
Martin Chautari (MC) began as an informal discussion group in 
Kathmandu in 1991, allowing development professionals and academics 
to meet every two weeks to share insights and experiences. In 1995, the 
name ‘Martin Chautari’ was adopted after the late Martin Hoftun, one of 
the founders of the original discussion group. After being managed by 
the Centre for Social Research and Development for six years, in 2002 
MC became registered as a separate non-government organization in 
Kathmandu.

Since its inception, MC’s core objective has been to enhance the 
quality of public dialogue and the public sphere in Nepal. Started 
at a time in which Nepal had little, if any, culture of informed public 
discussion, MC is now nationally known for its discussions which are 
held two times a week. Chautari also conducts research focused on 
governance and democracy, media, education, health and livelihoods 
with cross-cutting themes of gender and social inclusion. A rigorous 
mentoring program of young researchers is in-built into MC’s work.

Till date MC has published 110 books. MC is also the editorial home 
of the journals Samaj Adhyayan [formerly Media Adhyayan, established 
in 2006], and Studies in Nepali History and Society [SINHAS, published 
by Mandala Book Point since 1996]. Since 2006, MC has opened its 
research library and media documentation center to the public. The 
library’s holdings total around 25,000 books. 

All five components—the discussions, research, mentoring, 
publications and library—feed into each other and form an intrinsic 
part of MC’s primary objective: strengthening the social contract 
between the state and citizens and expanding and making inclusive 
the public sphere by promoting informed dialogues and analytically 
rigorous research. 
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Introduction 
This research brief emanates from the Barefoot Research (hereafter 
BR) initiative of Martin Chautari.1 This initiative advocates for 
the inclusion of those who have been directly or indirectly denied 
the opportunities to do social science research and facilitates the 
dissemination of knowledge from below. In particular, the initiative 
seeks to enhance the capacity of civil society members to document 
their grassroots-based activism and facilitate the travel of those 
activism-related issues from the grassroots to national or province-
level discourses. In so doing the BR initiative helps to widen the 
scope of rights-based research advocacy in Nepal. 

Phase I of the BR initiative was implemented in three districts 
of the western Tarai of Nepal (Rupandehi, Kapilvastu and erstwhile 
Nawalparasi) between November 2017 and June 2019. Lessons 
learned from that phase (Martin Chautari 2020; Sha and Maharjan 
2020) allowed us to expand the outreach of the BR initiative into 
the Madhesh Province from December 2020 to December 2022. This 
brief primarily documents the experiences of managing/executing 
phase II of the BR initiative in the Madhesh Province.

There are three contexts to remember as we discuss the experiences 
and the outcomes of phase II of the BR initiative. First, there is an 
asymmetry in the knowledge production landscape of Nepal which 
is primarily dominated by Kathmandu-centric civil society. At the 
same time, the state of teaching and research in the humanities and 
social sciences (HSS) in the Madhesh Province is rather dismal 
(Martin Chautari 2022). Given this fact, the BR initiative aims to 
enhance the capacity of grassroots-based individuals and civil 
society organizations (CSOs) for democratic knowledge production 
in the Madhesh Province. Put more generally, in a devolved polity 
with three tiers of government—federal, provincial and local—the 

1 See Martin Chautari (2020) for details on this initiative. See Sha and 
Maharjan (2020) for one outcome of this initiative.



RESEARCH BRIEF • 4

BR initiative aims to harness the documentation and articulation of 
knowledge from locations outside of the Kathmandu Valley.

Second, in doing so, the BR initiative uses the analytical lens of 
various authors to distinguish itself from other research practices in 
order to claim the “right to research” (Appadurai 2006), the “capacity 
to aspire” (Appadurai 2004) and to participate in “democratic 
citizenship” (Dreze 2002). These analytical lenses help us to explore 
the possibilities of democratizing research. 2 According to Appadurai 
(2006), the principle of “documentation as intervention” by people 
from a humble educational background can open the doors for a 
wider conception of research. Thought this way, research can then 
be part of everyone’s right and not the exclusive privilege of people 
with high formal degrees. This re-rendering of the idea of research is 
helpful to generate aspirations among those grassroots activists and 
researchers who are subjected to an uneven distribution of capacity 
to contribute to knowledge production due to a lack of knowledge 
resources such as formal education, training, mentorship, inadequate 
social capital, financial insecurity and weak cultural/political 
linkages. As we know, taking part in a democracy requires one to 
be informed of one’s rights to achieve socially valuable goals. The 
emphasis of the BR initiative is to enhance the access and aspiration 
to research/knowledge production among ordinary citizens as part 
of the exercise of democratic citizenship. 

Third, the BR initiative is not an exercise in academic research 
that primarily builds on an existing set of related literature. Instead, 
it involves research carried out by individual activists/researchers 
who are themselves directly or indirectly related to the research 
they choose to undertake. After formulating ideas and strategies 
for research based on or near their lived experiences, the barefoot 
researchers undergo a mentoring process as part of a capacity 

2 See Martin Chautari (2020) for a succinct discussion of these analytical 
lenses. 
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enhancement exercise. In so doing they learn to document and 
articulate their advocacy/experiences and narrate their research 
findings, thereby enhancing the spaces of “deliberative democracy” 
in the society at large. Through this exercise, they also augment their 
capacity to influence and contribute to policy at various levels of 
government.

This research brief has three additional sections. The next section 
deals with how we planned and executed the BR initiative in the 
Madhesh Province. The following section summarizes the research 
conducted by a few barefoot researchers and demonstrates, through 
their own testimonies, how their capacity to do so got enhanced 
after their participation in the BR initiative. Finally, the concluding 
remarks highlight the BR initiative as a possibility via which applied 
socio-political research can be done amid the constraints witnessed 
in the humanities and social sciences (HSS) teaching and research in 
the Madhesh Province (Martin Chautari 2022). 

Practicing a Barefoot Research Initiative 
in the Madhesh Province 
We planned, managed, and executed the BR initiative in the 
Madhesh Province by taking into consideration the following three 
contexts. First, while research on the Madhesh Province has been 
happening from various sources, there is a crisis in the production of 
competent researchers in the HSS disciplines in the existing colleges 
of the Province (for details see, Martin Chautari 2022). Given the 
dilapidated situation of HSS teaching and research in the Province, 
this crisis is likely to remain with us for at least in the medium term. 
Hence, the BR initiative was planned as an attempt to contribute 
modestly to the production of social researchers in the Madhesh 
Province. We thus scouted for interested researchers who possess 
experiential knowledge either informed by their locally-embedded 
activism or by the fact of them being local researchers who work 
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in the communities they write about and do advocacy for. These 
individuals do not intend to become academic researchers. Rather, 
they were motivated to demonstrate their “reflective capacity” on 
the advocacy they had done directly or indirectly and encouraged to 
document their experiences and reflections in a thorough manner. 

Second, given that only a limited number of individuals could 
be enrolled in our BR initiative, we tried our best to ensure the 
representation of interested researchers across the gender, class, 
caste, regional and ethnic diversities found in the Madhesh Province. 
Finally, we also looked for social events, themes and processes that 
are relatively under-researched in the Madhesh Province. This search 
and the earlier-mentioned effort to ensure representation were part 
of our attempt to make the BR initiative as inclusive as possible. 

The selection process of barefoot researchers lasted for several 
months during the year 2021. During that process, we mostly looked 
for individuals who were committed to document their advocacy/
experiences and who were also motivated to inquire and analyze 
further their chosen themes. This selection process was challenging 
since the creative space of activists/CSOs is rather limited in the 
Madhesh Province.3 We asked those who showed an initial interest 
to participate in a formal training session where they presented their 
proposed research ideas and received feedback from those who were 
present. 

In the end we worked with fifteen individuals who have researched 
and documented various topics over the course of more than a year. 
These individuals received further formal collective trainings and 
also benefited from one-to-one mentorship guidance provided 
by Martin Chautari researchers and other external experts. These 
trainings and mentoring are the core activities of our BR initiative. 

3 The situation was pretty similar in the western Tarai where Phase I of 
the Barefoot Research initiative was earlier implemented (Martin Chautari 
2019).
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Given the differential abilities of the selected fifteen barefoot 
researchers, it was challenging to assess their needs and design the 
collective training modules that would be useful to every researcher. 
Moreover, they also required different types of one-to-one writing 
and editorial assistance. Some selective details about the work of five 
such individuals are given in the next section. 

Summary of the Work Done by Five 
Barefoot Researchers 
In this section, we will highlight the ideas that have been researched 
by a selected group of barefoot researchers. As mentioned earlier, 
these ideas were informed by their respective activism/experiences 
which they have now documented as part of our BR Initiative. 
The written outputs can now form the basis for “research-based 
advocacy” by these individuals. They can also function as reference 
sources for others including activists, journalists, academic 
researchers and policy makers in various domains of Nepali public 
life. We will also demonstrate the capacity enhancement achieved 
by these researchers as they took part in the BR initiative. To do so, 
we will briefly contextualize the personality of these researchers in 
terms of their prior educational, professional and activist experiences 
and quote from their testimonies obtained recently. In particular, 
we highlight the work of five barefoot researchers: Om Prakash 
Ram, Gunja Kumari Ray, Dev Narayan Mandal, Salma Khatun and 
Jitendra Kushwaha. 

Landlessness among the Dalits
In the Madhesh Province, Dalits constitute 17.29 percent of the 
population (Nirwachan Ayog 2079 v.s.: 43) and by every social 
indicator they are extremely marginalized. One of the causes of 
their marginalization is landlessness and their lack of citizenship 
certificate. There have been several attempts by the Government 
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of Nepal to enhance access to land for the landless. However, such 
initiatives have fallen disproportionately short of their targets as far 
as the Madhesi Dalits are concerned.

Om Prakash Ram, the land rights activist from the Dalit 
community, has attempted to bring rich grassroots insights into 
the issue of landlessness among the Dalits. He brings focused 
examples from ward no. 2 and 7 of Gujra Municipality in Rautahat 
District to show how Dalits are rendered landless despite possessing 
land. Although the Government of Nepal has formed fourteen 
land commissions since the early 1950s,4 the problem of Dalit 
landlessness continues to exist since they do not have documentary 
proofs to claim their rights to the land on which they live. Moreover, 
since many of their settlements are in the public lands (forest, road, 
river bed, government land, etc.), it is procedurally difficult to 
register such lands in their respective names. 

Ram is located near the sites of his research and has been immersed 
in land rights activism for many years. His prior relationship with 
the community helped him to gather information from the field and 
analyze the processes leading to landlessness among the Dalits in 
the Madhesh Province. While working in various NGOs, he had 
completed a Bachelor’s degree in education. He has been associated 
with the Rautahat District Land Rights Forum which is under the 
umbrella of the National Land Rights Forum-Nepal, a forum uniting 
those who are deprived of land rights—bonded laborers, tenants, 
the landless, farmers, haruwa, charuwa and trust land farmers—
and inciting them to action.5 This association had opened several 
training opportunities for him in the past dozen years. 

4 See https://kathmandupost.com/national/2021/09/16/land-to-land-
less-is-more-political-than-a-socioeconomic-issue; accessed January 29, 
2023. 

5 See https://landportal.org/node/13225; accessed January 5, 2023. 



9 •  BAREFOOT RESEARCH INITIATIVE IN MADHESH

However, Ram had never published anything related to his 
activism. When we approached him to ask if he was interested 
in writing about the issue of landlessness among the Dalits, he 
was initially reluctant to join our BR initiative. This is how he 
remembered the moment: 
 

I had been advocating landlessness issues among the Dalits 
for a while. But, I did not know “What is research?” and “How 
to do research?” Even if I wanted to do research, it was not 
possible for me because I had neither the training nor basic 
knowledge about research. ... I used to ask my seniors how I 
could become a researcher. They had told me that I needed to 
do a PhD to be a researcher. But then, I only had a bachelor’s 
degree and thought that becoming a researcher was not for 
me.
 When I was contacted to join the BR initiative, I was 
asked if I was interested in doing research on the issues I have 
been advocating for many years. However, I had my doubts 
if I could do it. ... I was told that I should write about the 
issue of Dalit landlessness. “If your text is understood by the 
people who read it and if they think what you have written is 
relevant, then that is research,” I was told. Eventually, the fear 
about research I had turned into confidence.6 

Practicing the principle of “documentation as intervention” 
(Appadurai 2006), Ram gathered information systematically from 
his activism experiences, analyzed it and has now written a narrative 
that is ready for dissemination. This text is another form of his 
advocacy. 

6 Testimony of Om Prakash Ram, January 10, 2023. 
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Access to Justice for Rape Victims
Gunja Kumari Ray has documented the difficulties faced by women 
who seek justice after being subjected to various forms of violence, 
especially rape, in the Madhesh Province. She has presented four case 
studies based on which she critically argues against the tendency of 
mediating rape cases outside the courts by creating undue social and 
political pressure on the victims. Often these mediations translate 
these heinous  crimes against women to simple transgressions for 
which the perpetrators go free after rendering a simple apology. 
She adds that such social phenomena create multiple challenges to 
women victims as they seek justice. 

Ray hails from Mahottari District. She has more than a decade 
long experience in the field of Women and Children’s Rights in 
the Madhesh Province. Previously, she was recognized as the best 
journalist in the region. She has also worked as a non-gazetted 
second class officer at the Dhanusha District Court, Janakpurdham. 
As a social activist, she has been advocating the rights of rape victims 
in the Province where she has made remarkable strides despite 
receiving direct and indirect threats of violence against herself. 
Her motivation comes from her previous work experience as the 
Mahottari District coordinator of the advocacy project “Justice 
Sector Reform Project Focused on Women’s Access to Justice.” Since 
2013, she is also a registered mediator at Dhanusha and Mahottari 
District Courts. 

When we invited her to enroll in our BR initiative, Ray was 
apprehensive about the idea of “research.” She was not sure how to 
document her activism experiences into a researched narrative. She 
considered herself as an “activist” whereas she thought of researchers 
as those who have abilities, training, and experiences to process 
information with theoretical richness and robust methodological 
knowledge. She now states: 
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All I knew before was that research is a difficult journey. 
However, in the process, if provided opportunities with 
mentoring support, the mere documentation of our data 
from advocacy experiences are enough to do research.7

Conservation of Natural Resources
Practicing the BR initiative in the Madhesh Province provided us 
the lens to understand the processes of the development of civil 
society at the grassroots level. Here we highlight the successful case 
narration of a youth activist’s struggle—via auto-ethnography—to 
protect the Dhanushadham forest. Dev Narayan Mandal is a well-
known activist and environmental conservationist in the Madhesh 
Province. He is the founder-CEO of the organization Mithila 
Wildlife Trust (MWT).8 He acquired his basic education in his 
village in the erstwhile Mithileshwar Mauwahi (now called Mithila 
Bihari Municipality) and later went to India to pursue a Bachelor’s in 
Commerce degree. Notwithstanding his formal educational degree, 
his work experiences are related to wildlife rescue and rehabilitation 
in India. 

Based on those work experiences, Mandal was motivated to 
do similar work in the Madhesh Province. Most importantly, his 
childhood memories of the Dhanushadham forest and the ruined 
condition of the forest when he returned from India led him to 
advocate for the protection of the forest. Meanwhile, his two works 
related to the rescuing of snakes and documenting the migrating 
birds in the Madhesh Province led him to initiate his own institution, 
the MWT. Through MWT, he advocates for the conservation and 
restoration of natural resources, national forests and wildlife. Mandal 
has strong linkages within the provincial and local governments and 
has worked with them on various conservation-related projects. 

7 Testimony of Gunja Kumari Ray, January 11, 2023. 
8 See https://mwt.org.np/; accessed January 29, 2023. 



RESEARCH BRIEF • 12

All that he has achieved so far is due to his perseverance to learn, 
advocate and practice as an activist. 

Mandal’s story shows how a youth, inspired by his own intrinsic 
motivation, can protect a community forest from the greed of local 
mafias and poachers. Particularly, the contribution of a motivated 
individual mobilizing the support of a community to protect the 
forest without any strong organizational backup is to be noted. This 
is an example of the development of civil society at the grassroots 
level. Other youth activists can learn from this example. 

When we requested Mandal to enroll in our BR initiative, at 
first, he was confused about the topic he could write about. At that 
time, for him, the “research/documentation world” was limited to 
conducting research related to the rehabilitation of reptiles, birds and 
other wildlife at the grassroots level in the Madhesh region. However, 
imagining himself as a social researcher was a bit challenging for 
him. After a series of conversations, he was convinced that an auto-
ethnography of his struggles to protect the Dhanushadham forest 
counted as research. When we asked him to narrate the experiences 
of being a researcher in our BR initiative, he said: 

Earlier, to me, research meant scientific research, namely, in 
the natural sciences. But now, I am confident that I can also 
be a social researcher.9

Women in Local Governments
Women have been traditionally overwhelmingly under-represented 
in electoral politics in Nepal. However, after the promulgation 
of the new constitution in 2015, the situation at the level of local 
governments has changed a bit for the good. The Local Level Election 
Act, 2017, mandated that “political parties fielding candidates for 

9 Personal Communication, January 11, 2023. 
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both mayor and deputy mayor posts must include a female candidate 
in both urban and rural municipalities” (Tamang 2018: 312).10 In 
addition, two of the five ward members also need to be women, one 
of whom must be a Dalit. As a result of these provisions, after the 
2017 elections for the 753 local governments, 2 percent of all elected 
mayors and 92.5 percent of all deputy mayors were women (Mahato, 
Paudyal and Baruah 2019). These women had a five-year tenure.

Salma Khatun is a former Deputy Mayor of Pokhariya 
Municipality in Parsa District of the Madhesh Province. She was 
one of the few Muslim women elected as deputy mayors in the 2017 
local government elections (Bidari 2018). Previously, she had an 
illustrative career as a radio journalist. She had acquired her college 
education from Parsa District with a Bachelor’s degree in Education. 
Later, after working as a radio journalist, she obtained a Master’s 
degree in Mass Communication and Journalism from Bangladesh. 

In our BR initiative, Khatun’s write-up is an auto-ethnography 
of her experiences as the Deputy Mayor of Pokhariya Municipality. 
Initially, she intended to also consider the experiences of other 
women deputy mayors to validate her research since she was not 
sure that the narration of just her own experiences can be considered 
“research.” However, later, she dropped the idea of taking interviews 
with other deputy mayors and instead just focused on her own story. 

Her write-up gives a thick description of her personal 
experiences as a deputy mayor. According to her, women serving as 
deputy mayors in local governments are subjected to deep-rooted 
patriarchy. This patriarchy constitutes a major obstacle for women 
who want to provide good governance in local governments. Khatun 
provides rich insights which can help in the formulation of informed 

10 Tamang uses the term rural municipality in English to refer to a 
village council (2018: 310, f.n. 4).
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policy to advocate for a better working situation for elected women 
representatives in local governments (cf. Tamang 2018).11 

Struggle for Citizenship Certificate
Lack of citizenship certificates is a major problem in Nepal’s Tarai 
including the Madhesh Province. There are two factors for this 
lack. First is the complication related to the categorization of the 
citizenship certificate into at least three types, namely, citizenship by 
descent, citizenship by naturalization, and citizenship by birth. If the 
mother and father both have citizenship by descent, their children 
can get citizenship easily. In the other criteria (especially citizenship 
by birth), due to the fact that the law has not been amended, the 
difficulties of acquiring citizenship have been perpetuated.12 
Second, the lack of citizenship is a nationwide problem but  it 
disproportionately affects the Madheshis since they are seen as 
“lesser Nepalis” due to their alleged cultural proximity to Indians. 

Jitendra Kushwaha, a 24-year-old student from Mithila 
Municipality in Dhanusha District, is still completing his bachelor’s 
degree. He is an activist struggling for his own citizenship certificate. 
Moreover, he has been denied citizenship formally (in a written 
document) despite the fact that he has a  verdict in his favor from 
the Janakpur Appellate Court (High Court). However, when he 
produced the court order at the Chief District Officer’s (CDO) office 
in Dhanusha, they declined to give him his citizenship certificate. 
The CDO office didn’t cite a reason but gave a vague response for its 
denial. 

In his write-up, Kushwaha brings rich documentation of how the 
struggle for citizenship certificate impacts the lives of the concerned 

11 See Bidari (2018) for a report on Khatun after she had been in office 
for a year.

12 See www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/nepal-fresh-turmoil-presi 
dent-declines-sign-citizenship-law-2022-09-21/; accessed January 29, 2023. 
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individuals. He argues two points that are worth noting. First, 
there was ignorance among these individuals about the citizenship 
certificate due to a lack of the realization of its importance as a 
needed “paper document” in their daily lives. Second, their struggles 
to acquire the citizenship certificate make them aware of their 
rights as equal citizens in the country. No matter how painful and 
cumbersome the process to acquire the citizenship certificate might 
be, it helps them to gain hope in the democratic process.

Given that he does not have a citizenship certificate, Kushwaha 
did not have a bank account at the time when he joined our BR 
initiative. Thus, we contacted the organization Barefoot Lawyers 
Nepal, an entity formed by Raksha Ram Harijan, a member of our 
first cohort of barefoot researchers. Harijan is defending Kushwha 
in his court case at the Supreme Court. Kushwaha narrated his 
experiences in the following manner: 

I wanted to study technical subjects like many friends of mine. 
But, I could not study that because I don’t have a citizenship 
certificate. Before and after I enrolled in the BR initiative 
program, there is a considerable difference. One difference is 
that I started to take education more seriously. Meanwhile, I 
started to actively fight my case for the citizenship certificate 
in the court. Writing about my struggle as part of the BR 
initiative has given me a sense of relief. In doing so, I got the 
confidence to register my voice, fight injustice and advocate 
social causes. During this phase, I also got a judgment in my 
favor in the court for a PAN (permanent account number) 
card. Also, I am now a certified writ facilitator (who helps 
in writing application and preparing legal documents) to the 
general public in the Dhanusha District Court.13

13 Testimony of Jitendra Kushwaha, January 9, 2023. The PAN number 
is needed for all individuals who have a taxable income.
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Kushwah enumerates his own struggle for citizenship as an 
“intervention” from the grassroots level. His research initiates a 
meaningful dialogue as an informed citizenry, a necessary condition 
for deliberative democracy. It thereby contributes to rights-based 
policy advocacy. 

Concluding Remarks: Why It is Necessary to 
Expand the Barefoot Research Initiative in 
Other Locations 
The five cases discussed above indicate several positive aspects of the 
BR initiative. First, a democratic society requires ordinary citizens to 
be informed and for them to be informed, some ability to conduct 
research by those citizens is needed. The five cases discussed here 
show that the BR initiative can augment the ability of such ordinary 
citizens to claim their “right to research,” thereby helping them to 
enjoy “democratic citizenship.” 

Second, these cases show that the possibilities of democratizing 
research at the grassroots level are enormous. At least two aspects 
of research democratization might be highlighted here: who can 
do research and what counts as research? Regarding who can do 
research, the conventional understanding of “research” has induced a 
fear in ordinary citizens who think that research can only be done by 
“experts” who are especially trained for that purpose. Instead, the BR 
initiative has partly alleviated that fear by practically demonstrating 
that research need not be the sole prerogative of individuals with 
high formal degrees. In this way, we believe that the BR initiative 
is an institutional turn “to deparochialise the idea of research and 
make it more widely available” (Appadurai 2006: 176) to ordinary 
citizens. It is an institutional turn because our BR initiative, now 
implemented in two different parts of Nepal, modestly introduced 
a new way to include grassroots-based individuals in the domain of 
research, albeit on a small scale. 
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The answer to the question “what counts as research” is related 
to the politics of methods in practicing social research. Sociologist 
Micheal Burawoy calls for provincializing the social sciences which 
means “to bring the social sciences down to earth by provincializing 
their universalism, their disciplinary divisions, and their 
methodology, grounding them in their particularity and their specific 
context of production” (Buraway 2005: 508–509). This observation is 
also relevant in the case of our BR initiative. As highlighted earlier, 
in the BR initiative, the experiences of the barefoot researchers 
informed by their activism was the primary data of their research. 
In their written narratives, we then invited them to demonstrate 
their reflective capacity on that data as a practice of social research. 
Such practice has been grounded in the cultural, political and social 
contexts of the Madhesh Province. 

Third, the practice of the BR initiative called for the study of 
important applied socio-political themes that have been, relatively 
speaking, under-researched in the relevant regions. This under-
researched state of specific themes is partly due to the fact that the 
regional institutions of higher learning are in a crisis as far as the 
production of new researchers are concerned (Martin Chautari 
2022). It is also due to the fact that the other public entities, such 
as journalism institutions and civil society organizations are not 
independently strong enough to raise and report those themes 
robustly and consistently. In this context, the work done by the 
barefoot researchers have provided visibility and relative clarity to 
some important themes. Journalism institutions and policymakers 
can use the outputs of the barefoot researchers to further advance 
public discussions and scrutiny of those themes.14 Such public 

14 According to Bishwa Mani Pokhrel, editor of Madhesh Drishty, in 
the local newspapers of the Madhesh Province, “there is a dearth of content 
on the socio-political issues of the region. The news pages are filled with 
what is reported in the Kathmandu mainstream media. We are constantly in 
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engagement will expand the critical space of civil society in the 
Madhesh Province and elsewhere and strengthen the foundations 
for public recognition of the importance of grassroots-based 
research advocacy. Such recognition of locally embedded knowledge 
emanating from grassroots-based activists will deepen the social life 
of democracy in Nepal. These positive aspects and outcomes of the 
BR initiative provide a strong argument regarding why the barefoot 
research initiative needs to be expanded to other locations inside 
Nepal. 
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Martin Chautari (MC) began as an informal discussion group in 
Kathmandu in 1991, allowing development professionals and academics 
to meet every two weeks to share insights and experiences. In 1995, the 
name ‘Martin Chautari’ was adopted after the late Martin Hoftun, one of 
the founders of the original discussion group. After being managed by 
the Centre for Social Research and Development for six years, in 2002 
MC became registered as a separate non-government organization in 
Kathmandu.

Since its inception, MC’s core objective has been to enhance the 
quality of public dialogue and the public sphere in Nepal. Started 
at a time in which Nepal had little, if any, culture of informed public 
discussion, MC is now nationally known for its discussions which are 
held two times a week. Chautari also conducts research focused on 
governance and democracy, media, education, health and livelihoods 
with cross-cutting themes of gender and social inclusion. A rigorous 
mentoring program of young researchers is in-built into MC’s work.

Till date MC has published 110 books. MC is also the editorial home 
of the journals Samaj Adhyayan [formerly Media Adhyayan, established 
in 2006], and Studies in Nepali History and Society [SINHAS, published 
by Mandala Book Point since 1996]. Since 2006, MC has opened its 
research library and media documentation center to the public. The 
library’s holdings total around 25,000 books. 

All five components—the discussions, research, mentoring, 
publications and library—feed into each other and form an intrinsic 
part of MC’s primary objective: strengthening the social contract 
between the state and citizens and expanding and making inclusive 
the public sphere by promoting informed dialogues and analytically 
rigorous research. 
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