates 

strongly in the Indonesian context, particularly across eastern provinces 

where fiscal decentralization via the Village Fund has not adequately 

addressed structural deficits in local capacity or participatory 

infrastructure. The critique of the Green Revolution’s narrow metrics of 

success—boosting yields but ignoring equity (Pattanaik 2025)—finds 

echoes in Indonesia’s overemphasis on infrastructure without human 

development indicators. Particularly compelling is Pattanaik’s use of 

Robert Chambers’ participatory epistemology, where villagers become 

agents and narrators of change rather than passive (Chambers 1997). 

However the review notes a limitation: while Pattanaik effectively uses 

anecdotal quotes, the absence of youth voices, particularly those 
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negotiating aspirational migration, remains a missed opportunity for 

nuance. 

Building upon this foundation, Pattanaik dismantles development 

binaries such as rural–urban and traditional–modern. He argues that 

rurality is a fluid continuum shaped by history, mobility, and adaptation. 

Drawing from post-development theory (Escobar 1995) and rural sociology 

(Schuurman 1993), his approach resists romanticism and recognizes 

hybridity. The conceptual strength lies in Pattanaik’s refusal to treat rurality 

as a residual category or a space to be ‘developed into modernity.’ This 

standpoint is valuable for Indonesia, where the notion of ‘desa wisata’ or 

digital entrepreneurship often carries neoliberal overtones. His institutional 

analysis—focused on path dependency and the cultural logics embedded 

in governance—is incisive. The resonance with Indonesia’s experience 

under UU Desa and PNPM Mandiri is clear, where elite capture and 

entrenched patron-client dynamics persist amid reformist decentralization 

agendas. However, the book could have strengthened its argument through 

cross-border case comparisons, such as community forestry in Nepal or 

rural microcredit experiments in Bangladesh, helping readers assess how 

these ideas travel across contexts. 

A standout narrative in the book is the story of a women’s Self-Help 

Group (SHG) in Odisha that reclaimed communal grazing land. This case 

exemplifies Pattanaik’s emphasis on participation as empowerment—

particularly through Robert Chambers’ knowledge-from-below approach. 

The account infuses human energy into the text, grounding theory in real 

struggles. The compelling tension between institutional neglect and 

grassroots ingenuity raises unanswered questions about long-term 

outcomes. Did the land remain under collective control? Was state 

recognition secured? In Indonesia, SHGs and BUMDes (Village-Owned 

Enterprises) are similarly promoted as engines of empowerment. However, 

field studies suggest most Village Funds are directed toward infrastructure, 
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with community-based initiatives remaining peripheral. This reflects 

Pattanaik’s concern: inclusion risks becoming tokenistic without 

institutional commitment to rights-based, transformative participation. A 

comparative table (Table 1) of institutional enablers distinguishing 

symbolic from substantive participation would have been a useful addition. 

The book’s second movement examines decentralized governance 

and the role of participatory institutions such as PRIs, cooperatives, SHGs, 

and civil society formations (Pattanaik 2025). Pattanaik critiques elite 

capture, capacity gaps, and the hollowing out of inclusion in local 

governance. However, he also portrays these arenas as dynamic, where 

contestation and mobilization coexist. The text effectively shows how rural 

women, Dalits, and Adivasis mobilize not just for services but for dignity 

and rights. This analysis challenges participation as a box-ticking exercise 

in donor logics. Pattanaik calls for co-design processes—where 

communities shape not only implementation but the very design of 

interventions (Ariyanto 2023b). A parallel is seen in Indonesian village 

deliberations (musdes), where community members often attend but 

seldom influence outcomes due to weak facilitation, political domination, 

or lack of planning capacity. A more critical engagement with how 

"participation" is co-opted in global donor frameworks—such as results-

based financing or policy conditionalities—would deepen the book’s 

critique of technocratic inclusion. 
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Table 1. 

Summary of Parallels Between Pattanaik and Indonesia’s Experience 

Pattanaik’s Themes Indonesian Parallels 

Technocracy vs. participatory 
empowerment 

Village Fund vs. community 
involvement and “musdes” failures 

Structural inequality and 
identity 

Regional divergence, gender, class, 
indigenous issues 

Institutional capacity and 
governance 

Weak administrative capacity in 
eastern provinces and elite capture 

SHGs and grassroots 
mobilization 

Indonesian SHG patterns and limited 
impact due to governance constraints 

Environmental sustainability 
and local ecological knowledge 

Social forestry, mangrove 
management, but limited VF 
allocation to ecology 

Digital justice and tech 
exclusion 

Emerging digital governance 
inequities in rural Indonesia 

 

Pattanaik’s assessment of participation as a site of struggle—rather 

than an institutional good—is a key intervention in the book. His case 

studies show that while self-help groups and cooperatives create spaces 

for marginalized actors, these achievements remain fragile without 

enabling institutional ecosystems. Token inclusion, he argues, is not 

empowerment. This concern is evident in Indonesia, where SHGs are 

sometimes co-opted into patronage networks, and village heads control 

decision-making around Village Funds with little transparency. Future 

research could explore hybrid models where digital tools (e.g., village 

dashboards or scorecards) empower citizens while resisting elite 

appropriation—a theme only lightly addressed in the book. We 

recommend examining mechanisms—such as community scorecards or 

citizen report cards—that could institutionalize accountability within 

participatory frameworks. These reflections highlight the need for 

institutions that foster presence and  power. 

Pattanaik focuses on the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 
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Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), highlighting its role as social 

protection and empowerment. While MGNREGA has provided wage 

security and rural assets, he reveals how bureaucratic inertia, political 

manipulation, and lack of civic oversight undermine its potential 

(Pattanaik 2025). This section presents the idea of ‘development fatigue,’ 

where repeated failures diminish citizen trust and civic engagement. A 

comparison with Indonesia’s Village Fund scheme shows that both 

policies aim to democratize development but often lead to frustration due 

to elite capture and weak accountability. The concept of fatigue would be 

stronger with longitudinal fieldwork to trace how participation changes 

over time. Are there cases where citizen fatigue has been reversed? If so, 

under what conditions? 

‘Development fatigue’ is a powerful concept that offers a fresh lens 

for understanding rural disillusionment. However, the argument would 

benefit from longitudinal data or ethnographic detail demonstrating how 

fatigue evolves. Does it track electoral disengagement, protest cycles, or 

shifts in NGO trust? Pattanaik’s diagnosis is insightful, but the lack of 

sustained qualitative or survey-based evidence limits its empirical 

robustness. Nonetheless, framing fatigue as both emotional and 

institutional is valuable, inviting scholars to examine how repeated 

disenchantment erodes rural civic imagination and policy credibility. 

Future scholars might consider participatory diaries or mobile 

ethnographies to trace the micro-dynamics of such fatigue. 

In the book’s third movement, Pattanaik analyzes the impacts of 

globalization, focusing on how market liberalization commodifies 

agriculture, accelerates labor informalization, and deepens agrarian 

distress (Pattanaik 2025). The rise of ‘footloose workers’ illustrates how 

economic precariousness defines rural existence. His critique of global 
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market integration aligns with food sovereignty movements and 

agroecological frameworks. Indonesian farmers face rising fertilizer 

prices, volatile commodity markets, and land conversion pressures 

(Ariyanto 2023a), making Pattanaik’s critique relevant. However, his 

treatment of globalization could be strengthened by including voices from 

transnational peasant movements like La Via Campesina or indigenous 

alliances that articulate alternatives from below. 

Pattanaik’s focus on environmental justice enhances the book’s final 

chapters. He critiques technocratic climate responses and emphasizes 

participatory ecological governance based on traditional knowledge and 

territorial sovereignty (Pattanaik 2025). His analysis of ‘green 

extractivism’—where sustainability masks exploitation—aligns with 

Schor’s critique of the sharing economy (Schor 2016). Indonesia’s social 

forestry, participatory mangrove restoration, and community resistance to 

mining (Ariyanto 2024) reflect Pattanaik’s themes. However, the book 

would benefit from a clearer discussion of how environmental justice 

campaigns impact formal policy, such as through environmental impact 

assessments, spatial planning laws, or court cases. 

 

Table 2. 

Summary Of Key Strengths and Weaknesses/Suggestions  

For Further Research 

Strengths Weaknesses / Gaps 

Rich integration of theory, field/ 
grassroots cases, and critical 
analysis 

Could include more ethnographic 
depth and comparative granularity 

Strong critique of technocracy, 
emphasis on justice and agency 

Limited detail on replicability or 
toolkit for practitioners 

Engaging examples of grassroots 
resistance (SHGs, digital 
resistance, environmental 
struggles) 

Case studies unevenly distributed; 
need for intersectional analysis 
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Strengths Weaknesses / Gaps 

Timely synthesis linking 
globalization, ecology, identity, 
and technology 

The model lacks operational metrics 
or pilot guidance 

 

The book’s penultimate chapter offers an innovative treatment of 

digital technology. Pattanaik critiques techno-determinism and 

emphasizes digital justice—ensuring equitable access, rights-based data 

governance, and alignment with grassroots development goals (Pattanaik 

2025). He exposes how digital platforms often mask surveillance and 

deepen inequality, drawing on Zuboff (2019). A notable case is a women’s 

group in Tamil Nadu resisting biometric data collection. In Indonesia, 

digital exclusion is a key issue in rural transformation, with fintech, digital 

ID, and e-budgeting systems used without ensuring inclusive access or 

data sovereignty. While Pattanaik’s insights are timely, more empirical 

detail is needed on how digital resistance translates into policy impact or 

collective bargaining power. This is a critical emerging frontier, but 

Pattanaik does not explore how digital activism connects with formal 

policymaking. Who are the mediators between digital resistance and 

institutional reform—NGOs, academics, legal activists? The absence of 

such linkages raises questions about impact. 

Pattanaik’s final chapter outlines a flexible, pluralistic model for 

rural development based on justice, dignity, and reflective ethics 

(Pattanaik 2025). He calls for civic agency, context-sensitive practice, and 

long-term engagement instead of formulaic solutions. His model draws 

from Scoones’ livelihoods framework and aligns with Ariyanto’s 

emphasis on multi-scalar, integrative planning (Ariyanto 2023b). This 

framework encourages practitioners and scholars to view rural 

development as co-creation rather than delivery. However, its 

implementation would benefit from visual or process tools—a framework 
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diagram, pilot metric, or implementation guide to translate ideals into 

practice. The lack of such tools makes the framework difficult to 

operationalize, and a schematic roadmap built around iterative co-design 

cycles or diagnostic stages would be helpful. 

In conclusion, Pattanaik’s Fundamentals of Rural Development 

significantly contribute to post-development thought, participatory 

governance, and environmental justice. The book combines case studies, 

critical theory, and normative principles to rethink rural futures. 

However, it could benefit from improved methodological clarity, 

comparative depth in participatory diagnostics, and better 

operationalization through action-research templates. Future studies 

could develop participatory toolkits, metrics for digital and ecological 

justice, or pilot interventions across various regional contexts. The book’s 

value lies in embracing complexity and urging readers to do the same, 

reminding us that the rural is not a relic, but a frontier of democratic 

imagination. 

Conclusion 

The concluding reflections on Fundamentals of Rural Development 

present a synthesis of its core contribution: a multidimensional, justice-

oriented redefinition of rural development. Pattanaik’s rejection of 

technocratic, top-down approaches sets the stage for a reconceptualization 

of development as a participatory, ethically charged, and context-specific 

process. By emphasizing local agency, interdisciplinary perspectives, and 

political critique, he urges scholars and practitioners to rethink prevailing 

paradigms. The book's insights are particularly relevant in countries like 

Indonesia, where decentralization and village governance reforms have 

gained traction through initiatives like the Village Fund. Pattanaik 

challenges implementers to assess outcomes and revisit the assumptions 
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underlying their interventions. Rather rather than short-term service 

delivery, his focus on structural transformation offers a guiding ethos for 

those seeking long-term, dignified change in rural areas. 

The book bridges theory and practice, fostering dialogue among 

fieldworkers, researchers, and policymakers on participatory governance, 

local knowledge, and institutional design. For Indonesian stakeholders, this 

could mean applying Pattanaik’s principles to village regulations, SHG 

engagement protocols, or environmental budgeting. While it does not 

provide ready-made toolkits, it offers a critical framework for developing 

practical mechanisms. As development professionals work to align policies 

with lived realities and socio-ecological complexity, Pattanaik’s conceptual 

scaffolding—rooted in justice, democracy, and ecological sensitivity—

remains essential. 

Some limitations are worth noting. While Pattanaik’s arguments are 

timely and robust, the density of his prose may limit accessibility for 

grassroots practitioners or local government officials without formal 

training in development theory. The lack of a field-adapted version or case-

specific appendices creates a gap between critique and implementation. 

However, the book’s lasting value lies in its ability to politicize often 

technocratic or apolitical conversations. Like Ariyanto’s engagement with 

Scoones’ livelihoods framework, Pattanaik advocates for reclaiming 

development as a political project grounded in the lived struggles of rural 

populations. He offers a critique and a vision for democratizing and 

contextualizing rural transformation. Ultimately, Fundamentals of Rural 

Development does more than diagnose issues in development—it cultivates 

the intellectual and ethical foundation for new possibilities. For those 

willing to take up this challenge, the book serves as both a compass and a 

provocation. While it succeeds in re-politicizing rural development, its tone 

may feel dense for practitioners unfamiliar with academic discourse. A 
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more accessible executive summary or field-friendly version would 

broaden its reach. 
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