Oral Democracy

Oral Democracy studies citizens’ voices in civic and political deliberations
in India’s gram sabhas (village assemblies), the largest deliberative
institution in human history. It analyzes nearly 300 transcripts of gram
sabhas, sampled within the framework of a natural experiment, allowing
the authors to study how state policy affects the quality of discourse,
citizens’ discursive performances, and state enactments embodied by
elected leaders and public officials. By drawing out the varieties of
speech apparent in citizen and state interactions, their analysis shows
that citizens’ oral participation in development and governance can be
improved by strengthening deliberative spaces through policy. Even in
conditions of high inequality and illiteracy, gram sabhas can create
discursive equality by developing the “oral competence” of citizens and
establishing a space in which they can articulate their interests. The authors
develop the concept of “oral democracy” to aid the understanding of
deliberative systems in non-Western and developing countries. This title
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is also available as Open Access.
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Social scientists have rediscovered institutions. They have been
increasingly concerned with the myriad ways in which social and
political institutions shape the patterns of individual interactions
which produce social phenomena. They are equally concerned with
the ways in which those institutions emerge from such interactions.

This series is devoted to the exploration of the more normative
aspects of these issues. What makes one set of institutions better than
another? How, if at all, might we move from the less desirable set of
institutions to a more desirable set? Alongside the questions of what
institutions we would design, if we were designing them afresh, are
pragmatic questions of how we can best get from here to there: from
our present institutions to new revitalized ones.

Theories of Institutional Design is insistently multidisciplinary and
interdisciplinary, both in the institutions on which it focuses, and in the
methodologies used to study them. There are interesting sociological
questions to be asked about legal institutions, interesting legal
questions to be asked about economic institutions, and interesting
social, economic, and legal questions to be asked about political
institutions. By juxtaposing these approaches in print, this series aims
to enrich normative discourse surrounding important issues of
designing and redesigning, shaping and reshaping the social, political,
and economic institutions of contemporary society.
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