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DISSERTATION SUMMARY

Health, Culture & Democracy: The Case of Decentralization of Healthcare in India

This dissertation is a sociological exploration of India’s simultaneous pursuit of development and
participatory democracy in the early 1990's to 2005. It thus lies at the intersection of sociology of health,
political sociology, culture, and development.

A paradigm shift in development thinking of the Indian government by replacing the state-centric
development process (a centralized, bureaucratic top-down model) with a ‘people-centric’ development
process (or a local-decentralized bottom-up system) has presented new opportunities to address some
important sociological concerns: what constitutes a community? How do informal structures shape formal
political institutions? How do quasi-normative practices inform political ideologies such as, of democracy?
How is an international/global policy realized through as well as embedded in local everyday practices and
perceptions and norms? Drawing on multi-sited ethnographic study in a southern Indian state, my
dissertation investigates the participative dimension of the new local-decentralized development structure,
referred to as the Panchayati Raj Institutions or PRIs.’

Public and community participation has figured centrally in the literatures of new social movements,
management, organizational theory, development and democracy. It has particularly regained its privileged
status in the current development discourse, where it refers not simply to community or project participation
but is intimately related to citizenship rights and democratic governance. Such an understanding of
participation is itself, not comprehensive because this focuses on the formal politico-institutional indicators
of participation, such as citizenship and political representation, and views it as constant, predictable, and a
well-defined phenomenon. Research on decentralization adheres to the dominant model of public
participation.

While the existing research is valuable, it does not take into account how the everyday practices and the
non-official codes allow for differing interpretations of participation. The point of departure of my study,

' The seventy-third constitutional amendment, ratified in 1993, which granted constitutional status to PRIs has
created a space and opportunity for a participative, accountable, transparent, and democratic-decentralized
governance and local development.
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therefore, is an emphasis upon the phenomenon of participation that is not fixed and does not just explain
decentralization but is a phenomenon whose meanings and forms cannot be assumed and itself needs to
be elucidated. As an ethnographic enquiry of the participation process in healthcare development, my
project provides for a re-conceptualization of the meaning of participation at two levels: (1) it emphasizes
the significance of participation of the various actors, e.g. state officials, elected representatives, medical
and paramedical personnel, and villagers in shaping the development of the healthcare sector in the local
village area; and (2) it highlights the role of culture viz., the norms, key practices, expectations, motivations
and network of various central actors in defining participation in healthcare development. It explores how
the norms of medical practice in rural areas, the beliefs about the meaning of healthcare, the expectations
of the role of the medical and paramedical personnel, the interaction between doctors and village clientele,
allow for an alternative understanding of what constitutes participation in a decentralized healthcare
system.

Significance: 1. Findings of my project speak to the concerns of the new development paradigm, which,
while emphasizing participation, continues to adopt a top-down approach in its understanding by
concentrating on the politico-institutional indicators. My study brings to light the significance of grounded,
everyday practices of the different actors in not only impacting participation but also in shaping the meaning
and consequences of decentralization policy; 2. The cultural model that my study proposes also indicates
how the formal global policy ultimately is realized through the norms, expectations, and everyday practices
of the consumers which then provide insight into how to more effectively develop a global policy. In this
context my ethnographic study highlights the global-local relation in the context of healthcare development
and contributes to the growing body of literature on Globalization. 3. It has key policy implications.
Participation is an operative ideal of democracy. The cultural model of participation has the potential of
broadening the assessment criteria of success and failure of democratic policies such as decentralization of
healthcare system by moving beyond the politico-institutional-structural approach whose dominant concern
has been with formal regime shifts (the reopening of legislatures, the revival of political parties, and the
onset of elections).
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