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West Bengal's first all-women gram panchayat in Kultikri has 
performed well in spite of the many problems it faces. 

KULTIKRI is one among the many obscure, 
insignificant villages in the tribal-dominated 
Jhargram sub-divis ion of Midnapore 
district. Situated on the metal road between 
Belda, a brisk commercial centre, and 
Jhargram along which a few private buses 
ply between sunrise and sunset. Kultikri 
had no th ing spec ia l ly of which its 
inhabitants could be proud. Days were dull 
with typical primitive agricultural activities 
on hosti le undulated fields, partly interrupted 
by Monday's weekly 'haat' And the nights 
were long and totally dark. 

AH this changed when it was made the 
seat of West Bengal's first (and till dale 
only) all-women gram panchayat. Except 
for the employees, all ol its 13 members, 
including the pradhan and the upu-pradhun. 
arc women, elected to power in the 1993 
panchayat poll. 

Kultikri is however, not the country's first 
all-women gram panchayat. Experiments in 
this direction started early in the 1980s in 
Maharashtra with Manje Rai panchayat at 
Indapur tehsil. Following Maje Rai\s 
success, several other all-woman panehayats 
were set up in that state. Among them is the 
one in Ralegaon Shindi in Ahmednagar 
district which has shown how women can 
effect social change in a village. 

The emergence of Kultikri is no less 
dramatic as it adds a new dimension to the 
democratic decentralisation of power at the 
grass roots level in the state. Moreover, it 
also strengthens, at least theoretically, the 
very purpose of the 73rd Amendment, that 
is, political empowerment of rural women. 
Kultikri is one of 10 gram panehayats under 
Sankrail block in Jhargram sub-division. It 
is composed of 26 'maujas', of which two 
are depopulated. The total population is 
7,685. The break-up of the population is 
shown in the table. Muslims are numerically 
the smallest community, concentrated mainly 
in the Baligeria mauja. There are 1,854 
illiterates and 397 people are reckoned to 
be living below the poverty line. There are 
eight primary schools, a high school (for 
girls only) and a higher secondary (co-
educational) school in the panchayat area. 
As a part of the 1990 district wise literacy 
campaign 24 post-literacy centres have been 
opened. There is no college in the locality, 
and students who pass the higher secondary 
examination go to Belda or elsewhere. The 

village has a post office, a telephone exchange 
and a subsidiary health centre. There is no 
railway station nearby and the inhabitants 
depend mainly on pr ivate services , 
uncomfortable, hopelessly inadequate and 
usually cease to operate after sunset leaving 
passengers at the mercy of passing lorries 
or trucks. Though there is an MBBS doctor 
at the health centre, lack of necessary 
equipment and medicine has always been a 
problem. Not only in Kultikri but also all 
over Sankrail block, quacks and untrained 
mid wives dominate the scene. 

Wi t chc ra f t , though denied by the 
panchayat members and political leaders, is 
still prevalent. On September 19,1994 when 
I visited the local higher secondary school, 
one ot the girl students in class IX, a tribal 
from Laudaha. reported in the presence of 
the headmaster that there was a witch at her 
village, known to her parents, and soon. The 
headmaster said that even at Kultikri. close 
to the school, there was an old woman whom 
local people suspect to be a witch although 
he himself did not find anything abnormal 
about her. 

The total geographical area of Kultikri 
gram panchayat is 5,549.45 acres; the total 
cultivable area, 3,701 acres: forests. 142 
hectares. More than half the peasants are 
agricultural labourers of farm-hands. The 
main crop is aman paddy, though recently 
five percent of the agricultural land has been 
brought under bodo cultivation. Other crops 
arc mustard, 'til' and melon. Basket and 
rope-making (from babui' grass) are two 
important subsidiary sources of income for 
the locals, besides the manufacture of 'chira' 
and 'muri', two traditional Bengali snacks. 
There are a tew banks, trading centres and 
shops on both sides of the Kultikri bus stop, 
whose fate is 1 inked to the local agro-economy 
and Monday's weekly haat. 

Of the 13 panchayat members, nine are 
less than 28 years old. The youngest is 19, 
one is in her 30s and only two are over 40. 
There are seven scheduled tribe members 
and two scheduled castes. Seven menders 
there are unmarried and six married. Of the 
married, three have been deserted by their 
husbands . In regard to educa t iona l 
qua l i f i ca t ions , only one is at the 
undergraduate level, two have passed the 
higher secondary examination and three 
have crossed the secondary level. Six have 

read between class VI and class X, and four 
are just literate, In regard to occupation, 
eight arc farm-hands, one is a dress-maker, 
one works as a cook and one as a primary 
school teacher, one is a housewife and one 
still a student. As pradhan, Rebati Das 
receives a monthly allowance of Rs 500 and 
Tapati Singh, the: upa-pradhan, Rs400. Shakti 
Rana earns more than the two as a school 
teacher. Sandhya Poira earns Rs 200 per 
month as a hostel cook. Repe Murmu has 
recently managed to get a petty job at a 
children's welfare centre at Patashol village 
and earns Rs 150 per month. Each member 
is given a meagre travelling allowance of 
Rs 20 a month by the government, while 
their actual expenses are much higher. 

Kultikri is a predominantly drought-prone, 
mono-crop area where scheduled castes and 
tribes form more than half of the total 
population. 

More than 50 per cent of the peasants toil 
on the land. All 13 panchayat members 
belong to peasant families and eight are 
fa rm-hands . Four of the members ' 
households still depend on agriculture. 
Rebati, though a tailor, also hails from a 
peasant family and her clients are mostly 
local peasants. Her late father switched over 
from land to transport operation to secure 
a better living. The local leadership of the 
CPI(M), which chose these 13 women as 
their candidates for the 1993 panchayat 
poll, had obviously kept in mind the agro-
cultural profile of Kultikri - that it is a 
p r e d o m i n a n t l y schedu led t r ibe and 
scheduled caste society in which most of 
the people are landless and eke out a 
miserable existence by serving as farm-
hands. If they are to be brought closer to 
the panchayati raj institutions and made to 
participate in the rebuilding of the local 
panchayat, they should have a greater 
representation in the body. For these reasons 
they nominated seven scheduled tribe and 
two scheduled caste female farm-hands for 
the 1993 panchayat poll. 

These nine members, alert, articulate, 
inquisitive and determined, do not have any 
significant academic background. Except 
for two, they do not have much political 
experience and none had ever served in any 
panchayat. The same is true with the four 
caste Hindu members. In the 18th century, 
Kultikri and adjacent areas formed part of 
the then Dwipakearchan pargana and used 
to be governed by feudal lords, subordinate 
to the king of Nayagram in the Jhargram 
sub-division. It is believed that the Singh 
dynas ty of N a y a g r a m was founded 
sometime before 1490 AD. The feudal 
heads became powerful with the gradual 
disintegration of the Nayagram kingdom, 
and towards the end of the century Prithviraj 
Singh set up his own zamindari at Kultikri. 
Though a debauch and drunkard, he was 
not too unfriendly towards his subjects and 
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was a patron of folk songs and dramas. His 
extravagant life-style put the zamindari 
into doldrums, and following his death it 
passed into the House of Wards. The East 
India Company opened a cha r i t ab le 
dispensary and a primary school in the 
locality. Prithviraj had an only child, a 
daughter who after his death was married 
off to Vasant Singh, son of a police official. 
Vasant and his son, lswar. were two typical 
tyrants; they often looted the peasants' 
houses, raped the women and set their 
belongings afire. Iswar's wife deserted him 
and went to Midnapore Sadar and never 
returned to Kultikri. Iswar's only daughter 
committed suicide. His two sons. Prodyol 
and Prabhat . fai led to recover the 
magnificence of the zamindari and carried 
on the notorious ways of the family. In the 
early 1950s, when the Zammdan Abolition 
Act was passed, the Singhs lost their hold 
over Kultikri. Their descendants are now 
said to be living at the district town. The 
remnants of the Si nghs' palace are still visible 
Situated close to the daily market, the 
buildings, most of which are in ruins, stand 
as a mute witness to a history of prosperity 
and tyranny. 

Though the people of the present 
generation are mostly unaware of this past, 
the stories of the misdeeds of the rajas still 
circulate especially those of rape, arson and 
murder, the brunt of which was borne by 
the womenfolk. Memories of atrocities on 
their grandmothers perhaps still torment 
the women of the village making them 
restless for quick change. It should be 
noted that Vasant Singh and his descendants 
opposed the expansion of education and 
some of their subjects had to set up a 
primary school in the jungles. Prabhat Singh 
opposed the foundation of a college. Those 
who proposed to set up an all-women gram 
panchayat might have thought that in view 
of Kultikri's prevailing situation - atypical 
rural setting with farm-hands forming the 
bulk of the population, whose ancestors 
underwent more than 200 years of feudal 
repression - women, who had suffered the 
most, if given a chance, are most likely to 
turn a nasty past upside down and bring in 
changes for a better future. Another factor 
according to Badal Rana. an influential 
member of the CPI(M) local committee and 
one of the chief architects of the present 
gram panchayat is that six out ol 13 seats 

were reserved for females , who also 
outnumbered males in eight out of 24 
maujas. These two factors together with 
the consistently satisfactory performance 
of women during li teracy campaigns 
inspired the party to form an exclusively 
women gram panchayat at Kultikri. 

This apart, the party itself wanted to 
come closer to the middle class women. As 
Rana puts it "Women have to wage two 
battles at a time, one inside the family and 

the other outside, with the situation 
prevailing. The upper class or lower class 
girls are comparatively tree of the mental 
conflicts that are quite prominent among 
the middle class ones. Numerically these 
middle class women form quite a big force 
and the parly was keen on carrying its 
messages to them. It was realised that only 
an exclusively women's body can fulfil the 
task. So it was decided to set up an all-
women gram panchayat." 

Another explanation for the formation of 
an all-women gram panchayat was provided 
by Arjun Singh who was upa-pradhan in the 
same panchayat during the 1983-88 term. 
He said; "Kultikri is a backward region and 
its women are more backward than the 
males. They have been deprived of many 
things. They are denied education, justice, 
equal treatment. They are not recognised 
as complete human beings. So it was 
thought that if given a chance, they may 
try to undo the wrongs done so long to 
them. This will definitely benefit society." 

Performance. ok Gram Panchayat 

From August 1993toMarch 1995, Kultikri 
has received Rs 3.25,068 from Jawahar 
Rojgar Yojana: Rs 63.500 from Indira 
Abashan Yojana; Rs 90.000 from the 
Employment Assurance Scheme (for setting 
up o rchards ) ; Rs 80 .000 from the 
Employment Assurance Scheme (for two 
primary schools); and Rs 1,36,000 from the 
Million Well Scheme (for excavation of 31 
ponds and prawn culture). This apart, the 
Sankrail panchayat samiti has spent 
Rs 2,87,000 so far for various development 
works in the panchayat area. 

There are 13 big and small ponds in the 
panchayat area, of which five were leased 
out by the former board. The present all-
women body has given the remaining eight 
on lease for pisciculture against a sum of 
Rs 5,600 perannum. Thirty-one new ponds 
have been excavated and prawn culture 
in t roduced with the e x p e c t a t i o n of 
improving the financial position of tribals 
in the concerned villages. Till August 1994, 
53 people were given IRDP loans The 
DWCRA scheme, though introduced in 1W0. 
did not make much headway. However, the 
present gram panchayat authorities have 
set up a basket manufacturing centre at 
Phulbani with 20 members. A loan ol 
Rs 15,200 have been received so far 
Orchards were created on 28 acres of land, 
private and public. Other targets and 
achievements are as follows: sinking of new 
tubewells: targct-24, achievement-16; new 
post-literacy centres: target-16, achievement-
10; road repair: target-18 km, achievcment-
10 km; construction of small bridges and 
culverts; target-10, achievement-3; repair of 
primary schools: target-8. achicvement-4; 
construction of new houses for needy persons 

under Indira Abashan Yojana: target-10, 
achievement-5. The panchayat has created 
about 3 .900 man-days and benef i ted 
about 465 people through soil conservation 
work and excavation of two big tanks at 
Taradiha and Chhebilia. The panchayat 
has helped the local higher secondary school 
to set up an eco-science club to make 
students aware of increasing environmental 
pollution and the necessity of rectifying 
the wrongs, The panchayat has also 
arranged all infrastructural facilities to start 
training-cum-production centres of ready-
made garments aiming at the economic 
empowerment of local women. A sum of 
Rs 48.000 has been allocated for the purpose. 
The centre is likely to he housed in the 
panchayat building. 

Kultikri has taken a leading role in the 
district s literacy campaign, Out of a 
population of 7,685, about 1.854. or more 
than 25 per cent, were illiterate. In the 1992 
literacy evaluation. 1.608 were hrought to 
the evaluating centres, of whom 1.010 passed 
the tests and were promoted to post-literacy 
centres. During an interview the pradhan 
Rcbati Das said that only 759 out of the 
1,010 readers were continuing at the PLCs 
She did not know what had happened to the 
remaining 251. Two more rounds of 
evaluation were done on September 5 and 
6. last year. Altogether 1,218 readers 
appeared at the tests which means 636 were 
missing. Kultikri, being predominantly a 
poor mono-crop area with the majority of 
the peasants being farm-hands, readers, 
though not intentionally avoiding their 
studies or evaluation tests, are forced to 
abstain due to economic compulsion. This 
again explains why several ol the 24 PLCs 
have ceased to function in the wake of boro 
cultivation. 

The panchayat authorities have distrib-
uted a large number of books free of cost 
among the students of the primary, high 
and higher secondary schools. The girls 
high school has been given financial 
assistance of Rs 30.516 from the Jhargram 
development board, while the higher 
secondary school has received Rs 10,000 
for its improvement 

This reflects the gram panchayafs effort 
to improve the standard of education and 
level of literacy in their area. Mention should 
be made of the PLC houses built so far. The 
panchayat has supplied only building 
materials, while the inhabitants of the 
respective villages have rendered manual 
services free of cost. This is quite an 
achievement. Poor people, mostly farm-
hands who can hardly afford to have two-
square meals a day, did not hesitate to 
abstain from their day's work on the fields 
and lose wages. However, a good number 
of these adult males and females, when 
asked to write down their names on a sheet 
of paper, were either found to have forgotten 

1284 Economic and Political Weekly June 3, 1995 



the alphabets or scribbled something 
unreadable. On inquirys I found that some 
do not attend their PLC classes regularly, 
while others do not find time to practise their 
lessons. 

The gram panchayat has been able to 
bring electricity to the subsidiary health 
centre and is now trying to equip it with 
a new labour room. Tribals are being taught 
at the PLCs the harmful effects of using 
contaminated water and the necessity of 
having their children properly inoculated. 
Fifteen defunct tube wells have been repaired 
and the children's inoculation programme 
is being carried out with sincere attention. 
At a children's health contest, organised in 
observance of International Women's Day 
on March 8, 1994, it was found that all the 
1,500 children brought to the venue had 
completed the necessary immunisation 
schedules. However, in the remote villages, 
many tribal families have yet to be impressed 
about the efficacy of the modern medical 
treatment. They still seem to be led by witch-
doctors, untrained mid wives and like-minded 
people who do not approve of any change 
in villagers' life-style. 

Thereare failures too. The gram panchayat 
was to create social forests at 12 sites but 
that has not been done. Plantations carried 
out so far arc due to the efforts of the forest 
department and the former board of the 
panchayat (of the 1983-88 tenure). When 
asked why the present all-women board had 
delayed undertaking new plantations, the 
pradhan said. "We do not have any suitable 
land''. Soil erosion is a major problem all 
over the Sankrail block including Kultikri. 
This apart, valuable laterile earth is being 
dug out and carried off in lorries and trucks 
by contractors with the connivance of 
locally inf luent ia l people with good 
political connections. While the panchayat 
samiti is trying to prevent soil erosion by 
constructing a gully-control bundh. it does 
not seem to be sincere about clipping the 
wings of the offenders. The much vaunted 
orchard project has already received a big 
jolt. Plantations on 16 out of 28 acres have 
already been damaged due to lack of 
supervision. The pradhan and the secretary 
said the affected areas included mostly 
private plots whose owners did not pay 
necessary attention. 

The panchayat 's target of recovering 
vested lands till 1994 was 242 acres. Only 
15 acres have been recovered. The authorities 
claim to have given joint pattas on vested 
lands to 150 people. This is an honest effort 
to ensure women's rights to land along with 
the men. However, joint patta is being given 
in other panchayats also: it is not Kultikri's 
invention. On January 16 I visited two 
villages, Phulbani and Dangra, where 
villagers told me that they were either not 
yet given pattas or possession of the vested 
lands, and pointed to the interference of 

political parties and vested interests as the 
cause. 

The DWCRA project on basket-making 
in Phulbani has not made much headway. 
Phulbani consists of about 120 families, 
more than 90 per cent of whom are tribals. 
Being in the lowest category of the below 
poverty level population, male and female 
members of these families work as farm-
hands while basket-making is their second 
important occupation. The entire business 
is being controlled by a Tamluk (an old town 
in the south-eastern part of Midnapore 
district;-based marwari known as 'Mamaji' 
who controls the entire activities through a 
few agents and sub-agents including a 
woman. Mamaji1 s represenatives supply the 
necessary raw material and also give loans 
in times of need to the poor tribals. who in 
return surrender their produce much below 
the standard price, ranging from Rs 4 to 4.50 
per basket. If an individual can afford to 
collect the raw material and makes 150 
baskets a month, he can make a profit of 
only Rs 2 tor each basket, which means 
u monthly income of Rs 300. But since such 
entrepreneurs arc rare, most of the basket-
makers earn far less, and having three to five 
children to feed on an average, are forced 
to cling to manual labour on ihe fields as 
their only source of sustenance. 

Of the 20 families surveyed at Phulbani. 
18 fell the absence of a non-profiteering 
body to control the business on their behalf. 
They expected the new panchayat to adopt 
some effective measures in this regard, but 
in vain. Attempts were made by some 
producers to form a union to fix and control 
the price, but that was thwarted by the 
agents of Mamaji. A few villagers were 
also found to be involved in the game. Libu 
Singh, is a female agent of Mamaji who 
has been working for the last 25 years and 
knows all the basket-makers by their names. 
It rs very difficult to dislodge persons like 
Libu from a business they have been 
controll ing for decades. It requires a 
determined effort and a carefully chalked 
out programme which the women members 
are yet to launch. 

The loan recovery drive by the new gram 
panchayat is not up to the mark. Tarun 
Ganguly, the local managerof the Mallabhum 
Bank, said that the bank's recovery demand 
for the 1993-94 financial year was Rs 10 
lakh, of which only Rs 2.75 lakh was 
recovered by the present body. He expected 
the recovery to go at least up to 65 per cent 
of the target. The manager said that 
recovery of special component loans 
(strictly for scheduled tribes and castes) 
and loans for fish farming and biogas plants 
were equally bad. The pradhan and the 
secretary did not agree with his views: 
"You will not be able to satisfy the bank. 
The more you give, the more they will ask 
for", the pradhan said. She referred to the 

loan mela of June 8. 1994 which was 
organised at the gram panchayat office. 
'That day we recovered Rs 38,563 from 
the IRDP beneficiaries in the presence of 
the area manager of the Mallabhum Bank", 
she said. 

As for family planning, up to March 1994 
only 54 s ter i l isat ions were done, all 
tubectomies. Males whether tribal or caste 
Hindu, always send their womenfolk to these 
camps. Tribals at Phulbani, under the 
in f luence of some local Chr is t ian 
missionaries, have been rejecting family 
planning. Interestingly, Muslim families at 
Baligeria are not so apathetic about the 
programme, and in many households married 
women are getting increasingly conscious 
about their reproductive health and have 
opted to use birth control measures. 

The gram panchayat's family household 
register and asset register have not yet 
been prepared. The secretary said that 
necessary information from the 24 maujas 
have been c o l l e c t e d , and only the 
compilation work remains. These two 
important documents were to be made ready 
by November 1994 as per instructions from 
a very senior official of the state panchayat 
department. 

The target for distribution of new ration 
cards was 10,000, but only 400 have been 
distributed. Only three of the 21 who were 
to get fishery loans have been given fishery 
mini-kits. Of the 25 homeless persons who 
were to get new houses, only five have 
benef i ted . Cons t ruc t ion work on the 
proposed new primary schools is yet to 
lake off. 

Attendance at the office, however is not 
bad. According to the secretary, the pradhan 
and upa-pradhan have attended all the 
monthly meetings, while two members 
missed one each. One member has missed 
seven meetings and another, four. It should 
be noted lhat the performance of the last two 
is very bad. Whenever this researcher asked 
about her, the answer was, "She has given 
birth to a son and needs rest". This 
explanation was given in December 1993 
during the researcher's first visit and was 
also provided on his last, on March 20. 

There is a tendency on the part of some 
officials at the block level, including the 
present block development officer(BDO), 
Md Gani. to unnecessarily eulogise the 
performance of the panchayat and thereby 
mislead researchers. For instance, while 
Gani said that the orchard programme was 
quite successful , the secretary of the 
panchayat admitted that plantations in well 
over 50 per cent of the land have been 
damaged. The former BDO, Purnachandra 
Sheet, was right when he said lhat as the 
state's first all-women panchayat, Kultikri 
needs special care: "It should get all 
possible help and special projects while 
no lapses should be tolerated". 
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