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Individual and public health are fundamentals of associated life that fall under the purview of rulers. Recent cross-cultural
research findings have revealed weaknesses and failings in how healthcare and public health are managed by the authorities and
experienced at the grassroots level. Considering that when our health or our significant others’ health is at risk we are at our most
vulnerable, weaknesses and failings in this critical field are of the utmost importance in a worldwide context marred by an ever-
expanding gap between rulers and the ruled. This article draws on the social anthropological study of the failings that mark the
governance of public health and healthcare in major European settings and on comparative insights to examine the complex ways
in which authorities lose the public’s trust.
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Introduction

It is beyond debate that public health and healthcare are fundamental aspects of associated life
that fall under the purview of governments. As the commitment to protect both is enshrined in
the Constitutions of many countries, rulers have a legal duty to honour it. Yet, this mission of
good government is more often stated than fulfilled. In this brief essay, | examine this problem
from a cross-cultural perspective informed by detailed ethnographic findings and refer the
interested reader to extended discussions cited at the appropriate places in the text.

As pointed out in The Legitimacy of Healthcare and Public Health (Pardo and Prato 2023:
1-2), Cicero’s concept (2014 [c.52 BC]) that “the health of the people should be the supreme law”
has had a long and penetrating impact. For over two thousand years, it has influenced
governments and legislation. It appealed to the founding fathers of the United States of America;
John Adams, the second president, stated, “The public good, the salus populi, is the professed
end of all governments, the most despotic, as well as the most free”.? From different theoretical
viewpoints, political thinkers and philosophers, like Machiavelli, Rousseau, Hobbes and Locke,
to name a few, have advocated the critical importance of salus populi — where, it is important to
remember, the Latin word salus translates as health and also as safety (Pardo & Prato 2023).

As we have seen during the Covid-19 pandemic, this principle, when linked to (true or
instrumentally imagined) states of emergency, may be twisted to legitimise the imposition of
“laws of necessity” for the common good (see Prato 2020a). In many countries, the pandemic
brought out the long-festering conflict between de jure and de facto legitimacy, whereby official
sources say one thing about what is legitimate, but at the grassroots people say another thing
based on their lived experience. During that state of emergency, what many saw as a bad rule
turned out to be worse, for in too many cases the well-meaning aspect of this principle —
protecting, that is, people’s health and well-being — was corrupted by the suspension of existing

! This article is an edited and expanded version of the Opening Address that | gave on 15 October 2024 at
the Plenary Session of the World Summit on Public Health and Health Sciences in Bern, which I co-chaired.
2 Thus, we learn from Charles Francis Adams (1851: 479).
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laws, potentially threatening the hard-won democratic protection of citizens’ rights. In a triumph
of “the politics of fear” (Furedi 2015, Prato 2020a), across the world, this imposition continues
to ride a false tension between individual autonomy and collective well-being, conflating national
security with the “health of the people”. As a result, worrying challenges to the legitimacy of the
legislative order materialize even in systems traditionally informed by democratic principles.

As a classically trained social anthropologist, | deal with hard evidence. Wary of personal
opinion as much as of narrow empiricism and unjustified abstraction (Leach 1977: xvi ff.; Harris
1986: Ch. 1; Pardo 1996, 2018), I do so in the belief that on-the-ground knowledge is a scientific
sine qua non for theoretical development as it advances our understanding of complex social
dynamics and of their impact on “ordinary” people (Pardo and Prato 2017). In my work, | have
heeded the methodological imperative that the fieldworker needs to become involved in local
processes over an extended time (Pardo 1996: 201). The present discussion builds upon the
findings of my long-term ethnographic research in Europe and draws on an extensive cross-
cultural study. I look at how public healthcare and public health are managed by the authorities
and experienced at the grassroots. | consider how this issue in the legitimacy of governance debate
(Pardo and Prato 2019, Sarduski 2008, Bjorklund Larsen 2010, Pardo and Prato 2023) intersects
with the problems raised by weaknesses and failings of governance and bad legislation that leave
unpunished practices that harm public health and all that jeopardizes public healthcare, like the
more or less sneaky privatization of the health service.

Identity, money, politics and living conditions are important aspects of people’s lives on
which rulers’ covenant with citizens is tested. There are, however, important areas of associated
life where the legitimacy, and by extension the authority of a government, stands or falls. Public
healthcare and public health and safety fall squarely in this category; their management is the
ultimate litmus test for the legitimacy of the institutions responsible for the decisions and
actions that deeply influence people’s lives — ultimately, of the authority to rule. As | have
pointed out in past publications (see, for example, 2018, 2019), without authority, the exercise
of power loses its meaning. In ethnographically varied settings, we find that ordinary people’s
discontent with those in power increases exponentially in the face of weak, biased, or failed
governance in this field, for what matters most to the ordinary man and woman is their well-
being and the well-being of the people they love. Politicking, spin, elision and empty rhetoric
find little purchase, especially when people’s health and well-being or that their significant
others is at risk; that is, when people are at their most vulnerable. Then, especially, only hard
evidence counts.

On the Mismanagement of Healthcare: The Italian Case

Many factors affect individual and public health, from bad policy decisions to mismanagement
of the public good, from lifestyle choices to adverse social and economic circumstances. An
astute analysis should address in depth this complexity, and it should be alert to the impact and
ramifications of the false conundrum of the “need” to balance the interests of health with those
of the economy. As health threats have increasingly no boundaries, the scope of our analysis
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should extend to rules that are found wanting on key requirements of public health, from
sanitation to air, soil and water pollution; from disposal of rubbish to increased environmental
hazards and the attendant diseases.

The Special Issues of Urbanities-Journal of Urban Ethnography (Prato 2020b, Pardo and
Prato 2022) and the aforementioned book on The Legitimacy of Healthcare and Public Health
(Pardo and Prato 2023) offer a wealth of ethnographic knowledge from across the world on the
progressive erosion of the legitimacy of professional and political authority, with specific
reference to the provision of healthcare and the impactful mismanagement of the urban
environment. Reading through these studies, we learn of the complex ways healthcare and public
health authorities gain, keep, or lose the public’s trust, both in “normal” and “crisis” situations.
Natural disasters and pandemics, we find, make meaningful examples, as they evidence the crisis
of responsibility and accountability in public life that mars many democracies.

Across the world, the powers that be appear oblivious to the importance of addressing
dodgy actions by powerful individuals and lobbies in the field of healthcare and public health.
Alongside criminal actions, | specifically refer to actions that are not strictly illegal because
they are not adequately dealt with by the existing legislation or, in a growing number of cases,
because they are made to be legal through expedient changes in the law (Pardo 2018).

Informed by extensive research findings, comparative reflections on healthcare and
public health bring to the fore variations in “access” to healthcare between countries and in each
country. They evidence how healthcare ethics has changed from a charitable and “holistic”
approach — where healing addresses a person’s body, mind and spirit — to meeting statistically
quantifiable indexes of the healthcare systems’ efficiency and resilience (Prato 2023, 2025).

In the 1900s, several European states adopted universal access to healthcare, education,
housing and social insurance, thus reinforcing the civil and political citizenship established in
Western Europe and North America in the 18" and 19" centuries. Countries like Italy and the
UK typify, in principle, the provision of “free” healthcare and the protection of individual and
public health, both as a cardinal individual right and as a service to the community. Yet, these
principles have been undermined by two concurring processes: the increasing privatization and
commercialization of healthcare, on the one hand, and the progressive degeneration of public
health and safety, on the other (Prato 2023, Pardo 2023). Central to my Italian ethnography,®
the Naples case exemplifies the toxic ramifications of these two processes. It highlights the
misgovernance of public health and healthcare that motivates the public’s distrust of the local
authorities. Let’s look at the situation on the ground.

Italian citizens have a constitutional right to healthcare (Costituzione della Repubblica
Italiana 1947: Art. 32). The Servizio Sanitario Nazionale (National Health Service; henceforth

* | have done extensive field research in the South, especially though not exclusively in Naples since the
early 1980s, and more recently in Tuscany. In classic anthropological fashion, my long-term field
research among ordinary people and élite groups (Pardo 2017) has been based on participant observation
and case studies of people, groups, situations and events.
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SSN) was established in 1978 (law 833/1978) and operates through its regional Aziende Sanitarie
Locali, literally (indeed ominously) Local Healthcare Corporations, generally known by the
acronym ASL The ASLs are part-funded by the central government and are managed by the
regional authorities, who are legally responsible for public health and healthcare. In principle, the
SSN is meant to ensure universal coverage for the whole population, financed through a sizeable
proportion of the taxes they pay. Originally, it was illegal for doctors and nurses to practice
privately while publicly employed. As discussed below, this principle was later reiterated (law
229/1999), only to be betrayed through the privatization of sections of the service. Since the early
1990s, healthcare has gradually turned into a commodity and is rife with inequality (Pardo 2023;
Prato 2023, 2025; Pardo and Prato 2023). This progression, alongside other unfair policies in key
sectors of associated life, has ridden on the back of the unspoken — and pervasive — fraudulent
idea that the tax-paying citizen is somewhat in debt with the state, thus effectively making short
shrift of what is a citizen’s right, not a concession by the state.

The Fondazione Gimbe (2019), an independent research foundation, reports that between
2010 and 2020 radical cuts in public funding were made to the tune of 37 billion Euros. The
consequences were staggering: 111 hospitals and 113 health and emergency wards were closed
and 46.000 staff were lost (Fondazione Gimbe 2020) with grave consequences, especially in the
South (Maraniello 2020; see also Osmetti 2024). The previous government had scheduled further
cuts of 15 billion Euros for 2021-2022. Despite the inherited financial difficulty, the present
government is attempting to reverse this trend, pledging 3.5 billion Euros for 2025-30 (De
Francesco 2024).% It is nonetheless generally recognized that there is no quick fix to the damage
done over so many years of cuts and misgovernance, and that dealing effectively with this
progression will not be easy.

At the same time, a progressive increase in the structural deficit in public institutions
emerges. Health facilities are a prime example of this, especially considering that the structural
deficit of a Local Health Authority (ASL) is a chronic and consolidated condition of economic-
financial imbalance, characterized by a systematic inability of the institution to cover
management costs with the ordinary resources available. Its resolution is essential to guarantee
the sustainability of the health system and the quality of assistance to citizens. Instead, in too
many cases, staffing plans are inflated beyond measure, essentially for clientelist reasons. Just as
important, budget items are found to be inflated; among the critical examples worth of attention
are the inflated prices for the provision of services and the purchase of tools and machinery, also
in this case to satisfy powerful clients; the disproportionate rents for buildings and equipment;
and, as mentioned earlier, the burden of oversized, almost empty structures. In futile attempts to
balance the books, regional authorities resort to increasing taxation; exemplary cases are
Campania, the Naples Region, and Tuscany, where an increase on the IRPEF taxation that was
supposed to be in force for only one year was extended indefinitely.

4 For a detailed breakdown, see Il Giornale 24 October 2024.

https://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/vol-15-no-1-may-2025/ 5



https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.anthrojournal-urbanities.com%2F%3Fpage_id%3D1828%26preview%3Dtrue&data=05%7C02%7CI.Pardo%40kent.ac.uk%7C0f858c24abdd4c9cd77408dd83bf2b27%7C51a9fa563f32449aa7213e3f49aa5e9a%7C0%7C0%7C638811579265463904%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=XCPWBZqURCaJJN%2BoqaeTGvfroN3BkpqFIfh7VRJr7%2B8%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.anthrojournal-urbanities.com%2F%3Fpage_id%3D1828%26preview%3Dtrue&data=05%7C02%7CI.Pardo%40kent.ac.uk%7C0f858c24abdd4c9cd77408dd83bf2b27%7C51a9fa563f32449aa7213e3f49aa5e9a%7C0%7C0%7C638811579265490521%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sopB%2BEeLg7zCzYcYNfZ34w%2BsdVZBDPBpcR%2FrWvHTD60%3D&reserved=0

Urbanities-Journal of Urban Ethnography, Vol. 15 - No 1- May 2025
© 2025 Urbanities

This progression has been paralleled by the implementation of the intra moenia scheme,
whereby medical personnel are legally allowed to exercise privately while they are public
employees in the ASL.> This scheme has complex ramifications, which | have examined in a
separate work (Pardo 2023). Here, | note that, of course, not all doctors who use the scheme are
unscrupulous money grabbers. | have met highly skilled ASL practitioners who have opted to
operate semi-privately but do their duty in the hospital where they work and meet many patients,
some of whom they later treat privately. They usually charge them on the first consultation
(usually over 100 Euros) and then see them free of charge on a limited number of follow-up
visits; some charge only those who can pay.®

As reported yearly by the Agenzia Nazionale per i Servizi Sanitari Regionali (AGENAS),
substantial differences in efficiency among Italy’s 20 Regions, each administered by an elected
Regional Authority, point to significant variations in technical equipment, personnel,
performance, cost to the patient and healthcare provision. Campania is classified last in the EU
in terms of quality of life (Charron et al. 2021; see also SVIMEZ 2020 and subsequent reports)
— an assessment that, | have repeatedly found, meets the on-the-ground reality and is widely
shared by my local informants across the social spectrum. Notwithstanding the integrity and
competence of most medical personnel, Campania meets a trend evidenced by AGENAS. Here,
despite a very high regional taxation, the public health service is broken. Here, as in other badly
administered regions (Prato 2023), those who can afford travel and accommodation expenses
(which can of course be long-term) opt to be cured in the more efficient Northern Regions, at
the expense of their regional government (Napolitano 2024).

Echoing what happens in many countries, across Italy, an ever-expanding proportion of
medical and pharmaceutical services is accessible only by private purchase, and access to the
rest involves varying amounts of payment. The public health service is increasingly fudged by
a tendency to “sub-contract” care to the private sector and to import bureaucratic and
managerial criteria from the latter (Pardo 2023). These actions are sold to the public as
necessary to save money but effectively blur the crucial distinction between the drive for
efficiency and transparency and the more or less explicit privatization of state-run services.

The impact of this process is felt more in some badly run Regions. From an official report
produced in September 2024, we learn that in Campania only 70% of the available hospital
beds are in use, several wards exist only on paper, and a total of 18,000 workers are missing in
the healthcare system, while the funds to employ 8000 personnel remain unspent.” This
inadequate and understaffed public health system raises serious challenges to key aspects —
medical, moral and ethical — of the Hippocratic Oath of doing no harm. The Oath, | would
remind the reader, identifies science and conscience as the cornerstone of medical practice that

> Faced with calls to abolish this scheme, the present government has recently introduced restrictions on
the number of hours that publicly employed medical personnel can work privately (Di Carlo 2024).

® For ethnographic evidence on this, see Pardo 2023.

" The research was done by Funzione Pubblica under Luigi D'Emilio (Geremicca 2024).
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must inform the relationships between the patient and the health practitioners and institutions.
Doing field research in Naples since the early 1980s, | have recorded how the actions of some
sully the medical profession and contribute to the deterioration of public healthcare. | have
recorded the dedication and high-level professionalism of many doctors, nurses and health
administrators who are not always paid on time and must work with faulty or obsolete
equipment in appalling conditions but selflessly continue to abide by the sacrality of the science
and conscience principle, putting their mental and physical health on the line (Pardo 2023). |
have observed the conflict between their approach and the corruption — moral, criminal, or
both — of some of their “peers”, some holding qualifications obtained through clientelism or
bribery (Pardo 2023; see also, for example, Beneduce 2021b and Il Tempo 2021c). | have noted
their sense of injustice as the latter not only proceed to do as they please, including skipping
work but also have their presence card punched in by accomplices (Beneduce 2023), and
supplement their income by granting favours such as jumping hospital waiting lists, facilitating
job transfers, and so on. To the dismay and intimidated silence of the honest but less protected
staff, they go mostly unpunished as they enjoy the interested shielding of their powerful
connections. Some become trade unionists, enjoying a “systemic complicity” among
unscrupulous officials and practitioners that their honest peers across the board describe as both
“profoundly repugnant” and “very difficult to break”. | have recorded how these people stay
within the strictly defined boundaries of the law while practicing what their patients resent as
de facto corruption: abuses of power, pursuit of private interest in public office and monetary
and career greed.

In the 1990s, the convictions of powerful individuals that resulted from a judicial
investigation into high-level corruption in the health service (Miller et al. 1994) raised people’s
hopes. Soon, however, things went back to their corrupt “normal”. My findings meet those of
judicial investigation and investigative journalism (Beneduce 2020, 2021b), showing how
unscrupulous — and well-networked — personnel act, often jointly, with trade unionists,
contractors and agents of pharmaceutical companies with little or no concern for the patient.®
As | have recorded in Naples (Pardo 2023), and as is reported from across Italy and many other
countries, some doctors routinely refer their public health-service patients to their private
practice, to private specialists in their networks, or to private test laboratories, who usually
demand tax-avoiding cash payments. Many testimonies suggest an increasing trend among SSN
doctors to “advise” their patients to buy expensive medicines and “supplements” that are not
available through the SSN, for which people must pay the full cost, regardless of their income.
The producers of such medicines and supplements offer attractive perks to compliant doctors.
Moreover, according to several informants, it is common practice among publicly employed
doctors to prescribe expensive tests in private facilities that they “know and trust” and that

& Cases under investigation or concluded with convictions abound. For a current example, see 1l Tempo
12 November 2024, available at https://www.iltempo.it/attualita/2024/11/12/news/sanita-bari-asl-dieci-
arresti-appalti-manutenzione-sistema-diffuso-40861131/
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“operate speedily”. Once these operators sell their public office and professional ethics, their
profitable contacts expand, as do their lucrative contracts with private medical establishments
and their favour-credit in their networks.

I have observed several instances in which what my informants call “this corrupt set up”
thrives on bribery and on élite groups’ perverse sense of entitlement, whereby, as my informants
bitterly remark, well-connected individuals — politicians, bureaucrats and professionals —
“behave as if they were superior beings” (Pardo 2023). For instance, in a country where queue-
jumping is not unheard of, many privileged people (politicians, journalists, professionals) get
preferential medical treatment, including during the pandemic — “despicably”, people say, at
the expense of the elderly and of people at risk.°

Some of these actions are illegal, therefore relatively easy to identify and prosecute.”
Others, let me stress, however immoral, are strictly legal, therefore impossible to prosecute
(Pardo 2018). Yet, at the receiving end, | have found that it matters little whether the moral
bankruptcy and corruption | have outlined are legal or illegal. Combined with the inefficiency
of the health system, they make some people feel justified in assaulting medical personnel when
they encounter mistreatment, medical blunders, or delays in the treatment of their loved ones.
These episodes have multiplied across Italy, prompting the government to pass legislation that
punishes this kind of action with immediate arrest and up to five years in prison.!

It must be noted, however, that the efforts to turn patients into customers, or clients, or
supplicants when they are at their most vulnerable do not always appear to have the intended
results. Stubbornly resisting pressure to degrade their capacity to think and act as independent
citizens and make them subaltern to some “superior powers”, many ordinary Neapolitans have
developed varied and complex ways to deal with this and most other distortions of associated
life. Having built multiple contacts and generalized relations of (often delayed) exchange
(Pardo 1996: Ch. 6), when in need, they use more than one contact, usually with good and
relatively not-too-expensive results (Pardo 2004, 2023). There is more.

Public Space is Dangerous in Naples

The situation in the Italian “public” health service that | have outlined combines in Naples with
the health and safety hazards that mark the long-standing mismanagement of public space,
prompting the EU to issue hefty fines and damning indictments.!? In Italy, among other things,

® Among the many media reports on this disgraceful practice, see, for example, Bechis (2021) and Il Tempo
(20214a), giving rise to judicial investigations (see, for example, Il Tempo 2021b).

10.On the complications and difficulties involved in investigating and prosecuting corruption; see, for
example, Pardo 2018.

11 See https://www.rainews.it/articoli/2024/09/violenze-sui-medici-bozza-dl-arresto-in-flagranza-per-
chi-aggredisce-schillaci-nordio-consiglio-dei-ministri--flagranza-di-reato-f01dc1bb-42c2-45dd-afOe-
3f7c0cf7ac8a.html

12 The Campania Region was issued a fine for 20 million Euros plus 160.000 Euros per day for not
abiding by the safety guidelines; see https://www.servizipubblicicomparati.it/corti-ue-corte-edu/rifiuti-
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City Councils are responsible for the upkeep of roads, pavements and public buildings, for local
public transport and rubbish collection and disposal. As a result of a failed style of governance,
most Neapolitans live every day in a filthy and hazardous public domain.

Since the early 1990s, Naples has been under Leftist rule under various guises, as for
the past ten years has been its region. | have written extensively on the impact and ramifications
on ordinary citizens (for example, Pardo 1996, 2017, 2023); in a forthcoming essay (Pardo
2025), | discuss in depth the distortions of such an oligarchic rule. While the local authorities
continue to impose the second-highest rubbish tax in Italy (Buglione 2024),* uncollected rubbish
and the consequent proliferation of vermin and exhalations continue to jeopardise public health.*
This filth mars Neapolitans® everyday life in lethal combination with the injuries and deaths
caused by alarming levels of street crime, ever-multiplying assaults and rape,*® badly maintained
public property, overflowing sewage, bad sanitation, falling trees, broken or uneven pavements,
large and deep potholes in many cases swallowing people and vehicles, injuries and deaths caused
by pieces of public buildings that fall on pedestrians,*® and so on. Some of those responsible are
under criminal investigation (Beneduce 2020).

This dangerous setup is magnified by the long-tolerated practice of shallow-burying
household, industrial and hazardous waste in impromptu dumping sites, poisoning soil, water
and air. Academic studies, public health agencies and, belatedly, the EU (Giuffrida 2025) report
that, over time, pulmonary and infectious diseases, cancer and death have multiplied
exponentially, far exceeding the national average (Maresca et al. 2025, Senior and Mazza 2004,
Winfield 2016, Beccaloni et al. 2020, Beneduce 2021a).%’

Over the years, these autochthonous problems have compounded with an “imported”
problem. Amidst the filth, public health hazards across central Naples include a “rubbish trade”,
whereby illegal immigrants peddle objects scavenged from dumpsters and displayed for sale on
rugs thrown on the pavement; a practice that is bitterly resented at the grassroots (Pardo 2019:
70 ff, 2023; Folle 2020) but on which the authorities persistently turn a blind eye, while, as
recent arrests testify, a network of left-wing politicians, specialist NGOs and organized
criminals do lucrative business on these people (Napolitano 2025, Di Meo 2025). This practice

in-
campania/#:~:text=Rifiuti%20in%20Campania%2C%20la%20Corte,gestione%20dei%20rifiuti%20in
%20Campania.

13 This tax, which must be paid on top of the high council tax, has been increased further, while those
who live in tiny flats benefit from a small reduction (Cuozzo 2025).

14 The “rubbish problem”, originating in the early 1990s, has become endemic (Beccarello and Di Foggia
2017, Folle 2022, Geremicca 2022).

15 As increasing street crime dominates local news (Crimaldi 2022), Naples’ rulers are accused to have
failed to heed top policeman Alessandro Giuliano’s assessment and warning (NapoliToday 2022).

6 Such cases abound and have multiplied over time. For a recent report, see Merone (2025). For
examples of past cases, see https://www.quotidiano.net/napoli/crollo-galleria-condanne-e58a4852, La
Repubblica Napoli (2019), Napoli Today (2022) and Il Mattino (2025).

17 This problem is now, belatedly, under the EU’s attention (Sirignano 2025).
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has become endemic (Folle 2020, 2022), despite citizens’ repeated protests and appeals to the
authorities. An open letter to the President of the Regional Council produced by a local
association during the pandemic is most telling and worth quoting here. Widely reported in the
media (Garau 2020), it read:

“As this Committee has repeatedly and vibrantly brought to the attention of the city
administration, the entire area adjacent to the Garibaldi Central Station in Naples
and the Vasto-Nolana district are invaded by non-EU citizens [...] These have been
deaf to the rules and have continued with their gatherings, the small groups on the
street, the groups who bivouac hanging around on the sidewalks, exchanging goods
taken from the bins or of dubious origin. All this is under the astonished eyes of the
citizens who live here and can do nothing. Citizens who are locked down in their
homes, respectful of regional and national rules, but who live this segregation as
yet another hoax that is consumed against them, being unable to intervene or change
this situation [...] Despite the great help that the police are giving these days for the
implementation of the ordinances, the Committee believes that the situation is
becoming very dangerous throughout the area [...] Therefore, the "Vasto-Nolana™
Committee asks you, President De Luca, that the Army be scrambled as soon as
possible to patrol the area round the clock to defend and protect the health of
citizens [...]” (my translation)

In short, for over a vicennium, while contributing to wrecking public healthcare, local
authorities have mismanaged public property, public space and what takes place in it.
Undergirding local rulers’ naked contempt for ordinary citizens and their lives, such
mismanagement continued during the Covid-19 pandemic. In Naples, as elsewhere, ordinary
people found it difficult to connect to fancy labels such as “new normal”, “indiscriminate virus”,
“egalitarian virus”, “hug a Chinese” and so on. Resonating with their counterparts’ anger in
Europe and across the Atlantic, my Italian informants resented the complacency and arrogance
of their rulers, which they saw compounded by the then government’s shambolic governance,
electioneering®® and progressive authoritarian drift, and by the shroud of secrecy that branded
their style, as typified by weak or absent personal and institutional responsibility, incompetence,
corruption (Il Sole 240re. 2020, Bocci 2020) and the pernicious attempt to keep secret the briefs
and scientific reports on their chaotic actions (Giuffrida 2020). Although still angry, the many
with whom | have spoken feel vindicated in their early disbelief, for all now know what lay
behind those fancy labels and authoritarian policies, what that approach produced, and its
ramifications and consequences, as the PM at the time of the pandemic and 6 Cabinet Ministers are

My fieldnotes bring to mind local people’s descriptions of their rulers’ electioneering through late-
night broadcasts on national television, announcing progressive limitations on individual freedoms
through frequent governmental “decrees” (legislation passed without parliamentary debate and
approval). At the grassroots, those limitations were received as illogical, contradictory, ambiguous and
often at the very limits of the law (Pardo 2023).
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under investigation for the government’s mishandling of the crisis (La Stampa, 13 August 2020) and
a Parliamentary Enquiry is in progress.

Are Privatisation and Digitalisation Good Things? A Cross-cultural view

Current developments in the British public healthcare system, as studied by my fellow social
anthropologist Giuliana B. Prato (2023, 2025), bring out in comparative light the serious
adverse effects of the privatization and increasing digitalization of important sections of a
necessity such as healthcare. The National Health Service (NHS), once a rightful source of
British pride, is now in deep trouble, making appalling headlines daily. The pandemic
highlighted the disastrous consequences of the reforms implemented since the 1980s, which
amount de facto to a commercialisation and marketisation of the system. As Prato explains
(2023), a greater involvement of the local community and patients is pursued, building on the
tradition of volunteering, philanthropy and charity work. However, the gap between rulers and
the ruled and its complex ramifications in terms of legitimacy, policy, action and the authority
to rule keeps growing.

On the one hand, in the NHS, digital inequalities have been escalating and becoming
particularly problematic (Prato 2025): like in Italy, and indeed elsewhere, the standard of care
one receives varies, depending on where one lives. What seems not to vary across the country
are long waiting times for hospital appointments and access to primary care; for example,
booking an appointment with a General Practitioner (GP, or family doctor) has become
difficult.’® On the other hand, as evidenced by the ethnography produced by Armstrong and
Rosbrook-Thompson (2023), the application of matrix algorithms to “predictive profiling” as a
formula for the prevention, and by extension “cure”, of “public health” problems has visibly
failed, causing confusion, concern and unnecessary death among the population. A situation
significantly worsened by a public health agenda in the field of urban violence compromised
by the pervasiveness of actuarial, risk-management tools across national and local government
(Rosbrook-Thompson et al. 2024). To put it bluntly, the foregoing stresses what should be an
obvious point: managing healthcare and public health cannot be reduced to a series of
bureaucratic protocols. There is a further, worrying complication.

In her study on the current situation in the British NHS, Prato (2025) points to a growing
concern about the digitalization of healthcare and health services as a driver of discrimination
and inequality. To give one example, the introduction of the NHS App is proving highly
discriminatory, for it is inaccessible to patients who are not technologically equipped and savvy.
Most importantly, Prato reports on experienced doctors stressing the importance of “seeing”
patients, not simply talking to them remotely, for a proper clinical assessment and diagnosis.
This concern is widely shared among patients. And yet, in evident contradiction to — or
disregard for — this concern, the current Prime Minister has embraced digitalization and remote
medical consultancy to cut waiting times, including access to the family doctor. Of course, we

19 GP surgeries provide services to the NHS but operate as private businesses.
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know this is not only a British problem. Prato notes that the World Health Organization
promotes digital health to improve healthy living but also urges caution in the application of
untested artificial intelligence (Al) models, which may contain bias and disinformation and be
harmful to patients (WHO 2021, 2023, in Prato 2025).

At the risk of labouring this key point, | stress that, as not everybody has digital skills
and access to electronic devices, the question arises that, when coupled with the pitfalls of the
privatization and the depersonalization of basic healthcare, this emphasis on digitalization is at
risk of contributing to creating new and significant inequalities among citizens. This problem
undergirds the pitfalls of the situation in the USA (Arnold 2023), where there is no universal
healthcare coverage. There, we learn from Judy Arnold, the pandemic exposed the poverty of
opportunity in the Healthcare System, underlying how the same healthcare system has different
effects on patients of diverse socio-economic backgrounds. There, individual citizens may have
insurance coverages with significantly varying levels of protection from government
programmes such as Medicare or Medicaid and supplemental benefits. For some individuals,
there is no coverage at all. Medicare, which was designed to help individuals 64 years of age
or older, covers only 80% of the cost of healthcare. It is believed that universal healthcare could
be instituted as a right following an addition to the US Constitution (Rogers 2023). Arnold
effectively argues that, because of the influence exerted on legislators by powerful lobbies
embedded in the medical and insurance industries, universal access to adequate healthcare in
the USA does not appear to be a possibility in the near future.

The critical issue of the privatization of public health services reverberates across the
world. In western Mali, for example, structural adjustment programmes have pushed
privatization in the ineffective national healthcare system without improving healthcare.
Koenig and Diarra (2023) tell us that later reforms put local healthcare in the hands of
community health centres as the focal point of primary healthcare, in which user fees generate
funds to cover operating costs. They go on to say that, while these centres have, thus, become
the backbone of rural and small-town healthcare, they are riddled with serious problems, as
patients find it difficult to pay costs.

When, as it all too often happens, rulers make bad decisions that affect citizens where it
hurts most, things turn ugly. The weaknesses and failures outlined in the Italian case are
magnified in Turkey, where, Kayaalp (2023) reports, the CoronaVac vaccine chosen by the
authorities failed to enjoy legitimation among the Turkish people, who saw their health put
seriously at risk. There, the complex and critical relationship between trust, efficiency and
legitimacy was further harmed when the failure of the authorities to take proper care of the
infrastructure, and by extension of public health, contributed to claiming hundreds of lives in
the aftermath of the recent earthquakes (Kayaalp 2025, Y1lmaz and Halman Tomaka 2025).

Back in Europe, the problem of inadequate structures and privatization is at the centre of
a healthcare crisis in Greece, including in critical medicine. What Greek anthropologists
Spyridakis (2023) and Varelaki (2023) call a “medical-industrial complex based on profit has
little time for the special needs of people with disabilities (Spyridakis 2023) or for the plight of
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cancer patients (Varelaki 2023); this, they argue based on their ethnographic findings,
contributes to breed significant inequality. On a different line, ethnographic research has shown
that, as a consequence of the pandemic, which almost broke the health system in most advanced
countries, the relationship between biomedicine and alternative and complementary therapies
has come to the fore even in the hypermodern cultures of South Korea and Israel (Sarfati 2023)
and the USA (Arnold 2023).

Conclusion

Like major natural disasters, the Covid-19 pandemic magnified the long-festering problems
caused by the progressive deterioration of public healthcare and the mismanagement of the
urban environment. We have studied the ugly distortions of the Constitutional right to
healthcare that occur when rights are passed off as favours, when the right to healthcare is
turned into a transactionable asset. From an ethnographically informed perspective, we have
reflected on how these problems inform disturbing dynamics that play a decisive role in the
worldwide erosion of the public’s trust and the legitimacy of professional and political
authority.

In my opening remarks, | noted that what matters most to the ordinary man and woman
is their well-being and the well-being of the people they love, and that public health and safety
and healthcare are important aspects of such well-being. From challengingly varied
ethnographic angles, we find that when it comes to the management of both what is at stake is
the legitimacy of the professional and political institutions responsible for the decisions and
actions that deeply influence people’s lives.

Against a background of misgovernance of critical areas of associated life, failed
responsibilities and criminal and legal corruption, it would be hard to overstate how reckless
and counterproductive rulers’ bad management in this field is. And it would be impossible to
ignore that, as current events in the West and elsewhere suggest, these are redde rationem times,
for popular revulsion is increasingly taking crooked, or simply bad, rulers to account —most
importantly, at the ballot box. There are signs in Western democracies that it may have
penetrated some political minds that for the sake of life in our precious democracy, rulers need
to work on restoring the covenant with the ruled, be accountable, resist authoritarian
temptations and effectively protect our hard-won Constitutional rights and freedoms. Cautious
hope may not, therefore, be an insult to intelligence.
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