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HARVESTING FEMINIST KNOWLEDGE FOR PUBLIC POLICY: 
Rebuilding Progress. Edited by Devaki Jain, Diane Elson. New Delhi; 
London: SAGE, 2011. xlvi, 347 pp. (Tables, graphs.) US$49.95, cloth. ISBN 
978-81-321-0741-5.

It has been a long wait before serious development people have taken on 

board not only that the rights agenda may have something to offer in terms 

of their work but also what a difference it might make and how shared 

objectives can be delivered. This book is a step in that journey.

The authors begin by locating the work in the aftermath of three crises: 

food, fuel and finance. They tell us that “rebooting” is no answer: the task 

is not to encourage the wealthy to shop again, even for “more fuel efficient 

cars” (16), and they offer policy frames for doing business differently such 

that these crises do not return. They seek a policy environment in which 

justice, built around the delivery of the human rights vision, is better delivered 

and protected.

The essays address the following topics: equitable economic and social 

development, hunger, women’s work, unpaid household work, poor women 

organizing, gendered globalization in the world of work, climate change, 

commodification of food and water, technology, political economy and equity 

in China, women’s employment in Cuba, African feminism and progressive 

masculinities.

Elson’s opening chapter provides an important argument about the 

almost necessary relationship between Sen’s entitlement approach and the 

rights framework. Even if Sen did not take this as far as he might have, and 

critiques are reviewed here, others have developed this relationship. Elson 

touches briefly on the old and resilient tale that rights are individualistic and 

antithetical to progressive, collective politics, partly by pointing to women’s 

struggles that see no contradiction between the two. This is very welcome 

but this argument has to be made repeatedly, especially with men who are 

hooked into old ways of understanding and doing.

The book does, nevertheless, invite a critical engagement with the 

rights framework, evidenced by McFadden’s analysis of colonial uses of 

humanitarian and rights-based discourses in neoliberal ways that inhibit 

and constrain the lives and choices of women. African women’s voices and 

identities must free themselves of the homogenization to which they have 

been subjected through post-colonial and neo-liberal agendas by a deep 

rethinking and re-visioning of rights, relationships with the state, disease 

and health and “who we are and our place in the world” (304). McFadden 

is right to remind us to remain alert and critical: the radical edge is at the 

core of feminist work and both activism and thinking that seek to reconstruct 

relations and institutions. McFadden doesn’t offer us ways in which we might 

do this but other chapter authors begin to flesh this out.

Sarmiento argues that post-revolutionary policies in Cuba have sought 
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to address inequalities for fifty years yet have failed to tackle the domestic 

inequalities that leave women carrying two loads: as paid workers and as 

mothers and wives in the domestic sphere. Women advanced the “non 

sexist ideological patterns” (277) more than men, for example very few 

men have taken paternity leave, though it has been in place since 2000, due 

to the strength of ideology. Sarmiento calls for the struggle for equality to 

reach beyond the realm of law or technical existence into lived reality and 

consciousness. This will surely resonate with women far beyond Cuba.

Increased economic growth in India has not brought better food security, 

argues Jain, where almost half of the world’s hungry reside and where 35 

percent of the population is “considered food insecure” (52). The impacts 

on women are manifest in various ways including anaemia and high maternal 

mortality rates. Jain points to the shift towards growth in the services sector 

at the cost of attention to the agricultural sector, imitating patterns in the 

north and failing to serve or protect women’s important role in the rural 

economy (where 84 percent of the female labour force is located; 57). Jain 

rejects a focus on GDP alone to call for GDP with justice, with changed 

measurements of progress and the localization of food production, following 

Gandhian self-sufficiency principles. How is this to be achieved in today’s 

globalized and highly technical world, even if it is a desirable way forward?

The final chapter turns to the nature of and need for engagement by 

feminists with the growing body of work on progressive masculinities—that 

is, from the perspective of gender equality. Siliman argues for exploration 

of different ways in which males can be men, ways that legitimize non-

patriarchal models of masculinity and which could relieve the women’s 

movement of the burden of defence in the increasingly fierce global battles 

being waged on sexual and reproductive rights. She also makes common 

cause with some elements of LGBTI agendas, which share with feminists a 

troubled relationship with binary models of gender. This is a very helpful 

piece, making the case for work that many feminists found distasteful or 

suspect in its early days and offering a brief survey of projects and initiatives 

that take a progressive masculinity approach to gender work.

From this very rich set of papers the authors offer seven policy frames, 

which include: economic reasoning must change to reflect the costs of 

inequality; growth can be propelled by addressing poverty—growth can 

bubble up not just trickle down—and this has implications for agriculture, 

industry and manufacturing; banking must be socially useful, and draw on 

women’s experiences in self-organized saving schemes and co-operative 

banks; and there should be support for equitable property rights that promote 

collective forms of ownership. They propose that economic policies should 

seek to promote economic and social rights. While access to food, work and 

social security may be familiar in development discourse, couching them in 

the language and international standards of rights is still relatively unusual 

and most welcome. There is much that is yet to be gained by an open minded 
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exploration of the potential of rights for promoting development objectives. 

Taking in International Labour Organization (ILO) standards as well as the 

Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)/

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 

is helpful though more could have been made of the Declaration on the 

Right to Development, which offers us a helpful way to see the linkages that 

this book seeks to promote.

London School of Economics, London, United Kingdom  Purna Sen

PAKISTAN: A Hard Country. By Anatol Lieven. New York: PublicAffairs, 
2011. xv, 558 pp., [16] pp. of plates (Illus.) US$35.00, cloth. ISBN 978-1-
61039-021-7.

Anatol Lieven, professor of International Relations at Imperial College, 

London was posted as the Times (London) correspondent in Pakistan in 

the late 1980s and visited Pakistan during the years 2007 to 2009 to carry out 

field research for this book. Written in a journalistic tenor the study reviews 

a variety of social, cultural and political situations in contemporary Pakistan. 

The result is a study rich in insights, largely sympathetic and reliable. The 

author explains in the following words what he means by Pakistan being a 

hard country: “Pakistan is divided, disorganized, economically backward, 

corrupt, violent, unjust, often savagely oppressive towards the poor and 

women, and home to extremely dangerous forms of extremism and terrorism 

– ‘and yet it moves’, and in many ways surprisingly tough and resilient as a 

state and a society. It is also not quite as unequal as it looks from outside” (4).

The background chapter highlights the “Islam in danger” slogan as 

the driving force behind the demand for a separate homeland for the 

Muslim minority. He remarks: “Pakistan is in fact a great deal more like 

India—or India like Pakistan—than either country would wish to admit” 

(21). And yet he does not try to explain why India could become a political 

democracy and Pakistan could not. This is all the more intriguing because 

the Hindu caste system is far more hierarchical and oppressive than the 

corresponding Pakistani variant of it. It is common to blame the Pakistan 

Army for overthrowing civilian governments, but perhaps the clues to the 

failure of Pakistan becoming even a nominal democracy are to be found in 

the underlying logic of the Pakistani state project deriving from religious 

nationalism.

Lieven observes that tribal and customary laws and practices are prevalent 

in large swathes of rural Pakistan. From a modern point of view, these appear 

to be cruel and retrogressive but are perceived as “rough justice” by rural 

society because the official justice system and the police and administrative 

machinery are rampantly corrupt, inept and ineffective. He suggests that 

disenchantment with and alienation from the state-based system of justice 


