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Abstract

This thesis is a comparative study of exceptional women organising for social
change through grassroots-level development initiatives in education and income-
generation in urban poor areas of Howrah and Kolkata (West Bengal, India) and Lae
(Papua New Guinea). It explores the relationship between hope, agency, and
development by investigating the historically specific circumstances and practices of
women organising collectively as they struggle to create more meaningful lives for
themselves, their families, and the larger communities in which they live.

Research for this study is based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted with four
grassroots organisations: two led by Muslim women in Howrah and Kolkata, and two
led by Christian women in Lae. Data was gathered using a diverse portfolio of
qualitative methods and analysed with a common conceptual framework that draws on
Bourdieu’s theory of practice.

This study combines analyses of historical processes, habitat, and structured
social space with in-depth, place-based ethnography to show that as socially embedded
beings, the culturally constructed ways in which we hope and act for development are
lodged in social relations. It illustrates the dialectic relationship between structure and
agency by showing how these active, articulate, intelligent women living in poverty
sometimes reproduce the structural inequalities they are working to transform. This
thesis identifies a number of ‘side effects’ of development, including collective hope
and collective agency, which serve to sustain collective action in the face of adversity,
hardship, and failure to achieve social change. It increases our understanding of
development by offering a critical, comparative mode of scholarship that focuses on
people’s hopes and agency and allows for a reading in terms of possibilities as well as

success and failure.



Table of Contents

Contents Page No.
ADSETACE ....eeiiee e i
List Of illUSEIatioNS ......vvieieiiicici s v
GIOSSATY ..ot vi
ACTOTIYIIIS «.ovtttttte ittt b bbbt s e bbbt ettt e viii
INTRODUCTION: A theory of hope 1
Toward an anthropology of hope..........cccoiniiiiccccccene 5

Hope, agency, and habitus..........cccciiiiininiccnccceccececee e 7

Hope and DeINg ... 13
Approaching hope through development............ccccceiiiiiiiiiniccn, 16

The “side effects’” of develOPMENt ..o 19

TheSiS OULIINE «.....ccuciiiiccic e 22
ETUDE: Variations on a comparative research theme 25
Early decisions: research focus, case studies, participants............cccccocvcuvcuriciccunn. 26
Periodic fieldwork with an “anthropological attitude”........ccccccoeueuvcuncuninicincnn. 27
Fieldwork variations in India and Papua New Guinea........ccccccocouovevvivincuiinicnnnnns 30
Designing a framework for comparative analysis..........ccccocoorevniccninicnicinicnnnn 33

ON WITHINE oottt 37

“Here, people fight over water” [Interlude 1].........cccoovviiiiiiiiiiiciiiiicinnciicisieces 40

PART I: Historical conjunctures in Kolkata and Lae 43
“Every day in summer, 10 or 12 people die from diarrhoea” [Interlude 2]..................... 46
Chapter 1 Kolkata, City Of CIOWS ..o 47
Calcutta: From trading post to Imperial City.......cccooeviviiiininiiiniiicine, 50

Poverty and prosperity in Bengal during the British colonial era............ 54

Capital, poverty, and societal hope in Kolkata and Howrah .................... 59

Bastis as “forgotten places” in Howrah and Kolkata .........ccccccecveuniricnnce. 68

Visiting Wendy'’s house in Kamkumung [Interlude 3] ........ccccovvviivccicinncnn, 72
Chapter 2 Lae, City of POtholes ........ccccoiiiiiiiiiiiiiiciiicccccccececes 75
Colonial administration and roads into Papua New Guinea..................... 76

How transportation networks shaped Lae .........ccccococniniiiincincninicncn 82

Urban poverty in Papua New Guinea .........cccccovieiiiviiciiiiicniccnns 86

Perceptions of urban settlements in Papua New Guinea..........c.ccccceuvueee. 88

ii



Who should maintain the “road to development”?...........cccccccveuviuricuncnnce 98

DISCUSSION ..ttt 102

Capital, habitat, and habitus ........c..ccveeurecirecinicinicnicircrececeeceecieeaes 102

The political construction of SPaCe........c.cccucucuiuriuricincirciriricceceeeceeene 104

Resourcefulness, NGOs, and development hope ..o, 106

PART II: The politics of hope and agency 110

Thoughts on women’s groups in Lae [Interlude 4]..........cccovvvvviviveninincniniccninns 112
Chapter 3 Hope with caveats: Development and women'’s groups in Papua

NEW GUINEA ......cooviiiiiccccctt s 114

A history of women’s groups in Papua New Guinea.........ccccccecuveucucuncen. 116

“Rhetoric and reality”: Women’s development since Independence ....122

How gender relations, collective organisation, and leadership affect
women’s groups in contemporary Papua New Guinea..................... 126

“You cannot even imagine how much freedom women have in Islam” [Interlude 5]...132

Chapter 4 No hope for Muslim women? How “being Muslim” affects Muslim

women N INdia ..o 133
Religion and politics in the British colonial era .........ccccccccoeuvcuniininicicnnn. 136
Symbols of a community: Personal law and Muslim women ................. 143
Perceptions of Muslim women and their consequences.............ccccc........ 146

DISCUSSION ..ttt 152
PART III: The ‘side effects’ of development in India and Papua New Guinea ......... 156
Saving for the future with Howrah Pilot Project [Interlude 6] ...........cccccoovvvvivivncnnnns 158
Chapter 5 Creating bright futures at Talimi Haq School...........ccccccccvivinicnncnnce. 160
Priya Manna Basti.......cccoiiininiiii 160
Howrah Pilot Project and Talimi Haq School..........cccccccocvicivcinininicncnnee 165
A day at Talimi Haq SChoOL.......c.ccouiueiuniieicieiceicieciecieeceicieeceencneeaes 168
Raising the social value of education within Priya Manna Basti ............ 171
“Love, education, and discipline” at Talimi Haq School.............cccccc....... 177
Chapter 6 “I will not stop, Inshallah”: Rehnuma-e-Niswaan ...........ccccccoeuecucunce. 180
“I cannot stop working there now”: From Narkeldanga to Park Circus
........................................................................................................................ 181
Rehnuma-e-Niswaan: Guiding the girls...........ccooocuviininirivcncninicicnn. 185
“They’d WIn if I GaVe UP” .ecueveerrieeiciciceeicieicieieie e sese e seaenne 188
A picnic in Narkeldanga ... 192
“Rehnuma-e-Niswaan will become a very famous organisation” ......... 195
Working with Bing [Interlude 7] .........ccccccvvvvvvivininiiiiiiiiiiccccccce e 198

iii



Chapter 7 “I'll know many things when I can read and write”: Tensiti Literacy

Programime ..ottt e 200
“Welcome to another city of Lae” ........cccccoueuuiiininicincincninicncrcseceeenne 200
Tensiti Literacy Programme’s [iklik St0Ti.........ccouvvueueiiircininicnciniccncieiinnes 203
Roads to literacy for women in PNG ..o 206
Social practices involving literacy in Lae’s urban areas.........c..ccccceueueucee. 210
“T've got big hoPes” ... 215
Chapter 8 Growing flowers and relationships with Butibam Women'’s Flower
GIOUDP ittt s 217
“Butibam’s Blooming” ..o 218
“Strategies for making something from nothing” ............cccccccccovevinincunn. 223
“The power of NEtWOIKING” .......cccciuiuiiiiiciciciceieeceeee e 230
DISCUSSION ...ttt e 234
Structure, agency, and hope...........ccccoiiccccceas 234
Sustaining collective action ..o 238
CODA 241
ACKNOWIEAGEMENLS.......oceiiiiiiicc e 245
REfEIOIICES. ...ttt 247

iv



List of illustrations

Figures Page No.
Figure 1. Key themes within this thesis .........cccveeuriinieinicnicccrcrecrecececeeceees 22
Figure 2. Howrah and Kolkata, West Bengal, India...........cccocueeuniuniricinciniiniricncincinicicnn. 49
Figure 3. Locations of PM Basti and Narkeldanga, Kolkata Metropolitan Area (KMA) 62
Figure 4. Distribution of slum population in Kolkata Municipal Corporation, 2001.......65
Figure 5. Papua New GUINEA .......ccccvvvveiiieiiiiiicccctccittt s 81
Figure 6. Locations of Tensiti Settlement and Butibam Village, Lae ..........ccccccovvuriinnnnne 95
Figure 7. Satellite Image of Tensiti in 2010 ........cccevvviimriiiiiriniiiceccc s 96
Figure 8. Bourdieu’s model of social reproduction and change.........ccccccoeuecuvininiccncnnes 156
Tables
Table 1. Population Growth in Lae, 1966-2000 ..........ccccecuiuriruncmnimrieniciierciseeeeeecieceseeeesenenns 85
Photographs
Photograph 1. “People lock money and now a lock has been made for water too” ........ 41
Photograph 2. “Here, people fight over water ...” ... 41
Photograph 3. “Water is used for soaking clothes, while cooking, for washing dishes, to
wash rice and for drinking as Well” ... 42
Photograph 4. “People need Water ...” ... ses 42
Photograph 5. Wendy’s mother outside their house in Kamkumung settlement-............ 73
Photograph 6. Young Howrah Pilot Project savings scheme participants...............c...... 159
Photograph 7. Jodhpur Park, South Kolkata.........ccccecueiuiiriciniiniiniricicicciccecscceeeene 162
Photograph 8. Priya Manna Basti, HOwrah .........cccccccciiiiiiiccccecscccne 162
Photograph 9. Talimi Haq School’s volunteer teachers............cccccocuvcunininincincninicincnnnn. 168
Photograph 10. Prayer time at Talimi Haq School ..........cccccccuiiiiininiiccicsiccn, 169
Photograph 11. Amina with Talimi Haq School students outside the Indian Museum172
Photograph 12. A home in Narkeldanga ..........ccccocuuuniiniiciniincininicciccee e 184
Photograph 13. Rehnuma-e-Niswaan garments on display.........ccccccccvevivivcincnininincnnenn. 187
Photograph 14. Rehnuma-e-Niswaan graduates working at a boutique...........cccccoceuc.. 190
Photograph 15. Rehnuma-e-Niswaan students in Narkeldanga...........ccccccvcuviunirincunce. 193
Photograph 16. Tensiti Literacy Programme participants preparing to greet us ........... 201
Photograph 17. Tensiti Literacy Programme’s schoolhouse ...........ccccccocvicivcininininincnn. 202
Photograph 18. Tensiti Literacy Programme’s m0rata BAus ............cccccvcvecevcuncurenenencnnenn. 216
Photograph 19. Butibam meeting house ...........ccccuocuiiininicinciiccccc e 218
Photograph 20. “Butibam’s bIOOMING .......c.ccccuiiiiiiiiririeicircieieie e 219
Photograph 21. Butibam Women’'s Flower Group members visit a plant nursery in
BUDIA ... 227
Photograph 22. Visiting a garden in Bubia..........ccccecuiiiiiciniininicccccccecscceene 228

All photographs by the author unless otherwise acknowledged.



Glossary

The following is a selection of key tok Pisin, Bengali, Hindi, and Urdu terms used in this
thesis.

Terms in tok Pisin:

bilum — string bag; also womb
buai — betel nut
driman — dream

elites — a socioeconomic group of highly educated people in PNG, often urban-based
professionals and public servants

grassroots — a socioeconomic group of people in PNG, usually low-income earners in
urban areas and the majority of the rural population

hausmeri — female housekeeper
kago — cargo; material goods

kanaka — an archaic term for villager; sometimes used in a derogatory manner to refer to
illiterate or ‘backward” people

kastom — custom

kaunsil — council

kina — the basic unit of currency in Papua New Guinea

liklik stori — short or little story

mama — mother

meri — woman

meri blouse — long, loose fitting dress worn by women over a laplap or sarong
morata haus — building made from bush materials

ol grassroots mama — grassroots mothers, usually barely literate women from settlements
and rural villages

ol save meri —women who know /are educated, usually young aspiring professional
women in urban areas

raskol — anyone regularly engaged in criminal activities
rot bilong bisnis — the business way

rot bilong lotu — the religious way

rot bilong raskol — the criminal way

senisim basket — basket exchange

tok ples —local language

wantok — one who speaks the same language (one talk); a member of one’s family, clan,
tribal group, or other associational group

wok meri — women’s work
yumi mama meri — us women mothers

yumi ol mama — us mothers
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Terms in Bengali, Hindi, or Urdu:

asalam wa alaikum — an Islamic spoken greeting often translated as “peace be upon you’
azaan — the Islamic call to prayer

basti — settlement; also used to refer to areas of low quality housing and urban
degradation (slums) in West Bengal

Bhadralok — respectable folk; a Bengali term used to designate the social elite
bhadramahila — a woman of this elite class

bhai — elder brother

bhaji — elder sister

bidi — hand-rolled cigarettes

biriyani — a dish made of basmati rice and spices with meat, potatoes, eggs, or
vegetables

boodhi — intelligence or wisdom
ghat — a broad set of stairs leading to a landing on a river

Hadith — narrations concerning the words, deeds, and things approved by Prophet
Muhammad

Inshallah — God willing

itjihad — independent reasoning

kachori — fried spicy snacks

kabutar — pigeon

kabutar-khana — pigeon coop

khadi — homespun cloth

lakh — one hundred thousand units

madrasah — Muslim learning institution

masala — a varying blend of spices

maulvi — Islamic religious scholar

nihariyas — people who work with gold and silver
paan — spices and other fillings wrapped in betel leaves
pani — water

pundit — Hindu religious cleric/scholar

purdah — veiling, seclusion

rupee — the basic unit of currency in India

salwar kameez — a three-piece outfit consisting of a kameez (a long tunic) worn over a pair
of matching salwar (loose pants), and a dupatta (long scarf) draped across the
shoulders

sati — widow immolation

shariat — Islamic laws

talag — oral and unilateral divorce
zamindar — landlord

zari or zardozi — a type of embroidery using gold and silver thread
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ADB
ADRA
ANGAU
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BPL
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DAWN
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Momase is an acronym for the Morobe, Madang and Sepik Provinces,
Papua New Guinea

National Agricultural Research Institute
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