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Are feudal village-level institutions, set up during the colonial era, inimical to long-run socio-economic development? Does this continue to be the case after decolonization and the introduction of electoral democracy and mass politics? This paper addresses these questions by exploiting variation in the type of village-level local governance institutions set up by the British in Sargodha district in West Punjab (in present-day Pakistan) between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and by analysing the difference in public good provision between these distinct types of village institutions over the post-independence period (1951-2003).  The paper asks whether landlord-controlled village institutions do better or worse at the provision of essential state-provided public goods relative to peasant-controlled village institutions. While the analysis does not suffer from identification issues that arise in cross-district or cross-province comparisons, we also employ additional identification strategies to control for unobservables, exploiting geographical contiguity between villages, the migrant origins of the initial settlers, and the types of settlement awarded by the colonial government.

Landlord-controlled or feudal village institutions are those where: (a) the British gave private ownership rights over agricultural land and the residential village to non-cultivating individuals or families, and (b) village governance rights were held by this elite in relative autonomy of the state. Peasant-controlled village institutions are those where: (a) cultivating peasants worked as state tenants, and (b) village governance and residential rights resided in the state, which it delegated to a co-parency of peasants. The paper classifies all 832 villages of the district into these two distinct categories by drawing on a unique database of colonial village inspection reports and colonial village settlement documents (wajib-ul-arz) collated from the district revenue archives.

Based on this classification and using a unique database of village level provision of twelve public goods for the years 1951, 1961, 1993, 1998 and 2003, we find that villages endowed with feudal institutions do significantly worse at the provision of essential state services, including electrification, street paving, sanitation, and access to schooling (primary, middle and high) across both genders. We also find significant effects on the quality of schooling, and on related outcomes such as literacy. Our results are robust to different specifications and hold after controlling for many obvious variables, including initial physical endowments and socioeconomic inequality. The results persist even after including electoral constituency and winning parliamentarian fixed effects, suggesting that feudal institutions lead to worse outcomes within the same political constituency! Our findings indicate that ‘entrenched’ feudal institutions that escape land reforms, as they have in Pakistan, have adverse long-term political economy and developmental effects that are distinct from their effect on agricultural production and productivity.

