
PARADIGMS OF RURAL DEVELOPMENT 

A theory is expected to perform two major functions, namely, explanation and prediction of a 

phenomenon. There is no universally acceptable theory of rural development. Rural 

development is a subset of development. Hypothesis of development applies to rural 

development as  well. In the following paragraphs a brief overview of theories relating to 

rural development is presented.  

A. Classical Economists.  

An interesting argument of the classical economists was the concept of circularity and the 

interrelationship between technology, investment and profit. The circularity was inherent 

in their assertion that the level of technology depends on the level of investment, 

investment depends on profits, and profits depend partly on the level of technology.  

The classical economists did not focus their attention on development or rural 

development per se, they, perhaps, assumed that economic growth would naturally 

lead to development.  

B. Modernization Theory.  

The dominant arguments of the capitalist school are embodied in what is known as the 

modernization theory or the “Free World” model of development. The essence of the 

theory was transfer of western technology and rationality, without changing class 

structure as a means of development, and removal of all social and ideological obstacles 

to such process (Alovi and Shanin, 1982:2).  

In nutshell, the modernization theory presented, “American way of life”, as the epitome of 

modernity. It envisages that development can be achieved only through industrialization and 

urbanization along with technological transformation of agriculture.  

In the context of rural development, the modernization theory offers quite a few useful 

insights, such as the inevitability of the use of modem technology for increasing in the 

agricultural production and the need for replicating traditional feudal institutions by new 

democratic ones, for a shift towards greater scientific temper, and secular values and norms. 

However, the theory has lost much of its appeal due to its failure as it did not foresee the 

adverse environmental impacts of the capitalist/free market model of development and its 

unsustainability.  



C. Dependency Theory of the Marxist School.  

The intellectual foundation of the new paradigm was rooted in the ideas of Karl Marx, 

Friedrich Engels and other Marxist thinkers.  

The Marxists saw class straggle as the engine of social change and development. In the 

context of rural development, the theory provides a useful caveat that while identifying 

the determinants of rural development, we should critically examine various inter-sectoral 

linkages (both backward and forward) and interactions and determine whether they are 

beneficial to rural people or not. 

D. Rosenstein -Rodon’s Theory ofthe “Big Push”.  

According to this theory, there is a minimum level of resources that must be devoted to a 

development programme if it is to have any chance of success. Launching a country into self-

sustaining growth is a little-like getting an airplane off the ground. There is a critical ground 

speed which  must be attained before the craft can be airborne. A minimum quantum of 

investment is necessary, though not sufficient, condition of success. Conceptually, this 

paradigm continues to be appealing to planners and scholars.  

E. Leibenstein’s “Critical Minimum Effect Thesis”.  

The central idea of Havey Leibenstein’s thesis is that in order to attain sustained 

secular growth, it is essential that initial stimulant to development be of a certain critical 

minimum size. This paradigm provides good clue as to the quantum of investment that is 

absolutely essential to make a programme to takeoff.  

F. Lewis’ Model ofEconomic Development with Unlimited Supplies 

ofLabour.  

W. Arthur Lewis (1954, 139-9) model is based on the fact that in many developing 

countries, there exist large reservoirs of labour whose marginal productivity is negligible, 

zero or even negative. This labour is available in unlimited quantities at a wage equal to 

the subsistence level of living, plus a margin sufficient to overcome the friction of 

moving from the “subsistence sector” to the “capitalist sector” which may be called 

“subsistence plus wage”. As the supply of labour is unlimited, new industries can be set 

up and existing one can be expanded without limit at the ruling wage rate. The capitalist 

sector also needs skilled workers. But Lewis maintains that skilled labour is only a 



temporary bottleneck and can be removed by providing training facilities to unskilled 

workers.  

Since marginal productivity of labour in the capitalist sector is higher than the ruling 

wage rate, there results a capitalist surplus. This surplus used for capital formation, which 

makes possible employment of more people from the subsistence sector.  

Lewis’s model seems to provide a good framework to understand the process of 

economic development in labour-surplus developing countries like India. Its basic 

premise is that labour productivity in agriculture must increase substantially in order to 

generate surplus in the form of food to be used for development of the non-farm sector 

and to release the surplus labour from agriculture for meeting the growing needs of the 

non-farm sector.  

F. Gunnar Myrdal’s Theory of Spread and Backwash Effects.  

Myrdal emphasizes the role of non-economic factors in development and highlights the 

backwash effects of growth brought out by the free play of market forces. The clustering 

labour, capital, goods and services in certain localities and regions leave the remaining 

areas mostly rural, more or less in the backwaters and accentuate regional inequality 

concentration of firms, capital and talented individuals in certain localities (growth 

points) at the expense of surrounding areas (the backwash) lower the level of economic 

development below what it would have been if growth points had never emerged. Against 

the backwash effects there are, however, certain centrifugal “spread effects” of 

expansionary momentum from the centers of economic expansion to other regions. 

Empirical evidences show that “backwash effects” are neutralized by “spread effects” 

only at a high level of development. This is why rapid sustained progress becomes an 

automatic process.  

G. Human Capital Model of Development.  

This model emphasizes the importance of human capital investments in the process of 

economic and social development. It was Theodore Schultz (1964) who elaborated the 

concept of human capital and explicitly considered the investment in human capital as an 

important determinant of economic development.  

This model seems most appropriate for labour-surplus developing countries like India, 

where a lot of underdeveloped human resources having high potential for development 



exist. Besides human resources are renewable and hence inexhaustible. Therefore, human 

capital can be substituted for exhaustible non-renewable physical capital in the process of 

development and thus relax the constraints on development imposed by inadequacy of 

physical capital to a large extent. Human resource development through nutrition, 

healthcare, appropriate education, training and empowerment deserve the highest priority 

now.  

H. Gandhian Model of Rural Development.  

Gandhiji’s approach to India’s rural development was holistic and people centered. The 

Gandhian model of rural development is based on some values and premises as follows:  

1) Real India is found not in cities but in its villages.  

2) The revival of villages is possible only when the exploitation of villages is stopped. 

Exploitation of villages by city dwellers was “violence” in Gandhiji’s opinion.  

3)  Simple living and high thinking implying voluntary reduction of materialistic wants 

and pursuit of moral and spiritual principles of life.  

4) Dignity of labour, everyone must earn his bread by physical labour and one who 

labours must necessarily get his subsistence.  

5) Preference to the use of indigenous (Swadeshi) products, services and institutions.  

6) Balance between the ends and means.  

From the above analysis it becomes clear that, there is no universally valid theory of rural 

development. However, the various paradigms and hypothesis of development reviewed, 

provide many valuable insights into the processes and determinants of rural development.  

The most suitable model for India rural development is a people centered strategy, akin to 

Gandhian model. Human resources are inexhaustible and renewable and hence the only 

resources which can  sustain development ever. One axiom in the 21st century should be 

that the human beings are both the end and the means of development. 


