
1 
 

 

Report prepared by Prof. Sunanda Sen * 

Young participants from all over South Asia gathered in Delhi to attend the five-day long Regional Autumn 

School which started on November 1, 2011.Organized by the Lady Shri Ram College of Delhi University in 

collaboration with the Heinrich Böll Stiftung New Delhi, the School tried to link up and bring into focus issues 

related to three important issues which include gender, global finance and the regional pattern relating to the 

two issues in South Asia. 

The Workshop, relying on eminent resource persons who addressed the group and interacted with them, also 

involved 29 participants who came from Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal and Afghanistan in addition to 

those from India. They opened up in raising interesting issues which were both conceptual as well as region 

specific. Their participations in discussions also brought out similarities and common problems in different 

parts of South Asia. The above achieved the goal of the School in touching the common threads of gender 

related issues in the context of globalised finance in South Asia. Attempts were also made by the School to 

orient the participants to related issues of social concern through documentary films and music, providing 

interesting interactive sessions to fill in the afternoons and evenings when the participants were relatively 

free. 

The Thematic Structured Sessions: 

The first four days of the School had nine full-length sessions which covered the different facets of the broad 

theme of the Workshop. The specific themes addressed in these sessions ranged from Global Finance, Human 

Security, Gender Discrimination, Livelihood Issues, Environment and Food in the context of Security, 

Inequitable Access to Social Opportunities, Engendering Macroeconomics as well as Regional Co-operation,   

especially as those concern the Women in South Asia. 

The Autumn School was inaugurated in the morning of November 1
st

 with warm greetings and welcome 

addresses from Dr. Meenakshi Gopinath, Principal of Lady Shri Ram College and Dr. Axel Harneit-Sievers, 

Director of the Heinrich Böll Stiftung India. While Dr Gopinath drew attention to the need for dwelling on the 

macro-economic aspects of gender issues, Dr Harneit-Sievers also mentioned the close links  of the  Heinrich 

Böll Stiftung to ‘Greens’ which speaks for environmental, social justice and peace-related  issues. 

The first thematic session, titled  ‘Dominant Finance and Globalization’ followed next with Professors Deepak 

Nayyar and Professor Sunanda Sen, both former Professors of   Jawaharlal Nehru University in Delhi, spelling 

out the links between finance, human security and gender issues in the context of the current global scenario. 

Issues addressed by the speakers in this session included the causes behind the current global crisis, control of 

vulnerability in the face of crisis, especially in developing nations which are much integrated today with the 

global economy. Pointing at the need for co-ordinated international efforts to achieve “stability with growth”, 

Nayyar drew attention to the relatively better position of developing countries vis a vis the advanced nations 

in facing the brunt of the global crisis. However, on the whole unemployment rate and output growth has 

faltered all over the world including the developing countries and the strategy of liberalization, as put by 

Nayyar, clearly indicated that ‘markets are bad masters’. Sen commented on the dominance of finance in the 

global economy, instilling contractionary effects on output and employment in the real economy. She drew 

attention to the fact that de-regulation of finance has generated myriads of financial instruments which 

provide channels of speculation in high profit- high-risk short term financial investments. The latter are often 
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more attractive in providing high returns as compared to those from long term investments connected to real 

activities.  Aspects as above, as explained by Sunanda Sen, tell us about the dominance of finance in the global 

economy. She pointed at the splurge of (short-term) capital inflows, especially to emerging economies which 

tend to put an upward pressure on the exchange rates of their domestic currency. Often the monetary 

authorities try to avoid an imminent appreciation of their currency in order to maintain the competitiveness of 

their domestic goods in foreign as well as domestic markets. This is done by the monetary authorities with 

direct purchases of foreign currencies as enter the country. However, the related additions to the country’s 

official foreign exchange reserves generate expansions in money supply, ending up with strategies of inflation 

targeting which raises interest rates in the country. Both Sen and Nayyar commented on the futile attempts on 

part of monetary authorities to check inflation by raising interest rates, which turns out as a contractionary 

measure in terms of output growth. The two also showed concerns over cuts in social sector spending in 

developing countries, often in their attempts to reduce fiscal deficit, a sequence which is of much relevance to 

the Indian economy. Sen also reiterated the need for official policies which ensure human development, and 

relies on human security and human rights. The path will be one to provide adequate provisions for health, 

education, shelter and other basic amenities which make for decent living. The above cannot be achieved 

when emphasis is laid exclusively on growth. However, while agreeing to above, Nayyar made the point that 

the significance of growth cannot be discounted. 

The second session of the day, on ‘Financialization of the Global Economy’ which started after lunch continued 

with the theme of dominant finance. Professor C.P Chandrashekhar of Jawaharlal Nehru University was the 

next speaker, speaking on ‘Dominance of Finance Capital since the end of the Bretton Woods Era and South 

Asia’.   It was useful for the audience to have a chronological account of the ascendancy of finance in post-war 

decades of the global economy, starting with de-regulation in the   post- Bretton Woods era and the floating of 

dollar in the market and ending with the recent financial turmoil. As for the proximate causes which made for 

the recent crisis, ‘excess liquidity’ in the system under de-regulated finance according to him was the major 

factor behind.  Excess liquidity in the global financial markets came up, as pointed out, with liberal cross-

border financial flows, the removal of restrictions for banks (in US and in other advanced countries) on 

investments in security markets and also with tendencies on part of OPEC nations to invest in US banks. As 

with the two previous speakers in the first session, Chandrashekhar also felt that global capital flows can lead 

to a loss of fiscal and monetary policy space in developing countries. 

The session continued with Dr Usha Thorat of Reserve Bank of India(RBI) , who offered an analysis of what she 

described as the ‘the Great Recession of 2007’. Consistent with her expertise in India’s central bank, Dr Thorat 

laid down five principles of regulation for the post-crisis world which included (a) the golden mean ( a balanced 

intervention of the market and the government to benefit the poor);(b) a courage to justify proportional 

regulation such as strong actions for anti inflation and anti poverty programs; (c) biodiversity to allow 

innovation with prudence and vigilance to make the system more stable; (d) communication between state 

and the market. Also, financial literacy, and credit counseling on a large scale to prevent the poor from being 

fooled and finally (e) cooperation and coordination -especially between global governments, banks and 

volunteering organizations for the optimal functioning of the global financial system. In response to a question 

from the participants, Dr Thorat mentioned that: leveraged borrowing in the household sector in the US was 

the spur to the financial crisis. 

The theme of the Great Recession seemed to reverberate in the next presentation, by Professor Pami Dua of 

Delhi School of Economics on ‘Synchronization of Recession in Developed and Emerging Economies’. Dwelling 

on the synchronization of recession in developed and the emerging economies which are closely integrated 

with global financial markets, Pami Dua suggested some measures to quantitatively assess the ‘severity of 

recessions’ among countries; which according to her were subject to recession even before the onset of the 

Great Recession of 2008 and the collapse of the Lehman Brothers in US.  As pointed out emphatically by   high-

level policy makers like Professor Kaushik Basu, the chief economic adviser of the India government who 
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chaired the session, the ‘decoupling’ hypothesis is misleading. Professor Pami Dua shared the position. But at 

the same time she   held responsible the failed surveillance of the IMF as a major factor behind the collapse of 

the financial markets in 2008.   Dr Usha Thorat, a senior official from India’s central bank (the Reserve Bank of 

India) also    emphasized that financial regulation does not always oppose or hinder financial inclusion.  Thus 

one way to look at it would be that giving access to funds to the poor is risky as there are high transaction 

costs and risk for default and through this, safety of public funds is threatened. Another side of this would be 

that the poor also need a safe place for saving, and insurance for calamities and therefore it is important to 

create such an environment for them. However, according to her safe lending to poor is still possible, by 

lending to the women of the households, a theme discussed later by Dr Crista Wichterich. 

The second day of the Autumn School, was scheduled to have two sessions only, and both before lunch, in 

order that the participants as well as their mentors from LSR and HBF could visit the India’s Planning 

Commission in the afternoon, which in India is often held responsible for providing a guideline to India’s policy 

making. Those two pre-lunch sessions of the day were to deal with ‘Dominant Finance and Human Security in 

South Asia: A Gender Perspective’, a topic which was close to the broad theme of the Workshop.  Of the two 

sessions the first had a panel of two to deal with ‘Human Security as a Goal in Development’. Dr A.K Shiva 

Kumar of the National Advisory Council of India was the first, talking about ‘Justifying Human Security as a 

Goal’ in the context of development.  Prof Jayati Ghosh of Jawaharlal Nehru University came next, on ‘Gender 

and Human Security’. Dr Shivkumar pointed out the limitations of per capita income as an indicator of ‘human 

development’. He drew attention to the links as exist between human security and human rights, both of 

which speak of human dignity. As pointed out by him, human rights embodies universalism (irrespective of the 

status of individuals), which thus provide a model justified on ethical and moral grounds. In effect the 

approaches while indicative of non-discrimination vis a vis the multiple role of women in society.   Some 

prescriptive remarks which followed pointed at the need for an effective implementation and legal 

enforcement of human rights with adequate governance through discussions. Attention was also drawn to the 

need for sensitization of the society at large on the inferior and often oppressed state of women, both in the 

context of household as well as the work place and the social environment. A classic example was cited as 

matters relating to the findings of a recent survey on the dreadful practice of ‘wife-beating’, with 57% of men 

supporting the same!  

The second speaker in the panel, Professor Jayati Ghosh of Jawaharlal Nehru University, developed the theme 

on ‘Gender and Human Security over the Life-cycle’ with special reference to women in South Asia. She drew 

attention to the dwindling female-male ratio in different states of India which include even urban centers like 

Delhi. She also stressed the need for physical safety and sanitation for women along with a wider access to 

immunization of children, the stopping   of marriages below legal age and malnutrition of young women of 

child bearing age. Also that the inadequate services for women (say Asian Women’s’ Self help Association or 

ASHA or Anganwadi teachers) are often ineffective due to very low payments to service providers.  Jayati 

Ghosh also mentioned the poor record of employment growth despite the reasonably high GDP growth rates 

in countries like India where 40% or more jobs were recently lost in labor-intensive industries. As a result 

wages were often squeezed, a fact which gets reflected in the lower wages paid to women on a piece rate 

basis in real terms, especially for in home-based outsourced jobs. She also pointed out that with women 

biologically subject to a longer life span as compared to men, need for old-age support is even greater for 

them. 

One of the participants referred to the notion of compensatory justice to amend the wrongs and 

discrimination faced by women over long years in the past. Points raised by participants also laid stress on the 

positive contribution of the recently enacted Right to Information (RTI) Act and the role of media in exposing 

as well redressing the grievances of women in India. 
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The next session which started after a tea-break was to deal with ‘Gender Discrimination in South Asia’, a 

broad topic connecting the central theme of the Autumn School.  A panel with Professors Indira Hirway of 

Gujarat Institute of Development and  Dr Nidhi Saberwal of Institute of Dalit Studies  and Prof Ashwini 

Deshpande of Delhi School of Economics in the chair, the discussions linked up the audience more closely to 

the stark realities relating to the status of women in India and in the neibouring countries of South Asia. Indira 

Hirway spoke of the demographic pattern in the region with   large proportion of women inhabiting the area. 

She highlighted aspects of gender inequalities which are often not recognized. These include an absence of 

autonomy in decision making, constraints to mobility and related aspects. As in the previous session, 

deprivation faced by women regarding health, nutrition, education, skill formation and disparity in wages were 

also discussed. Dwelling on her research on unpaid work by women Indira Hirway questioned the conventional 

definition of ‘work’ as paid jobs outside the house. She insisted that such unpaid work as cooking, cleaning as 

well as caring within households needs to be treated at par with what is recognized as (paid) work. Her 

arguments called for a policy change to accommodate and recognize such work in the national accounts of 

countries.  

For Saberwal , speaking on ‘Unequal Opportunities: At Cross Roads of Caste and Gender’,  introduced the 

problems with  stratification of men as well as women in terms of caste hierarchies , which according to her 

need to be addressed at levels of policy and analysis. So long caste as an aspect had not so far been addressed 

by other speakers. Caste hierarchy in India has been responsible for ‘triple   disadvantages’, as put by 

Saberwal, especially for women. These included the deprivations faced by women in scheduled caste category 

in terms of economic, social and educational aspects. 

The chair, in summing up generalized the debate on deprivation by drawing a distinction between 

discrimination which is explicit and those which are implicit. Both, according to her, have a lot of relevance in 

spelling out the contributions from women as invisible workers in society and in grasping the biases against 

those, especially for women who suffer due to their caste identity. A participant pointed at the relative success 

of socialist countries in the past to make better use of women in all capacities including their unpaid work. 

Attention was also drawn in discussions from the floor to the rampant use of technology to stop the birth of a 

girl child and the prevailing female foeticide. In support of her emphatic call to consider unpaid work by 

women Indira Hirway pointed out that such discrimination has its origin at level of families. On the whole the 

session ended up with a positive note in terms of laying the direction for policy measures which could redress 

the imbalance and inequities causing the gender divide. 

The School organized a very informative session in the afternoon at India’s Planning Commission, a 

government department which is still considered vital in providing   directions for official policy in the country. 

It was an informal and interactive session with Dr Narendra Yadav, a member of the Commission   and other 

officials. A brief account of the working of the Commission, narrated by Dr Yadav, indicated how decisions are 

arrived at , and implemented .The Commission, as stated, covers only 25 to 40 percent of total plan outlay  , 

the rest , treated as non-Plan expenditure, remain  the responsibility of the Finance Ministry. He also explained 

the organizational set up of the Commission which at present has 9 full members and a member secretary who 

all are helped by other officials. As stated by Dr Yadav, “we at the Planning Commission are driving the process 

of change”.  An official from the Commission, Mr Harish Srivastava stressed that the time-horizon for planners 

is much longer than those for politicians who are elected only for five years. He drew attention to the changing 

economic processes over time which has considerably diminished the role of the Planning Commission.  Thus 

the public sector today provides only 3% of aggregate investment in the economy. Also there has been a 

change in the Indian economy where the financial sector has gained prominence vis a vis the industrial sector.  

Questions and comments from the audience enriched the discussions further, with attention drawn to role of 

village Panchayats in the context of the planning process, the energy policy pursued by the Commission 

especially in the context of environmental  issues, displacement of people with construction of dams, 
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especially in the north-eastern regions, health and security as agenda for development, the failure of “trickle-

down ‘process  and the recent poverty-line controversy (set at Rs 32 per day by the Planning Commission! )  

Attention was also drawn to need for gender audit and budgeting, especially in view of the prevailing gender 

deprivation. Finally a question was raised as to whether gender is merely an add-on in the Planning 

Commission to which an answer was provided stating the increased role of gender related concerns in the 

Commission. Attention was also drawn to the CAPART (Council for Initiative and the Advancement of Peoples’ 

Action and Rural Technology) initiative and the need for mainstreaming gender issues therein. As stated, 

gender-sub-plans were already launched in as many as 20 districts .The Planning Commission, as pointed out 

by one of the representatives present, had already identified energy, water and environment as its three major 

challenges . Also that the objective of the processes were already initiated by the Commission is “to attain,” 

faster, more inclusive and sustainable growth”. To this end schemes like the National Rural Health Mission 

(NRHM) has been launched by using Public-Private Partnership (PPP). Finally, attention was drawn to the Right 

to Information (RTI) Act and related IT based devices as steps to mitigate corruption in the country. The 

interactive session in Planning Commission ended with a positive note by all who attended. 

The next few sessions, resumed in the main venue of the Lady Shri Ram College on Day 3, were   scheduled  to 

have  three sessions under the umbrella of “Human Security and Women: A Disaggregated Analysis for South 

Asia” . The first, titled “Human Security and Livelihood Issues for Women in South Asia included a lecture by 

Jairam Ramesh, the Minister for Rural Development, on “Environment, Economic and Food Security”. The four 

‘Ds’, or the ‘pillars’ of development , as spelt out by the Minister included , in addition to development, 

democracy, diversity and dialogue.  In spelling out the contents of development he disagreed with economists 

who tend to discount the role of growth. This is because development (say in terms of access to education, 

health, sanitation, water supply etc) can never be achieved in absence of growth.  He also disputed the notion 

of an automatic ‘demographic dividend’ which can only be harnessed with growth as a precondition.  The 

Minister spoke about ecology, employment opportunities and infrastructure in the context of urbanization 

which is an essential process of development. As for employment he stressed the need for promoting rather 

than protecting employment, thus disputing the concerns shared by many on flexible labour norms   in public 

debates. Democracy, to him should be viewed as the second pillar of development, which relies on the   three 

‘Rs’, viz., representative, responsible and responsive. Commenting on diversity, which he described as the third 

pillar of development, he observed its close links to democracy. Finally on Dialogue, the fourth pillar of 

development indicates, as held by him, an intimate nexus between the way resources (forest, mineral as well 

as natural) are managed and the social conflict. The Minister was optimistic about the   12
th

 Five Year Plan in 

terms of its approach to inclusive growth and human security. Questions raised by participants were many; 

seeking clarifications on points related to growth and inequality including the rural-urban gaps, environmental 

degradation with growth, land acquisition in the context of food security etc. 

In wrapping up the discussions Dr. Sayeda Hameed, Member Planning Commission India, in chair, offered 

some gendered concerns relating to the issues placed before the audience by Jairam Ramesh. 

The second session of the day which followed after a break dealt with ‘Environment, Food and Economic 

Security: Gender Discussions’ with  Professors Amita Baviskar of Delhi University and Prabhat Patnaik of 

Jawaharlal Nehru University spoke in their respective sessions on ‘environment’ and ‘food security’. Baviskar 

laid emphasis on the Gandhian approach to swaraj (self-rule) to be achieved by following non-violence in 

actions. The environmental issues can, as held by her, be related to life-style which avoids the pattern 

emulated by the affluent in society. This, as she pointed out, can be achieved by following a path of self-

discipline through swaraj. For Prabhat Patnaik food security in India has suffered due to repressive policies by 

the state which has considerably reduced purchasing power for the masses while the availability of food grains 

also has been reduced. He pointed out the visible sqeeze in per capita availability of food in the country, which 

compares unfavourably even with those for Sub-Saharan Africa. He advocated a revival of petty production 
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with peasant agriculture and the avoidance of corporatization of agriculture and introduction of GM foods 

while pleading for an universal right to food, employment, education. 

 The day was now ready to have yet another session, this time on ‘Inequitable Access to Social opportunities 

and Compounded Disadvantages for Women in South Asia ‘ It offered a panel discussion  with Dr Asha Kapur 

Mehta of Indian Institute of Public Administration (IIPA) in Delhi , Professor Janaki Rajan, Jamia Millia Islamia 

university and Dr Anasua Basu RayChoudhury, Mahanirban Calcutta Research Group who spoke  on  inequities 

in access to health, education and the trafficking of women. Gender –biases   exist, as pointed out, even in the 

reporting of health problems by women. Similarly education for the girl child was often of secondary 

importance among many in the country. Finally, very little is being done to control the trafficking of women 

who still remain as a major source of violence and sexual exploitation of women. Issues as above discussed by 

the speakers were reverberated by the audience, with a few participants drawing attention to parallel 

situations in different parts of South Asia. Mr Harsh Mander, Member of National Advisory Council of India 

government (NAC) from the chair corroborated above by pointing at a typical girl’s life which is full of denials. 

Engendering came up as the central theme of the next day on November 4 with two pre-lunch sessions which 

dealt with ‘Engendering Macroeconomics and Fostering Regional Cooperation for Human Security in South 

Asia’. The theme of the first session was‘Approaches to Engendering Macroeconomics’. It included a three 

member panel consisting of Dr. Anjali Bharadwaj, Director, Satark Nagrik Sangathan (SNS) Ms. Ratna 

Sudarshan, Director of Institute of Social Studies Trust and Dr. Christa Wichterich, senior consultant to HBS 

who respectively spoke on ‘Rights Based Approach to Catalyze Change’, ‘Gender Inclusivity in Safety Net 

Programmes like Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guaranty Act (MGNREGA)’ and ‘Microfinance 

as a Strategy for Financial Inclusivity of Women’. All three speakers drew attention to the actual situation as 

observed in the country. Dr. Anjali Bharadwaj works with Satark Nagrik Sangathan (SNS) which literally means 

vigilant citizens group. She pointed out that for a rights-based approach, it is necessary that people become 

conscious of such rights. Their slogan, ΨIǳƳ ŀǇƴŜ ŀŘƘƛƪŀŀǊ ƳŀŀƴƎǘŜ ƘŀƛƴΣ ƴŀ ƪƛǎƛ ǎŜ ōƘƛƪΩ (We demand our 

rights, not alms from anyone) indicates an awareness of rights.  She also gave the example of the 2005 Right to 

Information (RTI) Act in India, which became relevant when people who began to question realized that unless 

and until they get access to records, they cannot access their own rights. And so the demand for right to 

information surfaced. But even with a right to information in place, difficulties arose in getting the corrupt 

punished and grievances redressed. Thus the Lokpal movement arose and the Jan Lokpal Bill (People’s 

Ombudsman Bill) was drafted and campaigned for. She also spoke about the need to empower women with 

rights so that they come together and take collective as well as individual action. When asked as to what are 

the hurdles to the movement  Bharadwaj  explained that it is an ongoing movement and already the equation 

between those who are governing and those being governed is changing in favour of the latter. In response to 

a comment by a participant from Afghanistan that while a draft RTI Act has been made in Afghanistan, as of 

now the government in Afghanistan is neither transparent nor responsive. Bharadwaj hoped for a better 

outcome over time. 

Ratna M. Sudarshan spoke on ‘Gender inclusivity in Safety Net Programmes ‘. According to her safety nets with 

its concept of beneficiaries is important but different from ‘inclusivity’ wherein people become active 

participants and stakeholders in the growth process.  A gender inclusive safety net for example is the 

reservation of 50 per cent for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions or the NREGA. Important is to ensure that 

these guarantees fulfill the terms of inclusion only just notionally, but lead to real empowerment. Dr 

Sudarshan presented the case of the NREGA as a scheme and assessed it for its gender inclusivity. Variation in 

performance across states stresses the need to address gender inclusivity in the programme design, with 

regards women’s roles and needs and their unpaid labour.   

 

Christa Wichterich had some interesting observations on what she described as the micro-credit crisis, one 

where the goal of reaching out the productive activities through the agency of women was often lost. She 
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pointed out that financialization has affected everyday life, equipping people with credit cards and sub-prime 

credit, especially in advanced countries and with ‘micro-credit to make women bankable' in the South. Talking 

about “Grameen Bank” a much acclaimed micro-credit institution in Bangladesh, she pointed out that 

Grameen Bank’s idea was, ‘If women can come to the bank, bank must go to the women too’. Grameen Bank 

focused on income generation. Credit was provided for productive investment, not for consumption. One of 

the main assumptions of micro finance was that the credit taken by women would be used for productive 

investment and not consumption. As for India women’s collectives were formed in the form of self help groups 

(SHGs), initially with the help of the NGOs before the government came into the picture. Later the main 

sources of the micro finance included state owned organizations like the (NABARD), donors and the World 

Bank. Subsequently, non-banking finance companies like the micro finance institutions (MFIs) came on the 

scene but the sources of their funds were the capital markets and financial corporations where 25-30 per cent 

interest rate was charged initially. There are more than 3000 of them in India. They are restricted to lending 

only. They operate on the principle of profit motive. There has been high repayment rate by women (about 95 

per cent) which is attributed to peer pressure.  So there was a shift of focus from social and development 

projects to financial services for profit: From saving to borrowing; from liberation of moneylender to 

indebtedness to MFIs; from need and community-oriented activity to market and business-driven service; 

from empowerment of women to returns for the investor; from poverty reduction to growth of profit. 

Commercialising micro-finance is no panacea for poverty reduction; it only helps to manage poverty. The 

challenges that face this sector are: 1) To ensure that the sector operates through non-profit driven channels; 

2) To ensure that money remains in the hands of women. These have implications for the very sustainability of 

this sector.  The session ended with comments from the Chairperson, Govind Kelkar of UN Women 

Empowerment Centre, India, stressing the role of Engendering microeconomics.  

 

The second session in the day under the title Regional Co-operation and Women in South Asia” had three 

eminent panelists. Mani Shankar Aiyar, Member of Parliament and Mr. Zulfiqar Gardezi, Deputy High 

Commissioner   of Pakistan. Aiyar did not agree with the claim that South Asia is a cesspool of gender 

discrimination. He cited examples from countries like Sri Lanka which has had two women prime ministers, 

Pakistan which had Benazir Bhutto, India with Indira Gandhi and now apparently Sonia Gandhi. He believes 

that clearly there is no objection to women occupying positions of power and authority in South Asia.  He 

mentioned 1.3 million politically empowered women in India which include from Sonia Gandhi at the top to 

armies of nameless women - 86,000 holding office and yet is somehow not factored into gender 

empowerment. Also that the lower a woman is on a social/economic scale, the more likely she is to be 

empowered politically. Thus, in Karnataka the participation of SC/ST women was 65 per cent as against 32 per 

cent from the general category. As a side-note on the rest of South Asia, he said that the achievement in this 

respect in Pakistan was not enough. However, whatever may be the cultural norms, there is still no objection 

to women coming to power in South Asian countries; same goes for Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Maldives. 

Women Self help group movement (an example of which is micro-finance) has been a gift of Bangladesh to the 

rest of the world. He ended with the joke, ‘Wars rule the world because men rule the world. If only women 

rule the world, we would have only jealous nations, not talking to each other.’ 

The next two speakers in the panel included Mr.  Zulfiqar Gardezi   of Pakistan and Mahbub Hassan Saleh, High 

Commissioner of Bangladesh Speaking on “Regional Cooperation and the Economic Benefits of the Peace 

Dividend”, Gardezi reiterated that the South Asian Association for Regional Co-operation (SAARC) was 

established to promote the welfare of the peoples of South Asia (especially of women and children), reduce 

trafficking, etc. In this context the newly established South Asia Free Trade Agreement (SAFTA) offers 

provisions have to be implemented. The move to accord MFN (most favoured nation) status to each other is 

commendable but unlikely to suffice in absence of other measures to facilitate trade and other exchanges 

between the two countries. Mr Shahid Malik  in his speech opened up discussions on the interesting area of 

“Women as Significant Economic and Political Players in Processes of Regional Cooperation”, especially in the 

context of South Asia.  Professor Anuradha Chinoy from the chair pointed at the fact that the real issues of 
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security are those that effect everyday life and not those on the borders. There is a need to broaden the 

security paradigm to cover freedom from fear and want, right to food, right to information, etc. There is also a 

need to focus on human security, women’s empowerment and feminization of structures. There is no need for 

US intervention in the conflicts in South Asia. Regionalism should be driven by women and men feminists. 

Discussions from the floor pointed out the anomaly between the miserable status of women and their 

empowerment in terms of formal and political power. 

The last of the structured sessions on “Challenges of Globalization” took place in the evening of 5
th

 November 

with Ms Aruna Roy of the grass root organization Mazdur Kisan Sangathan Samity (MKSS) and member of NAC, 

offering the valedictory speech. Aruna Roy gave a sharp critique of ‘market globalization’ from a Leftist-

feminist angle. She said, today, we make economics the god and bad economics the super-god. She referred to 

the divergence in the perceptions of the corporations on the one hand and the people on the other: The 

Chairman of Coke had said, ‘I see millions of throats in India and China.’ As pointed out by Aruna Roy, he could 

see only throats.  Referring to violence against women, she mentioned dowry, female feoticide and khap 

panchayats. Today we find professionals like engineering qualified persons remaining jobless. Parochialism of 

the worst sort has come to the surface now and market globalization is responsible. We have thrown the baby 

with the bath water. She referred to the divergence in the perceptions of the corporations on the one hand 

and the people on the other. She said, the conventional pro-market/anti-market debate is ridiculous. There is 

no free market; competition is not free. Referring to violence against women, she mentioned dowry, female 

feoticide and khap panchayats. Regarding the cultural sphere, she spoke of the flamboyant weddings for rich 

and also the dowry among all sections of society. It is ironic, as she said, that “if you work for demanding 

wages, you are called a Marxist or Maoist and if you demand women’s property rights, you are called a 

feminist” In conclusion she said, “Kuch to hua hai” (But something has happened): Dalits can now have houses 

and jobs; women can now speak out. She ended by saying, ‘We must speak truth to power and make truth 

powerful.'  

When Participants Spoke 

A range of interesting points came out as the participants spoke up, both at different structured sessions and 

later in those ‘beyond classrooms’. Raising issues which were of vital concerns, the vibrant voices from 

different parts of South Asia considerably enriched the contents of the workshop. 

Among issues discussed, one can mention those which were close to the theme of the School. These included 

the concerns for ecological balance and environment security in the region, concerns for food security, issues 

of governance in policy making, prospects of regional co-operation on trade related matters, gendered aspects 

of the development process and finally, role of dominant finance in shaping above issues. Participants 

repeatedly drew attention to the related problems in the South Asian economies. These included concerns for 

displacement and environmental degradation as has taken place with the construction of dams in the north-

eastern region of India which is having a serious impact on   the fragile Himalayan ecology. Attention was also 

drawn to the changing life-style, especially for the middle class which has its cost in use of resources like water, 

energy and inputs in luxury goods meant for consumption. Along with there was mention of some positive 

moves   which include the ‘chipko’ movement against de-forestation and similar other concerns expressed by 

civil societies against ecological degradation. In the interactive session with the Planning Commission the 

participants enquired about the long term plan in the energy sector in view of environmental concerns.  

As it could be expected, food security which at the moment is widely discussed in media and in academic 

forums came up in discussions. As pointed out, the problem often was compounded   by the acquisition of 

multi-cropped land as well as   climate changes and the frequent cyclones, as in Bangladesh. Doubts were 

expressed on the ability of the governments to provide fair distribution of food   by adding to the food stocks, 

as in India.  
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The participants were considerably aware of the problem of governance, especially in the context of policy 

making.  They agreed with the position held by one of the speakers that currently   the state is moving away 

from its basic functions  of providing basic (human) security ( like food, shelter etc). Questions of governance 

were brought back in the interactive session with the Planning Commission. The audience wanted to know 

whether there was a conflict between the political system and the planning system; more so because planning 

is often viewed as a political process. Also the participants enquired about the synergy between 

implementation of planning at the panchayat level and that by the Planning Commission (PC). Federalism was 

another aspect, clarifications of which were sought in the context of coalition governments at state level and 

central planning. Bringing back human security at the centre stage of discussions, attention was drawn to lack 

of public expenditure on education and health, and that  despite the record of high growth in India, the 

expected trickle-down effect has not seem to have taken place. In this context the   Commission was sharply 

criticized for fixing poverty-line for the urban areas for the ridiculously low rate of Rs 32   per day. In fact one 

of the participants asked, ‘India’s HDI is 134/187. Can rapid economic growth solve malnutrition problems?’ 

The issue of poor governance also brought in the rural-urban disparity, and in particular, the   inadequacy of 

infrastructure and opportunities in the rural areas.  Discussions on corruption, a topic highly debated in the 

context of the on-going Lokpal Bill in the Parliament, made references to RTI and anti-corruption movements 

which were applauded. However, a participant from Afghanistan pointed out that the government there is 

neither transparent nor responsive, as of now, and the people there could learn from the Indian experience. 

This brings us to the gender issues, one of the central themes of the workshop which drew a lot of attention 

from the participants. Raising a concern about the need for mainstreaming gender, one issue that repeatedly 

cropped up was about ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭκǳƴǇŀƛŘ ǿƻǊƪ - the three Cs - Cleaning, Cooking and caring which 

according to most participants needs to be taken into account, especially in the context of the sharing of 

household responsibilities by men and women. Concerns were also expressed by some participants about the 

vicious cycle of insecurity for women. As pointed out by one there is still in existence the practice of wife-

sharing in Bangladesh and India, the trafficking of women, especially from Nepal and widespread use of child 

labor in the region as a whole. Concern was also there about the low levels of human security for women in 

the region, which even affects the physical security of women in Afghanistan. Thus one participant remarked 

that poverty is only one of the threats to human security but not the only one. Speaking of marital rapes and 

the wide-spread acceptability of wife-beating among young people in India, the need for a change in mindsets 

was emphasized. Various participants expressed grave concern at the myriad forms of violence against women 

beginning with the male preference and acts of female foeticide before child birth. It was pointed out that it is 

but ironical that Delhi is often described as the rape capital of India. There were participants who reminded 

about the gender identity of the transgender people who constitute around 1.7 per cent of the population. 

Apparently gender sensitive policies often turn out to be not effective in practice. Speaking of exclusion, one 

participant pointed out about women’s exclusion from formal credit institutions. It was pointed out that the 

problem is with the banking system which gives loans in order to make profits without much concern about 

social priorities.  This means the exclusion of the poor, and more so, the women. To make life easier, there is a 

need, as pointed out, for caring at level of crèches and also at old-age homes.  Commenting on employment 

generating schemes like MGNREGA,   older women, according to some, should have a place in the scheme. 

Contending the claim of Mani Shankar Aiyar, Minister of Rural Affairs that women in South Asia are visible in 

politics and are holding responsible positions, it was pointed out that women in India are not really 

empowered; it may even be that they are politically co-opted. The attitude which prevails gets reflected in the 

current lack of positive response to the women’s reservation in parliament. 

On regional co-operation and benefits of free trade within South Asia, doubts were raised by some who did not 

think that such benefits could be distributed evenly within the region. An insightful comment was that South 

Asian countries compete for the same export markets of the US and the EU and have similar kind of products 
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which makes regional trade cooperation difficult. It was also pointed out that trade cannot be the only pillar of 

regional cooperation. Thus regional cooperation along trade lines brings in the question of hegemony of the 

big players.   On the Pakistan-Afghanistan relations, one participant was quite emotional in saying that how 

you build trust is more important. There was also a query about the relevance of SAARC in the current 

scenario.  

Finally discussions were there, especially in the context of the notion of ΨŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜΩ and the recent 

global economic crisis which figured in the opening session. The participants wanted to have more clear ideas 

about regulation of markets, particularly for the financial sector and also on the observed failure of the 

surveillance mechanism through international financial institutions like the IMF.  

On the whole the participant participation in the Autumn School at LSR was more than complete, filling up 

gaps in the thematic presentations offered a the Structured Sessions. 

Beyond Class roomsΩ 

This leaves us with the two set of sessions which took place in between the structured ones. Titled as “Beyond 

the Class room” and Through the LSR Lens” these provided interesting points of departure from conventional 

tools of workshops. Briefly, it included presentations   by a group of LSR students in   a short documentary film  

titled ‘Waiting to Unfold’,  a documentary ‘Human security and Women from LSR Perspective’, a video clipping 

on “Repercussions of Armed Conflicts” by LSR students, a short film titled ‘Waiting to Unfold’, another 

documentary film by film-maker Pramod Dev, 1
3
 , on the impact of globalization on women in the informal 

economy  and finally a musical session titled , ‘Voice of the Marginalised’ by  Sumangala Damodaran focusing  

on ‘the self-conscious movements singing the social’ which were  melodiously sung by her. A session, Ψ¢ƻƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ 

GendŜǊ !ƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΩ chaired by Dr. P L Beena with Dr. Seema Kakran as the Facilitator had   a presentation on the 

distinction between sex and gender using illustrations. However, there was criticism that this is a conservative 

approach to viewing gender and sex; today, it is even possible to change one’s sex. It was also pointed out that 

one cannot view the biological world and the social world as unrelated. In the real world, sex and gender are 

conflated. Another criticism was that we cannot view sexuality merely in terms of male or female since around 

1.7 per cent people born are transgender people. A discussion was held on a two-page note from a state 

government website: ‘A Case Study of the Gender Evaluation of e-Good Governance Scheme of Chhattisgarh 

State of India’. It was pointed out that the write-up re-inforces gender stereotypes by saying that women could 

‘work from home’. Although the empirical basis of such remarks was questioned, it was pointed out that it was 

indeed a failed technocratic government initiative where the target group was not talked to about what were 

their requirements.  

Attempts were made by the organizers to have an assessment of the Workshop from the point of view of the 

participants.  They seemed to be generally happy about the programme and the very idea behind. Participants 

felt that this workshop has given them a good exposure and they even wanted to disseminate these ideas by 

conducting country-level workshops. However, it was widely felt by the participants that the time for 

discussion was quite limited since the questions or interactions were cut short. It was also felt that resource 

persons should have also been invited from across South Asia instead of having them only from India.    

On the whole the Autumn School for South Asian participants fulfilled its promise in instilling sensitivity on 

gender issues related to the overall social and economic environment in South Asia.  

 

*We are indebted to Prof. Sunanda Sen for her support in organizing the Autumn School and in preparing this narrative. 

Thanks also extend to Dr P L Beena and Dr Gilbert Sebastian for providing a very useful account of the events.  

 


