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Culture: limits of development

Neglecting presence of culture in social processes would be unwise for policy planners.
Culture plays an important and over-bearing role in any development process in the society
despite development being a specialised economic function, writes Fazlul Alam

N most development pro-

jects, sustainable economic

goal is the major ingredient
supported by well-intentioned
proposals. In these proposals,

culture-sensitive statements

are sometimes made as neces-
sary reference to rrsnnal prac-
tices, habits and relations on
one hand, and community
norms and injunctions on the
other. It seems that 'culture’ is
thus taken care of, and, there-

fore. there is no need to be con-

cerned with that element in de-
velopment matters, Is that re-
ally so?

Norbert Elias, reiterating a
Marxian idea that social devel-
opment occurs above human
consciousness in the direction
he desires and demands, has
reco

all human plans. Elias calls
this unplanned development
"mysterious and unexplain-
able” and

more accessible to human un-
derstanding”.

This ‘unplanned develop-
ment’ which may also be un-
wanted development within a
planned

roblem. ‘Culture’ as developed
rom ‘social relations’ in a so-
ciety which has accepted the
capitalist world's formulary of
development is a stumbling
block.

Development is deeply socio-
logical since the process of de-
velopment which attempts to
bring about changes affects
people in their social situa-
tions. Conceptually, develop-
ment may be interpreted as a
‘change’ from one situation to
another which is thought to be
better. It has been observed by
many that development goals
are not always achievable. Usu-
ally such a change is a social
process, but this is not explic-
itly stated, defined and re-
searched.

Despite such recognition, it
has not been always made clear
what kind of 'systematic re-
search’ Elias would be recom-
mending. If he could at least
have given us a conceptual

ised that an unplanned
development takes place behind

recommends that
“systematic research will make
long-term unplanned processes

goal in developing
countries is considered a major

framework to understand his
theoretical-empirical insight.
One aspect, though, is certain
from his other wri

a research could be uneven or
etrical economic devel-

opments in the world resulting

in the study of modes of produc-
tion and relations of produc-
tion. This would move the

whole study in the spheres of
social relations which, whether

Weberian or Marxist, would
present how the cultural norms
in the society are set.
Neglecting presence of cul-
ture in social processes would

be unwise for policy planners.

Culture plays an important and

over-bearing role in any devel-
opment process in the society
despite development being a
specialised economic function.

is is because economic func-
tions are aimed at peop

functions are not recognised
and thereby taken care of, de-
sired outcome (meaning eco-
nomic progress) is likely to
produce undesirable conse-
quences.

A simple example is

‘urbanisation' in developing
countries which is known as

P . but it does lead to un-
d ble co uences. This is
not to say that the development

endeavours should be aban-

doned. Development needs to be

related to social functions, not
only to its economic functions.
These social function in turn
are related to ‘culture’,

There are several hundred

definitions and interpretations -

of culture. For analytical pur-
pose of this paper, we may have
a priori that culture underlines
social asymmetry. To be pre-
cise, culture
tion of social asymmetries it
involves power, and therefore,
can be used as an instrument
for domination and subordina-
tion (Johnson).
Culture of a certain
people as the collective res-
sion of social norms, habits,
Fractices. achievements (or
ailures), advancements (or
backwardness) may be inter-

s that the
conceptual framework for such

le who
have social functions to per- .
form. If relations of these two

being a representa-

group of

Eereled in various ways. It may
reflection of a collective con-
sciousness of people of a loca-
tion or on or that of a na-
tion. It may also be an accep-
tance of the h ny of the
socio-political infrastructure.
In the social arena, religion is
an important factor. In the po-
litical sphere, developed and
geared-up national conscious-
ness based on historical refer-
ences play an important role.

This interpretation of cul-
ture leads to two specific ques-
tions: what are the forces
shagtng up social norms. habits

etc.? And, how does historical

consciousness develop? The an-
swer to the first question is that

economic factors are the forces
fo construct social institutions
which act as the agents to shape
up social relations which in
turn determine the norms,
practices etc. The second ques-
tion may be answered with
Gramsci that historical con-
sciousness is developed by the
ideu]n%y of the dominant

group(s).

Cultural pattern and prac-
tices of a society are changeable
only as the forces that initiated
them are changed. Unaltered

conlinuance of social norms
and practices for a long time is
interpreted as tradition. So,
culture and tradition can both
be evolving elements in the so-
ciety. Social relations are de-
termined by culture and tradi-
tion of a society. This proposi-
tion requires some support. Ac-
cording to Marx and Engels,
human agents in the market
place are united by predomi-
nantly economic connections.

They call this ‘cash nexus'. This

cash nexus explains social rela-
tions in a ca;i:italist society.
Later in the follow up of cash
nexus theory, Marx argues that
economic determines the char-
acter and place of various insti-
tutions within the entire social
formations. At the same time
the economic dominates the

cultural, legal and ideological

relations in society. Individu-
als in such a society experience
social relations as purely eco-
nomic relations EI.I]C!J'[hf: entire
structure and character of so-

cial system is explained by and
seen in terms of economic real-
ity (Marx; Giddens).

Weber attempted to provide a
t}rpulu%y of social relations as
part of his historical sociology.
According to this typology.
western societies have been
transformed from systems
based upon ‘closed communal
relations’., such as church
(restrictive membership) and
village (closed community) to
‘'open associative relations’,
such as market and political
parties, By this transforma-
tion, modern societies go
through a profound historical
process of secularisation. This
Weberian model also provides
an analytical tool for under-
standing the changes from feu-
dal estates based upon tradi-
tional values to a society organ-
ised around the market and
economic class (this is well ex-
plained by Giddens). Despite
differences in approach, both
Marx and Weber meet at a point
that in such societies (Marx
clearly stated ‘capitalist soci-
eties’, and Weber vaguely called
‘western societies’), the eco-
nomic is the organising force in
determining interpersonal and
cultural relations.

As argued in the bcﬂginning,
development means eflecting a
social process for change from
one position to a better posi-
tion. It may be empowerment,
or it may be offering better
health-care or education for all,
etc. In all these processes, social
change becomes a necessary
objective, either directly or in-
directly. This means that peo-
ple involved in that social pro-
cess should have altered social
relations when the change take
place due to the development ac-
tivities,

In reality, this is not hap-
pening. It is not happening be-
cause social institutions that
determine social relations in
the first place have not
changed. In other words, culture
arising from social relations
remains unaltered sinece social
relations have not changed. At
the same time, power structure
exerted by social institv*sns
remains th- same.

For example, in B adesh,
the housebound role of women
has always been talked of, and

it has been stressed that such
houseboundedness is part of the
country’'s culture and tradition.
But with the advent of garments
industry requiring female
workers. hundreds of thou-
sands of women have come for-
ward. Surely, the proclaimed
‘culture’ is not existent in this
case. The garments industry did
not require experts in develop-
ment planning to obtain their
women labourers. So, culture of
houseboundedness of women in
Eanﬁladtah is nothing but a
myth.

A similar example, on a
grander scale, comes from Eu-
rope of the 18th and 19th cen-
turies. Women there remained
housebound . (or informally
farmbound) until the industrial
revolution took place. Later in
the 20th century, the two world
wars created shortage of male
manpower in factories. Wom-
en's active participation in the
formal economy happened be-
cause of the altered social rela-
tions due to the industrial and
€conomic restructuring. Stereo-
typed interpretation of ‘culture’
proved to be a myth here,
and ‘culture’ developed by for-
mations, re-formations and al-
teration of social institutions
through the pressure of new re-
lations of production deter-
mined everything. |

Since most development
works are carried on at the sur-
face level without altering the
structure of ‘social relations’,
effects of development works
remain transient and non-deep.
Sustenance of a pre-established
power structure, replication of
age-old social stratification
and social relations coupled
with modes of production (from
colonial times), despite mini-
mal 'empowerment’ and ad-
Justments cannot overthrow
the ‘culture’ in a developing so-
ciety following capitalist paths

and bring about the necessary

social change. Therefore,
‘culture’ remains the most pow-
erful limiting force resulting in
the unintended co uences of
in«ended socia! actions,

Quiet flows the River Shangu

for preparing the National
Environment g
Management Action Plan
[NEMAP]-Chittagon Hill
raets: [CHT}-was -hHeld at
ngamati on 26 October an
attended by of the three
hill districts of Khagrachhari,
amati and Bandarban. The
workshop decided to organise
more than a dozen and half
other grassroots workshops in
the three hill districts in order
to get views and concerns of
people of the locality on their
environment., While having
group discussion with the par-
ticipants from Bandarban, it
was decided to hold four work-
shops at Thanchi, Bandarban,
Lama and Naikhongchhari. Al-
though, Thanchi is located in
one of the most inaccessible ar-
eas of the country, we decided to
start our djnum:}r from
Thanchi- the difficult one first.
We were a group of officials,
consultants and journalists
from the Ministry of Environ-
ment and Forest, P and Fo-
rum of Environmental Jour-
nalists. Our maiden journey
started from Bandarban in one
early morning of end-Novem-
ber. We left long before the sun-
rise. It was densely foggy. We
were warned many in the
town not to un ake the long
journey to Thanchi, a God-for-
saken place, not visited b
many even in Bandarban. We
were determined to go for it, no
matter what comes on our way.
We were eagerly awaiting a sun-
rise. The sun finally appeared
over the valleys enveloped by
mist. One should not miss the
spectacular sight. Our two mi-
crobuses stop by and Bulbul
of the Daily Independent was
the first one to jump out with
his huge cameras. A photo ses-*
sion continued for a while.
Without was much time, we
continued. The two-hour road
ourney through a winding
llly road took us to a place
called Koikhongchhari. We are
to board here on two boats for
the next episode, yet to be un-
folded.
It was the Shangu, the hi
river that flows from mumugu
north and northeast, unlike
many rivers in Bangladesh.
Born within the territory of
Bangladesh, the river meets the
Bay of Bengal in the west. There
is sanother river in the south,
named the Matamuhri that
follows the same pattern. Our
experience of a plain land river
“betrayed us. Shangu flows down
the gorges and the towerin
walls of sandstone gu.de it all
along from Modoke, a place 40
km south of Thanchi. There is
another one down in the south
named Bankkhali, which flows
beside a thana of Bandarban
named Naikhongchhari.
Characteristics of these hilly
rivers are that they remain.
navigable for few months of the
year. With torrential rain, they
cause floods on both the sides,
although water remains not
more than a Eﬂug.llt of days. The
ear last, the Shangu E'ﬂodcd
anchi bazar with water ris-
ing on the rooftop and remained
there for two days. The same
happened with the Matamuhri,
which flooded Lama last year.
These are high velocity rivers
and boatmen {ear to trade soon
after the rain apprehending to
be drifted away by the river
current.

Finally. our boat journey be-
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gan. We found ourselves well
settled in two dinghy boats of
ten-horse power engines with
makeshift rotors underneath.
These are narrow wooden boats
with low height hoods. The un-
believably small cabin with
smoky and noisy engine was
very uncomfortable and unwel-
coming indeed. We had no
choice. We were told that they
were the two best boats avail-
able in the locality with good
engines. Altogether, we were
alxte:ln. TNO. T Mahg.;h
was also accompanying us from
Bandarban. A oo man in his
thirties, Mahbub unlike his
. stays at Thanchi
or at least a couple of weeks at
one go with occasional meet-
ings at Bandarban in between.
Mahbub was sifting quiet un-
derneath the hood, when most
of us were crowding near the
;leck. He has been in Thanchi
or a . His predecessor, Naz-
Imucidin Ahmed Choudhury
was abducted from the Shangu
two years ago by a Burmese in-
surgent group while he was on
his way to joining the post.
Thanchi hit headlines of all
national dailies. Thanchi be-
came a household name, al-
tho ve:\'z few actually saw
the . We were | for-
to visiting the place,
where the people of the locality
mainly the tribal community
was to receive us.

On both sides of the river,
people u:r:re planting seasonal
crops Feanut. peeper, gin-
ger, marala [cucumber] Eind
pulses. Agriculture practices
were primitive. Instead of ter-
racing, they go for vertical
ploughing :nuai&F enorm: s
soil erosion and siltation of ..ie
Sh . We came to know that
hum is practiced in the upper

ills of the Chimbuk range.
Mostly practiced by the tribal
community, the crops grown in
;Jhum field are rice, cotton,
llet, teel, marafa, peeper,
%ﬂc. There are allegations
t jhum cultivation as it

of topsoil, burning

of the soil and nutrient, killing
of wild life and friendly insects.
Jhum is not banned in the hills.
During our furthcnming work-
shops. may be people of the lo-
cality would be distussing the
environmental hazards caused
due to jhum cultivation and
may suggest environment-
friendly jhum cultivation or so.

We had five ladies with us.
One of them was a member of
Bandarban royal family, Dona
Prue Marma Nelly. She is a so-
cial worker running a small
NGO in Bandarban. Nelly
knows Marma her mother"
tongue. After a couple of hours,
the scenic beauty on both the
sides of the river became
monotonous. Instantly, Nelly
became our language teacher, In
a short while, we could learn a
few words in Marma, like “"Oko
name jale™ [what's your
name?], “khema larey"[you're
very pretty], "khema khoitey”(I
love you] etc. She was shy and
hesitant to teach us these tricky
terms apprehending that they
would be used against her.
Prasenjit Chakma, our col-
league from amati started
teaching some Chakma terms.
"Tul bhari dole"[You're very
pretty]. Chakma 1 age ap-
peared closer to Chittagonian
and not very sweet tongued to
Im .

Our language class was in-
terrupted by occasional engine
break down. The thin layer of
water down the rocky bed made
our journey a hazardous one.
Failing to locate the flow of cur-
rent, the engine blades broke
down several times. They had a
readily available hammer to fix
them up. The river was gettin
narrower and the water leve
lower, as we progressed up-
uu:aélij.dW: ::lnulgdh ear the en-
gine biades ploughing the
river bed, as the water cnulrm
support to keep the boats afloat.
We were told that from the week
next no boat would pl_; between
Bandarban and Thanchi.
Shangu remains navigable for

five months a year only. During
rest of the period, the only way
to reach Thanchi is to walk for
two long days with a night halt
at Bolipara.

At Iguma, another thana on

.our way, we stopped fof the

lunch. Sharif Shahabuddin of
the Independent got out first
and took the best table in a
Satkania Hotel at Ruma bazar.
Sharif was abbreviated as
“Shasha” [cucumber] and Has-
san Hafiz of the Janakantha as
“haha", Sharif had the amazing
skill to remain posh with shirn-
ing shoes and blazer, when all
of us were in shamble. He was
all along giving confusing di-
rections to the poor bpatmen to
go to left and to right with occa-
sional admonishment. Sharif
knows the best place to sit in
the car, bus or the boat and he is
the first one to do so. | found
him always worried about the

security of his baggage. Afifa
and Samia we of dry fish
smell maintai a safe dis-

tance from the hotel. Afifa,
freelance journalist was in-
quisitive to know various is-
sues of the hills. Both of them
thoroughly enjoyed the journey
with occasional hilarious
comments. Newly married
Samia with fingers full of rings
despite her frail health kept
composed all along

Once the lunch was over, we
were back to boats again. We
saw our r boatman often
Eahtng the boat standing in

ee-deep water. [ felt guilty as
we the well-fed men with good
clothes sat shamelessly watch-
ing the struggle between the
river and the man. With heroic
valour, | jum down from the
boat to help the poor boy push-
ing the boat. To my utter sur-
prise, | found myself drifted
away from the boat. The terri-
ble current of water underneath
was unbelievable. | was later
rescued by my colleagues and
manaﬁed to get into the second
boat behind. All my heroism
and desire to do something un-
usual vanished. Both my pair of

Jeans were wet and [ was cursing

my stupidity. As my baggage

| New York, she sheds
\Jight on an American

was in another boat, | had to
shiver in the wind and dry my-
self with body temperature. |

- -Han loneing-o.aen,a fAregilace|

"../At Bolipara bazar, in the late
afternoon, we stopped .for tea
and washing. Thé boatmen were
increasingly. becoming anxious
and nervous as it was getting
dark. Our journey started as the
big moon began to rise over the
Chimbuk range. It's a lifetime
experience to travel in a boat on
the Shangu river in a moonlit
night. We knew that we might
not be coming to Thanchi

again. Let's enjoy our El)gumey to
na Prue

the fullest. Princess
Nelly was quiet sitting on the

low wooden bench. She was at -

ease talking to local people, the
villagers, and the bathing
women in Marma dialect. Her
father K S Prue is a contender
for the Bohmong Circle Chief-
tainship. Nelly expressed her
joy for beinﬁ
subjects in better environmen-
tal management. Marma
women began to embrace her as
soon as they came to know her
identity. We saw the making of
a Princess in Nelly. Quamrul
was all along pulling her leg,
addressing her as the “Princess
of Bandarban". Army camps
guarding the river way occa-
sionally atupimd us. Messages
were sent well in advance about
our travel route. At one place,
we were asked, whether we were
comfortable about the way
ahead? Sharif got scared and
riervous. “Anything W.Tﬂﬂﬁ- you
mear”. “Not exactly, go ahead",
came the answer, |
We continued our journey

through the meanderin
Shangu upstream. We were
exhaustéd with the long day's
journey. We even stopped ask-
ing the boatmen, how far the
Thanchi was? At a place called
‘mid-point” our engine broke
down for the third time. We
were terribly frustrated and
thought of camping in the
neighbourhood. Bikash, our
colleague from Rangamati of-
fice came with a brilllant idea
of towing the boat with broken
engine. Our journey became
slower as the moon continued
to ascend the towering Chim-
buk range. With two torchlights,
we were trying to avoid the
Eiant bolders, dead tree trunks,

amboo rafts that came on our
way. We were all longing to see
Thanchi, a place we must visit,

Alter a 'uecmin%?r endless
fourteen and a half-hours jour-
ney. we finally arrived at
Thanchi! We looked at our
watches, it was half-past eight.
Against the full moon, we
started climbing the high ridges

of the Shangu with b e on
our shnuldeg:ls. The iatfgq?l%ahlt
thing happened! The princess
lost her shoes. We told her that
Cinderella was in a hurry
and had to lose her e as the

clock stroke twelve. We are not

‘inah and it is not twelve as
l5_r::t. With-a marathon search
er shoes were found in the

boat. By thenrmost of our col-
1 reached the upper
of the river, where we needed to
find a place to stay for the next
two days for organising grass-
rm%e workshop. i

writer is Programme
Coordinator of Sustainable En-
vironment Management Pro-
%rnnung I[SEMP], Ministry of

nvironment and Forest.

able to help her

i

4 stitl face discrimina-

' tempts to reshape

It’s time indigenous people
get back their health

We cannot accept that the people who hold our cultural heritage
whither away at the margins of an increasingly prosperous world,
writes Gro Harlem Brundtland

‘Y NDIGENOUS people have a
IHI’: expectancy at- birth

which is 10 to 20 less
than the rest of the population
around ‘them. With few
exceptions, infant meortality is
1.5 to three times greater than
the national average.
Malnutrition and commu-
nicable diseases, such as
malaria, yellow fever, dengue,
cholera and tuberculosis, con-
tinue to affect a large propor-
tion of indigenous people than
the surrounding population
around the world.

These are shocking figures
for any population group. But
this, group is different. Not only
because of its size -- indigenous
people number more than 300
million or 5% of the world
population -- but because it is
spread across 70 countries on
every continent. Indigenous
people form 5,000 to 6,000 dis-
linct ethnic groups with a great
diversity of culture, language
and heritage. Just as we all
know now that biological di-
versity is of vital impertance to
humanity, the diversity of in-
digenous peoples is certainly no
less precious.

Sadly, disease was the first
weapon used by conquistadors

and explorers te take hold of

their new “discoveries”. Small-
X, influenza and measles may
ave played a larger role than
gun powder in the demise of
many indigenous civilisations.
We cannot accep! that the
eople who hold our cultural

eritage whither away at the °

margins of an increasingl

prosperous world. These €
must be brought into the Eggﬂh
revolution that has trans-

formed -- and drastically

lengthened -- the lives of the
majority of the werld's popula-
tion over the past fifty years.
We at W}Fﬂ are ready and
anxious to accept this chal-

Ienﬁ.

st week, representatives of
the world's indigenous peoples
came together at WHO in Geneva
to create a partnership to im-
prove health for their popula-
tions. The four-day meeting
brought together representa-
tives of Australian aborigines,
New Zealand Maori, Arctic peo-
ples from Norway, Russia and
Finland, Tuaregs from the Sa-
hara, Kenyan nomads, African
pygmies, Inuit from Canada,
Greenland and USA, and native
Americans from South, Central
and North America.

The conference agreed that
WHO will work closely with a
representatives from these
groups to produce an action
plan for bringing measurable
lmcﬁruvements to the health
indigenous people within a spe-
cific period of time. WHO will
also define its own clear policy
on the health of indigenous

ple that will include guide-
ines for improved health ser-
vices and interventions. _

The challenges are great. We
are dealing with complex prob-
lems that are rooted both in
economics, discrimination,
culture and environment. The
environmental problems alone
are formidable.

Certain Arctic populations
are among the most exposed in
the world to environmental
contaminants. Some of these
contaminants are carried to the
Arctic and accumulate in ani- .
mals used as traditional foods.

. Radioactive contamination has

' made the inhabitants of the

Bikini Islands dependent on

- food aid because the locally

gr?wn food is too radioactive to
ea

Development is taking its
toll in lives as' well. Develop-
ment ventures on the Indone-
sian island of Kalimantan
since 1970 have resulted in the
degradation of the world's old-
est rain forest and the disrup-
tion of the lives of three million
Dayak people.

Indigenous people argue that
tmﬁmwzmtnts in their health
will depend on improvements
in their wider socio-economic,
political, and cultural situa-
tions. To achieve this they are
organising at the local, regional
and global levels. *

e groundswell of the in-
digenous movement in recent
years is very important.
Clearly, indigenous people have
the knowledge, the cultural
base, the ability to build health-
ler societies. But they cannot do
so alone. WHO will do its part,
but our part is the one of a ad-
viser and co-ordinator. The
main responsibility for indige-
nous people's health lies with
the national governments that
have these people as part of
their population.

If we want lasting results, it
cannot be a top-down affair.
Partrerships between govern-
ments and the indigenous peo-
ple movement are essential.
Good health is a right. It is time
that indigenous people achieve
~hat is taken for granted by the
najority of the population in
:he countries they live.

The author is Director Gen-
eral of the World Health Organ-
sation (WHO)

Barbie for President

The US Congress may
have a recorrd number
of women members,
but temafe candidates

tion 1n their quest for
political officey writes
Arlene Getz from

nitiative to counter
prejudice and launch
a woman Into the
White House
EN Elizabeth Dole was
‘N f running for the United
States presidernicy earlier
this year. she issued an
unusually strongly-worded
statement on gun control. Her
cominenis on the controversial
topic genérated extensive rnedia
coverage - but so did the colour
of the clothes.

That mixed message came as
no surprise to the leaders of the
White House Project, an initia-
tive aimed at opening the Oval
Office to a woman within the
next 10 years. To them, Dole's
aborted campaign helped high-
light some of the obstacles faced

by American women seeking
higher political office.

“It is very hard in this coun-
try for a woman to enter into
the pipeli
says ite House Prq}:ct presi-
dent Marie Wilson. “In a par-
liamentary systerti, women can
move up through their parties.
That is not the case in the US
system.” _

Hence the Project — a non-

)artisan, non-profit effort
Fﬂunth:d by a. group of philan-
thropists and activists in June
last year to pave the way for fe-
male politiclans of all persua-
sions.

“We felt that there was a need
for a project that addressed
democracy in its purest form,
whiich is that everybody gets to
be represented.,” Wilson told
Gemini News Service.

Women remain distinctly
under-represented in the US
political establishment.

Althgugh the 1998 congres-
sional elections saw a record
number of women elected to the
House of Representatives, they
still fill only 13 per cent — 56 —
of the seats in the House. And
although women make up 52
per cent of the US populatian,

" only nine of the nation's 100

Senators and three of its 50
governors are female.

“The incremental pace. of
change says something about
[women's] acceptability,” ob-
serves Wilson. "We launched the

project because we felt it was the

right time to do it."

The White. House Project
does not want voters to sugpurt
candidates solely pn the basis
of their gender. Rather, it hopes
ta educate them about the num-

ber of competent women politi-

cians and encourage others to
get in the political “pipeline.”
Among the Project's at-
attitudes are
the “ballot box initiative,” a
1998 hypothetical straw poll in
which voters were asked to
choose from a list of accom-
plished women not competing
in elections last year. More
than 100,000 people cast their
ballots, selecting a top five list
comprising First Lady-Hillary
Clinton: former American Red
Cross president Elizabeth Dole,
California Senator Dianne Fe-
Instein, Army general Claudia
Kennedy and New Jersey gover-

line for the presidency,” -

Elizabeth Dole dropped
out of presidential contest
in October on grounds

of lack of funds

Asked when the US would get
a female head of state, former
president Gerald Ford said:

‘If she were elected vice president and the
president, a man, should die, or get shot...
and that’s the last time we will ever have a

|

male president’

nor Christine Todd Whitman.
Future projects include com-
piling a programme for elemen-
tary schoolchildren durin
"women's history month" an
support for the manufacture of
a "president Barbie” doll.
“Nobody wants gender for

‘gender's sake, but there are

many women out there who are

ualified to run for office,” says

ilson. "1 don't think you
should vote for someone just
because they're a woman. It
would not help to have a woman
in the White House unless there
are many women seeing them-
selves that way.

In the longer term, the Pro-
ject is also trying to address one
of the most persistent problems
facing women candidates: lack
of money. Dole, for example,
was widely regarded as a credi-
ble candidate with an impres-
sive track record that included
two Cabinet positions,
Nonetheless, she was ahle to
raise only a fraction of the un-
precedented 857 million war
chest gathered by George W.
Bush, son of the former presi-
dent and Republican front-run-
ner for next year's presidential
nomination.

.Dole's problems were not
solely related to her gender.
Men, too, face the voracious fi-
nancial demands of US elec-
tioneering and Dole's tactical
errors during her short-lived
campaign undoubtedly con-
tributed to her early with-
drawal last month. Still, says
Wilson, "Man have had the
networks of years to amass
money.”

Women also still face plain
old-fashioned prejudice. "As
long as the world is in a state of
turmoil, I believe we should not
have a woman for president,”
one man wrote to an electronic
forum on the ect's Website.
“We are the | country of
the world and will the re-
sponsibility of maintaining
discipline of the not-so-free
countries. This is not the time
to experiment. Perhaps in an-
other 20 years.”

“I feel that this country may
certainly be ready to have a
woman leader,” wrote another

il

contributor. “However, a lot of
the countries we have to tread a
thin line with are definitely
not. For instance, we have to
deal with the Middle East very
carefully. Are the leaders of
these countries going to speak
to a female American presi-
dent?”

Perhaps more insidious is
the jssue of the media coverage .
alforded to women. A newly re-
leased study by the Women's
Leadership Fund found signifi-
cant differences between re-
ports about male ,and female
candidates in six 1998 cam-

aigns for executive office.
ile both received roughly
ual amounts of space in the
gcll reports covered, the study
found a persistent pattern of
“qualitative discrepancies”
that created “contrasting Jm- -
ages” of women and men r-
ning for governor.
icles about female candi-
dates were more likely to focus
on personal characteristics
such as age, marital status and
family then reports about their
male rivals. Men also were
more likely to have their
claims backed up with direct
quotes or their track records on
issues such as education and tax
policy than women in the race,
said study author James Devitt,

Dole's coverage, too, was
personalised in terms of fre-
quent descriptions about her
outfits and shoes, said Wilson.

“When she made a strong
statement about guns, you
couldn’t get to it without first
reading three Karagraphs about
the fact that she wasn't wearing
a black suit.” she said.

The solution. says Wilson, is
to attract more women into
standing for clection. "When
you have more women you get
out of gender and move onto
agenda.” she notes. “"What hap-
pened with Dole is typical of
what happens when you only
have one woman in the race.” —
Gemini News

The author is a New York-
based journalist who was for-
merly southern Africa corre-

nt for Newsweek maga-
zine and the Sydney Morning
Herald



