
trade policies that pushed manufactured 
exports. It is time Manmohan Singh and his 
team of experts in the finance ministry take 
a lesson or two from these experiences. 

PANCHAYATS 

The Dark Side 
DECENTRALISATION of power through 
panchayats - with the professed aim of 
democratising rural society - may quite 
often subvert the objective, given the con-
tinuing socio-cultural hegemony of the con-
servative forces in the panchayats. A recent 
report from Rajasthan should be an eye-
opener. Newly elected sarpanches of 38 
gram panchayats in Bassi block of Jaipur 
district have unanimously passed a resolu-
tion condemning, and deciding to boycott, 
the 'saathins' (women community workers 
for social change), who in Rajasthan had 
been working especially to bring about an 
end to the widespread system of child-mar-
riage in the state. 

Incidentally, it was in a village in this 
same Bassi block that a saathin, Bhawari 
Devi, was gang-raped last year by local 
goons, because she tried to prevent the 
marriage of a child in the village. The guilty 
are still at large and the local administration 
remains an impotent spectator. In lacl. the 
meeting of the sarpanches which decided to 
boycott the saathins was convened by the 
block development officer of Bassi and was 
also attended by the local MLA. The 
sarpanches blamed the saathins for bringing 
a bad name to the village community bv 
spreading the 'story' of the gang rape. Even-
tually. the will of the democralically(?) 
elected sarpanches prevailed over the ad-
ministrative decision to assign a role to 
village women community workers in the 
reform programme to stop child marriages. 

The Bassi panchayat decision is not an 
isolated instance of patriarchal hegemony 
thai prevails in most parts of the country-
side particularly in the Hindi-speakingheart-
land Lynching of young men and women 
for daring to marry outside their caste groups 

among the caste Hindu and scheduled caste 
communities, burning of so-called witches 
among the tribals in eastern India, persecu-
tion of women on charges of adultery among 
Muslims are fairly common in our villages. 
They are all perpetrated with popular sanc-
tion, either in the form of the traditional 
village assembly of arbitrators or that of the 
modern elected panchayats. The lowest and 
vilest alleys in our metropolises may not 
present a more dreadful record of crime 
against women than does the smiling and 
peaceful countryside in India. The newspa-
pers provide a daily calendar of the deeds of 
hellish curelty and hidden wickedness that 
go on in the villages, year in, year out. In 
these circumstances, the 73rd constitutional 
amendment, and the provision for reserving 
one-third of panchayat seats for women in 
order to empower rural women, may turn 
out to be a non-starter at the ground level. 
As long as sarpanches of the Bassi type 
continue to dominate the panchayats, the 

women members - constituting only one-
third of the sarpanches - will be bypassed, or 
even harassed, if they dare to oppose the 
male patriarchs of their villages. 

It is evident that altruistic legislative mea-
sures from above can never empower the 
poor and the disadvantaged groups. The 
need for the growth of critical awareness 
among the rural poor through political and 
other forms of mass mobilisation had been 
ignored for decades. Barring the frequent 
electoral campaigns, the rural masses in the 
Hindi heartland have hardly a chance to 
exercise their discerning faculties in the 
face of the challenge of changing realities. 
Even in such electoral participation - as 
well as in the only movements that the 
villagers of this area had been involved 
during the last decade or so - they had been 
manipulated by political power-brokers into 
casteist and communal confrontations. This 
had only helped the reinforcement of con-
servative and patriarchal norms in the res-
pective societies of the various religious and 
caste groups. The creation of a basis for the 
much needed social changes in the Hindi 
heartland depends in a large measure on the 
development of a political movement there 
that can displace the conservative, divisive 
and patriarchal norms that prevail in village 
society, and their champions who rule that 
society, by a new set of egalitarian and demo-
cratic norms and their representatives who 
need to emerge from within that society. 

PHARMACEUTICALS 

On the Political Agenda 
REGARDLESS of what went before and 
what will come after, the formulation of a 
rational drug policy by the B.IP government 
in Delhi is to be welcomed. That the policy 
goes beyond mere rhetoric is evidenced by 
the fact that the government has taken steps 
to work out and publish an essential drug list 
comprising 275 generic formulations for 
mandatory use in all government hospitals 
and health centres in the region. Erom what 
is known about the policy its main features 
are: ensuring the availability of safe and 
effective drugs at all hospitals and health 
centres; putting in place a good quality 
control and assurance system; improving 
procurement, storage and distribution of 
drugs; encouraging rational prescribing of 
medicines; promoting the use of generic 
names instead of brand names; strengthen-
ing the health education programme and 
promoting research on all aspects of drug 
use. The publication of the essential drug 
list is a first step towards achieving these 
goals. The list was constituted by a nine-
membercommittee headed by a retired union 
health secretary, C R Vaidyanathan and 
includes Ran jit Roy Chowdhury. emeritus 
professor at the National Institute of 1mm u-
nology and UNESCO professor of rational 

"useof Drugs, Bangkok, who is credited with 
drafting the list. The drafting committee is 
now acting as a special purchase committee, 
until an independent one is constituted. 
Going one step further, the government is 

constituting a state drug authority and has 
instituted a base-line survey on drug quality 
and usage in Delhi's public health institu-
tions, so that the impact of the new drug 
policy may be assessed at a later date. 

Interestingly, the B JP has not been among 
the most vocal critiques of the centre's 
attempts at foisting a pro-industry drug policy 
on the people, nor has it made rational thera-
peutics or a people-oriented drug policy a 
consistent agenda. Why then should it be so 
keen on promoting a rational drug policy? 
Certainly, it is not a populist measure, given 
that the changes underway, if the policy is 
implemented in full, will be difficult to 
reverse - an essential drug list and changed 
prescription practices go a long way to-
wards educating doctors (and patients), not-
withstanding the fact there is bound to be 
laxity and corruption all down the ranks. 
Drug consumer activists have found that 
practising doctors are often ignorant of the 
concept of an essential drug list and how to 
use it for ethical prescribing. Even with the 
unethical marketing practices that drug com-
panies will no doubt resort to there is an even 
chance that doctors will find it easier and 
more satisfying (in terms of patient res-
ponse) to prescribe essential generic drugs, 
even if the policy is shelved later on. 

The policy is meant to be. and is. how-
ever, a visible demonstration of the people-
oriented concerns of the new government, 
adds immensely to its credibility and in its 
implementation, to its administrative capa-
bility. It is hardly necessary here to mention 
that Delhi has one of the worst administered 
public health systems with an appallingly 
high number of unhygienic and insanitary 
institutions, high levels of corruption and 
unethical medical practices, ft also has a 
Nursing Homes Act which is extremely 
poorly administered with few norms on 
minimum required conditions, etc, even 
formulated. It should be noted, however, 
that the Delhi drug policy does not interfere 
with the production end of pharmaceuticals 
- in any case, drug production is largely 
concentrated in the western region. More-
over, from what is known of the policy, no 
guidelines have been drawn up on items 
such as strictly implementing the Drugs and 
Cosmetics Act in respect of advertisements, 
promotion and marketing of drugs, etc, Eor 
example, there is considerable scope for 
drug companies to introduce new alter-
natives in the range of drugs which arc to be 
bought and prescribed at the discretion of 
the individual hospital authority. 

The test of BJP's sincerity about a people-
oriented drug (and health?) policy would be 
its actions in Maharasthra. which is likely to 
have a BJP health minister and in Gujarat, 
two states where the pharmaceutical indus-
try is well-entrenched. Nevertheless, even if 
the party were to ignore such 'peripheral1 

issues in these two states, the extensive and 
intensive work of the drug consumer move-
ment - which incidentally finds no mention 
in the Delhi health minister's official pro-
nouncements - must be given credit for 
putting drugs-for-the-people on the politi-
cal agenda. 
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