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Putting the hype about e-governance into perspective, Mudit Singh does not only point to the socially structured, unevenly realized access to digital tools of citizen participation but also the continued importance of substantial decentralization and financial devolution.

– René Véron, Full Professor of Social Geography, the Institute of Geography and Sustainability, University of Lausanne, Switzerland

It's rare to find a book that so adeptly links important social policy, theories of democratic participatory governance and sophisticated network analysis. Dr Singh has managed to do all three; drawing on years of deep involvement in the field, this book is a gem that is sure to be a go-to resource for everyone working in this field.

– James Moody, Robert O. Keohane Professor of Sociology at Duke University, USA
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Abstract

Since World War II, nations across the globe have devised many institutions from local to global level to achieve the best possible governance of resources to meet development goals. This book is primarily based on my field studies of Indian villages and slums over the past twelve years in India. But it has gone further to include cases from other parts of the globe to present a comprehensive picture of community participation at local levels.

On the one hand, scholars argued for the engagement of local people for the success of development projects. On the other hand, some scholars stressed on the building of democratic institutions that may involve the public through direct and indirect means. The Word Bank and the United Nations also considered the importance and need of such local institutional building for the success of development projects. Thus, local democratic institutions are highly crucial for developing countries like India, where the majority of the population still lives in villages. Since independence, various states of India started building democratic institutions called panchayati raj institutions (PRIs) run by the elected members and bureaucrats.

Acknowledging the various forms of participation, and factors that are discussed by scholars around the globe, I present a conceptual model that more or less explains community participation at local levels. From the field work, the study has used two important indicators – attendance and ability of attendees to speak in the meetings as a measure of their participation and active participation, respectively. I discuss the socioeconomic factors – income, age, landholding, embedded social capital in the social networks (whom they are friends with and seek help), education, gender etc. and power that transcend through these socioeconomic classes that eventually shape up individuals' decisions to participate in local governance and in development interventions through external agencies.

Based on my experience in India, I also discuss the community-centric institutional arrangement that can potentially help marginalized sections of people living with and affected by HIV/AIDS. The analysis in the book suggests that with high social capital, elites and brokers are vocal in the open meetings regulated by village panchayats. At the same time, social capital also works as a support system for weaker sections. This way, I highlight the good of social capital working for the individuals, whereas social capital potentially working against the collective efforts for the rural poor. Further, the research finds that the creation of new villages facilitated by the state administration might help to achieve the attendance level of villagers but active participation level does not improve. Narratives from the community suggest that villagers demand for further decentralization, especially of financial powers at the village level itself. According to them, this may genuinely empower the village council members that may result in the revival of village committees to meet the objective of power transfer to villagers. The community reflections echo the scholarly shift towards treating participation as an end in case of local governance instead of a means to achieve certain intervention objectives. Unless the financial decentralization happens at local committees, the development intervention by any agency (Government or CSOs) will keep getting biased outcomes often working against the marginalized sections.
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