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HISTORY 

Before Colonisation there were three types of small towns.  
 
1.  Market Towns:  
•  These were on the rivers or in their flood plains as agriculture was carried out in the 

flood plains.  
 
•  They were dominated by merchants trading in agricultural produce and crafts 

(mainly textiles) produced in the villages in their catchment areas.  

•  Much of the transportation of agricultural produce was by river navigation. Hence 
transport contractors were important.  

•  A nexus of government bureaucrats, tribal and clan heads and traders were involved 
in the governance of these towns.  

2.  Towns on Regional Trade Routes: 
•  Trade routes linked Pakistan to the Middle East (by sea and camel caravans) and 

Central Asia (by camel caravans and the seasonal migration of “kochees”).  
 



•  Most of these towns also had small artisan based industries in them such as steel, 
textiles, leather, jewellery.  

•  They were dominated and/or governed by bureaucrats and merchants. 
 
•  Majority of them were located where trade routes and water bodies intersected.  
 
3.  Towns that Fulfilled Both the Above Functions: 
•  These were usually the larger towns.  
 
All these towns had beautiful architecture, most of which is in ruins today.  



SOCIAL STRUCTURE 

•  Profession was related to caste and/or ethnicity. Each caste and/or clan had its own 
“punchayat” that dealt with personal and property issues of its members and their 
relations with the state agencies or other castes and clans.  

 
•  There was no social and economic mobility and trade and wages between castes 

were mostly in the form of barter. 
  
•  A “jirga” of different tribes/clans consisting of their senior members settled inter-

clan disputes.  
 
•  Towns were divided into caste or clan neighbourhoods, each with its own utilities 

and O&M institutions complete with “lower” caste families who were responsible 
for maintenance and repair of the neighbourhoods.  

 
•  The function of the state was to collect revenue, build and maintain (again through 

caste relations) necessary infrastructure for the promotion of trade, and to support 
merchant organisations in developing and maintaining the infrastructure they 
needed. It was a sort of “public-private partnership”. 

 



CHANGES DUE TO COLONISATION 
•  The end of the South Asia-Central Asian / Middle East trade.  
 
•  End of local industry due to colonial legislation and replacement of locally 

manufactured items by European products.  
 
•  Creation of perennial irrigation systems (canals) leading to the death of agriculture 

in the flood plains and the production of enormous surpluses of wheat and cotton 
which were exported to Europe.  

 
•  The building of the railway as an alternative to river navigation.  
 
•  Exploitation of forests and mining for commercial purposes by the state thus ending 

the control of communities over these resources.   
 
•  Creation of a hereditary land owning class.  
 
•  The imposing of the “Alienation of Land Act” preventing the rise of a local 

industrial and entrepreneural class in favour of a landed aristocracy.   
 



REPERCUSSIONS OF COLONIAL POLICIES 

•  Many trade and market towns in the flood plains died and initially there was 
massive de-urbanisation.  

•  With perennial irrigation new market towns developed on the railway links.  
 
•  Port cities became important and developed due to trade with Britain.  

•  Forest and mining contractors also became important job providers and economic 
players in the economy of many small towns.   

 
•  Migration from the rural areas, coupled with the breakdown of the governance 

system of the pre-colonisation period, led to the development of a more cash related 
economy and the weakening of the caste system. This led to more social and 
economic mobility.  

 
•  The new land owning elite became the most powerful non-government player in the 

politics and administration of small towns. It replaced many of the functions of the 
merchant guilds and the clan and caste “punchayats”. It had a close relationship 
with the colonial bureaucracy and helped it manage law and order issues, 
maintenance of agricultural infrastructure and political relations  with other less 
important power groups.  

 



CHANGES SINCE INDEPENDENCE 

•  Pakistan inherited from the colonial power small market towns whose main 
function was to be a point of interaction between the rural areas and larger 
commercial interests. 

•  These towns were politically dominated by the property owning elite and the 
colonial (later national) bureaucracy.  

 
•  In the late 50s and 60s green revolution technologies were introduced in agriculture. 

As a result, the population of the small towns grew due to migration from the rural 
areas. Also, new players were introduced into the small town economy. These were 
fertiliser, pesticide and new seed’s agencies; banks; tractor dealers, spare part 
salesmen and mechanics; and new government agencies (such as agricultural 
extension services) dealing with green revolution technology inputs and monitoring.  

 
•  Middlemen financing agriculture inputs through loans and the markets for 

agricultural produce and its export to the larger cities increased.  

•  From the 70s onwards a revolution in transport and communications has eroded the 
importance of many of the small towns as agents in rural areas can now be in direct 
touch with their counterparts in big cities. 

 



•  The footprint of the big city has become much larger and it has taken over many of 
the economic functions of the small towns.  

 
•  In regions where infrastructure and entrepreneurship were available industry has 

relocated to smaller towns due to the availability of cheaper land and labour.  

•  Villages near large cities have become small towns due to “cottage industry” 
developing in them in support of larger industries in the neighbouring larger cities. 
(Example, textiles looms, parts for light engineering industry, processing for agri-
based products) 

 
•  Dormitory villages have developed around many such towns where people from 

the rural areas cycle, walk or take public transport and go and work in them.  
 
•  In such villages labour for agricultural production is no longer available as a result 

of which mechanisation has taken place in a big way. This has led to the 
development of a services sector for the purchase and O&M of machinery and 
spare parts in such small towns.  

 
•  Such towns have developed in specific regions of Pakistan and they are very close 

together, often no more than 10 to 15 kilometres distance from each other and/or 
from larger towns.  

 
•  The conglomeration of such small towns constitutes an urban region (lot of 

information from planner Raza Ali) and have to be treated as such for planning and 
environmental reasons. 





SOCIAL AND POLITICAL CHANGE IN TOWNS IN  
“URBAN REGIONS” 

 •  Increase in the power of middlemen and small entrepreneurs. They contested local 
body elections in the 1980s and often defeated the candidates of the landed elite. 

•  Landed elite no longer settle the personal and property issues of the people as the 
caste system along with its “punchayats” is no loner effective. The role of state 
institutions (courts and the police) dominates. 

  
•  Landed elites who had power to obtain funds for improvements in local living 

conditions have migrated to bigger cities where better opportunities are available, 
especially education and jobs for their children. The new actors in the urban 
economy do not have the same relationship with the administration, nor the 
legitimacy to replace them. Therefore, environmental conditions in the small towns 
are becoming progressively worse although social indicators such as literacy and 
infant mortality continue to improve.  

 
•  Migration to the larger towns, especially of the better educated and more 

enterprising, has adversely affected the cultural and intellectual life of the smaller 
towns which was once dominated by feudal culture and its links with a strong 
cultural tradition.  

•  Links with larger cities has brought in liberal values. Alongside of this the 
migration of the elite and better educated has also encouraged the development of 
religious parties who now have an important political presence as non-compared to 
before.  



•  Migration to the Middle East and Europe increased dramatically in the 70s and 80s. 
This migration was mostly of artisans who were considered “low caste” under the 
caste system. In 1982-83 alone Pakistani workers remitted 2,885.67 million US 
dollars. Many of them have returned and invested their foreign earned money in 
transport and real estate. 

  
•  The effect of 9/11.  
 
•  The role of the Overseas Pakistani Foundation. 

•  The returnees have developed urban values and have purchased all the gadgetry that 
a “modern” lifestyle requires. They have also made investments in the social sector 
but not enough to make a substantial difference.   

  
•  Their returns and investments have given them a new status and destroyed the old 

caste and clan system. It has also led to the break-up of extended families and the 
creation of nuclear ones leading to social fragmentation and a need for effective 
state institutions.  

 
•  The exquisite built-heritage of the old towns is being ruined as a result of ad-hoc 

densification and the migration / political weakening of a once powerful and caring 
elite.   



NEW DIRECTIONS 
 

•  Expansion of capitalist / corporate farming and more rural-urban migration. 
 
•  Presence of multinational companies in the rural area with outlets and offices in 

small towns.  

•  The NGO phenomena and its repercussions: a hope for the future?  
 
•  WTO / globalisation effect.  

–  The role of the Export Promotion Bureau. 
–  Trade increases (especially in agro-products) 
–  Cooperatives and groups of small producers are emerging as an alternative to 

middlemen and corporate sector control of marketing and exports.  
–  Formal and informal sector light engineering industry is closing down along 

with workshops supporting larger industrial production in bigger towns.   



•  Decentralisation and its effects 
–  The return of the landed elite as district mayors but not as tehsil or union 

council mayors.  
–  The removal of the bureaucracy as an intermediary between elected 

representatives and the people and its repercussions.  
–  With the removal of the bureaucracy, the police has been strengthened. 
 

•  A change of values effecting the structure of the family and gender relations leading 
to reaction against these changes.  

 
•  A closer link in trade and market relationships between the small towns and the 

larger cities.  
 



THE DECLINING SMALL TOWNS 
 

•  These towns have been bypassed due to the communications revolution.  

•  Their economy, which was based on being a market town for agricultural 
goods, has declined and in many cases become non-existent.  

•  Their elite have migrated in almost all cases for good and as such they have 
lost their political importance.              














