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For the past few years, the discussions of Nepali civil society 
organisations have focused broadly on issues of human rights and the 
creation of a new constitution. Primarily, this has involved matters of 
political transition, the constitution-making process, and contested 
questions surrounding the peace process and Nepal’s internal 
conflict-management in the aftermath of the Maoist insurgency and 
people’s movement that abolished the monarchy in 2008. With this 
emphasis on the country’s internal issues, Nepali civil society has 
not paid enough attention to the issues currently being raised and 
deliberated upon at the regional and global level. However, in today’s 
global and globalised context, we cannot remain in isolation from 
wider international debates on freedom, rights, justice and open civic 
spaces. 

It is important to link our advocacy initiatives to global currents 
and broader philosophical questions, since it would be difficult 
to garner the solutions to Nepal’s current problems only from 
internal discussion and deliberation. Apart from domestic politics 
and internal conflict, citizens need to be exposed to current socio-
economic thinking and technological developments. This has been 
happening to some degree in workshops and informal interactions, 
but the discussion needs to be expanded so as to incorporate broader 
perspectives and more voices. In this context, public lectures are an 
effective medium to expand Nepal’s civil society dialogue. It is with 
this in mind that Alliance for Social Dialogue (ASD) has been bringing 
regional thinkers, experts and activists on diverse social, political and 
developmental issues to speak to Nepali audiences, thus promoting 
public engagement in politics and development, and creating forums 
for open discussion. 

Preface



This publication is a compilation of public lectures delivered 
throughout 2011 and 2012. These are: ‘Pakistan: In search of 
Nationhood’, by Pervez Hoodbhoy; ‘Citizens and Expertise in Policy 
Deliberation: Situating Policy Analysis in Socio-Cultural Context’, by 
Frank Fischer; ‘Democratic Culture and the Right to Information’, 
by Aruna Roy and Nikhil Dey; ‘The Promises and the Limits of Civil 
Society’, by Neera Chandhoke; ‘The “World-Class City” Concept: 
Repercussions on Urban Planning in South Asia’, by Arif Hasan; and 
‘Leadership in South Asia: From Netritva to Netagiri’ by Gopalkrishna 
Gandhi. 

I would like to take this opportunity to thank the speakers for 
accepting our invitation and supporting us in expanding the public 
debate in Nepal. I would also like to extend my gratitude to our 
institutional partners, Himal Southasian and Nepal Policy Research 
Network, with whom we collaborated in organising some of these 
lectures. I would also like to thank my colleagues at ASD, especially 
Shehnaz Banu, who ably coordinated the organisation of these lectures.

Finally, thank you to our readers and friends. I hope you enjoy this 
collection, and join us in imagining and debating a vibrant, democratic 
Nepali society.

Hari Sharma
Director, Alliance for Social Dialogue
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Unfortunately the news that I bring to you is not particularly good. 
Some of you have already heard it, but such occurrences are to be found 
in newspapers every day. When my wife and I left Islamabad yesterday 
to come to Kathmandu, a bakery had just been bombed and 24 people 
were killed. But today some other terrible thing must have happened 
– a suicide bombing in a market, or perhaps more decapitated bodies 
discovered. So yesterday’s atrocity will rapidly fade in one’s memory. 
Pakistan is a country in distress. This is a cause of worry not just for 
Pakistan but for all its neighbours, as well as the world at large. 

This situation is leading to an outward flight of Pakistan’s best talent. 
We are losing our doctors, engineers, scientists and professionals. 
Those who leave say they are not coming back and many who had been 
sent out at the government’s expense have decided to remain where 
they are. There are quantitative assessments as well that capture how 
dire the situation is. The Legatum Institute, which is based in London, 
recently made an index called the Legatum Prosperity Index. I am sad 
to say that it ranked Pakistan at 109 out of the 110 countries that had 
been considered in the survey, with only Zimbabwe beneath us. 

It will be the purpose of my talk to understand why this has come 
about. Also, to ponder what may be needed to reverse this painful 
situation. Now, at a very superficial level, one could say that Pakistan’s 

Pakistan: In Search of 
Nationhood

Delivered By Pervez Hoodbhoy 
7 June, 2011
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predicament comes because of the army and its total dominance over 
the civilian structure from very early times. Also, many Pakistanis 
would like to believe that the problem is external, and that foreign 
elements seek to subvert the well-being and prosperity of Pakistan. 
Pinning the fault on others is always so much easier. 

Instead, I want to understand the situation on the basis of some 
history as well as of plain, simple reasoning. But before coming to 
Pakistan, let me take a more panoramic view of where things stand for 
all of us. Each person among us grew up in a nation-state. Of course, we 
had no choice where, in which nation-state, we were born. But there is 
nowhere in the world that you can be born today and yet not belong to 
a nation-state. It is to that nation-state we must pledge our allegiance. 
This is sort of strange because if we had been born a hundred years 
ago, instead of the two hundred nation-states or so that exist in the 
United Nations, there might have been something like, well, maybe a 
hundred or so. So many states came into being later, and yet we think 
that we actually were born to belong to this or that country. 

All the social scientists in this audience know that the notion of a 
state is a very recent one. Humans have been around on this planet 
for nearly a million years, but the notion of the nation-state came just 
after the treaty of Westphalia in 1648. This is so utterly recent, and yet 
we think that nation-states have been around forever. 

Since I’m to address the issue of the nation-state of Pakistan in its 
search for nationhood, I must be very clear in my definitions. Firstly, 
what is a state? Max Weber, one of the foremost social scientists of all 
time, defined a state as “an organised political community occupying 
a territory and possessing internal and external sovereignty that 
enforces a monopoly on the use of force.” In exercise of its monopoly, 
the state has an army and police which act under the orders of the 
state and thus give it legitimacy. A nation, on the other hand, has 
different attributes. A nation is a community that has a strong 
common identity, a shared sense of values and common goals. You 
have to have a common mental makeup in order to constitute a nation. 
Nations that are not states certainly exist – the classic examples are 
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the Palestinians and Kurds. These historically constituted people have 
a common perception of the world and a common mindset, and yet 
there is no place where they can be together. 

Let me now come to Pakistan. By the definitions that I have given 
you, Pakistan has been a state since 1947 but still does not have what 
it takes to make a nation. Rather, disparate regions of the Subcontinent 
had been welded together by the force of circumstances and made 
into a state. So in actual terms, Pakistan is no more than the name of a 
land and of the people living inside a certain geographical boundary. 
Some crucial components of nationhood are lacking. This includes a 
common language, of course, but that is not an insuperable difficultly; 
after all, other nations have many more languages. 

Something in Pakistan has not quite gelled over time. You can see 
evidence of that everywhere: the Sindhis do not consider themselves 
to be Pakistanis in the sense that Punjabis consider themselves to 
be. The Baloch are so angry that they do not fly the national flag, and 
their children do not sing the national anthem in schools. In fact, there 
is an open rebellion: some Baloch declare that they want a separate 
country. The city of Karachi is essentially run by an ethnic group called 
the MQM [Muttahida Qaumi Movement]. Very recently, the Pakhtun, 
who are primarily in the frontier region, the NWFP, have started to 
insist that that region be defined in terms of its ethnicity. It is now 
renamed Khyber Pakthunkhwa.

Pakistan has not yet become a nation. Of course, I do not say that 
it cannot ever become one, but this is the situation today. I will let you 
gauge the depth of feeling from the admonition that I received from 
my relatives in Sindh (I am a Sindhi). They tell me, ‘Pervez, why do 
you go to Punjab, to Islamabad, and teach our enemies there?’ This 
scarcely makes one feel that we are citizens of the same country! 

So what explains this ideological confusion, the fact that even after 
60 years or more, Pakistan has not come together? To understand this, 
we must go back to the genesis of Pakistan, to 1947, and perhaps even 
earlier.
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[Muhammad Ali] Jinnah, the founder of Pakistan, insisted that 
the Subcontinent was inhabited by two mutually hostile nations, 
the Hindus and Muslims. He laid the basis of what he called the two-
nation theory during his 1940 lecture in Lahore, where he also made 
the demand for Pakistan. He said something like this: Hindus eat 
differently, they dress differently, they have different heroes, they have 
different goals. They can be they, but we will have to be ourselves. That 
two-nation theory was the demand for Pakistan. Jinnah was ultimately 
successful, as we know, but he had little idea of what the new nation 
would look like. 

It is often said that had Jinnah lived longer (he died in 1948), he 
would have given us a plan for Pakistan. But, in fact, he had quite a 
lot of time in which to define the contours of the country-to-be. Like 
Nehru, he could have said that the future state would emphasise 
education, science, modernisation, etc, and thus have laid down the 
broad contours of a state that was to comprise one-fifth of the total 
population of the Subcontinent. But he did not do so. In fact, Jinnah 
wrote no books, programmes or manifestos for Pakistan. And so, when 
he died, Pakistan was still wondering what it was all about. 

Still, it was not such a bad place in the early years. That was the 
time that I was growing up in Karachi. My neighbours were Parsis, 
Christians, and a few Hindus. Among my school friends, I still can 
count people of every kind. But then the non-Muslims slowly started 
leaving the country. Then came 1979, and religious zealotry started to 
change Pakistan. No longer could it remain the relatively open society 
of the 1950s and 1960s. The exodus of non-Muslims changed from a 
trickle to a flood. Cinemas and wine shops closed down,  the names of 
streets, roads, and public buildings changed. General Zia sent deposed 
president Bhutto to the gallows and now began to remake Pakistan. 
This man had come with a vision. 

Zia was clear that he did not want Pakistan to be a Muslim state. 
Rather, his goal was to transform it into an Islamic state. A Muslim 
state is merely one in which the majority is Muslim, but an Islamic 
state is one which is governed by Islamic law, ie. the Sharia. But 



Pakistan: In Search of Nationhood

13

Pakistan didn’t change all at once. Zia was there for the long haul and 
concentrated on the country’s young people. They had to believe that 
Pakistan was created in the name of Islam and for the cause of Islam. 
Therefore, all that they would henceforth read would relate only to 
Islam. The old civilisations of Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa would 
be irrelevant. Instead, children were now told that the history of 
mankind started in 711 CE, when Muhammad bin Qasim came to the 
Subcontinent. They would learn about Mahmud of Ghazni, and of all 
the great things that Muslims had done in India. Of course, they would 
learn nothing about the blood-letting and cruelty that accompanies 
every military conquest. Their opponents would be shown as sly, evil, 
cunning and so forth. In the rewriting of history, those at the forefront 
of the Pakistan movement would be shown differently. This redressing 
was important because Jinnah was, as everyone knows, personally a 
very secular man. He not only drank wine, but – heaven forbid – also 
relished pork (as is evident from his weekly shopping list in London). 
Of course, one dares not mention this in Pakistan! 

There were other distortions too. Allama Muhammad Iqbal 
suddenly became the paragon of virtue and a proponent of hardline 
Islam. All those in the Pakistan movement suddenly became heroes of 
Islam, not just Pakistan. History was manipulated, twisted, distorted in 
a way so as to promote this view. If you wanted to get into government 
service or if you wanted to become, let’s say, a professor of physics, 
you had to have your Islamiat right.

Fortunately I came to Quaid-i-Azam University in the 1970s, long 
before Zia took over Pakistan, and managed to stay there a full 38 
years. It would have been impossible for me to get a job in the 1980s. 
New applicants were tested not on physics but on religious knowledge 
– such as if they could remember Dua-e-Qunoot, a rather difficult 
prayer. I could not remember that prayer now even if my life depended 
on it. Candidates had to remember all the names of the Holy Prophet’s 
eleven wives. What on earth does that have to do with physics? The 
head of every department had to be the imam for daily afternoon 
prayers. The head of my department at the time was a liberal, but the 
poor chap had to do it, and so he did. But then someone whispered 
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that he might be a closet Qadiyani [Ahmadi], and so that soon stopped. 
At first this relentless propagandisation was resisted. People said why 
on earth must I say ‘Assalam Walekum wa Rahmatullah wa Barkatu’ 
when we meet? Why not simply say ‘Salam’? 

Religious indoctrination was disliked but its incorporation into the 
curriculum eventually ended with its assimilation into the lifeblood. 
As orthodox notions of piety took hold, generation after generation 
became infected with it. So when Zia-ul-Haq died in that mysterious 
plane crash, the relentless effort to Islamicise everything – including 
science – didn’t grind to a halt. There were too many vested interests 
that wanted to keep the system going in that direction. Islamisation 
was making deep inroads into society and popular culture, steadily 
replacing local customs with Arab ones. Pakistan’s culture was now 
well on the road to Saudi-isation. New words crept into the lexicon. 
Earlier I had never heard of the word abaya. It is not a word of Urdu, 
and this was as late as 10-15 years ago. But in this period, I know only 
too well what an abaya is – a shapeless, drab cloak that women now 
wear around themselves. You can see the face, but no more. The burqa 
spread across the country. Now when I teach my physics classes at a 
public university, I cannot see the faces of more than half the girls in 
the class. 

To separate Pakistanis from their South Asian roots, language too 
was forced to change. Words in Urdu that were also words in Hindi 
were downgraded; the preference was to use an Arabic alternative. 
Earlier on, the standard parting was ‘Khuda Hafiz’, but that changed 
to ‘Allah Hafiz’. Some people objected that because ‘Allah’ is a word 
of Arabic and ‘Hafiz’ is a word of Persian (synonymous with god), the 
two should not be joined together. But the change was accepted. 

The cultural change was deepened and widened by changes in 
the external political environment. In 1979, the Soviet Union invaded 
Afghanistan, and soon the United States led Pakistan and Saudi Arabia 
into creating the great global jihad to expel the godless communists. 
With funding from Saudi Arabia, planning and logistical support from 
the United States, and with Pakistan as the base, the first jihad that 
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spanned continents was launched. It was an enormous effort; the US 
Embassy in Islamabad became the largest CIA base in the world. The 
finest Islamic fighters were recruited from across the world. The most 
ideologically hardened were sought because such people fight when 
their faith is at stake. The US had no problems with fundamentalist 
Islam at that time, although it certainly does now. 

The guest-list of ‘terrorists’ was impressive. Osama Bin Laden 
came, as did al-Zawahiri, Islambuli, and countless other luminaries. 
Fighters came by the thousands; the plan worked brilliantly. Then, 
in 1988, the Soviet Union withdrew in sheer desperation. Actually it 
had been desperate to withdraw two or three years earlier, but the 
Americans wanted to extract the last drop of Soviet blood. After the 
Soviet defeat, the Pakistan Army – which makes all key decisions – 
could have disbanded its team of religious warriors, but chose not to. 
It had discovered new tasks for them elsewhere. Kashmir had to be 
liberated, and Afghanistan had to be protected from Indian influence; 
the jihadist forces had to be kept going. The existence of militant 
camps in Azad Kashmir, on the Pakistani side of the border, was an 
open secret, but the Pakistan government denied it vehemently. 

Then came the September 11 attacks in New York, carried out by 
Al-Qaeda. To deny the existence of militant groups was not an option. 
George W Bush put a gun to Pakistan’s head: are you with us or against 
us? After all, the Taliban had been trained in Pakistani madrasahs, and 
Pakistan had recognised the Taliban government before any other 
government in the world. And the Taliban were beholden in just about 
every possible way to Pakistan. It was a difficult decision on the part 
of General Pervez Musharraf, but he took it. He said: All right! Now, we 
are against the Taliban. 

The only problem was that it was a half-truth, or half-lie, whichever 
way you want to see it. It was at that time that Pakistan started a dual 
policy, that of strategic doublespeak. Those Taliban which were not a 
potential danger to the Pakistani state but could be used for countering 
the Indian influence in Afghanistan were considered good. The others 
were to be essentially ignored rather than fought against. But this 
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could not last for too long. Within the Taliban and Islamist ranks, a 
sense of betrayal grew and grew. Eventually the Pakistan Army came 
under attack in Waziristan from its own creation. 

In response, Pakistan drew up a number of treaties with them. The 
Treaty of Shakai in 2004 was followed by the Treaty of Miranshah in 
2006. But these treaties did not last very long, and steadily the spread 
of Islamist influence became so obvious and pervasive that there 
was no way that Pakistan could pretend it was in control of its own 
territories. Even today, in South Waziristan where the Pakistan Army 
claims that it has liberated those areas from the Taliban, the fact is that 
the Taliban are very much there. North Waziristan is entirely a Taliban 
state – an emirate.

I am sure it all must be very confusing to you, so let me tell you who 
is fighting who in Pakistan today. Well, on one side is the Taliban led 
by Mullah Omar. It fights America and is based in North Waziristan, as 
well as in all the border areas that are contiguous between Afghanistan 
and Pakistan. These areas are therefore targets of drones. 

There is a second category, and that is the Lashkar-e-Taiba, the 
Jaish-e-Mohammed and the Hizb-ul-Mujahideen. These are groups 
that are principally focused upon India and are considered ‘our assets’ 
by the Pakistan Army, because they are the means by which to wage a 
war without directly confronting the Indian Army. As we know, there 
is a huge difference in terms of the number of tanks on both sides, the 
number of armoured vehicles, aircraft and so forth. So, in effect, the 
armed groups are force-equalisers.

Then, there is a third category, which is the Tehrik-i-Taliban 
Pakistan, or the TTP. They attack the Pakistani military, state, and even 
those parts of the religious establishment aligned with the state. The 
attacks on the Mehran naval air base, as well as many other attacks 
on Pakistani targets, were a demonstration of their seriousness. They 
are the most organised and the most hardened fighters of all. Tehrik-i-
Taliban Pakistan began as an offshoot of the Afghan Taliban, but very 
soon it developed differences with the Afghan Taliban. The Afghan 
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Taliban insist on attacking only the Americans, while, on the other 
hand, the Pakistani Taliban say that the Pakistan Army must also be 
attacked because it is a tool operated by the Americans.

From its demonstrated ability to penetrate fortified bases, it 
appears that the TTP has a considerable secret following within the 
Pakistan military. As an example, consider the attack of 10 days ago 
on Mehran base – one that has quite shaken up Pakistan. This was 
a bunch of attackers, maybe six, maybe ten, maybe twenty. So ill-
informed were the defenders that they still do not know how many 
attackers there were. The base was defended by something like a few 
hundred soldiers, yet these attackers were able to scale the walls, get 
in, go exactly to the right place and, with their rocket launchers, take 
out the most expensive aircraft that Pakistan had purchased from the 
United States. The P-3C Orion is worth about 40 million dollars. The 
attackers fought it out for close to 24 hours. No one was captured, 
although various TV channels were giving live coverage of the event. 
There could not be more glaring evidence of collusion between the 
attackers and those inside. 

A tragic sequel: Saleem Shahzad, an intrepid journalist, reported 
on the Mehran Base attack and established the existence of Al-Qaeda 
cells within the Navy. Moreover, he also documented that in three 
previous attacks upon the Navy, during which many navy personnel 
had been killed, Al-Qaeda had been directly involved. Some suspects 
had been apprehended and were to be interrogated, but this process 
was suspended because of orders originating from superiors. This 
strongly suggested active collusion between some Navy officers and 
the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan. This was the first part of his article, 
which announced that a second part would follow and would expose 
similar collusion in the Air Force and Army. 

That second part will never be published, because the writer of that 
article was tortured and bludgeoned to death. Saleem Shahzad was 
kidnapped from Margalla Road, which runs through the most secure 
and prosperous area of Islamabad. It is one that I happen to pass by 
almost every day, and I know that every few hundred yards there is 
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a police checkpost or barrier. Shahzad was on his way to a television 
station, where he was to be a guest on some show. His body was found 
two days later, almost a hundred miles away. Records from CCTV 
cameras, and his mobile phone records, mysteriously disappeared. 
The ISI [Inter-Services Intelligence] denied that it was responsible.

Other militant groups like the Lashkar-e-Jhangvi and Sipah-e-
Sahaba have been left to do their business, which is to target Pakistan’s 
Shia minority. They are also useful in targeting Baluch nationalists 
who are secular, hundreds of whom have been assassinated by these 
groups in full view of security forces. The assassination of the serving 
governor of Punjab, Salman Taseer, was another grim reminder 
of the extreme passions that consume Pakistan today. Taseer was 
assassinated by his own bodyguard on 4 January this year because 
he sought to protect a poor Christian woman accused of blasphemy. 
That assassination provoked absolutely no anger among Pakistanis. 
Instead, the murderer of Salman Taseer became a national hero.

Let me tell you a little bit about what happened. Asia Bibi, a poor 
peasant Christian woman, was sent by some Muslim women to go and 
fetch water. When she returned, the water was in a vessel that she had 
already drunk from. The Muslim women screamed abuse at her for 
having touched the vessel with her lips because, as a Christian, she 
had polluted the water. Who knows what happened after that. The 
Muslim women said that she made remarks against the Prophet, but of 
course those remarks can never be repeated because doing so would 
constitute blasphemy too. Therefore, Asia Bibi was awarded the death 
sentence and sent to jail. She is awaiting the death sentence. 

Taseer’s case was particularly troubling because he was the serving 
governor of Punjab, belonged to the ruling party, and was powerfully 
connected. Yet, as a man of conscience, he went to inquire about Asia 
Bibi while she was in jail and to inquire about the facts of the situation. 
His remark that the blasphemy law is a black law led his bodyguard 
Mumtaz Qadri to pump 22 bullets into him. 

I heard the news about the assassination over the radio while 
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driving to my office. Shortly after, I received a phone call from an FM 
radio station asking for a comment. So I said, ‘You should get some 
religious leader, some maulvi, to condemn it.’ The presenter said, 
‘Professor, I cannot find anyone in the religious establishment who is 
willing to condemn it, so can you please say something?’ All right, so 
I did. 

The next day I was invited to a television programme with two 
maulvis, one of whom was Barelvi – the Barelvis are supposed to 
be more liberal than Deobandis. There was also a spokesperson for 
the Jamaat-e-Islami, Fareed Paracha, and about one hundred young 
people in the audience. The anchor was really very nervous and 
declared off-camera that this would be the most difficult programme 
she’d ever done. She appealed to the audience to stay calm and then 
began with a statement that we Muslims have always been tolerant 
and forward-looking, and that we have always had been very good 
about dealing with differences in opinion. So she asked the Barelvi 
maulvi, ‘What went wrong in this case? Are we becoming intolerant?’ 
The maulvi replied, ‘Absolutely not, we Barelvis are the most tolerant 
of all people. When our leader was gunned down by the Deobandis, 
the hardliners, we did not do anything, although we have plenty of 
rockets and machine-guns. But, on this issue, anyone who blasphemes 
against the Prophet, I say death to him.’

Clapping burst out repeatedly. Then the anchor addressed Fareed 
Paracha, who said that ‘death to the blasphemer’ is written in the 
Quran, quoting verse after verse. The anchor then asked if I disagreed 
with the Quran, to which I replied that I was not a Quranic scholar, 
but I did know that in Indonesia, Malaysia, Egypt and several other 
Muslim countries there is no death penalty for blasphemy. If it had 
been written into the Quran, then it would have been there as a law 
in two dozen Muslim states. But this is not so, except here in Pakistan 
and a couple of other Muslim countries like Saudi Arabia. 

I will not go into all the details. It was back and forth, and became 
very ugly. The students solidly applauded the mullahs. Towards the 
end, I said, ‘Maulana Sialvi, it is not Mumtaz Qadri who is the killer 
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of Salman Taseer, it is you and people like you who fire up people. 
Your hands are drenched in the governor’s blood’: ‘Salman Taseer ka 
khun aapke hathon par hai.’ So the maulvi stares at his hands and says, 
‘Kaash keh ye hota’; he says, ‘I wish, I wish I had Salman Taseer’s blood 
on my hands. I would have killed him with my own hands.’ Again, loud 
applause.

Now, please don’t think that this was some extraordinary audience; 
a survey done later showed that 80 percent of Pakistanis see Mumtaz 
Qadri as a hero and support Taseer’s murder. The Zia generations 
have come of age. That man actually changed the way in which we 
Pakistanis collectively think. 

This makes the space for pluralism a very small one. There are 
only pockets of people here and there who speak out. Our English 
newspapers are liberal – you have more critical commentary there 
than in newspapers anywhere else in the world – but they are read 
by only a few. Private television channels also carry devastating 
critiques of the government. Apparently Pakistan has the most feisty, 
argumentative public media that you could want or imagine. I have 
been thinking to myself for a long time, is that good or bad? 

Unfortunately, most channels are run by people imbued with a 
fascist mindset. The anchors believe in wild conspiracy theories, and 
many have come from the ranks of the Islamists. The freedom of the 
media is illusory; it acts towards enhancing orthodoxy and the strength 
of the establishment. The ‘freer’ media has made the preaching of 
xenophobia and the preaching of hatred so much easier. I am not sure 
that this so-called freedom has done anything to make Pakistan better. 

Still, it is a somewhat paradoxical situation. Some fair criticism 
also gets heard, so maybe there will be will be self-realisation at some 
point. The ‘free media’ was never critical of the Taliban, but now has 
become so, reluctantly. This was after the military came under attack, 
as well after other incidents that have occurred over the last two years. 
The offices of the ISI have been blown up in Multan, Faisalabad and 
Peshawar. I saw the one in Peshawar after the suicide attack; it must 
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have been a heavy bomb because only the bricks and rubble remained. 
People also saw the attack on the Army general headquarters in 
Rawalpindi, carried out by those who were from within the ranks of the 
Army. It is pretty evident that whenever there are troop movements, 
somehow the other side gets to know about them and stands ready 
to ambush. The situation has become so grim that I am sure at some 
point self-realisation is going to kick in, else this is a path of suicide. 

What is necessary in order to prevent Pakistan’s collective suicide? 
Here I will give you my wish list. 

First, Pakistan now needs to start concentrating upon its own 
problems rather than seeking to extend its influence outside its 
borders. So, although it is unpopular to say this in Pakistan, I still say 
this: forget about Kashmir, because we are not going to get it. There is 
no way that India is going to allow the line of control to be redrawn. 
They see it as a second partition. Now personally, I do not believe India 
has a legitimate right to Kashmir – it should be for the Kashmiris to 
decide if they want to be with India or Pakistan, or be independent. 
After all, this is what democracy is about. But this matter is for the 
Kashmiris to work out, not for us Pakistanis. We have tried thrice and 
gone to war, in 1948, 1965 and 1999 – that time in Kargil. Each time it 
did not work, and in fact it made solving Kashmir much harder. So let’s 
stop the cross-border infiltration. 

Second, we need massive economic reform. This means providing 
people with their basic right to livelihood. They need to be empowered, 
which means that feudalism and landlordism must be abolished in 
Sindh and Punjab. Particularly in Sindh, there are feudal lords who 
live in much the same way they did a hundred years ago. They have 
power of life and death over their serfs. India did away with feudalism 
very early on but we did not. That has been to our great disadvantage, 
because this also means that democracy cannot flourish. You cannot 
have slavery and democracy at the same time. 

My third plea is that we must shed our colonial style of the 
governance. The giant, centralised government that exists in 
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Islamabad is incapable of dealing with the myriad problems that 
exist in the provinces, and that exist within Punjab itself. So, perhaps, 
a solution might be to break Pakistan up into a number of small 
provinces. Punjab can become three provinces. Sindh can turn into 
two provinces: a Sirāikī-speaking part, and then the rest towards 
Karachi. This does not mean that the country disintegrates. It is a step 
towards better administration, better governance, and giving more 
people participation within the country itself. I am happy to say that 
on this score there has been some movement. There has been a change 
written into the constitution, called the 18th Amendment. It may be 
too little, but let’s see how it plays out. 

Fourth, Pakistan needs a social contract. It will command allegiance 
from its citizens only when it gives something to its citizens. At the 
present time, it cannot guarantee their security, either of life or 
property. It has to reassert its control in matters of law and order, and 
establish a justice system that works. The Taliban became popular in 
Swat only because they could offer quick and ready justice. They would 
shoot the guy who raped your daughter or stole your goat; you just had 
to point the guy out, he would be gone the next day. On the other hand, 
if you went to a police station, you would be put in lock-up. You would 
have to prove that your daughter did not do it willingly. The lack of 
a justice system is perhaps the greatest factor driving Talibanisation, 
because when a state loses authority it loses its ability to govern. Even 
those who had serious problems with the Taliban nevertheless went 
to them hoping for justice. 

Fifth, and finally, we need an education system that informs 
rather than merely propagandises. The prime purpose should be to 
give students the skills needed for being part of the modern world 
economy, not to fill their minds with the ‘ideology of Pakistan’. 

At the end, I will say that there will have to be a different 
understanding of Islam among Pakistanis than the one that is 
becoming dominant today. Historically, Islam has been understood in 
many different ways. There is the ‘pristine’ Islam from Saudi Arabia 
– the Wahhabist and Salafist interpretation. This faith is entirely 
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joyless, and emphasises punishment and the penal code. But there is 
another version of Islam that is kinder and gentler, which attracted the 
people who lived on this land towards Islam. This is the Islam of the 
Sufis. Though corrupted in many ways today, and incompatible with 
modernity, it has the virtue of being syncretic and rooted in the soil. 
The belief structure of saints and sages is anathema to the Wahhabis, 
who abhor people like Shah Abdul Latif, Baba Farid, Hafez Shirazi, 
Maulana Rumi and, of course, his teacher Shams-i-Tabrizi. 

Let me end with a poem by Hafez Shirazi, translated by Annemarie 
Schimmel. It is beautiful in Persian, but carries some of its original 
beauty in English translation as well: 

I am not a Muslim,
None may call me Christian or Jew.
I’m not of the east, nor the west.
I’m neither of earth nor water.
I’m not of India or China.
I’m not in the Kingdom of Iraq.
I’m not of this world, nor the next, 
Not of heaven, nor of purgatory.
My place is the placeless,
My trace is the traceless.
It is not the body nor is it the soul,
For I belong to the soul of my love.
If I should win a moment with you,
I will put both worlds under my feet 
And dance forever in joy.
O Shams of Tabriz, I’m so drunk in the world 
That except for the revelry and the intoxication
I’ve no tale to tell. 

Thank you for your attention.
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Citizens and Expertise 
in Policy Deliberation: 

Delivered By Frank Fischer
26 September, 2011

I want to talk about the relationship of citizens and experts in a 
democratic context. Of course, democratic transitions such as the one 
taking place here in Nepal need to confront the complexity of the policy 
process. In particular, you need to take into account the fact that there 
are competing modes of reason at play, in both political manoeuvring 
and public policy deliberations. In a world of social meanings and 
competing, multiple social realities, civil society organisations and 
experts have to problematise the fact that policy research does not 
speak for itself – a point of particular relevance to a heterogeneous 
and culturally diverse society such as Nepal. 

My presentation seeks to demonstrate the way more is involved 
in policy-making than just accurate technical findings, effective policy 
design and efficient implementation, which is the normal kind of policy 
analysis. Language, orientation and, equally important, competing 
social and political realities are an essential part of the policy-making 
process. For this reason, expertise should help to unravel illegitimate 

Situating Policy Analysis in 
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distortions in political communications. The point is especially 
important insofar as conventional policy analysis as a discipline and 
practice tends to invisibly embed these competing social assumptions, 
obscuring them from public discussion, ie. there is more going on than 
what is said, and the task is to bring this out. 

So employing examples from environmental and forestry policy, 
the presentation shows how technical knowledge relates to the 
ordinary language reason, the ordinary language reason of the 
citizen, actually the way we talk. We do not talk to each other like 
scientists. Whereas citizens are often thought to lack the capacity to 
understand the implications of rational policy-making, we can see 
from the perspective of ordinary practical reason that experts are 
only using a different mode of reason. The explication shows the 
ways that ordinary citizens apply their everyday socio-cultural logics 
to practical situations, a perspective typically ignored or neglected 
by scientific policy analysis, which actually seeks to replace those 
perspectives but does not see their essential importance. Geared to 
local understandings and cultural norms, the citizens’ socio-cultural 
reason is seen to be more attuned to normative realities inherent to 
policy-making than is the scientific understanding of the process. 

Demonstrating that policy analysts do take this social-situational 
logic into account, I attempt here to offer an alternative approach 
for bringing together different modes of thinking, different modes of 
reason, both in political deliberation and policy-making. Towards this 
end, I would like to begin with an underlying question as often posed: 
Can citizens participate? Ordinary people, can they meaningfully 
participate in discussions about the difficult questions that confront 
policy-makers? This is of particular importance in questions of 
environmental policy such as building dams and managing forests – 
topics that are generally laden with technical issues. If one looks at 
the academic environmentalist literature, this is often reflected in 
discussions about risks and risk assessment. 

In the standard view, citizens are described as irrational. This is 
particularly the Western-developed view: that citizens are not able 



Citizens and Expertise in Policy Deliberation

27

to understand what the engineers and risk-assessors are saying. In 
developing countries, they are simply seen as uneducated. So the 
standard thing that one hears from the experts is, ‘We showed them 
the data and they didn’t get it. We said that this nuclear power plant 
is safe, and we presented all these calculations to them, but they still 
protested. So what can we do?’ The answer to this question, just if 
you look at it on its own terms, seems doubtful from, let’s say, the 
conventional view of science. But I want to argue that it takes on new 
and interesting possibilities from a more constructivist understanding 
of science and politics, a more post-empiricist approach which evolved 
in the social studies of science. 

If we look at the work on risk, we come to see that environmental 
and technological risks involve more than technical reason and 
technical rationality – the rationality of the experts. More comes 
into play. There was a response to this ‘ignorance’ or ‘irrationality’ 
of the citizens. Confronted with large-scale hazards of all sorts, 
with the protests of citizens, with social movements against these 
kinds of technologies, the risk-assessors invented a new field, a new 
specialty rather, called risk communication. The idea was: could you 
get psychologists to figure out how to explain this data, this empirical 
research, so citizens get it. In other words, we have these reports. Ok, 
they are kind of complicated, lots of equations. They are hard to read 
in any case, but maybe there is some way we could communicate this 
and make this problem go away. What they surprisingly discovered 
was that it was not that the citizens were worried about the data, that 
they were somehow protesting the findings, but rather that they were 
thinking in a different way, about different concerns, that there was a 
different mode of thinking that was going on that had been completely 
missed. So a useful way to approach this problem is to make a 
distinction between technical and, for lack of a better phrase, ‘socio-
cultural’ reason. Let me just call it cultural reason. We can discuss later 
whether it is socio-cultural and so forth, but I want to avoid tripping 
over ‘socio-cultural’ all the time. 

Technical reason is the professional orientation – you could even 
say mindset – that puts its faith in scientific method and evidence. 
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That is the way technical people think, that is the way they are 
trained, emphasising logical consistency and the generalisability of 
their empirical findings. Attention is paid to quantitative impacts. 
The cultural reason of the citizens, in contrast, is more geared to 
social experiences than de-contextualised technical calculations, 
stressing and drawing on the opinions of traditional social groups, 
including peer groups, stressing cultural reason, trust and process 
over outcomes. So where the technical people are only interested in 
the outcome, the citizens tend to be looking at the process by which 
the decision was made. 

Beyond statistical probabilities, public perceptions of technical 
assessments are interpreted through a distinctive form of rationality 
that is shaped by the circumstances under which the assessment is 
identified and publicised: the standing or place of the person who 
says this, their standing in the community, and the social values of the 
community as a whole. So these things are brought to bear. Somebody 
walks in here and says, ‘Here is the outcome of the report,’ and I look 
at it and say, ‘Where does this person come from? What is he talking 
about? Do I know anything about this kind of person? Do I trust them? 
Have we had any experience with him before?’ That sort of thing. 

Cultural reason is, in this respect, the reason inherent to the social 
‘life-world’, to use Max Weber’s famous phrase. And it is what we 
all do. We talk to each other this way; we do not speak in statistical 
terms. Once in a rare time you may meet a colleague who tries, but 
you will think the guy is a difficult, strange person. Cultural reason 
processes the impacts, intrusions or implications of a particular event 
or phenomenon on the social relations that constitute that world. In 
other words, something is introduced, something happens, and this 
will affect the internal social relations. Some people will become more 
important, some people will have to move house, give up their property, 
or whatever. So the socio-cultural reason assesses this technology in 
a different way. It is looking at its impact on the way we are living 
together. For the layperson, environmental and other kinds of risks are 
understood as much in terms of qualitative, affective characteristics as 
they are in terms of quantitative relationships. This is what the field 
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of risk communication incidentally or accidently discovered: that they 
were not trying to figure out how the calculations were made, but they 
were looking in a different direction. 

Citizens’ understandings of technical assessments are shown to 
be made up of rich, multiple perspectives that tend to be expressed 
in terms of basic dichotomies such as the voluntariness versus the 
involuntariness of a risky action: ‘Did I decide to do it myself, or did 
somebody move this into my backyard?’ Citizens think of its familiarity 
or unfamiliarity to the people involved, the immediacy or delayedness 
of potentially risky effects, whether it is produced by natural or 
artificial forces, of who controls the risk, who is the individual at risk. 
In other words: I decide to smoke cigarettes even though somebody 
tells me it is bad for me, but it is my decision; or, someone else controls 
the invisibility or visibility of the benefits and the costs. 

According to this line of research, the more involuntary, unfamiliar, 
unfair or invisible the risk, the more likely citizens will oppose it. When 
worries related to these concerns run wild, we get the emergence of 
something that psychologists call the ‘dread’ or ‘outrage’ factor. People 
start to fear it: ‘We don’t want this, take it away, we protest.’ And they 
seem irrational, especially when presented with facts such as that the 
chances of an airplane falling down are less than the danger in driving 
to the airport. So you drove to the airport, why are you worried about 
flying in a plane? But these ‘outrage factors’ are very emotional. We 
are only beginning to realise that we have to take emotion into effect. 
And – it is another topic, but just to say – we are also discovering that 
emotions and reasons are not the opposites that they have been taken 
to be since Plato and Aristotle, but rather that neuroscientists show 
that emotion triggers rational reason, quite differently than we have 
taken this to be. But in any case, people are extremely worried, they 
dread what’s coming their way: ‘building a dam and we don’t know if 
it’s going to flood our lands’, or whatever. 

So focusing on how ordinary laypersons cognitively process 
uncertain information, socio-psychological investigation shows that 
citizens draw heavily on past experiences – past social experiences – in 
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making assessments. Confronting the complex uncertainties of many 
policy issues, citizens tend to fill knowledge gaps with information 
about social process, ie. there are complex uncertainties in the expert 
reports, and citizens process it by filling the gap with their sort of social 
stock of knowledge, you could say. Psychologists have called this the 
‘social process theory’ of cognition. This is particularly evident when 
competing interests exploit the gaps in uncertain data by emphasising 
different interpretations of the findings, which is quite common in 
environmental politics. 

In such cases, politicians and activists advance arguments and 
counterarguments about the nature or definition of the problem itself, 
as each side engages in what becomes a kind of politics of expertise, 
adapting the same or similar data to suit their own arguments. How 
should the citizen respond? ‘This fellow seems to be speaking for the 
corporate world; he has a PhD in physics from Harvard. But the other 
guy is standing up there, speaking for the environmental movement, 
and he has a PhD from MIT.’ So suddenly the calculations are not really 
the issue. I mean, I could go to Stanford and get a PhD, but then there 
will probably be just a third interpretation. So this presents the citizen 
with a problem, ie. if two lay experts stand before the audience and 
argue over the empirical reliability of a given set of statistics, what 
does the citizen have for judging their competing claims? 

In this situation, research shows citizens are compelled to 
rely more on a kind of socio–cultural assessment of the factors 
surrounding the decision, and not without good reason. Setting 
aside the scientific experts’ ideological claim to be neutral, citizens 
respond to the normative implications of the technical experts’ 
counsel in a political setting. They recognise that this is going on in an 
environment of competing interests. But uncertainty in one part is a 
problem of the inability of the calculations to determine the issue with 
certainty. But it can also be a function of manipulation and distorted 
communications. For example, in a world of large industrial giants or 
powerful government agencies with vastly disproportionate power 
and influence compared to local communities, environmentalists 
are always wary of distorted communications and rely on their own 
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cultural logics to examine the arguments and to help people do so. 

I am sure that part of what ForestAction does is to help people 
interpret what is going on from different perspectives. So from this 
perspective, people, environmentalists and citizens ask questions like, 
‘What are our previous experiences with these people?’ It is a simple 
question but becomes suddenly very important. ‘Is there reason to 
believe that we could trust them? They’re telling us this. Why are they 
telling us this? Who sent them?’ Perhaps even, ‘Why don’t they look 
us in the eye when they tell us?’ Very simple, right? But we respond 
to this all the time: ‘This guy seems to be hiding something.’ Such 
questions are especially pertinent when crucial decisions are made 
by distant, anonymous and hierarchical organisations. ‘They are far 
away, I don’t know where the guy came from; our decisions are made 
up there’, and so forth. 

In a world of different interests, citizens want to know how and 
why decisions were reached. Whose interests are at stake? Does the 
process reflect some sorts of hidden agenda? Who is responsible? 
What protection do they have if something goes wrong? And so on. 
If citizens have experiences that suggest they should be distrustful 
of particular company representatives or government officials, such 
information will tend to override the data itself. In other words, you 
tell me the data, but I start worrying about this other stuff because 
the data does not fully answer the question. You can even say that 
the data is relevant but it does not solve the question. Just to take 
an example, we see that citizens’ and workers’ understanding of 
large-scale technologies – be they a power plant or a dam producing 
hydroelectricity – are rooted in the socio-historical context in which 
they are embedded and experienced. 

Technology is encountered as more than just the assemblage of 
physical properties, which is more or less how the engineer analyses it. 
It is experienced socially as an interplay between physical properties 
and institutional characteristics. Ordinary social perceptions and 
assessments of technological risks by citizens and workers are rooted 
in their empirical social experiences with the technologies, managerial 
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decision structures, as well as historically conditioned relationships 
interpreted and passed along by members of their own groups and 
communities. You might work for this company, but so did your father 
and your grandfather, and they have a story to tell about these people 
and so does their union, which says ‘they are good people, you don’t 
need to worry, they look after you’, or ‘you have to always watch these 
guys’. So this becomes a narrative that defines this company, and you 
use this narrative to judge what is going on. 

When the social relations of the workers are pervaded with mistrust 
and hostility, the uncertainties of the physical risks are amplified. In 
other words, the data and report says the risk is this, but it becomes 
magnified by this distrust. From this perspective, from the perspective 
of cultural reason, I would argue that to respond otherwise would 
itself be irrational. Scientists say the citizens are irrational, but since 
they cannot answer the question and the citizens have to decide if 
they are going to continue living there, they apply the other kinds of 
information that they have available to determine what they are going 
to do. Such modes typically change with circumstances, ie. engineers 
just don’t walk around thinking technically all the time, nor do citizens 
just think always in this culturally rational way. 

I had a colleague at my university, Rutgers University. We opened 
a centre for risk communication back in the 1990s, and some of this 
research was done there. The guy who headed this centre, he gave a 
lot of seminars to business communities and groups to try to explain 
the communication of risk, and he demonstrated these different ways 
of thinking with a very simple test. He asked experts in the audience 
or in his seminars to imagine themselves in situations in which they 
had no control of the surrounding circumstances, and to think of 
themselves as fathers rather than as engineers and businessmen: 
‘Now think of yourself as the father that you also are.’ In such cases, 
the experts themselves were found to abandon the technical mode of 
thinking and decision-making, and switch to a more cultural mode. 
For the experts as well, the evidence they were given was insufficient; 
maybe useful, but insufficient. When it came to protecting their own 
families, the matter of trust required knowing more about the social 
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processes behind the reported evidence. 

I gave a talk like this once in Canada, and there was a man in the 
audience who seemed to be nodding a lot. He seemed to be agreeing 
with what I was saying. So I asked him at the end, ‘Could you identify 
yourself?’ And he said, ‘Yes, I was the former head of the Canadian 
Nuclear Energy Commission, and the problem was that the nuclear 
engineers could not get warm and fuzzy with the citizens. That was 
the problem, and it scared the citizens.’ 

Thus far the case for cultural reason has been advanced as a response 
to uncertainty, which renders it still a kind of inferior knowledge, and 
so can be seen as just standing in for technical evidence. We might 
think that when we get to technical evidence, we can get rid of the 
social stuff. But I want to argue here that this socio-cultural knowledge 
can be grounded epistemologically as well, ie. in terms of the theory of 
knowledge. This involves recognising the central place of the logic of 
practical reason in social and political deliberation. 

Practical discourse is, in fact, the basic mode of reason of everyday 
life in the social world. This goes back to Aristotle, who recognised 
practical knowledge in his theory of phronesis and so forth, but we 
rejected it, especially since the enlightenment when science and 
technology became our dominant ideology and we privileged the 
scientific method. By practical reason I refer to the work of so-called 
‘ordinary language’ philosophers, who set out to understand how we 
think and reason in the everyday world, especially in the absence of 
ultimate values. We have value conflict, but we get on, even in the face 
of incomplete knowledge. We build social institutions, courts, and so 
forth, even though we do not have complete certainty, and somehow 
we get on. So the question is, how do we do that? Asking how society 
proceeds without the kind of rigorous rationality called for by 
positivist science, these philosophers have laboured to reconstruct 
the informal logic of everyday discourse.

This is not as rigorous as science, but nonetheless they find it has 
structures. The reason it has some structure is why we can speak to 
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each other. And so you know you are talking to somebody, but you 
cannot say that. And we could get into all kind of examples, but I 
offer that just as a kind of casual illustration of how ordinary people 
deliberate and argue about questions of action, questions about ‘what 
should I do’? Science tries to answer the question of what is going 
on, but what is going on does not tell you what you should do. This is 
known as naturalistic fallacy in philosophy. In the process, they have 
argued, these philosophers, that the theory of positivist science throws 
the baby out with the proverbial bathwater. It may be the case that 
different kinds of decisions dealt with in the everyday world cannot 
be proven with the exactitude demanded by science, but to judge 
them then as irrational is to apply a mode of reason inappropriately 
exported into the citizens’ domain from another domain. In other 
words, we take scientific criteria and put it into the social domain, and 
then it looks inferior. But it is the importation that is the problem. 

In the logic of practical argumentation as delineated particularly 
by Stephen Toulmin and a fellow named Paul Taylor, and modestly 
adapted to policy analysis in a book by me called Evaluating Public 
Policy, we can understand a complete judgment in the practical world 
to involve four interrelated levels of evaluation, extending from the 
very concrete to the abstract, or the other way around. Each of these 
levels could be seen as constituting a kind of discourse onto itself. If 
we pursue the scheme from the concrete to the abstract, it begins with 
a very familiar, everyday kind of question, as a particular programme, 
rule, assessment, policy or project to fill a particular norm or standard. 
‘Did it work?’ We want to know all the time, ‘Does it work?’ 

Staying with environmental risk assessment or technical 
assessment for the purpose of illustration, we can easily recognise 
the goal of a technical assessment as an effort to answer the question: 
Does a particular decision or action meet acceptable standards of 
safety? That is what the risk assessor does. He has a standard and he 
does all these calculations to see if it meets, say, the government’s rule: 
if yes, ok, build it, we will buy it, do not worry. It is a question to which 
all the techniques and methods of empirical analysis can be brought 
to bear. I was giving this talk and somebody held up a journal of risk 



Citizens and Expertise in Policy Deliberation

35

analysis. This had all kinds of equations in it, it would make many of 
your heads spin, about how to analytically decide if something is safe. 
So all the techniques of empirical analysis could be brought to bear. It 
is a simple question: does it work? But it is very complex to figure out 
how this works, how this complex technology works in relation to the 
standards. 

The first level – ‘does it work?’ – I call technical verification. It 
is what the mainstream technical analyst takes to be the essence of 
rationality. You have the answer to this question, then you can make 
a rational decision. The problem with this kind of assessment is that 
it stops here. For a practical judgment, the evaluation moves on then 
to just the justification of the norms and standards against which a 
programme is judged, ie. legitimacy or validity of the standards also 
has to be treated, a task which is carried out through three additional 
discourses. They call it situational, societal, and ideological choice. 
So the technical person makes calculations, holds up the calculations 
against the standard, which is the warrant, the safety standard, and 
makes the statistical conclusion. What is missing is the justification of 
the standard, a norm from the point of view of practical reason. 

The first of these three additional discourses, which I call situational 
validation, concerns the context to which the norm or standard is 
applied. Evaluation at this level asks if there is anything about the 
decision which requires that we make an exception to the rule or 
judgment rendered at the technical level. So, ok, here is the technical 
assessment. At the next level, without necessarily questioning the 
data, is there any reason why we might not want to apply it or take 
it seriously here? Could be. When I was a kid in school, I was really 
fascinated with a kind of saying – that the exception proves the rule. 
How could the exception prove the rule? It is because the rule includes 
exceptions. It is very true in law. My second example, if you go to a 
library and you borrow a book and you bring it back four weeks later, 
the librarian says, ‘You owe some money, you can only have this book 
for two weeks,’ and you say, ‘But you have to make an exception because 
my grandmother died and had to go to the funeral in another city and 
I couldn’t bring it back soon.’ ‘Well, ok, I will make an exception this 
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time,’ right, ‘but next time!’ So is there anything about the decision? 

We find then an example, a classical illustration in environmental 
politics. First we have the technical assessor coming with his report to 
a meeting to tell the community why they should not worry about the 
building of the dam. ‘It’s safe, now don’t worry about earthquakes, it’s 
not going to break, there will be no flooding, we made the calculations, 
you can believe us.’ But we recognise, then, the wide emergence 
in environmental politics of something called NIMBY: Not In My 
BackYard. You can say, ‘You can build the dam, but not here. I do not 
want it, put it somewhere else.’ 

In New York City, which is my hometown, we had a disaster on 9/11, 
and they flew these airplanes right over the nuclear power plants on 
their way because they followed the Hudson River, which has nuclear 
power plants along it, to find the World Trade Centre. So the question 
is, now there is an actual debate in New York, should we build another 
nuclear power plant? You say, ‘No, too many people, consequences will 
be too great, so put it out in Wyoming, that’s where former US vice-
president Dick Cheney came from and he loved nuclear power plants 
and so there would probably be no worry.’ So there is that kind of thing 
and we can recognise it; it comes up all the time in politics. 

Of course environmentalists will try to say we should move beyond 
‘not in my backyard’ to ‘not in anybody’s backyard’. They will try to 
shift the discourse. But my point is only to give an empirical example 
from the real world of this question becoming a central issue in the 
struggle. Beyond the question of an empirical assessment, which might 
or might not show the nuclear power plant or the dam to be relatively 
safe, oppositional groups will argue that while it may be good in some 
places, it should not be sited in this area, usually their own. 

Then, beyond the assessment of the situational context, the 
evaluation logically moves upward again to what I call societal 
vindication, concerning the contribution and consequences of the 
policy programme for the existing social order. Here there is a shift. 
In the first two, it is local. It is the data, and the particular community 
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that would be affected. But then, if I keep saying to you ‘this will be 
good’, you have to then tell me why it would be good for the United 
States or Nepal. You have to justify why we need this. In general, it is 
good for everybody. So maybe you need it in your backyard because 
everybody else will need this power. Right? Then this involves stepping 
outside of the particular normative belief system and asking if it has 
instrumental or contributive value to the existing societal system. 

Whereas in the first two levels, known as first-order discourse, the 
issues pertain to the impact of the programme on affected groups, the 
evaluation at the level of societal vindication shifts to the implications 
for the society as a whole. Here also we find familiar contributions 
to debates about nuclear power and dams and hydroelectricity. They 
will be advanced in the name of economic growth for the society as a 
whole: ‘The society needs it, and this will be a major source of societal 
economic wellbeing.’ All of the industrial and political leaders will try 
to make this case: ‘It is in the public interest, it is a public good.’ So while 
industrialists anchor their argument to the functional considerations 
of the existing social/societal system – in other words, ‘You need it 
for this system as a whole’ – the environmentalists typically call for 
a different way of life. Environmentalists say, ‘But we don’t want this 
social order, that’s the whole problem.’ 

This brings us to the fourth level, which I call ideological and social 
choice. The essence of the radical green critique is to assess the existing 
system from the perspective of ideal principles and values, and to offer 
an alternative vision of how we might live together sustainably. The 
essential point of practical reason is that all four of these discourses 
are part of a complete and comprehensive judgment. Whereas the 
participants employing these discourses normally think they have 
the right discourse, they talk past one another. This framework shows 
how they all have a valid role to play in the assessment of a technical-
environmental assessment. That is to say, they are all right, but they 
all claim too much, they all have something to say to the judgement. I 
mean the engineers. I have seen situations where there was a kind of 
technical discussion going on about this sort of thing and a guy walks 
in, he has a long beard, he comes on a bicycle, he is wearing sandals, 
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and he raises a question about the nature of society. The engineer says, 
‘Excuse us, philosophy is on the sixth floor of the building over there. 
We are talking here about the assessment of these technical things, you 
are in the wrong place.’ But he is not, really, because this shows that 
the standard that they are using is actually connected to his discourse. 
They also have a view of what the right values and societal things are, 
but they are embedded in the standard, they are hidden. It is the part 
they do not talk about, as if it is a given. 

The citizen who responds to the qualitative assessment by 
raising questions about the kind of society that we live in is judged 
by the technical expert as having missed the point. But the analyst 
fails to see that the citizen addresses an essential component of the 
complete assessment. Indeed, the logic of practical reason helps us 
to understand, even modestly diagram, the classical Aristotelian 
statement that the acceptability of a claim or judgment ultimately 
depends in the last instance on its relationship to the good way of 
life. When I was in college, I read this in a philosophy class. A normal 
statement has something to do with a good way of life, it has some 
intuitive feel for it. But how does it get there? How is it connected? 

This shows that any statement along the way ultimately has 
a connection to a particular understanding on those three levels, 
involving the justification of the standard or norms against which 
a particular measurement is made. The link moves directly from 
technical verification to ideological choice. Now it can move the other 
way too. The environmentalist will walk into the room and focus 
from the top down. He comes in with his ideological perspectives – 
sustainability, ecological democracy, and so forth – and criticises what 
is going on. The technical guy is coming from the bottom up, and so 
forth. But they are talking past each other, which becomes normal 
social and political confusion. 

So the expert, I am arguing, has to learn to appreciate that an 
applied research methodology is always addressed to the world of 
action, and as such is necessarily situated inside a practical normative 
discourse. You could think of it this way – I do the study and write 
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this big report, and then I take the report and I put it in society, which 
is essentially putting it in the middle of those three levels, and it is 
processed in terms of those questions there. Citizens can also ask 
questions about the technical analysis, but normally you do not really 
have to do this because you have the guy from MIT to question the guy 
from Harvard, right? And you have to decide which one you believe, 
but you will have counter-experts from different movements doing 
the analysis. But that still does not tell me if I want to accept this and 
say, ‘Ok, I am not worried, I am not worried about my housing prices 
and I am not going anywhere,’ something like that.

 
So the experts have to learn this. Rather than understanding practical 

discourse as an inferior or lesser form of reason, relied on in the face 
of empirical uncertainty or a general inability to deal intellectually 
with the rigours of technical analysis, expert communities have to 
come to grips with the fact that the acceptability of their findings must 
ultimately be judged by normative standards from these other three 
levels. Different people will have different standards, but nonetheless, 
it will be judged on these levels. The experts cannot just come and say, 
‘Here are the results, I am leaving.’ If they do, this will not settle the 
issue. Of necessity, their findings have to be judged within the societal 
context. Social context, both local and societal, has to be understood 
as part of the knowledge essential to both professional judgement and 
public deliberation. More than a matter of simply filling in the gaps, 
it involves a different kind of knowledge, a different mode of reason, 
a different kind of logic and reason. From this perspective, we need 
to rethink and restructure the relationship between the expert and 
the citizen, and use technical rationality in developing new models of 
collaborative inquiry in an applied world, in an applied context. 

This is also part of the concluding discussion, but in the interest 
of time I will leave it here and just say one more thing to those who 
of you who have academic aspirations. The curious thing about this 
is, enthralled by scientific reason, privileging scientific reason, we 
completely neglect the way we reason in the ordinary world and 
make decisions and move forward. If you go to the library, in one 
part of the library you will find books and complicated journals on 
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risk assessment, books on how to do it, engineering-oriented sorts of 
things. You could go to another part of the library, and you will find 
books by a new group of people called environmental anthropologists, 
and what do they do? They get in the situation and they go around 
to see how these people are living, right in the forest: ‘How do they 
do it? How do they communicate?’ And there are these guys who call 
themselves political sociologists, political scientists, who try to figure 
out how the social system works: ‘Is it controlled by elites? Is it all 
too pluralistic and confusing?’ And you can make your career, go to 
conferences, spend your whole time debating whether the Marxist 
version is better than the pluralist solution. There are journals on 
each one of these things, but in different parts of the library. And 
then obviously there are the environmental philosophy journals. We 
are completely segmented, even in the university. Each group will 
say, ‘I am not talking about that,’ or the people at the bottom will say, 
‘That’s total ideology, don’t believe any of it.’ Right? But they neglect to 
see that they are connected too. So I conclude my remarks with that 
observation. 

Thank you for your kind attention.

This lecture was organised in collaboration with Nepal Policy 
Research Network.
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Democratic Culture 
and the Right to 
Information

Delivered By Aruna Roy and Nikhil Dey
20 February, 2012

Aruna Roy:

Namaste! I bring greetings from India, and I am here to share what 
has been the work of a large collective of beings in India to bring 
this Right to Information (RTI) Act into place and to realise some of 
the promises made in the Constitution of India to an independent 
nation 65 years ago. Many promises were made but not kept. One of 
the things that brought the right to information to the forefront was 
our situating ourselves with very poor people, and looking at the 
predicaments of continuing poverty, of endemic hunger, of not being 
able to access basic services because we could not actually deal with 
the government, which manifests itself in petty bureaucracy and small 
politicians not delivering even those things which are basic to living 
and livelihood. 

So I want to tell you about the Majdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan 
(MKSS). This name was given to our organisation through a large 
deliberative process, in which hundreds of poor peasants and workers 
sat together. Nikhil Dey and I are the only permanent members from 
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the middle class in this organisation. We do not take institutional 
funds, either from India or abroad. Funding comes exclusively from 
individuals who sympathise with the ideology of MKSS. We earn the 
same amount as an agricultural farmer would earn in a month – IRS 
4050 per month. This is what an agricultural farmer would earn if he 
were to work 30 days in a month, which itself would be very difficult. 
Our battles have arisen from understanding, to some extent, the 
Gandhian philosophy of wanting to live very simply, but also with the 
Marxist principles of equity, equality and sharing.

After India won independence, one very significant leader became 
our prime minister [Jawaharlal Nehru], and another opted to stay 
out of party politics and the seats of power. Mahatma Gandhi acted 
on what he thought were the essential principles of politics, without 
occupying any special status. Until his death, he continued to influence 
what we refer to as the politics of conscience. In a sense, India has 
inherited this tradition, and in that tradition MKSS describes itself as a 
non-party political organisation. I describe myself as a socio-political 
activist: MKSS fights for democratic, civic and human rights within the 
framework of the constitution and the principles enshrined within it. 

The right-to-information movement is a grassroots one. We have 
struggled over land, we have struggled over minimum wages, but we 
found that whenever we went to the government we could not get 
our rights. Every time we questioned them they would reply, ‘But our 
records don’t say this.’

We tend to dismiss the poor as people who do not understand or 
do not have common sense, but I believe that over the last 40 years 
– almost all of which I have spent in rural India – they have been my 
gurus. They have taught me common sense, how to deal with critical 
issues, the value of mobilising, of sharing and of political action. They 
have also kept me in check: when they know they cannot proceed 
further, they say, ‘Here, stop, that’s the end. Now we can’t do anything 
more, we’ll wait.’ They have taught me patience in politics. 

In 1996, our work took the form of a popular campaign called the 
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National Campaign for People’s Right to Information (NCPRI). This 
gave birth to a dialectic between people at the grassroots and people 
endowed with professional skills to make laws and legislation. Four 
hundred media organisations from around India also became affiliated 
with the campaign, giving a voice to our members. But the energy for 
the campaign always came from the struggles of the very poor, who 
kept the pressure on the government.

My own background is a little skewed. I, as you can hear from 
the English I am speaking, come from an elitist background in India. 
I went to an English-medium school, and to university in Delhi, and 
from there I joined the Indian Administrative Service. I worked there 
for seven years, and when I resigned I went to live in rural Rajasthan, 
where I have been based ever since. I have seen with my own eyes 
how bureaucracy can strangle India, and how political action can 
stop progress. I have seen changes in leadership without changes 
in governance. These experiences prepared me for some of the 
difficulties MKSS has faced in enacting the legislation it has proposed.

We have seen the right to work through the National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA); there is the right to food bill, 
which is on the anvils; there are issues of the right to health and to 
education, and several others. We feel that if the government does not 
deliver the people have a legitimate claim to those rights through direct 
action. The question is: who defines democratic culture? Do I, because 
I know English and can access records or anything on the Internet? 
Or is democracy or democratic culture defined by the people? Or is 
democratic culture a collective action where many of us sit and accept 
one another’s dissent and differences, sometimes even having huge 
arguments that continue for years?

I will tell you a story, because I come from a culture where we tell 
each other stories to illustrate our points. If you go to a village and 
sit with very intelligent people, they do not tell you directly what 
you should or should not be doing – they tell you a story. In 1996, 
we went to Delhi for the National Campaign for People’s Right to 
Information. There were discussions, and there was, as is usual in 
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India, a press conference. And sitting with us was V P Singh, the former 
prime minister of India. There was George Fernandez, a then not-so-
important part of the NDA [National Democratic Alliance], and there 
were other politicians. There were activists and journalists – Kuldip 
Nayar, Nikhil Chakravarty, Ajit Bhattacharjea, Prabhash Joshi – and 
there were four people from rural Rajasthan, including a woman 
named Sushila.

One journalist turned to Sushila and said, ‘What’re you doing here? 
You know nothing, you’re just … how literate are you?’ Sushila stood  up 
straight and said, ‘I’ve studied to the fourth class.’ The journalist said, 
‘What can fourth class do? This is a very serious academic issue. The 
right to information is not something for the poor.’ So she answered 
him in simple Hindi, saying, ‘If I send my son with 10 rupees to the 
marketplace and he comes back, I ask for accounts. The government 
spends billions of rupees in my name, shouldn’t I ask for accounts? It’s 
our money, our accounts.’

This became a huge slogan in all 17 Indian languages. Hamara 
paisa, hamara hisab – it is our money, our accounts. It is such simple 
logic, but she cut through all the pseudo-arguments we build against 
the right to information. I am not asking you about what you spend 
in your home, on your child’s marriage or whatever else. But public 
money has to be spent with public accountability. 

Nikhil Dey: 

I will speak briefly about the people’s perspectives, but would like 
to begin by telling you that Aruna and I have been privileged to be 
a part of this people’s movement, and have witnessed extraordinary 
courage.

I recognise many of the people here today in this hall. We speak 
in many similar places in India, and I think we are very cynical, our 
class. We say nothing can happen, kuch bhi nai ho sakta ye system me! 
The people RKSS works with are far less empowered, they have to 
work to get their next meal, and yet they have given their time to our 
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movement. What began as a small, local struggle grew into a national 
campaign because people realised that until you got a national law for 
right to information, you could not access the records. The first set 
of public hearings were held with us informally accessing records. As 
soon as we put them in the public domain, there was a clampdown, 
and people understood that you have to keep fighting to get access, 
and that a series of laws was required. 

We first had the change in local government laws in Rajasthan in the 
late 1990s. Then we saw state law enacted in Tamil Nadu, Rajasthan 
and Goa. Next, we had improvements on these state laws, and then we 
had a national law, but all along we were using the right to information 
to demonstrate to people how important it was to break up these 
concentrations of power. As we grew from a localised struggle to a 
national campaign, the laws began to come about. But it is not that we 
think laws can change everything. These are laws that have brought 
about a certain amount of change, and they brought about change 
because they have grown with struggle. Just a law on its own would 
have been lost in the legal books. India has several hundred good laws, 
and you do not really see them in effect at all. This is one law that has 
caught on across the board. 

Today Kanak [Mani Dixit] used a word which is very beautiful, 
‘capilliarisation’. I have heard a different term being used, which I do 
not like as much – ‘going viral’. I think ‘capillarisation’ is a much better 
term, which is to say that RTI really has reached down. It is not that 
every Indian knows what the right to information is, but in thousands 
of villages, at least one or two people do. People may not call it ‘right 
to information’ but they are saying ‘RTI dalo’. Submitting an RTI 
application has become a sort of threat, it has become a means to get 
all kinds of things done. 

How did this come about? I will go through the theoretical 
underpinnings of the struggle and how they connect with democracy 
through some slogans, just three slogans. Aruna gave you the first one, 
which Sushila so beautifully put in front of everyone: hamara paisa, 
hamara hisab. But when we first went to that area, people used to 
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say that this is government money, let it burn (balne do). When they 
realised they were not getting their wages, they started to say, ‘This 
is my money, I am not getting it.’ When everyone realised there was a 
much larger collective of people experiencing the same frustrations, 
that slogan emerged: our money, our accounts. 

But then another slogan came to us a little later – ye paise hamare 
apke, nai kisi ke bapke. This money is yours and mine, not anybody’s 
feudal property. It was no longer a question of accounts but also of 
accountability. Where will that money be spent? Will it be spent on a 
road to an MP’s house, or will it be spent on a road to the Dalit basti? 
Will it be spent on a park, or will it be spent on a school? Those are the 
kinds of questions that also began to come about.

Finally, there was the idea of democratic government. Ye sarkar 
hamari apke, nai kisi ke bapke; ye Panchayat hamara apka, nai kisi ka 
bapka; ye desh hamara apka, nai kisi ke bapka – this Panchayat is yours 
and mine, nobody else’s; this government is yours and mine, nobody 
else’s; this country is yours and mine, nobody’s feudal fiefdom. 

The essence of these slogans demonstrates the transformation 
of people’s understanding. First you ask for accounts, then for 
accountability, and then for an overthrow of the state. If every act 
of government is held to account and if you can participate in every 
act of government, then every moment and every decision is part of 
revolutionary change. 

We experienced a lot of criticism at first. ‘What is this right to 
information?’ ‘You should be fighting for land, minimum wages.’ 
‘You should be fighting for housing and food.’ But actually people 
began to realise that if you want land, wages, redistribution of land, 
equality of opportunity, you have to hit the nerve centres of power in 
a democracy. And therefore it was this redistribution of power that 
became the essential message coming from the movement for the 
right to information. 

We have seen examples where the right to information is reordering 
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the way the state works. We believe the state has certain roles and 
responsibilities. We want a strong and accountable state. So now I will 
just talk briefly about two things.

Out of the right to information in those early struggles also emerged 
the demand for employment. We were in a drought-prone area in our 
state, Rajasthan, which has more years of drought than of normal 
rainfall. When the rains did not come, the people did not want to beg, 
they wanted work. So one of the early slogans of the NREGA was, har 
hatko kam mile, kam ka pura dam mile – every hand wants work, work 
wants its just reward. At a time when economic liberalisation and 
neoliberal globalisation were sweeping the world, India passed the 
NREGA, which guarantees that any rural Indian citizen can demand 
work within five kilometres of their home, and they must be given 
work 100 days a year at minimum wage.Today there are probably five 
and a half crore people who access NREGA every year. There is a USD 
10 billion budget, and if there is greater demand that budget will have 
to go up. It is the only item in the Indian budget that is open-ended 
because it is demand-based – as many people who ask for work will 
get work, and they have to get work as per the law.

This is one of the most powerful platforms for poor people to 
mobilise, and to us the laws are more important for their mobilisation 
capacity – for people to be able to access records and ask questions. 
The big criticism of NREGA from many economists was that all the 
money would go down the drain, that India is full of corruption. We 
have seen in it in the field, we ourselves expose it all the time. It is 
true that this was a very big threat. Would that money really reach the 
people? 

Out of this came hamara paisa, hamara hisab. Out of the public 
hearings emerged another statutory provision, which is the people’s 
right to audit. No government servant, no bureaucrat will audit 
properly – they actually want to pocket the money. The people for 
whom it is meant will audit properly. So public audits and social 
auditing have become a part of the NREGA law. Whatever the local 
government spends every six months must be read out in a public 
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forum. People will say how much was really done, and what did not 
happen – in a democratic audit, we will say, han huwa, ya nai huwa. 
People will testify, and on the basis of that legal action must be taken. 
In Andhra Pradesh this has become part of the legal structure. In 
Andhra, the only state that has done it well, IRS 125 crore of fraud has 
been identified in social audits, and INR 30 crore has been recovered 
in various small public hearings, from 10 rupees to 100 to 1000 to 
100,000 at a time. About 7500 officials have been removed from 
their jobs, 800 FIRs [First Information Reports] have been filed, and 
there are departmental inquiries against many others. The NREGA 
has become not a platform for corruption but a platform for fighting 
corruption.

The right to information brought forth a great many questions. It is 
estimated that there are around two crore RTI applications in India in 
a year. You would not believe the kinds of stories around each of those. 
The Supreme Court has been shaken, because the judges have had 
to disclose what their assets are. On that matter, the Supreme Court 
appealed against the Information Commission, lost, appealed again, 
lost again, and has now appealed to itself against the decision of the 
High Court. The prime minister’s office receives applications under 
the RTI Act every day. The military, every single arm of government, 
and the private sector, are all being scrutinised through the right to 
information. 

In the last 18 months, however, 15 RTI users or activists have been 
killed. This is also an indication of how much this movement is shaking 
up the centres of power, as well as of how powerful the issue can be. 
Many thousands of people are saying, ‘Yes, under RTI, I can prove all 
the corruption that has taken place.’ But no action is being taken. So 
when the lokpal [ombudsman] issue blew up in India – which you 
all must have heard so much about – we have taken a very different 
kind of position than that of the NCPRI. We want to focus not just on 
transparency but also accountability. 

Our big fear in the lokpal debate was that the movement demanded 
a powerful institution of the state as the solution [to corruption], 
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instead of using the people as a solution. We did not think all that 
power should reside in a police agency. We thought there should be 
a national judicial commission, a lokpal for the higher bureaucracy, 
and an institution that could deal with lower-level corruption. We also 
proposed a bill pertaining to the everyday issues surrounding people’s 
rights and entitlements, called the Grievance Redress Bill. That bill 
has now come to parliament. We think if that bill is passed, it will be 
another piece of groundbreaking legislation, not just for India but all 
over the world. Put simply, it says that any citizen who has a complaint 
of any kind can take it to a place close by where it will be registered. 
There will be a one-month period given to the relevant department to 
sort out the complaint at a supervisory level. If this is not done, there 
will be an independent authority at the district level that will have the 
right to penalise and compensate as needed if the complaint has not 
been dealt with. We do not think that such a law will do everything, but 
we think if the right to information has opened up a million possible 
questions, this act will perhaps open a billion opportunities for people 
to confront power at all levels, and to hold power to account.

Aruna Roy:

We have just started understanding that if we ask for redistribution 
of land, we get land, if we ask for the right to go to school, we go to 
school. But these new laws [RTI and NREGA] actually include people 
in the democratic process of decision-making, and that is why they 
are so important no matter what the policy is. Today in India, I do 
not agree with our nuclear policy, but no one asks me. There is no 
need to ask me whether I agree with the policy. We do not want the 
government to open our small retail shops to foreign interference, but 
it does not ask us. It takes our vote, which should speak for us for five 
years, but it becomes completely silent or is gagged for five years after 
the elections. I cannot ask any questions. I am only to cast the vote 
and then they want me out of their view. In a democracy, that vote 
must speak not just for itself but for our constitutional rights and for 
the larger good, and that is where I think the distribution of power 
through these dialogues is very important. 
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I also feel sometimes I will get a headache because going through 
all these issues is very tiring. That is why you need multiple groups in 
order to look at specific issues. I might be very good on peasants’ and 
workers’ issues and I might know something about women’s issues, 
but I certainly do not know about trade issues, I do not know about 
the genetic modification of seeds, I do not know what happens there. 
These are all issues on which India’s entire political profile can be 
changed, so therefore we need multiple groups. This will force us to 
accept the plurality of democratic existence. 

The RTI has also introduced the culture of questioning. In all 
South Asian societies, we cannot question our elders, we cannot 
ask questions in class, we cannot question in public, women cannot 
question, in most places we cannot open our mouths. So we need to 
get into the culture of questioning. That is why we are now starting on 
another issue, which is a piece of legislation in which we say that no 
matter what bill goes before parliament, it must be open for review by 
the people before it becomes a law. This is going to be resisted but we 
are going to fight for it. At the moment in the Indian parliament there 
are at least 61 laws at various stages of consideration. Yet I do not even 
know what those 61 laws are, even though many of them are going 
to change my entire life because once they become law they become 
difficult to change. 

Finally, there must be space to dissent. Recently in India, we have 
had great public arguments. Is a second voice on corruption splitting 
civil society? Is civil society one? If you take everyone who is not in 
government or the armed forces – people who make up civil society 
– we have many different ideologies. There are different groups, our 
constituencies are different. I work for the poor, I will speak for the 
Dalits, the women, the minorities; somebody works with the rich, 
he will speak about millionaires and billionaires and trade contracts 
and how the economy can grow at more than 8.5 percent per year. 
So how are we one? We cannot be one. So dissent will have a place in 
democratic societies, and that is why there is now a raging discussion, 
which will become more and more volatile in the future, as to whether 
we should have a parliamentary democracy or whether we need a 
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presidential system. Poor people want a parliamentary democracy 
because they can catch hold of a representative where they are. In 
a presidential system they cannot, but the elite want a presidential 
system because they can influence it, and so-called ‘efficiency’ is more 
visible. 

I will end by quoting a favourite political philosopher, poet, writer, 
and leader of the Left, specifically of the Communist Party of South 
Africa – Jeremy Cronin. This quotation lingers in my mind, it has 
become like a mantra, and that is: “Now we need to speak truth to 
power, we now need to make truth powerful, we now need to make the 
powerful truthful.” What is democracy? Democracy is speaking truth 
to power because ultimately, if the truth wins, we hope that there will 
be greater solidarity, peace, social justice and equality amongst us.

Thank you.

This lecture was organised in collaboration with Himal Southasian.
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I want to talk about civil society in three different parts. I am going to 
talk about the re-emergence of civil society in contemporary times, in a 
very specific historical period; proceed to talk about why it is important 
for developing countries, countries that are searching for freedom for 
ordinary individuals; and then highlight problems with civil society. 
No concept, or the set of practices associated with the concept, should 
be allowed to go unchallenged. It is only through critique that the 
practices can be redefined and the concept renegotiated.

Origins of a Concept
Civil society is a gift of the Cold War period, but it also heralded the 

end of the Cold War. The latter fact, that civil society brought about the 
end of actually existing socialist societies, is the USP of civil society, the 
reason why it became a favourite concept, almost a buzzword, almost 
a ‘hurrah’ word, for many donor agencies, for Western governments, 
and for our own governments. The Cold War polarised a number 
of countries between the liberal democratic and the socialist bloc. 
The division was along the lines of ideology, a struggle between two 
different ways of looking at the world, about two different visions for 
the future, and about two rival ideologies contesting for domination in 
the period following the Second World War. The distinctive feature of 
the division was different notions of human rights. Whereas political 
and civil liberties were adopted and implemented by Western Europe 
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and the United States, the socialist bloc under the domination of the 
USSR held aloft social and economic rights. Authoritarian regimes in 
much of eastern and central Europe, whether it was East Germany or 
Poland or Czechoslovakia or Yugoslavia or Hungary or Albania, denied 
to their own people civil and political rights.

We in South Asia are pretty anarchic societies: three people meet 
in a bus or in a park or in a restaurant, and begin to talk about politics, 
discuss the latest news of the day, and generally create an atmosphere 
of debate and discussion, acrimony and disagreement, and divisions 
that might prove unbridgeable. Now imagine what it is to live in a 
society where people are not allowed to debate, where they do not have 
the freedom to express opinions. Most of us would feel constrained. 
But it was precisely the denial of freedom of expression, the freedom 
to dissent, and, most importantly, the freedom to associate, that were 
hallmarks of Eastern and Central European societies under socialist, 
or rather Stalinist, regimes. Naturally, by the 1970s and 80s, citizens 
of this part of the world had begun to feel claustrophobic and stifled, 
because freedom is an instinct that is endemic to human beings. 

In the 1980s East European intellectuals began to realise that the 
two options that had been historically available to people struggling 
to emancipate themselves from unbearable political situations were 
no longer accessible to them. The first option was reform of state 
power from above. The second option was that of revolution from 
below. Both these options, as the East Europeans had learnt from 
bitter experience, had been ruled out by the Brezhnev doctrine: the 
erstwhile Soviet Union would not hesitate to intervene in the affairs 
of East European states, wherever and whenever the need arose. 
The doctrine, in other words, reinforced the status quo of arbitrary, 
insensitive bureaucracies, and even more arbitrary and insensitive 
political elites, in that part of the world.

And yet people reeling under obdurate state power and imperious 
bureaucracies found the lack of civil and political liberties, the state 
monopoly over economic and social transactions, and the absence of 
participative citizenship or representativeness, intolerable. Something 
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had to be done. The only option that historically presented itself as a 
credible one to the East Europeans was that of carving out a ‘free zone’ 
within the existing system. Here people could associate and express 
their sentiments without fear amidst warm networks of solidarity. 
This free zone – peopled by social associations, self-help and self-
management organisations, and solidarity networks – the East 
Europeans called ‘civil society’. Theorised as a metaphorical space 
between the household and the state, the call to civil society served 
to repopulate the public sphere. The slogan of civil society naturally 
appeared attractive to people who for long had inhabited politically 
arid spaces.

Forged as it was in the historical context of Eastern Europe, three 
features of the civil society argument stand out as significant. One, 
the argument announced the determination of people who had been 
banished from the political arena to insert themselves into the political 
discourse on their own terms. People, it was held, have the right to 
make their own histories, howsoever badly they might make them. 
The invocation to civil society simply conveyed a statement of intent: 
that ordinary people have the capability to fashion their own lives. 

Two, the argument asserted that the nurturing of self-help and 
solidarity through thick and overlapping associations – reading clubs, 
discussion societies, trade unions, self-education groups – was a good 
thing in itself, for it provided a counterpoint both to the state as well as 
to the atomism of individual life. Civil society accordingly emerged in 
Eastern Europe as the site where people, organised into groups, could 
make and pursue democratic projects of all kinds, in freedom from 
bureaucratic state power. 

Three, the argument sought to institutionalise state-society 
relationships, even as it asserted that procedures such as the rule of 
law, accountability, and the institutionalisation of political and civil 
rights should be codified in order to limit the power of the state over 
all areas of social life. The attempt of the ‘Stalinist’ state to swallow up 
civil society was thus rejected in the attempt to reinvent civil society 
and to demarcate the limits of the state. 
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Theorisations of civil society in this mode amounted to what was 
to be called a ‘self-limiting’ revolution. But in the historical context 
of ‘Stalinist’ states, even this limited call was to prove earth-shaking. 
For the argument developed fairly rapidly into a polemic slogan 
that counter-posed the sphere of voluntary and purposive collective 
action to dictatorial state power. And matters did not rest there, for 
an activity that had initially concentrated on carving out a free-zone 
within existing state power was to develop over a rather short period 
of time into a powerful political movement – albeit a movement that 
was haphazard, spontaneous and unorganised. In 1989, we were to 
witness the rather awesome spectacle of so many powerful states in 
Eastern Europe collapsing like the proverbial house of cards before 
agitating and agitated crowds assembled in the streets.

Even as a purportedly self-limiting social revolution transformed 
itself into a highly charged political revolution, a fourth dimension 
was tacked on to the civil society argument. The civil public, which had 
initially turned its back on the state, had dramatically transformed 
itself into the political public concerned with the form and content of 
power. The ‘civil’ in civil society no longer signified non-political, it 
meant that people inhabiting the sphere outside the state had the right 
to debate the nature of the state as well as of the politics it pursued. In 
the heady days of the 1980s, the balance of power perceptibly shifted 
from the state to civil society. 

In retrospect, two aspects of the civil society argument in East 
Europe give us cause for thought. Firstly, if we look closely at the 
details of the civil society argument – the demand for civil liberties, 
especially the right to freedom of expression and the right to associate, 
rule of law, limited state power, political accountability, and the freeing 
of the market – it is clear that the East Europeans were practically re-
enacting the bourgeois revolution that had taken place in England 
in the 17th century against absolutist state power. John Locke, the 
quintessential liberal thinker, may well have authored the civil society 
script in and for East Europe in the 1980s. 
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Correspondingly, the first message thrown up by the East European 
experience was to validate precisely what the Italian Marxist Antonio 
Gramsci had conceptualised in the 1930s. The message simply was 
the following: wherever and whenever states, whether absolutist 
or socialist, deny to their people political and civil rights, we can 
logically expect the eruption of discontent and popular resentment 
against exclusions from structures of citizenship and representation. 
Gramsci’s dictum that states that do not possess civil societies are 
more vulnerable than those that do possess them was to prove more 
than prescient in this case. Conversely any attempt to pulverise public 
opinion and paralyse collective action inexorably rebounds on the 
state through the ‘pressure cooker’ effect. Civil and political rights are 
important, East Europeans told their actually existing socialist states, 
and they are as important as economic and social rights.

There is an important lesson here for theorists of human rights. 
It is true, as the socialist critique of individual rights had told us, that 
political and civil rights are inadequate without social and economic 
rights, and that the granting of social and economic rights is a 
necessary pre-requisite for the full exercise of political and civil rights. 
A hungry and homeless human being cannot be free; neither can she 
or he participate in the political life of society fully. Civil and political 
rights are, in other words, empty without rights that guarantee the 
basic conditions for a meaningful life.

But the converse is equally true, for social and economic rights 
without civil and political rights can prove equally meaningless. Think, 
for instance, of a benevolent dictator who gives to his people full social 
and economic rights – the right to an income, the right to a home, the 
right to education – but at a cost. The cost is that he takes away civil 
rights, particularly the right to assert rights. We discern the makings 
of a real political catastrophe here, for tomorrow if our benevolent 
dictator withholds social and economic rights, the people are rendered 
helpless. He has given material benefits to the people at will, he takes 
them away at will. And the people have no right to assert their rights, 
for they have traded off this right in return for material benefits.
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In democratic politics, however, there are no trade-offs. If social 
and economic rights are pre-requisites for civil and political rights, 
civil and political rights are equally a precondition for the exercise of 
social and economic rights. The suspension of even one of them not 
only renders the others meaningless, it catapults discontent into the 
body politic. It is this lesson that we learn from the East European 
experience. 

The second implication is as follows: because people in East 
Europe were deprived of civil rights, and because the civil society 
argument concentrated on resuscitating these rights, East Europeans, 
through and by the civil society argument, proclaimed a final end to 
the revolutionary imaginary. The argument effectively performed 
a closure on the idea of politics as social transformation. Till then, 
revolutions which can be conceptualised as ruptural moments in the 
political biographies of societies had pre-occupied imaginations and 
mesmerised the passions of political visionaries. “Everything I see 
about me is sowing the seeds of a revolution that is inevitable, though 
I shall not have the pleasure of seeing it,” a 70-year-old Voltaire had 
written with some regret to the marquis de Chauvelin in 1764. “The 
lightning is so close at hand that it will strike at the first chance, and 
then there will be a pretty uproar. The young are fortunate, for they 
will see fine things.” But from the 1980s onwards, civil society replaced 
revolution as the prime locus of passions and imaginations, and civil 
society emerged as a dominant concept in political vocabularies and 
texts.

The Relevance of Civil Society
What is interesting is the way in which the civil society argument, 

fashioned in the historical context of East Europe, was to propel 
a major spillover in the way scholars and activists conceptualised 
the human condition in other parts of the world. The general 
disenchantment with the overreach of the state, in both the advanced 
capitalist as well as in the developing world, in the late 1980s and 
the early 1990s, was to propel an important move: that of directing 
attention to the building of alternatives to the state in civil society. And 
this was perhaps inevitable, for political agents had been overcome 
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with generalised fatigue arising out of frustration, and exasperation. 
Both ‘revolutions from above’ as well as ‘revolutions from below’ had 
simply failed to deliver what they had promised. The revolution ‘from 
above’ in the shape of the interventionist state – whether Keynesian, 
welfare, developmental or socialist – had lapsed into status quo-ism 
and the unabashed pursuit of personalised power. The state had 
simply atrophied. The revolution ‘from below’, which had taken the 
form of the liberation struggle in the colonised world, had lapsed into 
passivity, even as nascent civil societies were pulverized by state elites.

In countries of the developing world, the state had failed to deliver 
a minimum standard of life to its people. Powerful bureaucracies and 
political elites, consolidating their power in the interstices of post-
independence states, had simply shrugged off the very same masses 
which had put them there in the first place. Scholars in India were to 
speak of corrupt bureaucracies, and of even more amoral and power-
hungry political leaderships, who were completely impervious to the 
fact that state-led development had failed miserably. These scholars 
were to castigate the bankruptcy of the political vision, they were to 
bemoan the loss of hope, and they were to express lack of confidence 
in the capacity or indeed the willingness of the state to be responsive 
to the needs of the people. 

Scholars in Africa were unsparing in their critique of military-
led dictatorships and paternalistic state regimes. The holders of 
state power had concentrated not on the creation of conditions that 
would secure the wellbeing of the people, but on their own purposes 
of enrichment. The state, it was widely observed, had ‘swallowed up’ 
civil society. In the wake of the velvet revolutions in Eastern Europe, 
activists and scholars in Africa came to believe that it was only a viable 
and stable civil society that could hold the state responsible, assure 
economic development and offer reasonable assurances that basic 
material needs would be adequately satisfied.

It is in the midst of this disenchantment with the overreach of the 
state that the concept of civil society took hold of the imaginations 
of both the Left and the Right. It promised an exit from bureaucratic 
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inefficiency and political indifference. The state could no longer be 
relied upon. It had failed miserably, even though it had exercised 
untrammelled power for decades. Somewhat naturally, the people 
looked for an alternative to state-led projects and state-inspired 
developments. The wave of protest movements that overtook Africa in 
the early 1990s, movements that were popularly hailed as the second 
liberation of the continent, were accordingly to be conceptualised as 
civil society against the state. Political theorists took to the concept of 
civil society simply because it seemed to capture a specific political 
moment in the biographies of states and societies: the historic moment 
when civil societies asserted themselves against the state.

The nationalist dream had simply petered out, and democracy 
had been compromised. The people had failed to come into their 
own. Nowhere was this sense of betrayal expressed more strongly 
than in the literary genre of the postcolonial novel, in Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez’s Love in the Time of Cholera, for instance. The literary 
critic Jean Franco suggests that Marquez, who had already begun 
to pillory and parody the nation in his other writings, specifically 
makes the ‘private’ the centre of his writing in this novel. Even as 
the “apocalyptic landscape of decay and cadavers bear the scars of 
modernisation”, the “protagonists enacting their anachronistic love 
story can no longer represent anything beyond their own moral 
passions.” Love in the Time of Cholera, argues Franco, “marked the 
dissolution of a once totalising myth which is now replaced by private 
fantasies lived out amidst private disasters.” The novel, which during 
the struggle for decolonisation had created the nation in and for fervid 
imaginations, was now to deliberately deconstruct the nation for 
these very imaginations. It just revolted against the national vision. It 
is in this precise historical conjuncture that the civil society argument 
arrived to present a third alternative to revolutions from above and 
revolutions from below.

There are three prefatory points I wish to make at this stage in 
order to clarify the concept of civil society. One, civil society is very 
often treated in contemporary theories as coterminous with society, 
but this is unfair to the entire tradition of political theory. Society can 
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be thought of as the entirety of social practices with which a given 
community maintains and reproduces itself. Civil society is a space 
where challenges to state power are expressed through political 
practices. 

Two, civil society has historically been associated with norms of 
democracy, accessibility, participation, publicity and accountability. 
The institutions of civil society are associational, representative and 
deliberative forums, social movements, and a free press. The inhabitant 
of this sphere is the rights-bearing and legally defined citizen. And the 
protection of the members of civil society is found in the language of 
rights. It is all this that makes civil society a normative concept. 

Three, democracy is not only about people getting elected into 
power. Democracy is about ordinary people possessing the political 
competence to engage and intervene in an activity the ancient Greeks 
called politics. I am using the Greek notion of politics because today 
politics has such negative connotations in our countries. Politics is 
about actual discussion, debate and deliberation on a good life: What 
is a good life? What is good for people? It is about connecting. It is 
about obligations we owe each other. 

In sum, the civil society argument holds that inhabitants of the 
space between the market, the household and the state should 
come together in all manners of associations to keep careful watch 
on the state and to initiate policy through collective action. Thereby 
the political discourse is transformed, and practices of domination 
contested and recast. Radical politics, in other words, produces and 
reproduces political agents in the radical mode. 

The Limits of Civil Society
Civil societies have won their most momentous victories against 

undemocratic regimes – for example, the People’s Movement against the 
monarchy in Nepal and the civil society movement against the military 
regime in Pakistan. But after democracy has been achieved through 
freedom from autocratic states, what then? Two sets of developments 
have subverted the radical potential of civil society. One, civil society 
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has been yoked to development agendas and appropriated by donor 
agencies, and the concept has come to be identified almost exclusively 
with a third sector: the non-profit sector, the voluntary sector, or, more 
popularly, non-governmental organisations. Civil society is supposed 
to be a sphere where citizen groups, reading clubs, debating forums, 
social movements and various form of civic action compete and clash 
over what is a good life, where the state has gone wrong, and what it 
should be doing about securing such a life. It is the site for the politics 
of contestation as well as the politics of affirmation. It is the site for 
transforming citizens into political agents. It is the site, therefore, of 
radical politics. Today, however, civil society has become synonymous 
with the NGO sector. This has bred its own contradictions, because no 
longer are ordinary men and women given the opportunity to make 
history or to speak back to histories not made by them.

I do not mean to dismiss the NGO sector, because some NGOs have 
initiated innovative ways of resolving the problems of the poor and 
impoverished people of the Global South. When they train people 
in methods of water harvesting, or organic ways of growing food, or 
when they provide services that the state has proved incapable of 
delivering, or when they design pioneering educational programmes, 
they render signal service. Given the inability of the ‘third-world’ state 
to deliver the basic preconditions of good life to its citizens, the non-
governmental sector has filled a significant gap in service delivery. 

But can this substitute for an activity we call radical politics? Does 
the involvement of NGOs enhance the political competence of the 
constituency, or diminish it? Many of these organisations consist of 
specialists engaged in the business of managing collective life. They are 
just not in the business of engaging in an activity that we call politics, 
let alone politics in the radical mode. And it is precisely this aspect of 
the non-governmental sector that is troublesome. As suggested above, 
when ordinary men and women engage in the politics of making their 
own histories, howsoever badly they may make these histories, they 
acquire agency. 

It is precisely this notion of radical politics that is at a discount 
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when NGOs hijack political initiatives and constitute human beings 
as subjects of political thought – or worse, when they constitute 
individuals as consumers of services rendered by them. For we must 
ask this uncomfortable question of even the most well-meaning of 
these groups: who was consulted in the forging of agendas? When? 
And how were the local people consulted, through what procedures 
and through what modalities? Were they consulted at all? Do, in 
short, NGOs represent people and their needs? Or are they managing 
people who do not have even a remote chance of influencing their 
agendas? And when we consider the somewhat formidable range of 
activities that have been taken up by these actors in civil society, our 
doubts intensify. For now these organisations dictate what kind of 
development should be given to the people of the Global South, what 
kind of education they should receive, what kind of democracy should 
be institutionalised, what rights they should demand and possess, and 
what they should do to be empowered. What we see is the collapse of 
the idea that ordinary men and women are capable of appropriating 
the political initiative. What we see is the appropriation of local and 
political agendas in favour of the agenda of the specific NGO.

Moreover, since the inception of modern politics it has been 
assumed that elected representatives are accountable to the citizens 
for the policies they make, and for the policies they do not make. NGOs 
play a larger-than-life role in our collective lives. But unlike legislators, 
NGOs are not elected. And they are not likely to be elected at any 
point of time, because that is not their mandate. This really means 
that while these organisations are in the business of representing 
constituencies in forums of decision-making and of engaging in the 
politics of advocacy, they are not in the business of being accountable 
to these constituencies. This can lead to some bewilderment, because 
many of these organizations are beyond the reach of representation or 
accountability. Therefore, the idea that a definable system of authority 
is even notionally answerable to the democratic will has been seriously 
compromised. More significantly, a politics of advocacy that is shorn 
of representation and accountability provides no substitute for self-
determining and empowering action born out of specific experiences. 
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We may well find that, in the process, the non-performing state in 
the Global South has been rescued. At the very moment when the state 
in this part of the world was being pilloried by activists and citizens 
for non-delivery, and when it was being castigated by political activists 
as corrupt, non-performing and non-responsive, NGOs entered the 
scene to bail it out by sub-contracting for it. In the process, voluntary 
and market agencies have not only rescued and perhaps legitimised 
the non-performing state, they have neutralised political discontent 
by stepping in to do what the state is expected to do for the citizens. 
In sum, though skilled professionals are not accountable to the people 
themselves, they save the state from being accountable. 

Finally, the one question that confronts us at this juncture is the 
following: how much can the NGO sector achieve? What are the 
limits of civil society interventions? Civil society agents are just not 
in a position to summon up the kind of resources that are required to 
emancipate citizens of the Global South from poverty and deprivation. 
It is only the state that can do so, through widening the tax net, and 
through monitoring the collection of revenues. Moreover, NGOs can 
hardly implement schemes of redistributive justice that involve 
transferring resources from the better- to the worse-off sections 
of society. Above all, the non-governmental sector cannot establish 
and strengthen institutions that will implement policy. These tasks 
simply lie outside the pale of civil society activism. NGOs can lobby 
for and mobilise people for social and economic rights, but ultimately 
the realisation of these rights depends largely upon structures of 
governance.

In sum, the present avatar of civil society has replaced citizen 
activism with professional and often well-funded NGOs who are neither 
representative of the people nor accountable to them. In the process 
citizens, instead of engaging in the politics of history-making, are 
reduced to consumers of agendas brought to them on a metaphorical 
platter. These developments have led to the de-politicisation of 
civil society, a decline of citizen activism and involvement, and the 
reduction of political contestation to demands for better services. 
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The second development that has subverted the democratic and 
radical potential of civil society is the splintering of the sphere into a 
number of identity groups, each wanting a share of the collective pie 
for their members. This is troublesome because it inhibits the project 
of solidarity, which is what civil society is about. It is true that in 
societies such as ours, where individuals have been devalued because 
they belong to a caste or a community that has been devalued through 
social and cultural practices, it is of the utmost importance that people 
struggle for a revaluation of identities. Struggles in civil society have 
to be both about recognition and redistribution. But when struggles 
for recognition overcome and overwhelm struggles for redistribution, 
civil society becomes fragmented. This plays neatly into the hands of 
the state, which seeks to divide civil society. It is for democratic groups 
in civil society to unify democratic movements by working out a 
relationship between redistribution and recognition. Otherwise, civil 
society itself dissolves into a host of competing groups, and it can take 
on neither the state nor undemocratic groups within its own sphere.

Finally, we have to take cognizance of the fact that there are limits to 
civil society. Civil society agents are neither in the business of making 
policy, nor in the business of implementing policies. Civil society agents 
are in the business of creating, fostering, nurturing and reproducing 
informed public opinion that can be brought to bear upon the making 
and implementation of policy through civic activism. Correspondingly, 
civil society has to keep a watch on the implementation of policy. In 
1790, the eminent Irish orator, wit, legal luminary and member of the 
British parliament John Curran had suggested insightfully that “the 
condition on which God hath given liberty to man is eternal vigilance”. 
It is this very task that politics entrusts to civil society. 

Above all we have to reiterate the responsibility of the state. Not 
only does the state have the power to institutionalise and mandate a 
just order to remedy the ills of the human condition, it has an obligation 
to do so. The democratic state takes decisions in our names, it imposes 
these decisions on us, and it legitimises these decisions. We as citizens 
have a right to ask why the state practices injustice, to challenge the 
policies of the state, and to compel the institution to redress its acts of 
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omission and commission. The state cannot call upon the NGO sector 
to bail it out of its current difficulties, which have been created by its 
own incompetence, corruption and insensitivity to the needs and the 
aspirations of its citizens. States are condensates of power, but they 
are also the locus of popular aspirations and the site where political 
projects are realised. They should respond to these aspirations, for 
therein lies state legitimacy and acceptability. If the state continues 
to stand squarely in the middle of collective imaginations, it has to do 
something to merit that status.

This is not to say that civil society does not matter. Citizen activism, 
public vigilance, informed public opinion, a free media, a multiplicity 
of social associations and citizen activism are a vital precondition 
for democracy. It is only a vibrant civil society that can prevent the 
political elite from lapsing on its commitments and responsibilities. 
It is this vibrancy that has to be brought back to civil society so that 
significant challenges to the status quo can be conceptualised and 
executed through collective action.

Thank you.
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The subject of the talk is the ‘world-class city’ concept and its 
repercussions on urban planning for cities in South Asia. But you 
know, you can change this to ‘repercussions for cities all over the 
world’. Even in the First World, this concept has affected urbanisation, 
it has affected academic teaching, it has affected the policies of global 
institutions. So it would be interesting to just look back and see exactly 
where it comes from, and how the whole concept of the welfare state 
has been put aside.

The welfare-state model in Europe was borne out of an uneasy 
reconciliation between capitalism and its opponents. Its principles 
were adopted by most of the newly independent states of Asia, not 
only South Asia. They were adopted in the post-Second World War 
period, when these countries became independent. The ethos of the 
model survived, although the policies were failures; neither India, 
nor Pakistan, nor what today is Bangladesh, were able to pursue this 
model. This was, in my opinion, due to a lack of political will more than 
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anything else, but perhaps also because of an absence of institutions 
and resources. But the ethos survived, and it did so because of the 
presence of a revolutionary China and a militarily powerful Soviet 
Union in the United Nations.

In these circumstances, a global market economy was simply not 
possible. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the repercussions of 
the failure of the Cultural Revolution in China changed all this, and 
in political terms capitalism came to dominate the world. As a result 
of this, today we are governed by three powerful global institutions. 
They determine our policies, they determine trade relations, and all 
these institutions are undemocratic in nature. One such institution is 
the United Nations; it is dominated by the five powers who won the 
Second World War – they have veto power in the Security Council. The 
second is Bretton Woods, whose institutions function on the principle 
of one-dollar-one-vote, so again, undemocratic. And the third is the 
WTO [World Trade Organisation], which was born as GATT [General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade] out of the green-room negations of 
the G-7 countries, again undemocratic.

Collectively, these organisations have promoted what has come to 
be known as the ‘free market economy’, the most important aspect of 
which is the freedom of capital to move across borders. This free market 
economy was supported through ‘structural adjustment’: countries 
that were heavily in debt had to undergo structural adjustment 
so that they could settle their balance-of-payment issues, repay 
their loans, and develop ‘viable’ economies. And to make structural 
adjustment possible, these countries agreed to remove subsidies on 
health, education and housing, increase taxation on utilities, sell their 
industrial and real estate assets to the private national or international 
corporate sector, and remove restrictions on imports and exports. 
This changed policy completely. This changed the world, as a matter 
of fact, which I will describe later on. 

The resulting national economic crunch meant that poorer countries 
could not invest in, or in many cases even subsidise, infrastructure 
projects, meaning these had to be built by the international or national 
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corporate sector through international tendering – again, a very big 
change. The build-operate-transfer and build-operate-own systems 
were invented so that this process could be carried through. Both the 
systems produced infrastructure at more than twice the earlier cost 
to national governments, and in addition the national governments 
had to give sovereign guarantees to their investors. Banks normally 
do not function like this, but this is the relationship between national 
governments and investors as you have it today. I think they have 
changed slightly now – you also have the concept of public-private 
partnership – but the public is so weak that the partnership does not 
really matter.

Now, whole new concepts have been developed to support the 
market economy and to promote it. Let us take a look at some of these 
concepts: ‘It is not the business of the state to do business’; ‘Cities are 
the engines of growth’; direct foreign investment; and the concept of 
linking economic well-being to GDP growth alone. These are all things 
that came after the 1990s. 

In search of growth and direct foreign investment, Asian 
governments, and now South Asian governments, have invested 
in a big way in the creation of industrial zones and have accepted 
the concept of corporate farming. India is one of the giants; after it 
liberalised its economy in the mid-1990s, its growth has been 7 to 9 
percent per year – it is phenomenal. But over the last decade, India 
has created approximately 500 special economic zones for attracting 
direct foreign investment, and also promoted corporate farming. And 
because of this, 400 million people will willingly or unwillingly be 
moved from rural to urban areas in India by 2015. These are estimates 
from the Indians themselves. This is twice the population of the United 
Kingdom, Germany and France put together. The crisis that this is 
going to create has also been elaborated on. I will not go into it, you 
can imagine it yourself. Also, to promote direct foreign investment, 
the three global institutions have promoted the decentralisation 
of governance systems, giving considerable power to local-level 
institutions. Increasingly this power is being used to access direct 
foreign investment, bypassing provincial and national governments. 
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We have had this local, highly decentralised government now 
for ten years in Pakistan, and we ask two questions. First, does 
decentralisation give city governments more power and resources and 
thus the capacity to act? And the answer is yes, it does, without doubt. 
The second question is, if city government does get more capacity to 
act, will this actually bring benefits to urban-poor groups? The answer 
is no, it will not, and numerous examples all over the world will show 
you this. There are other problems with local government reforms 
that have been pushed through in many countries. 

Between elected representatives and the people, you need a 
buffer that makes the elected representatives accountable and their 
dealings transparent. There are two ways of achieving this. One is 
through institutions of participatory democracy, which we do not 
have in South Asia and will take a long time to develop, and secondly 
through an empowered bureaucracy. Where these are missing, as in 
our case, the elected representatives support their constituency, their 
clan, their ethnicity, as a result of which the city bifurcates and the 
institutions of governance become weak. This is what has happened 
in our case. So today in Karachi, if you want your child admitted to 
a school, if you want to have a friend released from police custody, if 
you want a job, you don’t go through the normal process, you go to 
your ethnic organisation. Now this is a very serious division, and on a 
smaller scale but increasingly it is also happening in Mumbai.

The other impact of these reforms has been on property markets, 
and this has reshaped the politics of land development. Most larger 
cities used to have big underground economies in foreign exchange, 
gold, and in goods that had high duties on them, and this economy 
was supported by rogue elements in the police and customs. With 
liberalisation of the economy, this underground economy could not 
function because these restrictions were removed, but the gangs still 
existed, the money existed, the connections existed, so they shifted 
to land. And by shifting to land, they became free from police and 
customs controls. Now they required political support, the support of 
the politicians and political parties.
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In Karachi, they shifted to land in a very big way. In Mumbai, they 
also shifted to films, as I think anyone who follows Indian cinema 
would know: many of the films that were complete failures were 
funded by this shift from contraband goods to the film industry. Now 
this process has increased conflicts over the land issue. Increasingly 
porous borders and the availability of capital has completely skewed 
the land markets in many of the larger South Asian cities: Mumbai, 
Delhi, Karachi, Lahore and Dhaka. In all these cities, the battle for 
control of land has led to violence.

The state – which is the politicians – in almost all cases has responded 
to these market pressures by making land available for development 
through land-use conservations, new development schemes, and the 
bulldozing of informal settlements. NGOs and CBOs [Community-
Based Organisations] who have challenged this process have faced 
major constraints. One is an unsympathetic media – individual 
journalists in Karachi and Mumbai have been very supportive of 
this struggle against land mafias, but the media owners, due to the 
enormous funds they receive from real estate advertisements, have 
not. I can give you so many examples of struggles in Karachi where 
journalists have been willing to lay down their lives for equity but 
their media channels were not willing to support this process at all. 

Poverty in those countries without the means to respond positively 
to the free market has increased, along with the rich-poor divide. The 
most damaging aspect of this divide is promoted by the privatisation 
of education. This is the introduction of two systems of education – 
private for the rich, public for the poor – and it has very serious long-
term repercussions. One of the big changes I see in Kathmandu is that 
at every corner there is an advertisement for a private school. It is the 
same in my country as well.

Safety nets have been provided by the international financial 
institutions to deal with this crisis, but the safety nets are on far too 
small a scale to make a difference, and they have come with very heavy 
loans. And there are figures to show how, increasingly, aside from a 
few giants, the countries that underwent structural adjustment have 
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become even more indebted than before. The other factor is that most 
loans go back to pay for technical assistance – not most, that’s an 
exaggeration, though most of them in the case of some countries like 
Cambodia. But overall, about 38 percent of loans go back for technical 
assistance, and a lot more goes back to the contractors who undertake 
very major construction projects. 

A number of organisations have been formed to monitor these loans 
in India, in Pakistan, and in other countries as well. Many of these new 
projects have, in the words of their own funders, been failures. Safety 
nets have been promoted increasingly through the funding of NGOs, 
and this has changed NGO culture and the manner in which NGOs 
function. Until the early 1990s one could say that NGOs were part of a 
larger social movement in many of these countries. Today they are not. 
They are now projects, they have donors, they have their constituency, 
and increasingly their staff is being replaced by professionals. The old 
altruistic thinking that went with this work is more or less dead.

All of the above has had a profound effect on the shape of the 
politics of our cities. The shape they are taking is the result of a 
powerful nexus of developers and investors, many of dubious origins, 
together with compromised government institutions and bureaucrats 
and politicians seeking global capital for shaping their cities in the 
image of the West, an image that is promoted implicitly or explicitly 
by global institutions. To support this paradigm, which I call the ‘new 
liberal urban development paradigm’, the concept of the ‘world-class’ 
or ‘global’ city has been promoted. It is a very powerful concept, 
and has almost universally been accepted by national government 
policy makers, the newly emerging middle classes, and by academia, 
especially in the West. Karachi, Mumbai and Delhi all want to be world-
class cities, according to their own literature. Mumbai aspires to be 
like Shanghai, Karachi wants to be like Dubai, although the contexts 
are totally different.

The world-class city has been defined beautifully and 
sympathetically by a very prominent academic from Bangladesh, 
Mahabubur Rahman. Among other things, according to the world-class 
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city agenda, the city should have iconic architecture by which it should 
be recognised, such as the highest building or fountain in the world. 
In Karachi, the Japan International Co-operation Agency (JICA) team 
told our city government that if you have the highest fountain in the 
world it will be the symbol of Karachi and it will attract investment, 
so we tried to build the highest fountain in the world. Unfortunately 
it turned out to be the second highest. It has done us no good, except 
that it was very expensive to run, and so instead of running it seven 
days per week, it now functions two days a week.

Also, the city should be branded for particular cultural, industrial 
or other happenings, like Istanbul is for Formula 1 racing. It should 
be an international event city, hosting Olympic sports, fairs and other 
events that bring business and direct foreign investment. It should 
have high-rise apartments as opposed to upgraded settlements and 
low-rise neighbourhoods. It should cater to tourism, even if this is at 
the expense of local commerce. It should have malls as opposed to 
traditional markets. And, for solving its increasing traffic problems, 
it should build flyovers, underpasses and expressways rather than 
restrict the production and purchase of automobiles and manage 
traffic better. Today you can get any amount of loans for automobiles, 
no problem. 

In order to access direct investment, investment-friendly 
infrastructure has to be developed and the image of the world-class 
city established. For establishing the image, poverty is pushed out 
of the city to the periphery, and already poor-unfriendly bylaws 
– which are anti-street, anti-pedestrian, anti-mixed land use, anti-
dissolved space – are made even more unfriendly by permitting 
environmentally and socially unfriendly land-use conversions. You 
know why Bangkok floods, why Karachi floods, why Mumbai floods? It 
is not because of climate change. These are port cities, and they flood 
simply because their drainage outflows have been taken over by real 
estate development. This would not have been possible two decades 
ago, but it is possible today because of decentralisation, new concepts, 
the power of real estate developers and the global corporate sector. 



Arif Hasan

74

The three most important repercussions of this agenda are: that 
global capital increasingly determines the physical and social form of 
the city – that’s number one. Number two, that land use is determined 
by land value alone, and not by environmental or social considerations 
as it used to be. And three, projects have replaced planning.

Now, regarding high-rise developments. We have done many 
studies on this, as have our colleagues in other Asian cities. The reason 
governments opt for high-rises is because they say they can achieve 
higher densities at lower costs, but this is completely incorrect. We 
have carried out detailed studies to show that you can achieve the 
same densities with ground-plus-three-storey constructions. When 
we look at high-rise construction and evaluate it, we find that people 
do not want to live there. Number one, it is very expensive – on average 
USD 5400 for a small apartment, about 400 square feet. Number two 
is the high cost of maintenance of the communal facilities. Number 
three, flat owners cannot carry out any economic activity in those 
apartments. For example, we came across people who were vendors 
who used to prepare the items they vended in their homes, but they 
could not do this anymore in high-rises. Women who sold fish could 
not prepare fish in their homes. Motor mechanics who used to operate 
on the streets could not do so anymore. 

The other factor is that this huge push to acquire land and 
develop real estate, most of it in port cities, is focused around 
beaches, condominiums and tourist resorts, which pushes out fishing 
communities and deprives them of livelihood. We have terrifying figures 
for this. In the case of scenic spots, you have the takeover of land with 
the support of the politicians, and without any resettlement options. 
The number of evictees as a result of such real estate development 
is increasing phenomenally. In 2004, in seven countries including 
three South Asian ones, around 300,000 people were evicted from 
their homes. In 2005, 2 million were dislocated. In 2010, the number 
reached 3.8 million. These people are thrown out of the city. Malls, 
elite projects and tourist facilities replaced their homes. As a result of 
this shift, they become poorer. They lose their age-old communities, 
women cannot work due to long new commutes, while men incur 



The ‘World-Class City’ Concept

75

the costs of commuting to and from work. The family unit suffers 
because the man is not there – he goes out early in the morning, comes 
home very late at night. Children’s education is disrupted. It is rather 
cynical, but in the Philippines they have decided that no bulldozing of 
settlements is going to take place right before the final examinations 
of the students. Being pushed out of the city also means that people 
are far removed from centres of recreation, health and entertainment. 
They become poorer as a result, and the rich-poor divide of the city 
increases.

My teacher always used to say that the informal settlements on 
the fringes of Karachi are volcanoes about to erupt. He was right, they 
erupted. We have argued with city planners and politicians and asked, 
since there is land in the city, why can’t we house them here? And the 
answer was that they will not be able to pay for the land, which was 
incorrect. Over a 15-year period, they could pay for the land. Their 
other concern was that, if we house them there, local land values 
would fall, which was unacceptable. Now this is what I call an anti-
poor bias in planning and policy, and this bias is very deep.

Let me give you some figures. Apartments cost on average USD 
5400, upgrading of existing settlements costs USD 300 per unit. With 
these figures no poor family in South Asia can afford an apartment or 
even a loan for purchasing one. It is simply not possible. The other 
issue is that world-class cities have no place in them for informal 
businesses and hawkers. They have been evicting hawkers in a 
big way. By evicting hawkers, you also evict the poor because the 
hawkers, the poor and the commuters all go together. This process of 
gentrifying space has been done in Karachi, and we have seen how the 
poor simply disappeared. So we fought against this, and we have got 
some of these spaces back. But it is not enough to just get them back. 
Bylaws and zoning regulations which make it compulsory for projects 
to accommodate hawkers and informal businesses in a dignified way 
are required.

The other issue I would like to raise is traffic. Why do we have 
so much traffic? Well, the free market economy led to considerable 
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liquidity in banks and leasing companies. This has been used for 
providing loans for the purchase of cars. And so it is easier to get a 
car loan than a loan for a house – for this you have to be loan-worthy. 
But for the car, you can just go ahead and get it. Many billion dollars of 
loans have been given for the purchase of cars in South Asia. Karachi, 
in 2006/07, gave loans for the purchase of 506 cars every day for a 
total of USD 1.8 billion. In Delhi there were over 1200 cars registered 
every day, and in Bangkok this number was over 1700. In order to 
accommodate these cars there began a huge process of building 
expensive expressways, underpasses and ring roads.

When we saw this figure, USD 1.8 billion, both I and a colleague 
of mine became very worried. How can we spend so much money on 
cars? We went to see the state bank governor and we asked him, ‘Can’t 
we use this money for housing?’ He was very excited. He said, ‘Yes, 
yes, of course, you can.’ So he suggested we see the prime minister, 
which my colleague did. The prime minister was also very excited. He 
said that all the bank heads will have a meeting and discuss this as 
a priority. So 18 bank heads were invited. And they said, ‘Sorry, we 
have never dealt with the poor, we do not know them, we do not know 
if they will return this money or not.’ They also reasoned that cars 
loan are only for seven-years maximum, while for housing we would 
need 15, and so they refused. When I was leaving, one of the bank 
heads told me, ‘You do not understand. The banking industry, the car 
industry and the oil industry, they go together. You have to grasp this. 
You are just wasting your time.’ And so that was the end of our attempt 
to try and use this money for housing.

Many cities have invested large sums of money in mass transit and 
rail systems. But these are expensive to build and they are small in 
scale, and as such do not cater to large populations, although they 
are very useful. In Delhi, the metro coverss 4.8 percent of the total 
number of trips generated. In Bangkok, it’s 3.2 percent. Light elevated 
rail costs USD 25 million to 40 million per kilometre; rapid bus transit 
systems, on the other hand cost around USD 2.5 million per kilometre, 
which is why they are becoming popular. And since there are no major 
subsidies available, and this money has to be recovered somehow, 



The ‘World-Class City’ Concept

77

fares for these systems are extremely expensive – they are about three 
to four times more expensive than standard bus fares. However, the 
advantage of rail systems is that they can last 50 years, while bus 
systems need overhauling every six or seven years. Transport in South 
Asia is very uncomfortable, and light rail is insufficient and expensive, 
and so the people are buying motorbikes, which apart from capital 
expense are cheap to use and also flexible.

I think the next decade is going to be the motorbike decade. In 
2006, Karachi had 400,000 motorbikes. Today we have 1.2 million. 
I keep asking our planners – if everyone has a motorbike, then why 
on earth do you want such a sophisticated mass transit system? I 
asked the price of motorbikes in Nepal this morning and they are very 
expensive, NPR 150,000 [approx. USD 1600] or something like that. 
Buying them is expensive but running them is cheap, and they have 
flexibility: you can go anywhere, you change the seat to make it longer 
and you can put your whole family on it. For motorbikes, you need 
new zoning regulations, parking spaces and safety measures. We are 
at present doing a study comparing the increased use of motorbikes 
all over South and South East Asia. 

The once poor-friendly cities of South Asia have become poor-
unfriendly, both for the migrants, who are increasingly agricultural 
refugees, and for communities who have lived in them for decades. 
Here I would like to talk about land prices, and I will talk about my city, 
which by the way is one of the most poor-friendly cities in South Asia 
because we have had so much anarchy that the poor have benefitted. 
It seems the more rules and regulations you have, the more structured 
politics is, the poorer people get and the more they suffer, because most 
of these rules and regulations are made by those who do not know the 
poor and have a strong anti-poor bias. To give you some idea, in 1991, 
one square metre of land on the periphery of Karachi cost 1.7 times the 
total daily wages of an unskilled labourer for a year. Today, it is about 
40 times this cost, so it is not affordable. The result is densification of 
existing settlements, and that densification is so horrific that you can 
have eight to ten people staying in one room. When we surveyed some 
apartment complexes in 1978, there were five people per apartment. 
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Today there are 15 or 16 people per apartment in the same apartment 
complexes. Although these densifying settlements have improved 
in terms of literacy, sanitation and water supply, space for sleeping 
and toilets is a very big issue. Newly married couples have enormous 
problems, the family fragments when the father sleeps in the park 
outside because there is no space inside to sleep. Also, to make 
apartments affordable, they are becoming smaller and smaller. So the 
question arises: what is the proper size of an apartment for a family? 
Are we going to create vertical slums to replace the horizontal ones?

When the Karachi master plan was being made, I was on one of 
the committees. We told the planners, ‘Let us get rid of this idea of a 
world-class city, let us have as our vision a pedestrian- and commuter-
friendly city.’ And they said, ‘You think anyone is going to give us 
any money for such a vision? World-class cities have all these other 
attributes for which money will be available.’ We have fought and won 
many battles, but always around projects. The battles have been won 
simply because of the creation of a network of NGOs, CBOs, academics, 
concerned citizens and the elite of the city, including ex-judges of the 
Supreme Court. But every time, the real success has come from the 
proletariat – the Fisherfolk Forum, for instance, in the example of the 
beach. In the case of Dharavi [in Mumbai] also, the real success in 
changing the monstrous plan that had emerged out of an international 
tender came simply because the National Slum Dwellers Federation 
took a stand.

As an architect, I have often thought why it is that people who have 
been my students go and design all these horrible things. Something 
is wrong with the education system. Why do these idealistic lawyers 
who in their youth fought against inequity go and become attorney 
generals of military governments? I think there is something 
wrong with academic training, and something wrong with the way 
bureaucrats are trained. In Pakistan, I have proposed an oath for 
architects and planners, like the Hippocratic oath for doctors. I took 
such an oath in 1983 when I first realised how the environment and 
poor communities were being destroyed by architects, and I will 
repeat the oath that I took in 1983. It went like this: ‘I will not do 
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projects that will irreparably damage the ecology and environment of 
the area in which they are located. I will not do projects that increase 
poverty, dislocate people, and destroy the tangible and intangible 
cultural heritage of the communities that live in the city. I will not do 
projects that destroy multi-class public space and violate building 
bylaws and zoning regulations. And I will always object to insensitive 
projects that do all these, provided I can offer viable alternatives.’ I 
have kept my promise, except that I have violated bylaws and zoning 
regulations – I can admit to that. But I think if twenty other architects 
of my generation had taken a similar oath in 1983, we would have a 
very different Karachi today.

So I will end here. Thank you very much again.

This lecture was organised in collaboration with Himal Southasian.
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Let me start off with an imaginary conversation between me and 
anyone present here.

Is that a South Asian leader who speaks?

Goodness gracious, no. A South Asian, yes, but ‘leader’? No, thank 
you!

A failed one, perhaps?

Please! I never tried to be one.

An aspiring one?

No! Not that I have never dreamed of being lauded, applauded; of 
being, so to say, in some kind of lead.

In the lead? Of what?

That’s the trouble. Of nothing, really. I have no particular cause to 

From Netritva to Netagiri
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advance.

No cause? Nothing? Beyond wanting to be lauded and applauded?

Sounds familiar and quite awful, I know.

Too familiar! So many leaders, with nothing to them beyond wanting 
to be hailed, followed.

That’s it. Leaders wanting applause, then more applause, deafening 
applause, then slogans, posters, rallies, processions, platforms, 
followers, people behind them, backing them up, holding them aloft, 
giving them credence and credibility, and then power.

What are your credentials, what is your adhikaar for wanting some 
public space?

Oh, nothing. Zero. But you see, there is this thing called family 
history. It can be very conditioning.

Your family has produced leaders, so you want to become one?

Something like that. In fact, quite exactly that.

So belonging to a family of leaders entitles one to leadership roles?

No, it doesn’t entitle one to anything like that. Belonging to a 
political family should not become a passport into politics, no. But in 
South Asia there is this tradition, not a very old one but nevertheless 
now quite an established one – and not just in politics but in several 
other fields as well – of what one may call ‘ascent by descent’.

Ascent by descent! I like that. But Tenzing Norgay did not ascend 
Mount Everest by descending from it.

By ‘descent’, of course, I mean heredity. It is a fact – is it not? – that 
the tradition, the skill of scaling mountains was in Tenzing’s blood, 



Leadership in South Asia: From Netritva to Netagiri

83

in his DNA. That played a part, most certainly it did. It powered and 
propelled him, it egged him on and on, until he was on top.

Maybe. He had the DNA yes, but he struggled – by himself, bone by 
bone, muscle by muscle, tendon by tendon, with every fibre of his being, 
his mental and physical being. No one gave him any advantage. On the 
contrary, Tenzing’s story is the story of an individual’s striving, step by 
step. It is an individual’s effort. His success is his own.

You are right, absolutely right. Tenzing was the very personification 
of leadership. His life tells us all that can be told about true leading. 
Destiny, Jawaharlal Nehru once said, deals one’s hand, but you have to 
play it, largely, yourself. And on how you do that depends its fulfilment.

+++

With that catechistic initiation, let me turn to certain facts and 
aspects of leadership in South Asia. 

We can and should congratulate ourselves in South Asia for the 
leaders we have had. They are among the best and the greatest the 
world has known. When we use the word ‘leader’, we should know 
that we are referring to something far greater and beyond politics. 
We are referring to a person who cuts a path where there was none 
before, a path which is both a way and a world in itself – a way to new 
awareness, new understanding, a new belief by which to better our 
inner and outer worlds.

There is a story that when, after his enlightenment, Gautama 
Buddha first returned to Kapilavastu with a band of disciples, his 
former wife Yasodhara and the child Rahul saw him from the balcony 
of the royal palace. ‘Which of them is my father?’, Rahula asked his 
mother. The princess did not point him out with ‘the first from the 
left’ or ‘the one with his hair tied up in a topknot’, or with some such 
mundane description. Looking through the cloud of moving dust, she 
replied, ‘Son, your father is he who walks like a lion.’



Gopalkrishna Gandhi

84

The world has never had – and, I believe, will never again have – a 
leader of the like of the Buddha, who was born in this land. He leads 
even today by his mind-altering vision, his clear enunciation of the 
causes of dukkha – or life’s torments – and the ways of addressing 
them. Two living Nobel laureates, both of whom can be called South 
Asians, derive their inner strengths from him – the Dalai Lama and 
Aung San Suu Kyi. Both have something of a lion or lioness in them.

When a prince leaves his palace and becomes a teacher, when a 
pontiff has to abandon his high seat and go into exile, when a natural-
born leader of her people has to see her natural turn to lead them 
being turned aside by the fates, we see not ascent but a kind of descent: 
a sudden disadvantaging. And yet we see in that very descending or 
disadvantage a huge surge of that which turns a ‘mere’ person into a 
leader. Particular incidents and historical episodes can sometimes be 
overly-romanticised, but that should not make us impervious to the 
true magic of individual moments.

I said something like this in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa, and 
I say it again today: When, some 120 years ago, in Pietermaritzburg, 
an Indian was evicted from the train, an Indian South Asian visiting 
South Africa fell. But who rose? Who ascended from that descent? 
Gathering his wits, and with an amazing new resolve about him, a 
statesman rose. Gandhi fell with a railway ticket no one honoured, 
he rose with a testament none could ignore. He fell a passenger but 
rose a patriot, fell a barrister but rose a revolutionary. His legal brief 
became a political cause, his sense of human decency transformed 
itself into a passion for human dignity, human justice. The person 
gave place in that moment to the leader whose example was to change 
things not just in South Africa but in the whole of Africa, not just in 
South Asia but in the whole of Asia, breaking the chains of colonialism 
and imperialism, and of our own home-grown exploitations.

‘Ascent by descent’ can have a meaning not just higher than but 
totally different from the role of heredity and family ties. South Asia 
has had its share of family-propelled leaders, not just in politics but 
in several other fields too. Yet it is South Asia that has also shown 
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to the world that real leadership, in the sense of a new awakening, 
comes from the other ‘descent’. It comes, in other words, from 
disadvantage, both sudden and systemic, which is about challenge – 
not advantage – and adversity – not privilege.

The term ‘family’ is modular. There is one’s immediate family, in 
terms of the khandaan one is born into. Then there is the larger family 
of the caste and community one belongs to, and then the federation of 
those communities within a country, and so on. Heredity, therefore, 
is an extendable term. And in that larger sense, South Asia has had 
the most amazing community leaders.

Two men come immediately to mind: They saw the inherent 
disadvantages of their kin, their community, their slice of humanity, 
so powerfully and traumatically as to say to the world on their behalf, 
‘We, here, are not powerful, not rich, but do not ignore us. Do not 
underestimate our ability and our resolve to make ourselves heard!’ 
I refer to Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan – who came to be called ‘Badshah’, 
and not just by the Pathans he spoke for – and to Bhimrao Ambedkar, 
who became ‘Baba-saheb’ not just for the Dalits he was representing 
but for the whole of India. Both of them took their particular qualities 
and created a larger vision, a broader path.

Heredity – the accident of birth and descent, from a ‘family’ in the 
smallest or the largest sense of the word – plays a defining role in 
leadership roles in South Asia, perhaps more so than in other parts 
of the world, and in more ways – more serious ways. To the extent 
that South Asia is a field of challenges and contests for survival and 
betterment, for dignity and justice, each one of us is born into a political 
family, a political condition and a political context. Whether politicians 
or not, we are all political entities. And, by that fact, we are or can be 
aspiring leaders, failed leaders, frustrated, satisfied, disgruntled, false, 
true, great and noble leaders. And even if we are none of these, we can 
laud, applaud, disapprove of, decry, empower or disempower anyone 
who leads us, or claims to do so. And, as Nepal more than any other 
South Asian country has shown, so-called ‘ordinary people’, even 
when quite leaderless, can band together in an incredible upsurge of 
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popular will to change not just an incumbent in office, but the very 
form and nature of that office itself, turning a monarchical order into 
a republic.

Heredity and leadership in South Asia are, literally, joined at birth, 
but not in the limited sense of ‘family leadership’ alone. Heredity can 
be about families. Heredity can be about the family of people as a 
collective. As no one wills his or her own birth, it follows that those who 
are born into political families are innocent, at birth, of political aims 
or ambitions, even as a baby born into a royal household is blissfully 
unaware of the merits of a monarchy verses a republican order. Yet 
for those born into political families, politics is a pre-established and 
ineluctable destination. This is not a new phenomenon – it was already 
the case during the freedom struggle in British India. We find many 
father-son, brother-brother, husband-wife and, less frequently, father-
daughter teams in the political theatres of the Subcontinent. And so 
the children of leaders become chhota leaders in themselves, from the 
start. Symbiosis marked the great pre-Independence pairings, as did 
synergy. No one thought of such team-ups then as being monopolist. 
On the other hand, they were regarded as natural, felicitous. The 
example of Motilal and Jawaharlal Nehru is, of course, the best known. 
Countless others have since followed.

In South Asia, home and work have not always been very strictly 
demarcated, and the families of politicians invariably get hurled into 
the world of campaigns, agitations, manifestos and elections. There is 
no dearth of followers and supporters – basically political parasites 
and retainers – who instil a sense of ‘destiny’ in the children of our 
leaders, and a sense of a succession that ‘has to happen’. We tend to 
judge hastily, and judge critically, those political leaders who pass 
political leadership down to their children and grandchildren in almost 
monarchic succession. I believe we err in doing so. Biological heredity 
has often preset paths to political work and political leadership in 
South Asia. Bishweshwar Prasad Koirala, the first democratically-
elected Prime Minister of Nepal, when asked how he became 
interested in politics is said to have replied, ‘There was politics in the 
blood of my family. My father had to leave Nepal when I was three 
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years old. Everyone in the family had an arrest warrant against them.’ 
Bishweshwar’s brother Matrika Prasad Koirala was also, therefore, 
the product of a political family tradition. 

In the main, politics does not leave the families of political leaders 
alone. It envelops them. One might even say it traps them. They get 
drawn into political ways of thought, political behaviour and political 
vocabularies (often at the cost of other forms of study and learning), 
and political activity. And then political leadership, with the yoyo 
of political adversity and opportunity, of success and popularity, 
failure and unpopularity, even obloquy; and, alas, more often than is 
acceptable, tragically, the snapping of everything by a violent death. 
Yoyos swing, yoyos snap. 

Entering a political legacy is therefore not necessarily the same 
as walking to a golden throne. It is often like falling into a snake-pit. 
Biological inheritors of political legacies have to come to terms with 
the pluses and minuses of that legacy, its sweets and bitters, its crowns 
and crosses. That legacy can be a privilege, it can be a punishment. It 
can, often, be both.

In a contribution to a commemorative volume for former Sri 
Lankan prime minister Sirimavo Bandaranaike, I looked at other fields 
of life and work where next-of-kin succession is known and accepted. 
This was not to justify or defend successor sons or daughters or 
wives – or now, with President Zardari’s example, husbands – but 
to better understand the syndrome. In the corporate world, for 
instance, biological heirs have been known to succeed board chairmen. 
Entrepreneurial acumen, displayed well and quickly, puts all doubts 
regarding the boss’s ‘heir’ to rest. Likewise in the professional 
world, lawyers, doctors and teachers have been known to ‘pass on 
the mantle’ to their sons and daughters. Of course comparison with 
the distinguished forbear haunts the offspring until his or her own 
individual reputation is established beyond doubt. In the world of the 
arts, musicians, dancers, actors and painters often see their particular 
art-form organically taken forward by their biological heirs. The 
inheritance principle has worked well in the field of sports too.
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What then, in politics, is the equivalent of a boardroom’s 
recognition of a son’s or daughter’s commercial intelligence, of a 
courtroom’s acknowledgment of the legal prowess of a barrister’s 
equally brilliant son or daughter, of an operation theatre’s acceptance 
of the surgical skills of a surgeon descended from a reputed doctor, 
of a cinema or art critic’s applause for a daughter or son doing the 
actor or painter proud? What is that equivalent? It is and can be only 
one thing: the resounding endorsement of the next-of-kin in elections, 
fought fairly and won transparently, under the competent observation 
of an independent election commission. Not every next-of-kin of 
departed or, especially, of slain leaders has passed the test. But several 
have, and Sirimavo Bandaranaike heralds that stream of subjectively 
chosen but, in due course, objectively legitimised leadership. She also 
inaugurated the South Asian trend of coming into a political legacy 
through matrimony.

Leadership in South Asia has, therefore, two seemingly 
contradictory origins. First, pre-determination or pre-design by caste, 
community, kinship and family expectations and obligations. Second, 
the chance throws of fate’s dice. The same matrix of kinship operates 
powerfully in both.

This is the standard pattern. But that said, leadership of the really 
alchemic kind, leadership that has been truly transformational and 
has left an extraordinary impress on history, has come to South Asia 
from beyond the confines of kinship.

In that category comes, of course, the Mahatma. No family, no 
forbear, no caste, no community, no launching pad save his own 
inner voice and the hand of destiny propelled him to become the 
greatest leader India – and I would also say South Asia – has known 
in recent memory. His political heir, Jawaharlal, although following 
his father Motilal Nehru into the presidentship of the Congress, owed 
his charismatic leadership to nothing other than his own idealism, 
honesty, courage and energy. It is these qualities that made Gandhi 
say to him, ‘Bahut varsh jiyo aur Hind ke jawahar bane raho’ – Live for 
many years, and be the jewel of India.
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The leadership provided by Shahid Bhagat Singh and Netaji Subhas 
Chandra Bose, likewise, owed nothing to their belonging to any 
particular family, caste or community. And Ambedkar, in the sweep of 
his vision for India as a whole, showed that one can be propelled by 
one’s own descent towards a whole panorama of common concerns.

And the same could be said, in more recent times, of Jayaprakash 
Narayan. Though belonging to the well-regarded family of Babu 
Rajendra Prasad, JP was just himself, unclassifiable and also, in 
ideological terms, indefinable. He was of the Left, and yet no Left party 
could hold him. JP was a Gandhian, yet none of the fads of the Gandhi 
circle applied to him. He was with Vinoba Bhave and yet was not. JP’s 
equation with ‘BP’ – Bishweshwor Prasad – here in Nepal is of the stuff 
of legend.

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the ‘Father of Bangladesh’, likewise rose 
from no family privilege. The son of a sheristadar [court officer], 
he could well have entered government service and remained in 
comfortable oblivion. You need not be born into politics to be born a 
leader. And that was what the immortal Bangabandhu was: a leader of 
leaders who was propelled by the deprivations of his people to alter 
political history and geo-politics. His distinguished daughter, Sheikh 
Hasina, has the privilege and the challenge of trying to fulfil her legacy.

So what is the present condition of leadership in South Asia? What 
is its foreseeable future? Democratic processes in South Asia are 
responding with different degrees of immediacy and efficacy to the 
rages and agonies of the people – and my word, do we have those! 
The result: the rise of the politics of street power, of the public square, 
of the khula maidan. This politics is neither strange to us, nor is it 
undemocratic, because it is essentially non-violent. But it is coercive 
in that it is at cross-purposes with the conventional processes of 
democratic remedy.

The far more serious result of the slow and inadequate response of 
democratic procedures is the rise of organised armed violence as an 
alternative. No violent movement or initiative is a one-shot affair. It is 
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like a shikar, a hunt, which never stops with one kill. No bullet has only 
the name of one user or one target engraved on it. Violence feeds on 
itself, evolving from a tool with an objective to a cult with no objective 
other than its own gratification. Violence has tried to be a feature of 
South Asian leadership, but it is in fact the replacement of leadership 
by anarchy. 

And so, political leadership in South Asia is in difficulty. Its 
credibility is at stake. The grip of money and therefore of moneyed 
manipulation over politics and over leaders is the subject of widespread 
dismay, distress and despondency, and also of rage. Being hugely well-
informed and discerning, the public knows there are still some noble 
exceptions – both in terms of persons and political formations – to the 
general reputation of political leadership. But that general reputation 
is not complimentary.

Leadership is now understood in different ways in our language 
and our slang. Where the correct equivalent of ‘leadership’ in 
Hindi is ‘netritva’, and in Urdu is ‘rehnumayi’, our slang says that 
‘leadership’ means ‘leader-baazi’, and can also be called ‘netagiri’. 
While netritva has great and noble examples in South Asia, netagiri 
is seen as a marketable commodity, with a prominently announced 
manufacturing address, a price-tag with numerous cancelations and 
corrections, but with no list of ingredients, also no expiry date. Also, 
very unfairly and unfortunately, netagiri is seen as an activity meant 
essentially for private gain, not public service. I say ‘unfairly’ because 
there are – and I know several – politicians who are selfless, honest 
and even self-critical. Netritva is in decline, netagiri is on the rise. 
India’s second president, Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, advised, ‘Dirgham 
pasyatu ma hrasvam’ – Look far ahead, be not short-sighted. Netritva 
looks at the far scene, netagiri looks around under its own nose, 
sniffing at regional, sectarian and locally emotive issues. Netritva is 
above the small, netagiri is about the small. Netritva rises above the 
petty, netagiri wallows in it. Netritva esteems credibility: it can be 
brutally honest, frank. Netagiri values popularity: it is a master of 
double-speak, deceit. Netritva has adherents, netagiri has salesmen. 
Netritva sublimates personal hatreds and rivalries, netagiri thrives on 
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them. Netritva has a stride, netagiri has swagger. Netritva will stop at 
a traffic light, netagiri will cut it. Netritva will stay firm on principles, 
and not hesitate to compromise on detail. Netagiri will compromise 
on principles, as long as the details of its convenience are protected.

Political leaders today face threats to their persons when not 
covered by the state’s security protection systems, and so have to 
hire private security guards. Between privately owned arms and 
illegal arms there is a thin and porous line. Illegal arms and political 
leadership at the grass-roots level are closely linked. As a result, non-
political leadership is beginning, in contrast, to look civil and even 
attractive. At a remote school on the Kerala-Tamil Nadu border earlier 
this month, to my question ‘What do you want to be?’ came the replies 
‘A footballer like Lionel Messi’ and ‘a bird-watcher like Salim Ali’. Not 
one child mentioned politics as a future vocation, or a single political 
leader as an exemplar.

The lower the image of political leadership plummets, the higher 
goes that of social activists, of leaders of NGO movements – who are 
engaged in political issues but not political in the sense of being in 
active politics – of sports heroes, cultural icons and, needless to say in 
South Asia, film stars. These personalities are increasingly occupying 
the space that was once reserved for national political leaders. This is 
generically unfair to politics and to political leaders.

Non-elected constitutional authorities are also held in higher 
regard than politics and politicians. One hears regularly, ‘I have 
faith in the judicial system.’ It has been a while since anyone heard, 
‘I have faith in our political leaders.’ I find all this most unfortunate, 
because in democracies political leadership is of the utmost value 
as a harbinger of social justice and economic prosperity. Others can 
catalyse, inspire. But the actual delivery of results, in a democracy, can 
come only from legitimate democratic political agencies. Legislative 
bodies remain the most reliable vessels for the expression of public 
opinion, grievances and expectations, for the modification of existing 
laws where modifications are needed, and the enactment of new ones 
called for by our times. Those bodies cannot afford any further drop 
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in public estimation.

The great challenge before the political leadership in South Asia 
today is the retrieval of its credibility, the rescue of netritva from 
netagiri. But the greater need for South Asia, as indeed for human 
society today, is the rediscovery of a leadership that is not about 
politics or even governance and statecraft but about the human 
condition and its place in the web of life on planet Earth. We need 
the leadership of social philosophers, ecological philosophers, 
philosophers of science, thinkers who may themselves be activists 
or generate activity – people like Bertrand Russell, E F Schumacher, 
Wangara Maathai, Chandi Prasad Bhatt, Sunderlal Bahuguna. There 
are many non-political South Asian leaders who have shaped the 
course of international events and global though: U Thant, Amartya 
Sen, Mahbub-ul-Haq, Rehman Sobhan, Mohammed Yunus, Hamilton 
Shirley Amerasinghe. In India, many remarkable women have shown 
leadership of that kind: Aruna Roy, Medha Patkar, Arundhati Roy, C 
K Janu and Vandana Shiva. They may not be heeded in our time as 
much as they should be, but posterity will regard them as pioneering 
leaders. The same is true in Pakistan of Akhtar Hameed Khan and Arif 
Hasan, pioneers of sustainable urban living.

We need leaders who can walk out of palaces and parliaments to 
speak for the plundered forests, the decimated mines, the ravaged 
bodies of water, the polluted river basins, the neglected monuments, 
the ruined craft traditions, the threatened tribal systems of life; 
speak for our wild life, our ageing populations, and especially for our 
girl-children, who so often and so tragically face the most bizarre 
exploitation. None of these have constituencies, but they are about the 
most precious things on our earth. If South Asia’s leaders speak for 
these causes, they will be recognised by their stride, which will then 
be that of lions, not of jackals.

I believe that South Asia is not meant to buckle under unsatisfactory 
models of leadership, or under the violent alternatives to those. I 
believe South Asia, which has given to itself and the world leaders 
of a class never known before, will yet surprise a future generation, 
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not too distant from ours, with a spectacular display of its capacity 
for leadership powered by its people, going beyond politics to a new 
order of ecological, sociological and civilisational intelligence. 

I mentioned Aung San Suu Kyi at the start of this lecture. I would 
like to conclude it with a salute to that heroine of patience and 
courage, whose descent was a matter of pride for her, not a source 
of preferment; whose ascent has been slow, tedious, fraught with 
danger, and as yet short of the summit; but who has shown leadership 
in South Asia and left us with a new definition of leadership, and with 
new hope.

Thank you.

This lecture was organised in collaboration with Himal Southasian.
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