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engineers and scientists who
work for better and appropriate
habitat and architecture, human
settlement and environment
within the context of sustainable
development.’
We had been invited by the
President, Professor Santosh
Ghosh, and Mr. Unmesh Kirtikar,
architect and associate of the
CBE. Unmish Kirtikar and two
other associates of CBE, Dr.

Prof. Santosh Ghosh, Mr. Unmesh Kirtikar, Ms. Unmish Kirtikar, Ms. Monica Khosla Bhargana and

Mahua Mukherjee, now Prof. of
Dr. Mahua Mukherjee.
Architecture at the Indian
Institute of Technology (IIT) in Roorkee and Ms. Monica Khosla Bhargana, also archiect, have all attended courses at
Lund University in the Division of Housing Development and Management; Department of Architecture and Built
Environment, led by Prof. Johnny Åstrand. They informally call themselves the ‘Lund Alumni Association in Kolkata’.
CBE was established in 1992 and draws people from all walks of the academic and practical spheres engaged in built
environment issues and interested to come together in joint discussions and research work. It has three main fields of
interest:
• Conservation of human habitat of value
• Energy production and consumption
• Water issues related to habitat
To this end the centre organises seminars and conferences. It takes upon itself to assimilate and then disseminate
new knowledge. It also undertakes minor research projects and consultancies. It brings out a number of publications
and an annual Newsletter. An important activity is to help bright young students to go for training in specialised
academic institutions abroad (when the Government selects, seniority and rank take precedence!). Interestingly
enough they also advice students on how to conduct their research work in a fruitful way! (What are the academic
institutions doing?) CBE sees itself as a facilitator in the field of habitat and environment research work.
CBE is acknowledged and authorised by UN agencies like UNDP and UNESCO as well as the World Bank to undertake
studies and organise conferences.
”We have chosen a simple form of voluntarily coming together to overcome the bureaucracy and infighting in
academic institutions in order to create a functioning organisation about those issues that we would like to develop,”
says Prof. Santosh Ghosh. He is a retired chief architect of the Calcutta Metropolitan Planning Organisation with a vast
experience of working in Kolkata institutions, but also in the USA, Iraq and Jordan.
This is one interesting variety of the otherwise often money spinning NGOs in India, who present fabulous prospects,
get funding from various foreign agencies and then disappear at the time of accountancy.
CBE has been actively engaged in the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) Conference in
Istanbul in 1996 and will again organise a session in the next conference in Vancouver in 2006, more information on
the he World Urban Forum 2006.
It will also organise a session at the 4th World Water Forum in Mexico City in 2006, and most interesting for us
organise a panel called ”South Asia, cities and villages” at the 19th European Conference on Modern South Asian
Studies to be held in Leiden, Netherlands in June 2006.
What CBR does is really to engage a number of researchers in their vast network of academic institutions, like the
Indian Institutes of Technologies all over India, to write high quality papers for these conferences.
Recent examples of issues that CBE has been engaged in:
• Toilet solutions fitted to poor households and a monsoon tropical climate
• The Gujarat earthquake in 2001 and plans for regeneration of cities in the affected areas
• The Tsunami – how to rebuild habitat and communities? How to prepare for the next flood wave?
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The aim is to find out sustainable
solutions honouring valuable
traditions and to advise
governments and NGOs about it.
Of late, CBE has taken a lot if
interest in Water issues, which it
thinks is now one of the crucial
issues for a sustainable habitat in
India. They have looked into the
phenomenal growth of new cities
like Bangalore, where there is
hardly any planning of adequate
water supply and sanitation
systems at all compared to the
old imperial cities like Bombay
and Calcutta. They have looked
into the whole issue of supply
drinking water in rural areas and
what it means to the social fabric,
especially gender relations. With stable water supply many more girls can attend schools since they need not walk
miles all day just to bring it home to the house. They have looked into the reuse of cleaned sewage water in big cities
in terms of fish and vegetable production. And they have surveyed the culture of water in India, its ritual and symbolic
significances.
With recent experience from Kolkata, they now also see one possible progressive development to ease the pressure of
a mega-city. The West Bengal Government’s effort to achieve rural development through land reforms and other
interventions has actually created a reversed trend in terms of migration. Many people now return to the rural areas
to take up productive activities in industry and services in an environment free from many of the worst vices of the
overcrowded city. Could that happen in other parts of India as well? Why should India and other developing countries
urbanise at a crash rate never really experienced in the now “developed” world. Could there be a creative alternative?
It is almost too good to be true!

Seminar on the Changing Face of South Asia
After a very tasty Bengali lunch
at a restaurant in the Ballygunge
area, we all went to the seminar
on ‘The Changing Face of South
Asia: Society, Culture and
environment’ organised by the
Centre in the Academy of Fine
Arts, next to St Paul’s Cathedral
and Kolkatas famous concert hall
Rabindra Sadan, in the southern
part of the city centre.
There was variety of speakers,
from here and abroad and there
were about 30 persons in the
audience, and among them also
PhD candidate Ferdinando
Sardella from the Department of
Religious Studies, Göteborg
University, who was in Kolkata to
do fieldwork on Vaishnavism in
Bengal during the vital beginnings of the 20th century.
Staffan gave the keynote speech about the Trichy 25 year panel study, which was appreciated. At the end of the
seminar we also got a chance to present SASNET.
We don’t know how CBE had picked up two PhD students from Portugal and New Zealand. One of them, Sandra
Cristine Simoes Marques from the Dept. Of Anthropology, University of Lisbon, spoke about ‘Changing perceptions of
their tourism – Maldives, Bhutan and Kolkata-West Bengal.’ Did you know that of all the close to 3 million tourists
every year to India, only about 3 % or about one lakh end up in Kolkata? Most tourists go to Goa and the so called
north-western triangle of Delhi-Agra-Jaipur.
Kolkata today is the favourite spot of only a limited number of backpackers and people on their way to Darjeeling and
the eastern Himalayas. West Bengal has no desire to attract mass tourism, but chooses to develop a few cultural and
natural sites for limited tourism. That is also the route taken by Bhutan with its 220 dollar a day group package tours
into the country, which do limit the number of tourist to about 10 000 a year. The Maldives have chosen the opposite
strategy: on 80 of its thousands of islands, complete enclave resorts have been built which now attract about half a
million tourists annually. But the result is a thorough change of culture of the male society, with marginalised women
and children left behind at starvation levels on the “virgin islands” not open to tourism. The tourist economy has now
overshadowed all other economic activities.

Prof. Santosh Ghosh then gave a
very interesting overview of the
‘Changing Landscape of South
Asian Cities’, the most frightening
point being the anarchic growth
based on private property and
real estate markets. There is
‘Manhattanisation’ at one end and
the growth of slums at the other.
Urbanisation also means the
growth of new informal jobs not
least in the service sector
catering to the new moneyed class. Dr. Mahua Mukherjee talked about house building in this new context. It is not
easy but a real challenge to provide good housing based on traditions, space for all new service and Indian social
relations, and a habitat which reinforces inherited identities. At her university, there is now a project on how to
construct buildings that can withstand earthquakes.
Prof. Ghosh held a similar presentation at the International Conference for Integrating Urban Knowledge & Practice,
held in Göteborg in June 2004. The paper was titled ”The Changing Lifestyles: Changing Cities. Perspectives from
Asian Megacities”.
Another presentation at the seminar was about the Organisation of Women’s Unity in Howrah, which works among
Muslim women in the slum (called basti in Kolkata). PhD Candidate Lorena Gibson from Massey University in New
Zealand was studying the impact of informal education and small scale food production on these women’s lives.
The seminar ended with a speech on ‘Impact of Globalisation and Changes in the Economy of South Asia by Dr.
Mahalaya Chatterjee, Centre for Urban Economic Studies, Calcutta University. India has so far managed to achieve a
higher growth rate while gradually opening up to the world economy, a process that now seem irreversible. Due to its
limited exposure earlier, it was also not affected by the investment crisis in East- and Southeast Asia in 1997-1998.
The government control of the economy is loosening, and there is now less reliance on the government for having
things done. The global consumption culture has reached the middle and upper classes with Internet and new
identities and lifestyles. In a Pizza Hut Restaurant one could be anywhere in the world. New housing is growing
phenomenally with banks providing loans at low rates.
Other persons we met during the seminar were the architectural engineer and CBE Secretary
Mr. Ranajit Gupta, and Mr. Sunandan Roy Chowdhury, Editor and Publisher of the magazine
Sampark, Journal of Global Understanding. Mr. Chowdhury (photo to the right) was very keen
on establishing a relation with SASNET. In 2001 Sampark published a special issue on Sweden,
”Children's World In A Scandinavian Nation”.
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In the afternoon we made a most
interesting visit to Jadavpur
University, located in south
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Kolkata. It was really to enter
another world as we walked into
the campus meeting all the
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students and teachers on their
way to various activities. There
were posters with all sorts of
activities, seminars, workshops,
training courses, etc.
One of the big posters was about
the 50th anniversary of the
University, which was to be
celebrated within short, with all
sorts of cultural activities.
Jadavpur was, when it was
started a technical and science
university, but due to a very
conscious policy on part of its founders, a sizable faculty of Arts and Social Sciences was also included. There is no
technology without culture, seems to have been the motto.
But there is more to the history. Already in 1905 a college named National Institute for Education was started here
and provided advanced higher education. This later became one of the core resistance nodes in the Bengali struggle
for independence.
With such traditions and without much heavy colonial academic luggage, Jadavpur today gives a very pleasant
impression of informal interaction and less hierarchy compared to the old Indian universities. It has about 12 000
students and a faculty measuring about 750.
We were hosted by Prof. Asoke Bhattacharya, Prof. of Adult and Continuing
Education (photo to the right). A vigorous and still quite young enthusiast, he has
taken the ideas of the Danish Grundtvig about education and democracy to his
heart. He thinks segregation in society can be prevented by continued and adult
education. Since 1999 he is involved in an exchange with the Grundtvig Institute at
Göteborg University (contact person Ingrid Lomfors) and as a result there is now
also such an institute at Jadavpur University. The faculty is among other things
involved in practical development work among people in the South Parganas
District of West Bengal, for which they have been given the ‘UNESCO Award for
Adult Literacy.’
We informed Asoke about the interest for adult and continuing education with the
Ministry of Education in Bhutan and promised to send details. It would perhaps be
far more efficient and feasible for Bhutan teachers to come down to Kolkata for
interaction on this, than going straight to Denmark or Sweden.
Our first meeting was with the Vice-Chancellor, Prof. A N
Basu (photo to the left). He was well informed about
ongoing exchange and cooperation programmes with
Sweden (see also below) and after we hade reviewed
these, he suggested that we should write a Memorandum of Understanding, MoU, to
consolidate the cooperation. We discussed that and came to the conclusion, that since
SASNET is just a facilitator, it would have to be between Jadavpur and one or two
universities in Sweden, with which most of the cooperation took place. A MoU should come
when cooperation has taken on a certain size and durability.
Next we had a meeting in the Dean’s office, Faculty of Science with:
• Professor Subrata Pal, Dept. of Biotechnology & Dean of the Faculty of Science
• Professor D Bandyopadhay, Head of the Dept. of Mathematics
• Professor Tridib Chakraborti, Dept. of International Relations
• Professor Parimal Debnath, Dept. of Physical Education
(We also had a brief encounter with Professor Shibhashish Bose, Head of the Department of Architecture, who also
was present at the seminar at CBE the day before)
We had a lively discussion about what kind of cooperation and exchange could be possible besides the already ongoing
one on Adult and Continuing Education. The interest for Ling’s Gymnastics is great here (perhaps more than what it is
right now in Sweden) so that could form one basis of interaction. We also discussed what kind of partners would be
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possible within International Relations Studies, pointing out both Political Science and Peace and Conflict departments
at Swedish universities.
We informed about the advanced state of biotechnology at several universities in Sweden and that there were already
ongoing cooperation and student exchange. Finally, we discussed the status of Astronomy in Sweden, pointing out
some of the strengths of these institutions with access to advanced observatories also outside Sweden.

Visit to the Indian Institute of Chemical Biology, Kolkata
Web page: http://www.iicb.res.in/
We then proceeded out of the Jadavpur University
campus, and entered the grand building of the
Indian Institute of Chemical Biology, focussed on
the chemical biology of human diseases. It is
situated in a green and neat campus just across
the street west of the University, and is an
independent institute financed by the Council of
Industrial and Scientific Research (CISR) and by
various collaborative schemes with institutions
world wide. It has a staff of 400 including
technicians and administrators. 250 PhD research
students also work here, many from Jadavpur
University, with which it has a MoU so that the
University confers the degree when the thesis
work is finished. The Institute conducts research in Molecular Biology, Biochemicals/Chemicals, Enzymology, Drugs
and Diagnostics, Neurobiology, Immunology, reproductive Biology, Biotechnology. IICB was established in 1935 as the
first non official centre in India for biomedical research and was included within the aegis of CSIR in 1956.
Our host was Dr. Rukhsana Chowdhury (photo to the left) is involved in a research project on
‘Effects of environmental stress on the production of cell surface proteins and of regulatory and
virulence genes by gastrointestinal pathogens (Helicobacter species) and by Lactic Acid Bacteria
with relevance for the pathogenesis of chronic infections as well as for applications in the food
industry’, which received a SASNET planning grant in February 2005. The main partner in this
project is the Department of Medical Microbiology, Dermatology and Infection, Lund University,
through Prof. Torkel Wadström and Dr. Åsa Ljung.
After explaining to us about her research and how they hope that they can
develop a research proposal for a 3-year funding, Rukshana introduced us to
Prof. Siddharta Roy, who is the Director of the Institute. A strong profile of the
Institute is research on poor people’s diseases like leishmaniasis (called kalasar,
black fever), which is a lethal and common disease among poor people in Bihar,
Jharkand and Orissa. They try to develop both a curative drug for this, as well as a vaccine. Another
strong interest is in arsenic poisoning, which also affects poor people mostly. Finally, there is also a
great deal of research on various cancer forms. A particular form called pancreas cancer has a high
incidence in India.A ‘David’s fight?’

Visit to the School of Environmental Studies at Jadavpur University
Web page: http://www.soesju.org/
The last visit for the day was the
most interesting and engaging:
The School of Environmental
Studies at Jadavpur University
and meeting with Prof. Dipankar
Chakraborti (photo to the right),
Director and Head of the School.
It is located within the premises
of the Dept. of Chemical
Engineering at Jadavpur
University (dating back to 1921,
thereby being one of the oldest
departments in Chemical
Engineering in the World).
The building we entered was the
usual rather shabby institution
building, but as we walked up the
stairs and inside an atrium like
building we saw warm lights and
flowers on the other side. Here Dipankar and his 20 co-workers had created a small oasis – a pleasant working place
with nice offices and laboratories.
The research work at the School is focused on Arsenic Contamination in the Ganga-Meghna-Brahmaputra Plain (more
information about this). They are carrying out field research in Bangladesh, West Bengal, Bihar, Assam and Uttar
Pradesh. They started this work in 1988 and it has been an uphill struggle most of the time. When the first case of
arsenic poisoning was discovered in UP in 1974, there was denial on part of the state government, a pattern that
repeated itself well into the 1980s when more cases of poisoning were discovered all over the Northeast. As a result
partners in this work are not always the government health institutions, in Bangladesh, for example, the partner is the
Dhaka Community Hospital, run by an NGO.

Since 1998 they are collaborating with GARG, the Groundwater
Arsenic Research Group at the Royal Institute of Technology, KTH
(in the Department of Land and Water Resources Engineering,
contact person: Prof. Prosun Bhattacharya).
After a brief discussion, Dipankar showed us the film ‘Slow Poison
– III’, which they had made on the Arsenic problem and the
practical solutions they worked with.
Arsenic in the bore well water is the result of percolation of
Himalayan sediments which are found inside the ground all over
the plains here. When the tube reaches these layers, the arsenic is
released into the water. Use of bored tube wells are of recent
origin in this region, since they traditionally had access to
abundant surface water. But this was a way of avoiding the often
severely polluted surface water as a source of drinking water
supply. Since arsenic poisoning has an incubation time of about 25
years, it took time for nature to hit back. So as regards water
supply, the villagers are now back on square one!
Meanwhile the current poisoning and continued use of arsenic
contaminated water is a ‘Goliath’ this team has made its cause of
fighting. There is also the question of the human ‘host’ – poor
underfed villagers are more susceptible to the effects of arsenic
water. There is the question of immediate care of these patients,
who have developed various skin ailments and open wounds.
Another thing is to use treatment plants to purify surface water,
but the state governments are of no help and the small plants,
maybe costing around Rs. 15-20 000 are mostly laying idle in the villages. There are also other ways of overcoming
the problem: digging of wells and rainwater harvesting. Even tube wells can be used, if they are bored to reach thick
clay soil below 300 feet.
The Arsenic group has built a model village in West Bengal where they demonstrate safe ways of solving the drinking
and irrigation water problem. They are studying the effects of arsenic water on various crops like paddy and
vegetables. Earlier indications that paddy is not affected may not be true, in fact. They also study the effects on cattle
when eating straw grown on land irrigated with arsenic water.
At the entrance to Prof. Chakraborti’s laboratory there is board with the following words:
Nothing is easy – if you don’ want to do it
Nothing is difficult – if you want to do it
You have the power within you – you can do it
It is hard not to admire this charismatic researcher and activist. Dipankar had earlier spent 16 years as a researcher
in Belgium and Texas, but felt a strong urge to return back home and take up this work. Moreover, he is not relying on
outside funding for what they are doing. They take on consultancy work in the field wherever it is possible to charge a
fee for the work they do. They save on laboratory equipment by finding and building their own cheap substitutes. One
apparatus to measure arsenic content was a home made imitation of a 26 lakh foreign make, which had cost them
only 6 lakh! We left rather shocked about the arsenic problem, but somehow also inspired.

Lars on a revisit to Jadavpur University, Kolkata, 5 January 2006
Web page: http://www.jadavpur.edu
When we visited Jadavpur University in Kolkata in mid-December we were accompanied by
the Swedish researcher Ferdinando Sardella (photo to the right), PhD candidate at the
Dept. of Religious Studies, Göteborg University. He is working on project exploring the
ethics and social theory of Hindu mysticism, focusing on Vaishnavism in Bengal during the
early 20th century, carrying out fieldwork in Kolkata. Therefore he was keen to become
affiliated to a department at Jadavpur University.
Our request about this got a positive response from the Dept. of Sociology, and Dr. Asoke
Bhattacharya (our host during the December meeting) had again called for a meeting with
faculty members of the university on 5 January, in order for Mr. Sardella to present himself
and his project more in detail. At the same time Dr. Bhattacharya requested Lars, still in
Kolkata with his family, to participate.
So after taking the beautiful Kolkata Metro underground railway from Belgachia in the
northern part of the city, getting off at Kalighat station and from there proceed by taxi to
Jadavpur, we reached the university campus. Dr. Bhattacharya met us and this time
brought us the university guesthouse, where the meeting was to be held.
As it turned out the meeting turned out to be a continuation of the previous SASNET
information meeting, and less about Mr. Sardella’s affiliation. The latter was left to a separate
meeting afterwards between him and Dr. Ruby Sain (photo to the left) at the Dept. of
Sociology. Instead it became a rewarding interactive discussion on possibilities for individual
researchers from various departments at Jadavpur to find research partners at Swedish
universities.
The faculty members invited to the
meeting, representing different
departments, presented their research
interests and Lars gave advice regarding
possible Swedish colleagues and/or departments to contact. A few
of them we met already in December, but others had taken the
opportunity to meet me this time. My last information folders
about SASNET, brought from Sweden, were distributed.
Participants in the meeting:
• Dr. Asoke Bhattacharya, Adult and Continuing Education and

Extension Centre.
• Prof. Subrata Pal, Dept. of Biotechnology. Dean of the Faculty of
Science. Working on biodiversity and gene replication.
• Dr. Parimal Karmakar, Dept. of Biotechnology. Working on herbal
drugs.
• Dr. Mridul Bose, Reader, Dept. of Physics. Working on
plasmaphysics, once planning for a joint research project with
Prof. Stenflo, Umeå University.
• Dr Ruby Sain, Dept. of Sociology. Working on social and medical
health, involved in a research project on food habits among
different ethnic groups in India.
• Prof. R Bandyopadhyay. Head of department, Dept. of
Mathematics.
• Prof. Tridib Chakraborty, Dept. of International Relations.
Working on studies of South East Asia.
Dr. Parimal Karmakar and Prof. Subrata Pal, both
from the Dept. of Biotechnology
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After returning to Kolkata after more than three weeks of travelling, we
again visited Calcutta University and its Alipore campus. Last time we
visited the Dept. of History, this time we headed for the Dept. of South
and Southeast Asian Studies, on the first floor of the high-rise
university building in front of the National Library.
It was the home department of Dr. Swapna
Bhattacharya (photo to the left), who had
been instrumental in finalising our Kolkata
programme. We knew her since before since
she was participating as a panel convenor in
the 18th European Conference on Modern
South Asian Studies, organised by SASNET
in Lund in July 2004 (she was co-convenor
of Panel No. 19 on ”Merging the unsuitable? Brittish India and Burma 1850-1948”, and Lars
had also visited her Calcutta University department in December 2003.
Until 21 November 2005 Dr. Bhattacharya, a scholar on Burmese
(and especially Arakanese) studies, was Head of the department,
but she has now been succeeded by her colleague Dr. Lipi Ghosh
(photo to the right), who is doing research on Thailand and the
cultural heritage connecting it to ethnic groups in the North Eastern part of India. We met both
of them and had a discussion on their respective research projects.
The department grew out of the Dept. of History in 1978. It was initiated as an area studies
Centre for South and Southeast Asian Studies by Jayanta Kumar Ray, then Professor in
International Relations. He remained in charge of the institution till 1992. At that time the
Centre had been turned into a department with postgraduate two-years courses, and
acknowledged by the University Grants Commission (UGC) to be one of the main centres for
regional studies in India. UGC has assigned four countries for the department to focus on, namely Bangladesh,
Myanmar (Burma), Thailand and Philippines.
In a similar way studies of other Asian countries have been assigned to institutions all over India, for example
Himalayan studies to the North Bengal University in Siliguri, Indochina studies to the University of Tirupati, and
Central Asian studies to the University of Bombay. Besides there are several specialised institutions such as the School
of International Studies at Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, another Dept. of South and Southeast Asian
Studies at the University of Madras, Chennai, and in Kolkata itself there are also a Centre for International Relations at
Jadavpur University, the Netaji Institute of Asian Studies (under the West Bengal government), and the Maulana Abdul
Kalam Azad Institute of Asian Studies (a central government research institution).
The Masters programmes offered by the Dept. of South and Southeast Asian Studies at Calcutta University include
compulsory courses on pre-colonial history & state formation, history of colonisation & decolonisation, postindependence government & politics, political economy, regional conflict & cooperation, and ethnicity & minority.
Besides these the students must choose two additional courses out of the following: Demography, gender studies,
refugee studies, environment, human rights, military studies, and quantitative methods & computer application.
The department has eight teachers (three professors, four readers and one lecturer). Besides Dr. Bhattacharya and Dr.
Ghosh we also met with Dr. Paula Bannerjee, herself involved in research on forced migration and displacement. She
has been in contact with Kaj Nordquist, Dept. of Peace and Conflict Research, Uppsala University, and this might result
in a joint project.
Dr. Bannerjee declared that her department would be happy to accommodate Swedish PhD students, if they have an
interest in studies of forced migration, or India-Bangladesh relations. They would then be given a bona fide affiliation
to the department and be provided with local hospitality.
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A meeting was arranged in the
auditorium for the Masters
students, where we informed
about SASNET. We were as
always heartily welcomed, given
flower bouquets, and the 35
students (a large majority of
them being female) who had
come raised many questions.
They also listed the research
issues in which they are
interested.
• Jiru Sarkar: HIV in South Asia,
and Human rights for affected
persons
• Sagarika Ghose: Population growth and environmental degradation in South Asia
• Tarwi Nandi: Malaria in South East Asia
• Mamani Mandal: Role of Mukti Bahini in Bangladesh’s liberation struggle
• Debarupa Ghosh: Internally displaced persons in India due to development projects
• Chaitali Sarkar: Ethnic conflict in North East India
• Lopamudra Chatterjee: Abortion in South East Asia
• Mou Das Burman: Population and migration in South East Asia
•
•
•
•
•
•

Suparna Das: Women’s movement in India
Rimpa Saha: Environmental disaster in South and South East Asia
Soukaya Roy Chowdhury: Women and gender issues
Aranya Ray: Population and growth development in India
Sayantika Das: Women & Environmental issues
Manisha Chakraborty: Environmental degradation and conservation in South East Asia

• Subhadyuti Mitra: Refugees in South East Asian countries
• Rajat Kanti Sive: Ethnic conflict and the role of politics in South and South East Asia
•
•
•
•

Kanika Dhapa: The problems of ethnic insurgency in North East India
Debjani Banerjee: National identity versus ethnic identity in India
Sujaya Sikder: Child health and child mortality
Biswajit Bhakta: The US foreign policy perception vis-à-vis South Asia, from the Bangladesh liberation war to the

Kargil war.
• Subhasis Rudra: Midwifery system and its relevance in population and in HIV control in South and South East Asia,
with special reference in India
• Jaganath Sardar: India-Bangladesh relations
•
•
•
•

Rohini Samtra: Indian women, the Marriage Act
Sarbani Datta Gupta: Minority/Ethnicity
Suhirtha Majumdar: Violence against women in South Asia
Sraleoni Sinha: Women’s education in South Asia

•
•
•
•

Rima Chakraborty: Gender discrimination in South Asia
Srirupa Chakraborty: Population growth of India
Suchetana Majumder: Defence economy
Paramita Nankar: Ageing problems in Kerala

• Rajita Basu: Ageing problems in Maharashtra
• Aparna Naskar: Population growth of India
• Reshma Haque: India-Bangladesh relations
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Web page: http://www.makaias.org/. Domain name however expired on Jan 16, 2006.
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Staying on in Kolkata Lars was
invited to visit the prestigious
MAKAIAS Institute in Kolkata on 3
January 2006, to inform the
research fellows about SASNET
and possibilities of collaboration
with Swedish researchers. A
meeting had been organised by
Professsor Jayanta Kumar Ray,
Chairman of MAKAIAS Executive
Council, in the brand new
localities of the institute within
the imposing mansion once
belonging to the freedom fighter
Maulana Abul Kalam Azad (it was
in this house at No.5 Ashraf Mistri
Lane in Ballygunge that Maulana
Azad and Jawaharlal Nehru on
behalf of the Congress Party
drafted the Quit India declaration in 1942).
MAKAIAS was set up in 1993 at the joint initiative of the Government of India (Dept. of Culture, Ministry of Human
Resource Development) and the Government of West Bengal. Professor Nurul Hasan, then Governor of West Bengal,
became its first President. The ambition was to create a centre for research and learning with focus on social, cultural,
economic and political/administrative developments in Asia from the middle of the 19th Century onwards, with special
emphasis on their links with India.
Till now the research at MAKAIAS has been much focused on modern and contemporary affairs in South Asia
(especially the Northeast region of India, and Bangladesh), Central and West Asia (Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan,
Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan), but the institute has also consciously worked on
widening its area of study to Southeast Asia and China. A large number of International conferences and workshops
have been held over the years, in Kolkata but also in Delhi, Dhaka, Dushanbe and other Asian cities. Among such
conferences can be mentioned an International workshop on ”Problems of Governance in the Eastern South Asia
Subregion”, held in Kathmandu in March 2001, and an International seminar on ”International Terrorism and Religious
Extremism: Challenges to Central and South Asia”, held in New Delhi in January 2003.
Several seminars on specific problems relating to the Indian Northeast have also been jointly organised with local
universities and held in places like Darjeeling (West Bengal), Aizawl (Mizoram), Imphal (Manipur), Agartala (Tripura),
Shillong (Meghalaya), Kohima (Nagaland), Itanagar (Arunachal Pradesh) and Dibrugarh (Assam). Themes for these
workshops include ”Women’s Movement in Manipur in the 20th Century”, ”Reopening of the Stilwell Road: Prospects
and Problems”, and ”Continuity and Change in the Naga Society”.
Prof. Jayanta Kumar Ray (photo to the right) had invited me to the institute. He is a
legendary person within his field, being Centenary Professor of International Relations at
Calcutta University from 1977 till 2000, and founder of the Centre for South and South-East
Asian Studies in 1978 (and being its Director for 13 years, till 1991). He was closely
involved in the foundation of MAKAIAS in 1993, and since May 2005 he is Chairman of its
Executive Council. Prof. Ray is also President of the South Asia Research Society, a nongovernmental and non-University organization engaged in a variety of activities ranging
from social/natural science research to eradication of rural poverty. Over the years he has
published a large number of books dealing with different Asian countries, such as
Indonesia, Thailand, Bangladesh and Nepal. His most recent book, edited along with Prabir
De, deals with ”India and China in an Era of Globalisation” (Bookwell, New Delhi, 2005).
The Institute currently has 20 research fellows, but it will soon expand to 24. The positions
are for 2-3 years. On 1 January 2006 Dr. Swapna Bhattacharya (previously at the Centre
for South and South-East Asian Studies see our report from there)) also joined MAKAIAS to
proceed with her research on Arakan.
Fourteen of the research fellows turned up for my presentation about SASNET, and they all presented their ongoing
research projects, and in interactive session I was suggesting them about possible colleagues in Sweden with whom
they might collaborate.
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Research fellows at the
meeting:
• Dr. Amija K Chandhini. Research
fields: Governance and Electoral
Politics in West Bengal.
• Sanjana Joshi. East Asian
Studies. India’s North East
politics. Role of Japan and China
vs SAFTA.
• Arpita Basu Roy. Afghanistan’s
society and politics. AfghanPakistan relations and its
implications for India.
• Sreemati Ganguly. India, Russia
and Central Asia. Russo-Central
Asian relations during 1992-2003.
• Priya Singh. Israeli leadership and negotiations in the context of the Arab-Israeli conflict 1990-2003.
• Anita Sengupta. Central Asia, esp. Uzbekistan.
• Monika Mandal. South Asia
• Rakhee Bhattacharya. Developmental issues, like poverty, inequality, human development, regional and gender
disparities.
• Dr. Suchandana Chatterjee. Eurasian steppes, Siberia and Russian Far East. Earlier works on Tajikistan, Kazakhstan
and Kyrgyzstan.
• Mrinal Kanti Chakma. Indigenous and tribal people development strategy in North East India. Autonomy of the
indigenous and tribal people.
• Dr. Swarupa Gupta. Bengali treatment of neighbouring ethnicities: Perspectives on Samaj in late colonial and
contemporary contexts.
• Susmita Bhattacharya. Russian language programme. Russia, Central Asia and South East Asian countries.
• Dr. Binoda Kumar Mishra. International regime formation around security issue areas. Socio-economic and political
condition of indigenous population of Purulia (a tribal districts of West Bengal).

Visit to Visva-Bharati University, Shantiniketan, Friday 30 December 2005
Web page: http://www.visva-bharati.ac.in/
After the official contact journey was over Lars
made a private visit to Shantiniketan in the last
week of December 2005. There he revisited the
Visva-Bharati University, founded by Rabindranath
Tagore (Staffan and Lars visited the university
during their 2002 contact journey, see
http://www.sasnet.lu.se/shantmeet.html)
On 30 December a meeting was held with Dr. Amit
Kumar Hazra, Reader in Economics at the Dept. of
Social Studies & Rural Development in Sriniketan,
who was our host during the 2002 visit.
Dr. Hazra gave some updated information
regarding the university that now has 6 200
students. Out of these 2 500 are however actually
pupils of the three schools integrated into the university – a feature that makes Visva-Bharati University particular.
Photos from Shantiniketan often depict students having out-door lessons sitting around their teacher under big trees
in the campus area. These are students of Pata Bhavan, previously called the Tagore School. Another school is, in
accordance with Tagore’s educational ideals, located in a village outside Shantiniketan, and the third school is a higher
secondary one.
Visva-Bharati is no static institution. Several changes are currently under way. Dr Hazra’s department for Rural
Development has till now also included anthropological studies, but from 2006 a separate Dept. of Anthropology is set
up. The university has also decided to set up a Programme for Tagorean Peace Studies, from the Fall 2006.
Another interesting development is an initiative by a US based organisation, the International Institute of Bengal
Basin, IIBB, to launch a sister university of Visva-Bharati in Bangladesh. The proposed site for the second VisvaBharati University is Kishoreganj, near to Bajitpur. Dr. Rash Bihari Ghosh, Chairman of IIBB, argues that it was a great
blunder not to have a Tagore University in Bangladesh immediately after independence in 1971 as the younger
generations of Bangladesh are unable to acquire the knowledge of invaluable cultural resources that world poet Tagore
and other leaders left behind us to improve the quality of life. Dr. Ghosh first proposed this idea to Professor Dilip
Sinha (former Vice-Chancellor of Visva Bharati), and he has pursued further Dr. Sujit Basu, present Vice-Chancellor of
Visva Bharati University, and the former President of Bangladesh, Dr. Budruduza Choudhury, to take an interest in the
idea. Read more about this initiative.
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While Staffan travelled to
Patna Lars went to
Bhubaneshwar, capital of
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the state of Orissa, 500
km southwest from
Kolkata. A state also
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known under its old
historic name Utkal, that
means Land of superior
culture, which is a quite
appropriate name for a
region full of the most
exquisite temples from
the Kalinga dynastic era,
where art and
architecture plays a vital role even today.
Besides the dominant Oriya culture the state also boasts of a large variety of strong tribal cultures, constituting 22 %
of the population. It is also a land full of poets; poetry seems to be a part-time occupation among most university
professors, medical doctors and civil servants.
At the Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose Airport in Kolkata almost every plane scheduled for departure from the domestic
airport during the afternoon was delayed, according to information given on the screens. With one happy exception,
namely the Indian Airlines flight to Bhubaneshwar, that left exactly on time and also reached its destination after only
50 minutes. A nice flight over the river delta lands of Sundarbans, a short hop over the Bay of Bengal, and finally
passing over the fertile plains of northern Orissa.
My local hosts, Mr. Aswini K Mishra (photo to the left), senior member of state civil
service in Orissa, now project director for the District Rural Development Agency in
Jharsuguda, and Dr. Jugal K. Mishra (photo to the right), Associate Professor, Dept. of
political science, B.J.B. Autonomous College, Bhubaneshwar, had come to the airport
to receive me. They had kindly organised all arrangements and meetings during the
stay in Bhubaneshwar, and also took me around to visit interesting places in the city
and the surrounding countryside.
Aswini Kumar Mishra, who is also acknowledged as a poet of eminence in Orissa,
convened Panel No. 4 on ”The voice of Dalit in South Asian Literature” (more information about the
panel) in the 18th ECMSAS conference in Lund in July 2004, a conference organised by SASNET. Jugal K Mishra also
participated in the same panel.

Book release function
Lars had been invited to attend a book release function at Swosti Hotel in the
morning of 16 December 2005. The book, ”Paralysed Tongue. An anthology of
Dalit studies” (Pagemaker, Bhubaneshwar, 2005) incorporates several papers
presented in the Lund conference panel on Dalit Literature, and has been edited
by Aswini Kumar Mishra and Jugal K Mishra. The book deals with Dalit literature
not only in different parts of India, but also covers the other South Asian
countries, including Nepal, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Afghanistan. As a token of
thanks to the organisers of the Lund conference Lars Eklund’s name was also
mentioned to be one of the book editors, and Lars was given the task to
formally release the book.
It was a well-attended meeting, with two university vice-chancellors (Dr.
Lakshmi Narayan Mishra from Utkal University, and Dr. S.C. Panda from Utkal
University of Culture) and a large number of university teachers, journalists,
poets and other representatives of the Bhubaneshwar literati being present. The
poet Rajendra Kumar Panda held a speech as a guest of honour, pointing out
that several important Oriya poets have been dalits. The translator Aurobindo
Behera also held a speech, and finally Lars gave a short recapitulation of the
conference held in Lund, and the interaction between the book editors and
SASNET preceding the publishing.
Some university teachers were eager to have a chat about SASNET and Sweden afterwards. Among them Professor
Himansu S. Mohapatra from the Dept. of English, Utkal University, and Alakananda Mishra, lecturer at the same
department. Prof. Mohapatra has a relation to Sweden, as he for brief periods from 2000 to 2002 was a guest
professor at Södertörn University College south of Stockholm, and also visited Lund University.
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Another person who turned up was Dr. Manorama Biswal Mahapatra, Head of the Dept. of Oriya, BJB Autonomous
College. Dr. Mahapatra, educated at Vishwa Bharati University in Shantiniketan, is currently working on a research
project on Tribal folklore in Orissa, and she visited Sweden in the Summer 2003 to participate in an International
Conference on Folklore, organised by the University of Gotland in Visby. She is also a reputed writer of children‘s
literature, and several of her books have been translated into other Indian languages. Dr. Mahapatra approached me
and asked whether there could be an interest in Sweden for translations of her works into Swedish as well. I informed
her about the ongoing Indo-Swedish Translation project, led by Mr Tomas Löfström, see
http://www.sasnet.lu.se/indlibrary.html.

Visit to Utkal University of Culture, Friday 16 December 2005
Web page: http://www.utkaluniversityculture.org/
The Utkal University of Culture came into existence in 1999. It was set up in order to preserve, promote, propagate
and protect the richness of the cultural heritage in Orissa by way of making substantive accomplishments through
study, research, documentation and continuing education.
The university is still small, with only 2000 students and eight departments, offering undergraduate, MA and
postgraduate courses in:
•
•
•
•

Culture studies (including tribal studies and gender studies)
Sociolinguistics
Orissan studies
Jainist and Buddhist studies (with a Jaina Chair professorship, instituted with a grant from the Ministry of Culture,

Government of India)
• South and Southeast Asian studies
• Cultural Heritage and Conservation
• Tourism and Hospitality services
• Performing arts (including Odissi dance training)
The university also has a Tamil Chair, instituted by a grant from the Government of Tamil Nadu.
A meeting had been
organised by the Vice
Chancellor Dr. S.C. Panda
(photo to the left).
Teachers and students
from most departments
turned up and listened to a
presentation about
SASNET. They also
informed about the present
situation at the university,
where guest lecturers contribute with most of the
teaching. The number of permanent staff is
limited, and this is something they want to change in order to strengthen research.
As it is a very young university only few PhD’s have come out so far. The departmental organisation differs from
traditional Indian universities, for example by keeping sociology not as a separate discipline, but instead integrating it
into other departments such as sociolinguistics and culture studies.
The university is also active in organising multidisciplinary seminars on issues important for Orissa, for example a
seminar on ”Tribal Culture in Transition”, organised in 2001.
Utkal University of Culture is also much interested in research collaboration with institutions in countries like Sri
Lanka, Malaysia and Indonesia (especially Bali) since Orissa have had cultural contacts with these countries for more
than 2000 years. Previously a guest professor from Sri Lanka worked at the university, and currently some students
from Vietnam participate in courses.
There is also a Swedish link. Currently there is one Swedish student in the Dept. of Performing arts, and another one
trained Odissi dance in the same department a couple of years ago.
Teachers present at the meeting:
• Dr. Gopalandhe Mohanty, Lecturer at the Dept. of Sociolinguistics and Head of all postgraduate departments
• Girija Shankar Bal, Dept. of South and Southeast Asian studies
•
•
•
•
•
•

Prashant Kumar Maharana, Lecturer in Orissan studies
Nikanja Kishore Jena, Dept. of Cultural Heritage and Conservation
Manoj Mishra, Faculty cum course co-ordinator, Dept. of Tourism and Hospitality services
L.C. Jain, Jaina Chair Professor, Dept. of Jainist and Buddhist studies
Dr. M.P. Mohanty, co-ordinator, postgraduate departments of Culture studies & South and Southeast Asian studies
Dr. Anita Mishra, co-ordinator, Dept. of Cultural Heritage and Conservation

Visit to Post-Graduate Department of Sociology, Utkal University,
Friday 16 December 2005
Utkal University web page: http://www.utkal-university.org/
Utkal University was established in 1943, and is located in a large
campus west of the National highway no 5 (connecting Kolkata
with Chennai). It is a teaching-cum-affiliating university, with 43
postgraduate departments within the fields of science, humanities,
business administration, social science, law and commerce.

It has approximately 5 000 postgraduate students and a staff of
250 teachers. Besides it is the largest affiliating university in India,
with today 310 affiliated colleges under its jurisdiction.
The university is involved in many collaboration projects with
foreign universities, and non-resident Indians (NRI) play a vital
role in funding Utkal University, according to the Vice Chancellor
Dr. L.N. Mishra, with whom I had a short meeting in his office
room in the afternoon (see photo to the right).
Otherwise time permitted only one
meeting at the
university, and that
was organised by
Professor Rita Ray
(photo to the left) at
the Dept. of Sociology.
The department has
eight teachers and 150
students at MA, MPhil
and PhD levels (25 of
them on PhD level). It
focuses on research in
three fields, namely development, gender and
tribal studies, all of them with enormous
relevance for Orissa.
The Sociology department is involved in research
collaboration with the University of Osnabrück in
Germany, and has previously also worked with
colleagues in Canada and USA. Prof. Ray herself is doing socio-economic research on resettlement and rehabilitation in
connection with development projects.
Almost all the teachers at the department turned up for the meeting to listen to my presentation about SASNET and
possibilities to find research partners also in Sweden.
• Professor B. Pathak
• Professor Anup Dash
•
•
•
•

Professor D.N. Jena
Balgovind Baboo
Bijay Behera, lecturer
Dr. Mary Gabriela Bage

Meeting with Prof. Emeritus Lars Henrik Ekstand, Friday 16 December 2005
Lars Henrik Ekstrand retired as professor at Lund University’s School of Education (in Malmö) in 1996.
From 1980 onwards he has spent long time in Bhubaneshwar, doing research and also working with
development projects. Since retirement he spends half the year in Orissa with his wife Rita Ray,
Professor of Sociology at Utkal University, and the other half in Sweden. He is still active in research,
and has published material on development theory and corruption. See
http://www.sasnet.lu.se/educmalm.html
I was invited to their house located seven km away from the city centre, close to the newly
constructed Infocity (home for one of the Indian IT giant Infosys’ production centres). We had a nice
evening with discussions and mixed Indo-Swedish food. A nice way to wind up the 2005 contact journey to South
Asia.
A senior correspondent from Times of India, Sandeep Mishra, based in Bhubaneshwar, was also invited for the
evening, in order to make an interview about SASNET.
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– by Staffan Lindberg
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I woke up at 4.30 and found
myself on board the Lal Quila
(Red Fort) Express from Sealdah
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Station in Kolkata towards Delhi.
There had been only few people
in the AC 2-tier class wagon,

Skapa verksamhetsrapport

which is now the standard middle
class way of travelling long
distance in India. There were
mice running shyly under the
seats – the conductor said that
he had never seen that before!
Mr. Subodh K. Gupta was my
compartment fellow traveller. He
is salesman for Goyal Brothers
Prakashan, a publishing house
specialising in English
publications and schoolbooks for
children and teenagers. When he
heard that I was a Sociology
professor, he suggested that I
should write a textbook in
Sociology for higher secondary, that is 11 – 12th standards, age group 15 plus. ‘Maybe I should,’ I answered him
without thinking too much about it. He promised to send a prospect. (What would be title of such a book? ‘Broken
Barriers - A Sociological Vision of India’ perhaps?)
It was a bit chilly in the AC car early morning and I crept under the blanket and managed to fall asleep again, until I
heard the attendant’s voice announcing Patna City and that we would reach Patna Junction in another 10 – 15
minutes. I got up and got ready to disembark. It was still somewhat dark, but I could see some houses, huts and
cowsheds along the track. There were buffaloes all over ready to deliver milk on the doorsteps later on. The city has
roots long back with artefacts also of the then flourishing Buddhist culture. I didn’t see any trace of this, however, as I
was standing by the open door in the Lal Quila Express.
The train came to a stop and before we had a chance to get out, the gangway was full of incoming passengers so that
we had to struggle a bit to reach the platform.
Prof. Hetukar Jha, the retired Sociology professor whom I had already met at the South Asia Sociology meeting in
New Delhi in February 2005, was waiting on the platform. He was dressed in dhoti, shirt, sweater and a woollen head
covering. We made our way up and down the stairs of the passage to the entrance of the station, seeing hundreds of
people waiting for trains on the many platforms. During the British time, Patna had become an important junction
connecting all parts of India.
Prof. Jha took me in his Maruti to Hotel Pataliputra Ashok, a three star hotel which had seen better days. Run by the
Ashok Group, owned by India Tourist Development Corporation Ltd., the room charge was Rs. 2 560, the highest hotel
cost during the whole of our journey. For this I was offered a worn out double room with soft carpets. But there was
no damp smell and there was hot water in the shower!
Hetukar made a deal with hotel manager, who happened to come from the same village in north Bihar so that I would
only have to pay for one’s day stay though the time was only 7.30 in the morning.
We had tea and chatted for a while. Hetukar had arranged a meeting at the Sociology Department at noon, so he
would come back after breakfast before that. Report from the meeting.

‘Feudalism’ and Maoist class struggle?
‘I say Bihar, you say corrupt’ is the headline of a chronicle by a Bihari historian at Princeton University (Gyan Prakash
in Sunday Times of India, Kolkata, 18 December 2005). He argues for a more nuanced picture.
Like most outside observers I also have my ‘stereotypes’ of this one of the poorest and most backwards of states in
India: Feudal landlords who defend their land with private gunmen and a Maoist guerrilla fighting for the poor and for
land; a very corrupt and inefficient administration; etc.
A few weeks ago the Maoists had managed to raid a jail in Jenabad and free some of their imprisoned comrades. As a
“premium” they also released a number of gunmen, whom they later killed in cold blod. The Maoists seem to have a
stronger hold here than I expected. They have declared the forests on the Indo-Nepal border as a “red zone”, where
they recruit young boys and girls for the movement. It was also there that they held a prss conference the day before
yesterday and declared a major offensive in the North. ‘Thumbing nose at the state police and intelligence agencies …
they announced a hit list which also includes corporate houses like Tata, Posco, Essar and Jindals.’ (Times of India, 16
December 2005, p. 6)
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Is it from here the Nepalese Maoists have developed its own struggle against that Hindu Kingdom?
Hetukar Jha seemed the right person to tell me more.
‘I know that Lalu Prasad Yadav has just been voted out of office as Chief Minister after 15 years of his rule,’ I said
trying to open a conversation which I hope would bring me new knowledge. ‘Was that a populist regime like the one
run by Ms. Jayalalithaa in Tamil Nadu?’
‘No, in no way,’ Hetukar replied. ‘In Tamil Nadu there is a regime that brings law and order, good roads and some
welfare to the people. This is not the case here. Lalu and his wife, Rabri Devi (who was CM when Lalu was in prison on
corruption charges, my remark), robbed in the name of the people. There is no order here and people are afraid of
robbery and hold-ups anywhere in the state. We don’t go out after dark.’
‘But will this not change with Mr. Nitish Kumar as CM (Janata Party in alliance with BJP)? I asked.
‘No, no, he can’t do much. It is a culture here which is hard to change,’ was Hetukar’s quick anwer.
As I opened the Times of India (Patna National) the main news article on the front page was about the release of an
agenda for good governance in the State by the NDA government. ‘The rot is 25 years old and cannot be cleaned in a
day or two,’ said CM Nitish Kumar at the release.
His ambition is to ‘make the bureaucracy people friendly, sensitive and accountable’ (Times of India, 17 December
2005, p. 1).
The paper was also full of news of a thorough reshuffle of district magistrates (District heads) and police officers in
order to set the administration ‘on alert’. (I read in a national daily the day after that now also the Indian
Administrative Services is about to be reformed with career evaluations, early retirement, etc. What a revolution to
otherwise so secure employment and steady income!)

From village community to loose fragments
Here is a short version of Hetukar Jha’s views on Bihar history, society and underdevelopment.
Bihar is still a peasant social formation, where peasants produce for subsistence rather than market. It is untouched
by the green revolution. One big problem is the fragmentation of landownership.
‘We had a land reform, which abolished the zamindaris and gave the land to the tillers. But for every generational shift
sons end up with smaller and smaller holdings. There never was an effort to increase production on part of the state
government. People are starving on these small plots.
Add to this that floods often play havoc, especially in northern Bihar (streams from the Himalayas), destroying crops
and leaving large patches of march lands unfit for cultivation.
People would need industries here and more trade. But after an early build up of state industries here there was a
gradual decline from the mid-sixties. The trade union came under political control and became very strong. There was
violence and strikes and loss of many man-days. As a result, industries were shut down. The politicians simply robbed
the wealth of industry and trade in various ways, so the big traders also chose “exit” from Bihar.’
A basic problem is the break down of the traditional village community as a functioning whole. It started already
during British times. Before the 1830s there were, for example, schools ruan by the village community, but these
completely disappeared. After Independence village common property like land, tanks and ponds were taken over by
the state government. The Block level officials now give them on lease fro three years to contractors, who use them
for fish cultivation, etc. These do not allow the peasants to draw water for irrigation of crops. This also means that
there is no secular space for meetings in the villages and no unity – community any more. It is a fragmented village
society.’
Bihar with its now 100 million and odd inhabitants would be one of the biggest nations in the world had it been a
sovereign state. But within Bihar itself, there is a sharp regional variation and difference. These regions were only
united as a Subha under Mogul rule in the 15th – 16th centuries. In those days it also included the Jharkand region,
which only recently became an independent states (taking away what was left of industry from Bihar).
The three distinct regions are:
• The Northeast area with it own language, Maithili, and written script, which is now recognised by the Union
government. This is the area bordering the Himalayas and Nepal. The Dutch mined saltpetre here in the 17th century.
Later it became known for the production of indigo (Champaran area, where Gandhi mobilised against British
landlords!), opium and tobacco.
• The Western area, with its own Hindi dialect called Bhojpuri. This is really the central zone, which the British
considered to be a granary of India with well developed irrigation systems.
• The Southern area, Maghad, dryer uplands with its own Hindi dialect called Magadhi. It is now famous for its potato
cultivation.
There is a very detailed historical material called Village notes, which the British collected between 1895 and 1917. it
has information on lands, castes, institutions, etc. there are such notes for all the 40 000 villages in Bihar, stored in
the various District headquarters. Hetukar Jha has himself copied 7 000 of this from all districts in the state and wants
to start a project compiling these data as well as visiting some of them to see the changes over a period of hundred
years (he would like to do this with a foreign historian or sociologist).
Hetukar Jha, himself hailing from a Brahmin landowning family in North Bihar, worked all his life in Patna University
Sociology Department. He and his brother still keeps the land in the village, which is now looked after by one of his
sons. He has no high opinion of his fellow sociologists in Bihar. ‘They use out of fashion foreign theories and they have
no grounding in local and regional empirical reality. The challenge is, of course, to combine good contemporary theory
with thorough empirical studies of this region.
‘What do you think about the Maoists and their struggle,’ I ask finally.
‘They are no different from other criminal gangs here. The only difference is that they flags. They ask for protection
money and they stage hold-ups,’ is the sharp answer and he continues. ‘We need industry here, growing markets and
connections to dynamic regions.’
‘What about connections to West Bengal?’
‘Oh, that is under one party rule. There is no open disclosure of what is going on. I think people are worse off in west
Bengal villages compared to here.’

In another country?
Staying only 30 hours in Bihar is hardly enough to dig up something new of a place and a setting. But I certainly got
some new perspectives from people rather critical of the Maoist standpoint and activities. As for Bihar, “idiosyncrasy”
is the world I think rather than qualitative difference. It is as if all the vices one could think of in an Indian context had
accumulated here, landlordism, merchant-usurious exploitation, caste hierarchy and violence, ethnic and tribal
conflicts, lack of democratic mobilisation from below (perhaps impossible given the circumstances?), etc. Only Hindu-

Muslim conflicts are wanting in that worst of scenario list.
Will the Nitish Kumar regime bring a new sense of direction to this disillusioned State? Could it straighten the
administration, make the police do its job of hunting down kidnappers (when payoffs are so lucrative), bring in the
green revolution (which in itself is scale neutral and can be used by even the smallest of farmers). Can it instil a sense
of Bihari nationalism, proud of, for example, all that Bihari workers and professionals do in many parts of the world
today. Only time can tell.
Staffan Lindberg, Friday 16 December
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The university was
started in 1916-17, but
before that there was the
Patna College
inaugurated in 1863 –
one of the oldest colleges
in India.
Today this is the smallest
university in Bihar with
about 10 000 students at
four faculties, Arts, Social
University of Patna, the old Dutch Salpetre godown from the 17th Century.
Sciences, Natural
Sciences and Law.
Both undergraduate, graduate and post graduate programmes exist side by side. A medical college is affiliated, but
engineering is separate in the National Institute of Engineering, Patna. There are about 1000 teaching positions, but
many of them are vacant, since after retirement of many teachers the University has not employed new teachers.
The University is starved of funds and the state government interferes in all what is happening here.
The university buildings, class rooms and offices are in a poor shape. One feels like being in a dark cellar, when inside
some of the premises. According to my host, Prof. Jha the whole situation is depressing to the teachers, who work
without inspiration.
So the contrast is sharp between the hefty old buildings of the Dutch saltpetre go-down built in the 17th century and
the Maharaja’s palace, which is now part of the university, and the newer buildings and their inside facilities.

Visit to the Department of Sociology
The first meeting was in
this department, which is
a post-graduate
department with 4
teachers, 160 master
students, and 10 PhD
students. In the
undergraduate
department, there about
500 students and ten
teachers.
After my presentation of
SASNET, we had an
interesting discussion
about their research
interests and the
situation in Bihar. Several of those present are pursuing studies of rural development and agrarian relations. Two were
interested in gerontology, one in tribal studies, one in gender relations, one in demography, and finally one, the oldest
member of the staff, in research methodology. We had an interesting discussion about the Bihar situation, and the
following is their analysis.
The Bihar situation is paradoxical. Bihar was the granary of India during the British period, with fertile soils, well
developed irrigation system and an efficient administration. The problems started in the 1960s with the growing
influence of caste on politics. ‘Nepotism took precedence over qualifications’ in the appointment of government
officers. The administration is now so inefficient that it can only use 50 % of the funds allocated by the Union
government for development projects! At the same time civil society is weak and dominated by the government which
wants to have a say in everything.
This is one reason why there has been de-industrialization of the state and also de-peasantisation.
During the period 1995 – 2005 Bihar had an industrial growth of – (minus) 57 %, while the whole of India saw
industrial growth at 17 % plus. Bihar once had the biggest sugar- and paper mills in the country, but now they are no
more. When Jharkand in the South became a separate state, Bihar lost most of the remaining industries, the Bokharo
Steel plant, mines, etc.
Through land reforms and fragmentation via inheritance, the landlords have become small peasants and petty
farmers. The Naxalites have mobilized the agricultural labourers so that they demand very high wages. For the small
farmers this is impossible to pay, so they now use mostly family labourers also women. But in the upper castes,
women are not allowed to work on the fields, so they are suffering from the high wage demand of the labourers.
Today the only source of mobility is through education and government employment. In reality very few government
posts are opened per year, so the real alternative is joining the army.
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There is no strong Hindu fundamentalist movement in the state, and also no sharp conflicts between Muslims and
Hindus. When Nitish Kumar won the recent elections in the state due to the support of the BJP, it was not a question
of rising Hindu feelings but rather an incumbency vote. Lalu Prasad Yadav came to power representing the Yadav’s and
other backward castes. With him there was 15 years of misrule, robbing the people in the name of the poor, speaking
the language of the poor masses, etc. and behaving after the saying of Lalu: ‘For remaining in power there is no need
for government.’
The whole rural infrastructure has deteriorated, irrigation systems have not been maintained, roads are bad, there is
not electric supply to the villages, etc. When asked about it, Lalu used to answer: ‘If we build roads and supply
electricity, who do you think will use them?’ The green revolution has not at all reached here also because the state
administration was not interested in promoting it. At the same time, education and health delivery is poor, so there is
no family planning to speak of. The population has risen fast and there are now 880 persons per sq km vis-à-vis 320
for the whole of India.
Also Women’ Self-Help Groups have failed here. The Banks are not interested to lend money to the women, and the
government is not interested in letting the women really participate in the scheme.
There are a lot of unemployed educated youth. When they fail to get jobs they take to robbery, kidnapping with
demand for ransom. NGOs are weak or corrupt, there are more than 10 000! Many of the educated youth join the
Maoist movement, raise the flag and say they fight for the people, but in reality they are behaving like the criminal
gangs. It is a myth that there are big landlords hiring gunmen, called ‘Ranvir Sena’. Even the big farmers may have
only 10-30 acres of rain-fed land, hardly enough to sustain a family according to a dominant voice in the meeting. It
is rather the politicians and local goondas (gangster) who hire gunmen to establish their hegemony.
The situation is worst in the South of Bihar. From outside one can only visit up to 4 pm in the afternoon. There are no
marriages in the villages because neither women nor men want to get married there.
All in all, the bad situation in Bihar is what causes the large migration of people from Bihar to other states and also
outside Bihar. Both educated and uneducated people go, they work hard and sincere and they earn a good reputation.
Many of them settle in the new places with no intention to return to Bihar, even those with land here, which they sell
out. Thus, there is also lack of a Bihari sub-nationalism or pride of belonging to the place.
Persons met with:
Hetukar Jha, retired Prof. of Sociology, interested in work on rural life in a historical perspective
P C Verma, Prof. Department of Economics, interested in rural development
V K Lal, Prof. of Sociology, Agrarian and rural development
A Dasgupta, Prof. of Sociology, Social Demography
Satish Kumar, Prof. and Head of the Dept. of Sociology, Gerontology and tribal studies
J P Singh, Prof. of Sociology, Demography, public health, gender relations and sociology of development
Gopal Sharan Sinha, Prof. of Sociology, Research Methodology

Meeting at the Department of History
This was a shorter meeting. They had all been called to the meeting in the Sociology Department, but had been
unable to attend due to teaching and seminar assignments.
We first talked about research interest among the faculty:
Dr. Kameshwar Prasad is working on ancient Indian economic history and on the regional history of Bihar.
Dr. Barthi S. Kumar has worked on medieval Indian historiography ut is presently engaged in studies on gender
relations. She is also active in the CPI-ML women’s organisation called All India Progressive Women’s Association. She
is member of an editorial board publishing a women’s magazine.
Dr. Pramodanand Das is working on modern Indian history and on the tribal and agrarian history of Bihar.
Dr. Padmalata Thakur is working on international relations with special reference to Indian foreign policy in the preand post-independence era. Her Phd thesis was on Indian reaction to Fascism and Nazism, 1930 – 1939.
Also present at the meeting was Dr. S N Arya.
What then was peculiar about Bihar history, I asked to get more of the ‘story’.
Here is a short summary of our discussion and points made more or less by consensus:
It used to be that the history of Bihar was equal to “the history of India”. It was here that the first great empires of
the continent were centred. Ashoka also ruled from here only, that is the city of Patliputra. Even today there Buddhist
temples preserved from this era. The last empire, however, declined in the 7th century A.D. and the area was later
invaded by Sher Shah who was a forerunner of Akbar the Great. Later onBihar was part of the Bengal Subha within
the Mogul empire, which also included Assam and Bengal. People here played a great role in the first rebellion against
the British in 1857.
In 1912, Bihar got its current administrative size including the Jharkand area. It was this region that ‘flowered’ during
the later days of the Raj, known for its efficient administration. This good fortune continued after Independence and
well into the 1960s. At that time Patna was one of the important intellectual centres in India with many professors and
civil servants from other parts of India, especially from Bengal.
Bihar may have been on of the “pioneer” areas when caste entered politics in a big way. The whole social fabric
crumbled. This was later reinforced by the rule of Lalu Prasad Yadav with his “family” rule in the name of social
justice. Quality of the administration became the first causality when “lumpens” ruled based on caste mobilisations.
These political conditions have also severely affected education. Today there is hardly any functioning education
system in Bihar and there is no work culture in the schools and universities. ‘We work against all odds,’ as the history
professors I met expressed it.
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