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Sustainable Development Goals, MGNREGS and Social Audit :
A Case of Rural West Bengal

Somnath Bandyopadhyay

Abstract
As a part of UN community India has a fundamental role in shaping Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and its national development agenda is also mirrored in
the same. The MGNREGA, 2005 as one of its national agenda having multiple objectives
of poverty eradication, rural employment generation, rural asset creation, social
inclusion etc. have lot of potentials to achieve the SDGs. The unique feature of the Act,
which makes it different from previous welfare programmes is that it itself contains the
provision of mandatory biannual social audit to ensure transparent and successful
implementation of the scheme. On the basis of primary data collected from selected
gram panchayats of the district Malda and Hooghly of West Bengal it has been found
that participation at the social audit meeting of the beneficiaries has significant positive
bearing upon their awareness level, however some other socio-economic factors like
level of education, economic status etc. also play significant influential role for achieving
the same. Our secondary data also confirms that awareness of the beneficiaries is one
of the key requirements for success of the scheme and hence it has been found that
participation at the social audit meeting of the beneficiaries of the MGNREGS has
significant positive effect on the achievement of SDGs in rural West Bengal.
Key words: SDGs, MGNREGS, Social Audit, Awareness Level, Beneficiaries.
I.  Introduction:
The global community, through the United Nations, has set a historical roadmap, ‘Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs)’, which aims to build a more prosperous, more equal and more
secured World by 2030. The 2030 Agenda and its 17 SDGs with 169 targets, adopted in
2015 by 193 countries, provide a coherent and holistic framework for addressing the problems
that have endured through the past decades and reflects our evolving understanding of the
social, economic and environmental linkages that define our lives. According to their definition,
Sustainable Development is a combination of five Ps, contains a plan of action for people,
planet, prosperity, peace and partnership (United Nations, 2015). It recognizes that alleviation
of poverty including extreme poverty is the greatest global challenge and an indispensible
requirement for Sustainable Development. India has a fundamental role to play in shaping the
SDGs and the country’s national development agenda is mirrored in the SDGs (KPMG,
2017).

Bandyopadhyay, Somnath : Sustainable Development Goals, MGNREGS and Social Audit : A Case of
Rural West Bengal
Open Eyes, Indian Journal of Social Science, Literature, Commerce & Allied Areas, Volume 18, No. 2, Dec 2021, Page
: 57-80, ISSN 2249-4332
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    The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act1, 2005 (hereinafter called
MGNREGA) is one of such national agenda, have multiple objectives of eradication of poverty
by employment generation, rural asset creation, social inclusion and financial inclusion (Mishra
& Puri, 2009). It is based on employment guarantee scheme the MGNREGS, the primary
objective of which is to ensure the transfer of a minimum income to rural households through
self-seeking wage employment. It may be identified as a significant departure from the former
employment and public works programmes, which were designed to create community
infrastructure first and then simultaneously generate income and employment to local residents.
It ranks among the most powerful initiatives ever undertaken for transformation of rural livelihood
(Ambasta, et.al., 2008). The unique feature of the scheme, which makes it different from
others is that unlike the previous rural employment generation schemes, it provides a legal
right and guarantee for employment for people living in rural India and a complete mechanism
to ensure that right. More importantly, the act exalts the position of the citizens from the
receivers of state’s dole to a legally entitled shareholder in the development pie, irrespective
of the size of pie (Pankaj, 2012). Moreover the scheme has lot of potentials to meet as many
as nine Sustainable Development Goals viz. Goal 1,2,3,5,6,8,10,13,15,16 (Niti Aayog, 2018).
A detail list of Sustainable Development Goals, which may be achieved by the scheme is
given in table 1.
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Table 1: Linkage between the MGNREGA and Sustainable Development Goals

Sl.no. Features of the Sustainable Development Goals
MGNREGA

1. Eradication of SDG-1

rural poverty SDG-2

SDG-3

SDG-10

2. Eradication of SDG-3
rural

unemployment SDG-8

SDG-10

3. Rural asset SDG-6
creation

SDG-13

4. Social inclusion SDG-3

SDG-10

SDG-8

SDG-16

5. Women SDG-3

empowerment SDG-5

SDG-10

SDG-8

SDG-16

6. Environmental SDG-13

protection SDG-15

Source: United Nations (2015), KPMG (2017) and Niti Aayog (2018).

End poverty in all its forms every where

End of hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition
and promote sustainable agriculture

Ensure healthy lives and promote well being for all at all ages.

Reduce inequality within and among countries.

Ensure healthy lives and promote well being unemployment
for all at all ages.

Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic
growth, full and productive employment and decent work for
all.

Reduce inequality within and among countries.

Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and
sanitation for all.

Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.

Ensure healthy lives and promote well being for all at all ages.

Reduce inequality within and among countries

Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic
growth, full and productive employment and decent work for
all.

Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable
development, provide access to justice for all and build
effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all level.

Ensure healthy lives and promote well being for all at all ages.

Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls

Reduce inequality within and among countries

Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic
growth, full and productive employment and decent work for
all.

Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable
development, provide access to justice for all and build
effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all level.

Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.

Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial
ecosystem, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification
and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity
loss.

Sustainable Development Goals, MGNREGS and Social Audit : A Case of Rural West Bengal
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In spite of such importance, it is also fact that corruption is eating into the vitality of our
society. To root it out we need strong provisions (Aakella & Kidambi, 2007). Considering
this reality, the Act itself contains provisions for ensuring the right to rural households to actively
participate in the monitoring the effectiveness and transparency of the implementation by
means of biannual mandatory social audit. It facilitates the rural people to reach at desired
awareness level about the different aspects of the scheme like fund sanctioned, projects taken
up, muster rolls, job cards, etc. Such awareness is one of the necessary preconditions for
successful implementation of the scheme (Mukherjee & Ghosh, 2009).
     Thus, an attempt has been made in this paper to find out effect of the Participation at the
Social Audit on the Awareness Level of beneficiaries of the scheme in rural West Bengal on
the basis of primary data collected from four selected Gram Panchayats.   Divided in five
sections, in section II, we have highlighted our review of literature. The objective and
methodology of the study have been discussed in section III, our findings and analysis of the
same have been explored in section-IV and finally in section V we have made some concluding
observations.

II.  Review of existing literature :
We may note that the mandatory requirement for social audit under the MGNREGA is an
innovative measure aimed at ensuring transparent implementation of scheme towards
achievement of Sustainable Development Goals by means of enhancing the awareness level
of beneficiaries and people at large. There are also few studies on the issue of effectiveness of
the social audit in general and its effects on the MGNREGS in particular.
Shah and Ambasta (2008) and Aiyar and Samji (2009) observed that implementation of
institutionalized social audit in their respective study areas have ensured successful
implementation of the MGNREGS. However, they also apprehended that since the social
audit is post-facto exercise there may be some loopholes even after its successful
implementation.
National Institute of Rural Development (NIRD) (2008) on the basis of evaluation of impact
of the MGNREGS in Odissa pointed out that implementation of the scheme in the State has
not been reached at desired level due to existence of lot irregularities in the same.
On the basis of primary data Shankar (2010) has found that though social audit is a novel
method to engender on the part of public officials, in reality it suffers from lot of pathologies.
According to their opinion social audit should be viewed as a tool for yielding substantial
results towards transparent implementation of the MGNREGS rather than only a simple
procedural compliance.
Similarly, Singh and Vutukuru (2011) have found that social audit reports of the MGNREGS
generate lot of information that can possibly be missed in quantitative performance benchmarks
and therefore is an important tool to gauge the success of the programme.
Vij (2011) on the basis of secondary data observed that the system of social audit in the
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MGNREGS has full potentials to ensure capacity building and empowerment of marginalized
groups of the society. He also argued that effectiveness of social audit can only be achieved
with strong institutional support like Andhra Pradesh, Rajasthan.
On the basis of secondary data Reddy (2013) has argued that Andhra Pradesh is the unique
state where social audit process has been institutionalized through an autonomous State unit
which makes a huge difference to the quality of governance of the programme.
Afridi and Iversen (2013) conducted a study on the social audit of the MGNREGS in the
state of Andhra Pradesh. Their findings of the survey indicate no significant effect of the
repeated social audit process on reducing the aggregate number of complaints. Such detection
is made harder both by the fact that social audits were not implemented randomly and by the
type of information (complaints) recorded by the social audit team.
Rajashekar, et. al. (2013) on the basis of study on the effectiveness of the social audit of the
MGNREGS in the state of Karnataka observed that the social audit process at the GP level
was marked by many constraints and problems. While all the GPs conducted social audits
their capacity to undertake audits effectively was compromised by the influence of village
elites.They also found that there was significant structural conflict of interest between cultivators
who employed agricultural labour and the labourers who were seeking additional work under
MGNREGS to supplement their income.
The Centre for Wage Employment and Poverty Alleviation (CWEPA) (2014) on the
basis of their field visit 0explored some important facts about the organization of
social audit of the MGNREGS in the State of West Bengal, e.g. The department of
Panchayat and Rural Development in the state seems to be over burdened with their own task
and without any extra staff at their disposal finds it virtually impossible to handle, mentor or
monitor the processes happening in the districts.
Bandyopadhyay (2015) on the basis of secondary as well as primary data has found that in
West Bengal there is positive association between participation at social audit meeting and the
awareness level of the beneficiaries of the MGNEREGS and such awareness has also positive
effect on the performance of the scheme.
Fox (2015) has argued that social audit can be identified as significant tool to break the low
accountability traps by triggering the virtuous circle in which the citizens can exercise their
voice, which in turn trigger and empower reform resulted in more voice. He used secondary
data for that purpose.
From aforesaid review of literature, it may be revealed that systematic implementation of the
radical provision of the MGNREGA relating to mandatory biannual social audit is the necessary
pre condition for ensuring transparent implementation of the scheme. In this respect the role
of gram panchayat is very important.   Moreover, social audit of the MGNREGS is aimed at
enhancement of the awareness level of the beneficiaries about their entitlements. So far as our
review of literature is concerned there are very few studies about the said issue in context of
rural West Bengal.

Sustainable Development Goals, MGNREGS and Social Audit : A Case of Rural West Bengal
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III.  Objective and Methodology:
The objective of this paper is to find out:

1.  Effect of the Participation at the Social Audit Meeting at gram sabha on the awareness
level of the MGNREGS beneficiaries in rural West Bengal;

2.  Whether there is any other factors, which may have influential effect on their awareness
level.

The paper is based on secondary as well as primary data. For the purpose of secondary
data, we have consulted different literature available in different books, published reports,
articles available in different Indian as well as International Journals, working papers and web
pages. For the purpose of collection of Primary Data, we have purposively selected two
districts of West Bengal viz. Malda and Hooghly. The former is situated at the northern part of
the state and later is situated at the southern part of the state. From Malda we have purposively
selected two Community Development Blocks2 of the district namely Englishbazar and
Habibpur. From Englishbazar we have selected two gram panchayats namely Binodpur and
Fullbaria and from Habibpur we have also selected two gram panchayats namely Bulbulchandi
and Baidyapur. Similarly, from Hooghly we have selected two Community Development Blocks
namely Tarakeswar and Chanditala-II. From Tarakeswar we have selected Kesabchak and
Balgori-I Gram Panchayat for our study. Again from Chanditala-II we have selected Barijhati
and Janai Gram Panchayat for our study. The socio-economic profile of the selected gram
panchayats of Malda may be highlighted in table 2.
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Table 2 : Socio-economic Profile of the Selected Gram Panchayats of the District
Malda

                                                                                                       (Unit : Number)
Block Habibpur C.D. Block Englishbazar C.D. Block

Gram Panchayat Bulbulchandi Baidyapur Fulbaria Binodpur

Total Population 25119 27926 14238 18252

SC 9144 19713 2960 4004

ST 4647 6227 76 365

Others 11328 1986 11202 13883

Total Households 6565 6488 2903 3916

Landless Households 4870 2931 2081 2150

BPL Household 4560 4338 1810 1690

AAY Household 2107 1794 568 541

Agricultural Labour 4118 3247 2036 2362

Marginal Farmer 1154 2743 604 1063

Small Farmer 336 520 157 542

Woman Headed 795 402 194 239

MGNREGS Job card Holders 6721$ 5441 2518 4458#

Registered workers under
MGNREGS 14106 13029 5477 8145

Number of active Job cards 4845 3534 1711 2785

Active Workers 7204 6348 2372 3711

Women 2726 2636 1039 1535

SC 2858 3125 277 409

ST 1743 1495 0 7

Others 2603 1728 2095 3295

Note :
$- Panchayat Officials did not agree to furnish all the relevant information about the Gram Panchayat. As
a result we had no alternative but to collect that information from other sources such as, West Rural
Household Survey, Census of India etc.  Subsequently we have found that total number of job cardholders
is more than total number households, which puts question about the transparency in issue of jobcards
in those Gram Panchayats. This also substantiates findings of NCAER-PIF(2009), ‘A Study on Evaluating
Performance of National Rural Employment Guarantee Act’, National Council of Applied Economic
Research, New Delhi.
#-op.sit.
Source : GP Survey, GOWB(2005) and official website of the MGNREGA www.nrega.nic.in.

Sustainable Development Goals, MGNREGS and Social Audit : A Case of Rural West Bengal
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Similarly socio-economic profile of selected gram panchyats of Hooghly may be highlighted
in table 3.

Table 3 : Socio-economic Profile of the Selected Gram Panchayats of the District
Hooghly

                                                                                                             (Unit : Number)
Block  Tarakeswar C.D. Block Chanditala-II C.D. Block

Gram Panchayat Keshabchak Baligori-I Barijhati Janai

Total Population 12905 14492 16,163 16,000

SC 5160 5217 2973 1920

ST 1302 1739 65 140

Others 6443 7536 13125 13940

Total Households 3061 4721 4017 3723

Landless Households 1682 3294 3164 2219

BPL Household 1311 772 1044 691

AAY Household 566 216 463 275

Agricultural Labour 1435 2465 1500 714

Marginal Farmer 1132 1016 464 642

Small Farmer 188 318 270 20

Woman Headed 129 124 225 175

MGNREGS Job card Holders 3000 3962 1377 575

Registered workers under
MGNREGS 6598 7087 2410 1328

Number of active Jobcards 2849 3063 662 307

Active Workers 4125 4710 739 396

Women 1580 2067 261 201

SC 1470 1720 302 206

ST 499 720 0 0

Others 2156 2270 437 190

Source: Op.sit.
From each of the gram panchayats we have selected 25 beneficiaries3 of the scheme, who
actively avail the job. The socio-economic profile of thse selected beneficiaries of two districts
is given in table 4.
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Table 4: Socio-economic Profile of the selected beneficiaries of the district
Malda and Hooghly

Districts Malda Hooghly
(%) (%)

Parameters

Education level

Illiterate 31 21

Primary level 32 26

Secondary level 30 31

Above secondary level 7 22

Caste Profile
ST 5 16

SC 44 35

Others 51 49

Gender Profile

Female 41 42

Male 59 58

Occupation

Agriculture labour 58 41

Small &Marginal farmer 32 28

Occupation

Domestic service 6 21

Others 4 10

Economic Status

AAY 26 12

BPL 63 26

Others 11 62

Source: Primary survey.

     We interviewed those selected beneficiaries with structured questionnaire and recorded
their responses in the same. The questionnaire contained close ended questions about nine
(9) different stages of implementation of the MGNREGS4, which have some vulnerabilities in
course of the implementation(National Consortium for Civil Society Organizations on
NREGA,2009) and   about which awareness on the part of the beneficiaries are very important
for enforcing their rights as enshrined in the Act and which may be significantly affected by
their active participation at the social audit meeting at gram sabha.

Sustainable Development Goals, MGNREGS and Social Audit : A Case of Rural West Bengal
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     For the purpose of analysis of those collected data we used simple statistical tools viz.
Arithmetic Mean, Kerl Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation Coefficient and for the purpose
of testing the significance of the results we applied student’s‘t’ test and Fisher’s ‘t’ test.

IV.  Findings from the Primary Survey and Analysis of Data
In our previous section we have discussed about the methodology for collection of primary
data. Now in this section we proceed to explore our findings and analysis of data derived
from the same.

A. Findings from the Primary Survey:
At the first stage we have presented the collected data from selected gram panchayats of
selected blocks of the district Malda in table 5 :

Table 5:  Primary Data on the Awareness Level (AL) and Participation at Social
Audit Meetings (PSAM) at gram sabha in Malda District.

Unit : Percentage

Name of the Block Habibpur C.D. Block Englishbazar C.D. Block

Gram Panchayat Bulbulchandi Baidyapur Fullbaria Binodpur

Regarding the Act 39 50 52 71

Issue of Job card 56 67 67 67

Application for Job 79 72 83 96

Selection of Projects 27 32 34 44

Development and approval of
technical estimate 0 0 0 0

Allotment of work 50 50 93 25

Implementation and supervision
of work 0 0 12 0

Payment of wages 56 58 75 75

Social Audit Meeting at gram sabha 62 100 40 100

Overall awareness level 38 44 47 50

Average number of Social

Audit Meeting attended* 2 7 2 6

Note:*- In number.
CD means community development
Source : Data calculated from primary survey.
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1st column of the table 5 shows that the selected beneficiaries of Bulbulchandi Gram Panchayat
under Habipur CD Block on an average attended only 2 social audit meeting till the date of
the survey, which reveals their very poor participation at social audit. Regarding their awareness
level it has been found that in some cases viz. issue of job card, application for job, payment
of wages, and social audit meeting their position is satisfactory. However, in other cases same
is not satisfactory at all. Their overall awareness level stood at 38% as on the date of survey.

On the other hand, 2nd column of the table depicts that selected job card holders of
Baidyapur Gram Panchayat under Habibpur CD Block participated at 7 social audit meetings
till the date of the survey. Their awareness level in some aspects viz., issue of job card,
application for job, payment of wages, social audit meeting at gram sabha stands at satisfactory
level as on the date of the survey. In contrast, their awareness level in other aspects like
development and approval of technical estimates, implementation and supervision of works is
not satisfactory at all. Their overall awareness level stood at 44% as on the date of survey.
We have presented a figure showing comparisons of the two GPs under Habibpur CD Block
in respect of the level of awareness and participation of the job card holders in the figure 1.

Figure 1 : Comparison of the two GPs (Bulbulchandi and Baidyapur) under
Habibpur CD Block in Malda in respect of the Level of Awareness and

Participation of the beneficiaries

                          Source: Data calculated from primary survey.

Sustainable Development Goals, MGNREGS and Social Audit : A Case of Rural West Bengal
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    Again, 3rd column of the table 5 shows the position of the selected job card holders of
Fullbaria  Gram Panchayat (best GP) under Englishbazar CD Block regarding their participation
in social audit meeting at Gram Sabha as well as their awareness level about different aspects
of the MGNREGS. It shows very poor participation of beneficiaries at the social audit meeting.
In spite of the fact that their awareness level in some important aspects viz. the Act itself, issue
of job card, application for job, allotment of work, payment of wages are satisfactory. But the
same is not true in other cases like selection of projects, implementation and supervision of
work etc. The overall awareness level of the beneficiaries was only 47%.
Lastly 4th column of table shows that on an average the selected beneficiaries of Binodpur
Gram Panchayat under Englishbazar CD Block of the Malda district attended 6 social audit
meetings. Their awareness level about different aspects of the MGNREGS viz. the Act itself,
issue of job card, application of job, payment of wage and social audit meeting stands at
satisfactory position. In contrast their awareness level in case of selection of projects, allotment
of work, development and approval of technical estimate is not satisfactory at all. Their overall
awareness level stood at 50% as on the date of the survey. We have presented a figure
showing comparison of the two GPs under Englishbazar CD Block in respect of the level of
awareness and participation of the job card holders in figure 2.

Figure 2: Comparison of the two GPs (Fullbaria and Binodpur) under Englishbazar
CD Block in Malda in respect of the Level of Awareness and Participation of the

beneficiaries

          Source: Data calculated from primary survey.
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  Similarly, table 6 gives data regarding awareness level of the selected job card holders in
respect of different aspects of the MGNREGS and the participation at the social audit meeting
at gram sabha of the selected beneficiaries of the selected gram panchayats of the district
Hooghly.

Table 6: Primary Data on the Awareness Level (AL) and Participation at Social
Audit Meetings (PSAM) at Gram Sabha in Hooghly District:

                                                                                             Unit: Percentage
Name of the Block Tarakeswar C.D. Block Chanditala-II C.D. Block

Gram Panchayat Keshabchak Baligori-I Barijhati Janai

Regarding the Act 38 60 64 71

Issue of Jobcard 64 64 67 67

Application for Job 51 83 29 3

Selection of Projects 30 38 35 56

Development and approval of
technical estimate 4 4 0 0

Allotment of work 64 64 50 33

Implementation and
supervision of work 0 0 50 0

Payment of wages 75 75 75 75

Social Audit Meeting at
gram sabha 36 100 61 78

Overall awareness level 36 49 49 45

Average number of Social
Audit Meeting attended* 1 8 5 6

Note:*- In number.  CD means community development
Source:  Data calculated from primary survey.

1st column of the same shows that average number of social audit meeting attended by the
beneficiaries of Keshabchak Gram Panchyat under Tarakeswar CD block as on the date of
survey has been only 1. However, their awareness level in some other important aspects of
the scheme viz. issue of job card, application for job, allotment of work, payment of wages
are satisfactory while in some other aspects  e.g.the Act itself, selection of projects etc  are
not satisfactory. The overall awareness level as on that date stood at 36%.

Again, 2nd column of the table presents similar data of Baligori-I Gram Panchayat under
Tarakeswar CD block. It reveals that the average participation of the beneficiaries is 8 social
audit meetings, which is satisfactory. It also highlights that awareness level of the respondent
job-card holders about most of the important aspects of the scheme is satisfactory except in
selection of project and development and approval of technical estimate. The overall awareness

Sustainable Development Goals, MGNREGS and Social Audit : A Case of Rural West Bengal



70

OPEN EYES
level has been 49% as on the date of the survey. Figure-3 reveals comparison of the two GPs
under Tarakeswar CD Block.

Figure 3: Comparison of the two GPs (Keshabchak and Baligori-I) under
Tarakeswar CD Block in Hooghly in respect of the Level of Awareness and

Participation of the beneficiaries

                    Source: Data calculated from primary survey.

 Lastly the 3rd & 4th column give similar data in regard to the awareness level of the selected
job-card holders and their participation at the social audit meetings at gram sabha as on the
date of survey in Barijhati  and Janai  Gram Panchayats under Chanditala-II CD Block of the
district. The data reveals that while in Barijhati the average number of social audit meeting
attended by the beneficiaries is 5, it is 6 for Janai as on that date. Their   awareness level in
respect of the important aspects of the scheme is not very different except for application for
job, selection of projects, and implementation and supervision of work, which can be discerned
from Figure 4.
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Figure 4: Comparison of the two GPs (Barijhati and Janai) under Chanditala-II
CD Block in Hooghly in respect of the Level of Awareness and Participation

of the beneficiaries

Source: Data calculated from primary survey.

B.  Analysis of Data:
 Participation of the job card holders at the social audit meeting at gram sabha held for the
MGNREGS is the 1st precondition for achievement of higher awareness level on the ground
that social audit meeting provides the platform, where all the potential beneficiaries and other
stakeholders are expected to be given all the relevant information about the implementation of
the scheme.
Thus at the first stage we have analyzed the data relating to participation at the social audit
meetings at gram sabha of the selected beneficiaries  in the district Malda and Hooghly by
applying Fisher’s ‘t’ test5 to ensure inter district comparison. The result obtained is presented
in Table 7. The result shows that the mean participation of Hooghly is marginally better than
Malda. However said difference has been found to be insignificant by applying Fishers’‘t’
test. A comparison of mean participation between two districts is also highlighted in figure 7.

Sustainable Development Goals, MGNREGS and Social Audit : A Case of Rural West Bengal
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Table 7: Fisher’s‘t’ test result for inter district comparison of Mean Participation

of the respondent job card holders

H
o

H
1

N DF Calculated Pr Pr Pr
‘t’ value (T < t) (|T| > |t|) (T > t)

µMP
 
= µHP µMP

 
� µHP 200 198 –1.2772 0.1015 0.2030 0.8985

Note : MP= participation at social audit meeting in Malda, HP = Participation at social audit meeting in
Hooghly,
 
 
µ= Mean, H

o 
= Null hypothesis, H

1
= Alternative hypothesis, µ= Mean, n= Number of observations,

DF= Degrees of freedom, Pr(T < t) = Left tail test, Pr(|T| > |t|)= Both tail test , Pr(T > t)= Right tail test.
Source: Data calculated from primary survey.

Figure 5: Mean Participation at the Social Audit Meeting at gram sabha of the
respondent beneficiaries in two selected districts

Source: Data calculated from primary survey.

Awareness level of the job card holders should be the basic outcome of their active participation
at the social audit meeting at gram sabha. Thus at the second stage we have analyzed awareness
level of the selected beneficiaries in two selected districts by applying Fisher’s’ test6.The
result as given in table 8 shows that awareness level of the beneficiaries in Malda is marginally
better than that in Hooghly. However, the said difference has been found to statistically
insignificant. A comparison awareness level of the beneficiaries in two districts has been shown
in figure 6.
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Table 8: Fisher’s‘t’ test result for inter district comparison of Mean Awareness
Level of the benefiaries

H
o

H
1

N DF Calculated Pr Pr Pr
‘t’ value (T < t) (|T| > |t|) (T > t)

µMA
 
= µHA µMA

 
� µHA 200 198 0.7828 0.7827 0.4347 0.2173

Note: MA= Awareness level of respondent job card holders of Malda, HA= Awareness level of respondent
job card holders of Hooghly; µ = Mean, n= number of observations.DF= Degrees of freedom.
Pr(T < t) = Left tail  test, Pr(|T| > |t|)= Both tail test , Pr(T > t)= Right tail test.
Source: Data calculated from primary survey.

Figure 6: Mean Awareness Level of the beneficiaries in two selected districts

Source: Data calculated from primary survey.

Active participation at the social audit meetings at gram sabha is aimed at the enhancement
of the awareness level of the job card holders. So, at the last stage of our analysis we have
tried to find out the degree of association between participation at the social audit meeting at
gram sabha of the respondent beneficiaries and their awareness level in two selected districts.
The statistical result of two selected districts as highlighted in table 9.

Sustainable Development Goals, MGNREGS and Social Audit : A Case of Rural West Bengal
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Table 9: Inter-district analysis of association between Participation at Social Audit

Meeting (PSAM) and Awareness level (AL)

District Correlation n     DF Significant level
Coefficient value (Students’ ‘t’ test)

Malda 0.36 100 98 1%

Hooghly 0.54 100 98 1%

Note: DF means degrees of freedom, n means number of observations.
Source: Data calculated from primary survey.

The statistical result, given in above table indicates that there has been statistically significant
positive association between Participation at Social Audit Meeting and Awareness Level in
both the districts. We applied Student’s “t’ test7 for this purpose. That implies the participation
of respondent job card holders at the social audit meeting at gram sabha has bearings upon
their awareness level. Another important trend, which may be interpreted from the  result, is
that the degree of association in Hooghly is better than that in Malda. A comparison of the
same between two districts may also be highlighted in figure 7:

Figure 7 : Comparison of Correlation Coefficient value between Participation at
Social Audit Meeting (PSAM) and Awareness level (AL) of the selected districts in

Malda and Hooghly

                           Source: Data calculated from primary survey.
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 From our above analysis it may be revealed that though there is no statistically significant
difference between two districts in terms of mean participation at the social audit meeting at
gram sabha and awareness level of beneficiaries, there is significant difference in two districts
in terms of degree of association between two variables in two districts. That implies despite
the fact that in both the districts active participation of the beneficiaries has positive bearings
upon their awareness level, there is difference in degree of effectiveness. That contradiction
further calls for searching whether there is any other influential factor, which may be found to
be effective for channelizing the active participation of the beneficiaries towards their awareness
level.

Table 10: Correlation coefficient between Awareness Level and its different
influencing factors in West Bengal

Sl. Factors Correlation n DF Significance
No. Coefficient level

(rxy) (Students’
X y ‘t’ test)

1 Awareness Level Participation at 0.44 200 198 1%
Social Audit

Meeting

2 Awareness Level Education Level 0.77 200 198 1%

3 Awareness Level Caste Profile 0.75 200 198 1%

4 Awareness Level Gender Profile 0.45 200 198 1%

5 Awareness Level Occupation 0.76 200 198 1%

6 Awareness Level Economic Status 0.21 200 198 1%

      Source: Data calculated from primary survey.

Analysis of our data of field survey reveals that some socio-economic factors also exert
significant influence on the awareness levels of the respondent job-card holders. Table 10
shows that apart from the participation at the social audit meeting at gram sabha the awareness
level of the beneficiaries in West Bengal  has significant positive correlation with some socio-
economic factors viz. education level, caste profile, gender profile, occupation and economic
status of the beneficiaries. Among these factors the influence of the education level (0.77),
caste profile (0.75) and occupation (0.76) is very high. Further table 11 also shows that
participation at the social audit meeting of beneficiaries is also significantly influenced by some
socio-economic factors viz. education level, caste profile, occupation and economic status of
the beneficiaries.

Sustainable Development Goals, MGNREGS and Social Audit : A Case of Rural West Bengal
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Table 11: Correlation coefficient between Participation at social audit meeting and

its different socio-economic factors in West Bengal

Sl. Factors Correlation n DF Significance
No. Coefficient level

(rpq) (Students’
P q ‘t’ test)

1 Participation at Education Level 0.28 200 198 1%
Social Audit Meeting

2 Participation at
Social Audit Meeting Caste Profile 0.31 200 198 1%

3 Participation at
Social Audit Meeting Gender Profile 0.07 200 198 No

4 Participation at
Social Audit Meeting Occupation 0.27 200 198 1%

5 Participation at
Social Audit Meeting Economic Status 0.3 200 198 1%

    Note: DF indicates degrees of freedom.
    Source: Data calculated from primary survey.

Socio-economic profile of the beneficiaries as shown in table 4 highlight that the literacy rate
of the beneficiaries of Hooghly are better than that in Malda and level of education former is
also better than the later. Better level of education has ensured more information about the
scheme and hence resulted in more participation at the social audit meeting. Again Malda
district is one of the backward districts in India where the MGNREGA was implemented at
the first phase and table 4 also confirms existence of more BPL and AAY households among
the beneficiaries in the district. Moreover the West Bengal Human Development Report shows
that where as Malda stood at 14th position in terms of Human Development Index, Hooghly
stood at 5th position (GOWB, 2004).As a result beneficiaries of the district seems to be more
accustomed with the scheme and also their economic backwardness has also induced to be
more aware about their entitlements provided in the scheme. The combined effect has resulted
in better awareness level of the district as compared to Hooghly. However, both the differences
have been found to be statistically insignificant. Further, higher literacy rate among the
beneficiaries in the district Hooghly coupled with more existence of agriculture labourers
among the beneficiaries in the district Malda, as shown in table 4, have resulted more active
participation of the beneficiaries of the district Hooghly so as to channelize their participation
towards awareness level. Existence of all those factors seems to be resulted in significant
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better association between participation at social audit meeting and the awareness level in the
district Hooghly as compared to Malda.
  Thus from our analysis of secondary and primary data we may develop the following model
to highlight the relationship among influential factors of the awareness level, awareness of the
beneficiaries, success of the MGNREGS , sustainable development goals.
Participation at the Social Audit Meeting

Note:*- Other demand side factors include poverty, agriculture labour, migration potentials, semi-feudal
structure of rural economy and supply side factors includes availability of money in proper time, capacity
of the GP, adequate planning, infrastructural backwardness of GP.
Source: Mukherjee & Ghosh(2009), Bandyopadhyay (2015) and Primary Survey.

It may be revealed from the aforesaid model that in rural West Bengal participation at the
social audit meeting of beneficiaries has significant positive association with their awareness
level. At the same time it is also fact that along with the participation at social audit awareness
of beneficiaries is also significantly influenced by different socio-economic factors like education
level, caste and gender profile, occupation, economic status. Again awareness level coupled
with some other demand side as well supply factors have influential effect on the success of
the MGNREGS. Since, the MGNREGS has lot of potentials to achieve sustainable
development goals, successful implementation of scheme has positive influence upon the
achievement of sustainable development goals.

Participation at the
Social Audit Meeting

Education Level

Caste Profile

Gender Profile

Occupation

Economic status

Other demand
side and

supply side
factors*

Awareness
of the

Beneficiaries
Success
of the

MGNREGS

Sustainable
Development

Goals
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V.  Concluding Observations:

Successful implementation of the MGNREGA is one of the necessary pre-condition for
achievement of sustainable development goals. Since India is one of the countries who have
signed the declaration on 2030 agenda for sustainable development, successful implementation
the flagship programmes like the MGNREGS in the states like West Bengal, where there
exists acute problem of unemployment and poverty due to some historical reasons may yield
very positive result towards achievement that goals. In spite that importance our experience
shows very gloomy picture of previous welfare programmes, where it is not uncommon for
dead people to get paid. But it is not the family of the deceased who benefit, its middle men or
public servants who cheat the state subsidy system or deceive wages by fabricating names on
the payroll. To prevent this tragedy the provision of mandatory social audit may be recognized
as an important accountability tool in the development sector because it contributes to
transparency and effective governance. Analysis of our results from primary survey also shows
that active participation at the social audit by the beneficiaries has significant association with
their awareness level. But although in our study we have mainly concentrated upon the effect
of social audit meeting on the awareness level, it also reveals that some socio-economic
factors also exert influential effect on the awareness level of the beneficiaries. Again, our
secondary data confirms that awareness level of the beneficiaries coupled with other demand
side factors viz. poverty, agriculture labour, migration potentials, semi-feudal structure of rural
economy and supply side factors viz. availability of money in proper time, capacity of the GP,
adequate planning, infrastructural backwardness of GP have influential effect on the success
of the MGNREGS. Thus, we may arrive at the conclusion that in rural West Bengal since
participation at the social audit meeting has significant positive association with the awareness
level of the beneficiaries of the scheme, it has also positive influential effect on the achievement
of sustainable development goals. However, there are some other socio-economic factors
like education level, occupation, and economic status of the beneficiaries, which also play
important role in this respect, which calls for further detail study.
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Footnotes
1 The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, 2005 was renamed as the Mahatma Gandhi

National Rural Employment Guarantee Act by the National Rural Employment Guarantee
(Amendment) Bill in the Parliament on 26th November, 2009.

2 Blocks were selected on the basis of BPL percentage found in West Bengal Rural Household
Survey, 2005 (GOWB, 2005)  and MGNREGS fund utilization during 2009-10 to 2010-11 retrieved
from the Official Website of The MGNREGA and same methodology was applied in other blocks’
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3 In this article the term ‘beneficiaries’ and  ‘job card holders’ have been used interchangeably and
in same meaning.

4 Our period of study is 2009-10 to 2014-15.
5 It is applied to test the significance of difference of mean of two groups of samples.
6 op.sit.
7 It is applied to test the significance of the correlation coefficient.

_______________________________
Somnath Bandyopadhyay

Assistant Professor in Commerce
Sudhiranjan Lahiri Mahavidyalaya

Majdia, Nadia-741507, West Bengal.



81

Is PremKumar’s Kai Varisai the Most Progressive Past ? :
A Comparison of Gender Equality in Films of Two Centuries

Jayashree Premkumar Shet

Abstract
Feminist film theories’ suggestions are discrete and imbricated so highly that it is really a
Herculean task to get them implemented into the films. In spite of this fact many directors have
depicted strong women in visual media synecdochically to exhibit their social concerns. Flannery
(2009) says that history is creating a tradition of itself by representing and interpreting only
what it holds and thereby hides all that is unsaid. If the 21st C film-makers don’t purchase
what progress has been already done, they will be back to square one. This study compares
G. Premkumar’s ‘KaiVarisai’, a 20th C film with the contemporary films of five different
Indian languages and tries to seek whether the contemporary 21st C films have moved further
in reforming the society through better representation of women in films or G. Premkumar’s
‘Kai Varisai’ is still the most progressive past. Through the application of Feminist Film Theories,
The Mako Mori test, The Sexy Lamp test, Critical Mass and Critical Actor Theory and
Bechdel–Wallace test this paper tries to compare, explore, the cinematic feminism through
on-screen characters’ gender representations and the storyline’s interpretations in these films.
Based on quantitative method and also by qualitative analysis the study discovered the bitter
truth that Premkumar’s Kai Varisai is a milestone in offering Gender Equality in films and more
progressive than the 21st C films, which still hatch out stereo-typed women in male-dominated
films or unrealistic characters in so-called feminist films.

Keywords: feminism, 21st C films, Premkumar’s Kai Varisai,  progressive

Introduction
Sprung out of the waves of feminism the feminist film theories have ‘Great Expectations’

from Cinemas. The Make Mori Test, The Sexy Lamp Test, Bechdel –Wallace Test, Critical
Actor Theory as well as Critical Mass Theory and all the other film theories clamour for more
female representation on and off screen, less stereo typed portrayals and women centered
films. It’s obligatory for any film directors to be at least a little knowledgeable about feminist
theories and compassionate towards women and consider and work for women’s
empowerment.  Moreover, the fact is that the subordination of women and the male dominance
has not always been there, it’s neither natural nor eternal and not omni-present. It wasn’t
there in Nair Society in Kerala before British Colonization or in Nile Valley Civilization and

Shet, Jayashree Premkumar : Is PremKumar’s Kai Varisai the Most Progressive Past ? : A Comparison of
Gender Equality in Films of Two Centuries
Open Eyes, Indian Journal of Social Science, Literature, Commerce & Allied Areas, Volume 18, No. 2, Dec 2021, Page
: 81-90, ISSN 2249-4332
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the Bari of Columbia and in pre-Islamic culture. As a social -mirror cinemas should showcase
all the facets of the present-day society but, do they actually exhibit all the prevalent features?
Even in the regions where women aren’t given equal rights the cinemas with its almighty
power should be role-models in the emancipation of women. The study wants to check
whether the films portray our women physically or emotionally strong and capable as many of
them really are, or do they want to still satisfy male-egoistic pleasure by portraying women as
sub- ordinate to men and puppets in the hands of strong men and thus serve the old wine with
which media can mint money with.

Indian Cinema is one of the gargantuan industries in the world producing almost 1,000
films per annum and its reach is as high and wide like Hollywood films. As, Amitab Bachhan,
India’s well-known actor once said, “Indian Cinema has virtually become a parallel culture.”.
An odyssey of Indian Cinema will lay bare the film makers who know culture is not static and
who made films to mirror the social issues.

This comparative study intends to differentiate the cinematic feminism between 20th
C Premkumar’s ‘Kai Varisai’ with five 21st C Indian blockbuster with the assumption that
modern high budget productions portray feminism conventionally through unrealistic characters
while the 20th C productions portrayed feminism progressively through reflective and self-
determined, female characters.
Research Design and Methodology
As argued by Erigha (2015:79) silver screen representation of multifaceted: numerical,
Centrality and quality of representation. So, numerical approaches become obligatory. The
study intends to check whether there is under representation of women in the selected films
of 20th and 21st C.

Besides quantitative method the researcher chose descriptive method too to complete
this paper. In this study the researcher tried to find out the how the 20th C film Kaivarisai fares
in comparison to 21st C films. For this, books, websites were studied. A few interviews were
held with the Director of the Film, Mr. G. Premkumar, whose 20th C film is taken for the study.

1. Does Premkumar’s Kaivarisai fare well than the 21stC Films in Critical Mass and
Critical Auther Theories? - A quantitative analysis and description method will be given

2. Quantitative Analysis will be done to check which films pass the feminist film theories:
The Make Mori, Bechdel, Sexy Lamp and other tests and theories, a self- coded sheet will
be prepared and the films will be analyzed. And the points will be shown in tables and a chart.

3. To check the number of appearances by the lead and the second lead characters
of both male and female characters and the number of scenes without men/women quantitative
method will be adhered. Tables and charts will check the quantity-wise women-representation
in the films.

4. Do the films show qualitative and centralized representation of women? A descriptive
and comparative method will be discussed.
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Research Sample
The following six films are taken for the study.

Table.1
Films For the Study

Title of the Film Release Language

Kai Varisai 1980 Tamil

Ponmagal Vanthaal 2020 Tamil

Yevada Subramanyam 2015 Telugu

Thanaji 2020 Marathi, Hindi

Big Brother 2020 Malayalam

Kotti Gobba 2 2016 Kannada

Results and Discussion
Along with the six roles as proposed by Lauzen in her research: director, writer, producer,
executive producer, editor, and cinematographer (Lauzen, 2018) The researcher took into
account lyricist, singer and music composer too as in Indian cinema songs have greater impact
on the audience.

Table 2.
No. of People Behind the Scene

Name of the Film Number of Prominent people Number of Prominent people
off the Screen (Male)  off the Screen(Female)

Kai Varisai 9 7

Ponmagal Vandaal 8 5

Tanaji 16 3

Yevade Subramanyam 15 5

Big Brother 16 2

Kottigobba 14 3

A Comparison of Gender Equality in Films of Two Centuries
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Fig.1. People Behind the Screen
The study finds Kaivarisai tops the test in Critical Mass Theory as well as Critical Author
Theory as its Director G.Premkumar has been in the filmdom for more than for more than 8
years at the time and it was his 5th film. Despite the fact that Om Raut received a State Award
for Lokmanya: Ek Yug Purush, Thanaji is just his second film. Nag Ashwin and J.J. Fredrick
made their debuts in the films chosen here. The Critical Actor Theory fails with veteran directors
Siddique and K.S. Ravi Kumar who have filmed more than 25 and 24 films respectively.

Table 3

Self Coded Sheet – The Make Mori & Bachedel Tests
Code Code Points Kai Thanaji YeVade Kotti Big Pon
No Varisai Subbra gobba2 Brother Magal

manyam Vandal

1 Is there at least one
female character?

1 1 1 1 1 1 1

2 Does the female character
get her own narrative?

1 0 1 0 1 1

3 Is female’s story an independent
one or supporting a man’s story?

1 0 0 0 0 1

4 Does the movie have at
least two women in it?

1 1 1 1 1 1

5 Do Women talk to each other? 1 0 0 1 1 1
6 Do female characters talk about

something other than a man?
1 0 0 0 0 1

7 Are the two women named
characters?

1 1 1 1 1 1

8 Is there at least a total of
60 seconds of conversation?

1 0 0 1 1 1
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All the chosen films survive the test the Mako Mori test which insists on having at least a
woman’s role in the film. Bechdel Test, Brain-Child of Alison Bechdel (1985) wants two
female characters who converse anything that is not related to male. The 7and 8 are variants
of the same test. Other than Kaivarisai and Ponmagal Vanthal, all the four films fail this test.
This ratio is far below than the results on the database: 55.4% pass out of 4193 movies
tested, (Bechdel, 2013).

Table 4
Self Coded Sheet

Code Code Points Kai Thanaji YeVade Kotti Big Pon
No Varisai Subbra gobba2 Brother Magal

manyam Vandal

9 How many female characters are Yes,

relevant to the plot of the film? One 3 0 2 1 1 2

[The Sexy Lamp Test] point

10 Is there a female protagonist?  for
Is she successful? each

1 0 0 0 0 1

11 Is the female protagonist
successful on her own?

1 0 0 0 0 0

12 Is the film a female-oriented one? 1 0 0 0 0 1

The Sexy Lamp test checks the relevance of the female character to the plot. Other than
Thanaji the rest emerge successfully in this test.

Table 5
Self Coded Sheet -Empowerment, Economic Independence and Intelligence

Code Code Points Kai Thanaji YeVade Kotti Big Pon
No Varisai Subbra gobba2 Brother Magal

manyam Vandal

13 Are they originally portrayed One
in the same stereotypic ways? point

3 0 1 1 0 1

14 Does the heroine become the for
heroic in the film? each

3 0 1 1 0 1

15 Do the women express main
their ambition? Role

1 0 0 1 1 1

16 Any sign of women’s
economic independence?

3 0 2 1 0 1

17 Do the female characters as
skilled / professional ones?

3 0 2 1 0 1

18 Do the female express their
thinking or feeling?

3 1 1 1 1 1

19 Are women portrayed
as intelligent ones

3 0 1 1 0 1

A Comparison of Gender Equality in Films of Two Centuries
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Feminist film theories demand potent female protagonists, who possess intelligence, which is
in the words of   R. Pinter “ability to adapt oneself adequately to relatively new situations in
life.” (Sternberg J. R, 1987) Also M. Minsky (1985) opines intelligence is “the ability to solve
hard problems.”  So, the study analyzed the plot and tried to find whether women find solutions
for their problems by themselves or still rely on the hero or other men to get saved.  Intelligence,
economic independence and empowerment are the milestones for abolishing gender Inequality.
KaiVarisai tops with 19 points.

Table 6
Self-Coded Sheet- Freedom, Effort

Code Code Points Kai Thanaji YeVade Kotti Big Pon
No Varisai Subbra gobba2 Brother Magal

manyam Vandal
20 Do the female characters Yes,

have freedom? one
3 0 1 1 1 1

21 Do the female characters point
change their lives on their own? for

3 0 1 1 0 0

22 Do the female characters each
talk /fight against inequality? decision

3 0 1 1 0 1

23 Is the female protagonist’s
change not influenced by men?

2 0 0 0 0 0

24 Is there any action taken by the
female characters not to be a victim?

3 0 1 1 0 1

Other than Thanaji and Big Brother, the rest portray what’s prevalent in the society.

Table 7
Self-Coded Sheet–Deciding Authority

Code Code Points Kai Thanaji YeVade Kotti Big Pon
No Varisai Subbra gobba2 Brother Magal

manyam Vandal

25 Do the female characters Yes,
take their own decisions? 1 point

3 1 2 1 1 1

26 Are her decision put some for each
body in trouble and make big
her regard as foolish or novice? decision

1 1 1 1 1 1

In all the films the women characters are offered freedom to take decisions.
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Table 8.
Self-Coded Sheet to verify the films passing various film tests

Films Kai Thanaji YeVade Kotti Big Pon
Varisai Subbra gobba2 Brother Magal

manyam Vandal

Total Points 51 5 21 20 11 23

One can see the vast difference in points between Kaivarisai and the 20th C films.

Fig.2    Percentage of Points Obtained by the Selected Films

1980s was the heyday of feminist film theories and it’s obvious in the above graph. KaiVarisai
scores 51 points in the self -coded Sheet, the other films are nowhere to it.

Table 9
Appearances of Lead Characters

    Films Male Lead Characters Female Lead Characters

Hero 2nd Lead Role Heroine 2nd Lead Role

Kai Varisai 30% 20% 36% 13%

Ponmagal Vandhal 39% 31% 38% 15%

Yevada Subramanyam 89% 14% 48% 13%

Thanaji 45% 31% 13% 7%

Big Brother 60% 35% 18% 19%

Kotti Gobba 2 71% 16% 35% 11%

A Comparison of Gender Equality in Films of Two Centuries



88

OPEN EYES

Fig. 3 Appearances of Lead Characters

Kaivarisai tops the table with 36% of scenes allotted to the heroine while the hero appears
only in 30% of scenes.

Table 10
Percentage of Scenes with/without women

Films % of Scenes %  of Scenes % of scenes women talk
without  Women only  women something other than men 

Kai Varisai 32% 8% 4%

Ponmagal Vandal 27% 18% 3%

Yevada Subramanyam 25% 0% 0%

Thanaji 71% 3% 3%

Big Brother 51% 2% 0%

Kotti Gobba 2 55% 2% 2%

Fig.4 Scenes without women and with Only Women
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The study went through scene by scene of the films and found that Fifty-Fifty Motto is
followed only in KaiVarisai and Ponmagal Vandhal.

The query whether the 21st C  films are the spokespersons of marginalized voices and  do
they follow their predecessors to be the torch bearers of women’s equality has received a
negative result. Shelley Cobb and Yvonne Tasker (2016) are of the view: filmdom holds a
pivotal cultural role and film criticism could detail the scandal of women’s marginalization in
multiple ways. In India the female literacy rate is grown by 59.2% to 65.7%, whereas there’s
only 4% literacy growth in males (2011 to 2018) But the films portray still the stereo-typed
ones. Yevade Subramaniyam is the journey both physically,spiritually and metaphorically in
the panoramic scenes of the Gorgeous Mount Himalayas. The heroine, Malavika who has
been ‘omni-present’ is just playing the second fiddle to the hero’s magnificent path of self-
realization  Also, in Kottigobba 2 the heroine has to play just a romantic partner for Sudip,
who fills the silver screen with his dual roles. Big Brother and Thanaji, the typical blockbusters
with superheroes are devoid of gender equality in quantity, quality and centrality. Though
dealing with a big social issue-child rape and the secondin points list, Pon Magal Vandhal has
miles to go as it is a mockery to feminism with the heroine doing a lot of cry and is dependent
on male characters to be victorious towards the end.  Kai Varisai, though the lead role was
played by Jai Shankar, the actor who has acted as a hero in more than 275 films, the heroine,
Seema is not sidelined. The Second heroine again a very famous actress from Bollywood
was given due importance. The importance given to the sister’s career, his consent to her love
affair makes the film in every way a beautiful road to women’s empowerment.

Based on background quantitative data as well as a qualitative content analysis, this paper
found that portrayals of women are much more positive quantitatively, qualitatively and centrality
is assured in movies directed by Mr. G. PremKumar in 1980’s. These positive portrayals are
affected by the presence of the critical actor Mr. G. Premkumar as the Director behind the
scenes who believes Cinema, the Visual Media can bring about a lot of changes in the society,
whereas the 21st C films haven’t gone any extra mile, rather they lag behind Premkumar’s
portrayal of heroines in Kai Varisai. A humble request to film fraternity is be the voice of
Marginalized who suffer for generations under patriarchal hegemony.
Conclusion

To conclude, even though there are innumerable feminist movements. (Media Awareness
Network, 2008), across the decades indulge in the crusade, there is little improvement in the
portrayal of female characters in the films and to be precise, the films do not even try to
venture as much as the last century directors did. Shelley Cobb and Yvonne Tasker (2016)
opine the wane in feminist film criticism is owing to Post structuralism and media studies. The
women should have the firm mind, decisiveness, wisdom to solve her problems by herself.
Hope understanding their responsibility as well as potentiality, the film-industry would showcase
strong women as Berger (2008) rightly points out that eighty percent of information is received
through our eyes in his “Seeing is Believing.”

A Comparison of Gender Equality in Films of Two Centuries
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Recommendations
There could be researches on the persistent puzzle of the discrimination and male domination.
Further studies may probe on factors that are contributing to the mis-representation and
tenacious under-representation of women in films.
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The Space of the Other - The Body of the Dalit Woman as a Third
Space in the Brahmanical Paradigm of Ghare Baire Aj -

A Modern Political Retelling of Tagore’s Classic
Medhasree Talapatra

Abstract
Judith Butler in her book Gender Trouble says that the very concept of sex, is actually
perceived as an instrument of cultural signification, however, it is a discursive formation that
acts as a naturalised foundation for the nature-culture distinction as well as the strategies of
domination that distinction supports. From this argument, she quickly transcends to conclude
that this binary of relationship gives rise to a hierarchical relationship where culture supersedes
the idea of nature thereby freely rendering it into an ‘Other’ to be appropriated to its own
limitless uses. The sex/gender and nature/culture dualism are often intrinsically naturalised
through one another reifying relations of subordination. The position of the woman especially
the married woman is a qualifier that distinguishes and dichotomises a differentiated patrilineal
identity. Her existence emerges from the very idea that her existence lies within her body - a
body serving the construct of family through bodily labour- both sexually and manually. Her
identity is fluid moving quickly from one patronym towards another. Ghare Baire or The
Home and The World by Rabindranath Tagore was published in 1916 and ever since has
seen multiple onscreen adaptations. The latest one by Aparna Sen, titled Ghare Baire Aj can
be easily seen as a custodian mouthpiece of the political conundrum that has enmeshed India
in recent times. Her retelling posits Bimala, rechristened as Brinda in a precarious position not
only torn between her husband and her paramour, but she is also a Dalit woman whose very
identity has been dubiously thieved replacing it with a clever Brahmanisation. This paper
endeavours to comprehend the exogamic heteronormativity albeit a forced one by placing the
body of the Dalit woman who has been brought into the centre- an act which has only
strengthened her marginalised identity. This is not only seen in her actions which seem to
question where in this world lies her home but she inadvertently becomes a part of a pre-
discursive libidinal economy which further problematizes her very notion of identity vis-a-vis
through language which for her assumes a curious ontological position. This paper looks into
the social and societal position of the Dalit woman in accordance with her bodily existence
through a curious struggle for survival in the patriarchal paradigm coupled with the already
existent class prejudices.

Keywords: Dalit, Existence, Exogamy, Identity, Margin, Centre, The Other, Body, Gender.
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The commencement of the film places the solitary Brinda amidst a cacophonous household

where she sits reminiscing of her metamorphosis into Brinda from the long-forgotten Bimala
Manjhi- who used to live in a little bustee beside a coal mine in Jharia. Her parents’ demise
brings her to the posh Chowdhury household at Maharani Bag New Delhi to her grandmother
Savitri Manjhi. Quickly the audience is told that she is now the wife of Nikhilesh Chowdhury,
a graduate from Lady Shri Ram College and a proof-reader for Oxford University Press,
almost all in the same breath. The black and white of the past make way for the coloured past
and we quickly acquaint ourselves with the lady of the house. She is Mrs. Chowdhury, not
Manjhi. Her identity is new and never questioned. She says “ami mainly ghar theke e kaj kori,
karon amar ar Nikhil er ei shongshar amar kache khub khub important” (“I mainly work from
home and I prefer that. This home that Nikhil and I have made together is very, very important
to me”)

In Tagore’s novel, Bimala’s primary observation roots her position as the ideal notion of
Indian femininity rooted in the tripartite role of a daughter, mother, and wife. She is the very
centre of Tagore’s The Home and the World vacillating between the two forces of love and
duty walking the thin line of assertive independence amidst the flaming political scenario of the
then Bengal. She was characterised as a woman replete with womanliness but devoid of that
celestial beauty that might enthral men. She was brought into the household of the zamindar
based on her auspicious astrological chart which is blissfully captured in her harmonious
conjugality with Nikhilesh who endeavours to make her leave the known boundaries of her
home and become a human of the world. He thinks like all men, all kind men his benevolence
is geared towards Bimala’s good. The readers both then and now do not feel any differently.
The question is never raised if Nikhilesh had actually asked Bimala what she wanted, because
we immediately place Nikhilesh on this pedestal because he is unlike most entitled Indian men
whom we see every day everywhere. He wants his wife to be free, so why should it matter if
he had actually ever asked her what she wanted ?

In the twentieth century, her prolific independence is handed to her by her husband. She
even has an English tutor, Miss Gilby. The camaraderie that she shares with her husband is
easily established in her delightful reading of the letters he writes to her from Calcutta. Theirs
is a relation between equals. Tagore establishes that very swiftly. Their paradise is jeopardised
with the arrival of Sandip, a revolutionary basking in the glory of the Swadeshi movement.
Sandip’s boundless charm seemed to transport her from idyllic innocence to Blakean experience.
Dishevelled by his magnanimous speeches soon she transforms radically into an inspired
champion of Swadeshi outside in the wide world. She no longer associates herself with her
conservative aristocratic household but seems impervious to every banality that had hitherto
seemed important. Nikhilesh steps aside for her to experience it wholeheartedly. And where
her actions seem to misplace her virtue, she is not shunned or castigated but allowed to have
an experience that completes her persona. Nikhilesh, in the novel, remarked that if they meet
and recognize each other in the real world then only will their love be true. Bimala’s emergence
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at the end, burnt in the fire of passion and cleansed in the flame of truth is nonetheless marked
by a futility of her new-found devotion. Bimala is a woman of home who had ventured into the
world and returns once again, her identity renewed but essentially the same. Primarily because
her identity had never quite seen a displacement !

The displacement brought into Sen’s Bimala’s identity emerges from a struggle for survival
and existence within the known paradigm of the sophisticated Chaudhurys who adopt her
and rechristen her as Brinda- the first step towards acceptance and loss of self. Nandini
Chaudhury inadvertently feels that she would have a better chance of being accepted into her
boarding school if she enters with a Brahmanised upper middle-class name. While the name
Bimala means “pure”, the name Brinda means ‘Radha’. While both names are a part of
mainstream Hindu households, this decision to revert from one name to another can be seen
to wrest the familiarity of the erstwhile identity of this girl that she had spent in Bihari bustee.
This is perhaps the most significant displacement of identity that Bimala undergoes. It is
interesting to note that while the little girl is brought into the Chaudhury household, Nikhilesh
is hardly interested in understanding this child and why should he? She is but the granddaughter
of his Dalit nanny. It is only when Savitri is on her deathbed and she reiterates this conundrum
of her granddaughter’s displaced identity- no upper-caste Hindu man would accept her
because she is a Dalit woman and no Dalit man would be willing to marry her because she is
much more educated than them, then what is to become of her? The camera shifts to Nikhilesh
who looks visibly distraught but seems to be extremely alert of the sensuality that this young
girl seems to exude. He decides to marry her. She had already been adopted now why should
she understand the notion of another home? A decision she complies with happily because
what definition of happiness, has she comprehended other than pity? The master takes pity on
the Dalit girl and marries her, becoming her master, her ‘swami’ and she immediately shifts
from being a Dalit to being an upper-caste Hindu. Because in Hinduism, according to
Manusmriti caste is essentially and exclusively a man’s right, a woman belongs to her father’s
caste as a child but once she is married, she adopts that of her husband. Her metamorphosis
is now complete. She continues serving him by being a wife, a companion, and supporting him
in his successes and failures. Sandeep’s arrival becomes an opportunity for Brinda to relocate
to her roots- when he addresses her in her dialect, that she had stopped speaking, knowing it
to be a deviation from the norm, speaking in that familiar tongue brings back to her the identity
she had (un) willingly surrendered in order to continue surviving.

Sandeep’s seduction of Brinda is not abrupt- her attraction towards this man whom her
own husband describes as devilishly handsome is apparent from the very first moment they
meet. Nikhilesh’s departure only prompts it to culminate in passionate lovemaking. The wife
metamorphoses once again into a mistress, a concubine without the knowledge to guilt her
because she has come to recognize that all-encompassing jouissance- the sexual rupture that
merges the physical with the transcendental, verging on mystical effervescent communion.
For the first time in her life, she seeks to own her own pleasure - her own narrative. It even

A Modern Political Retelling of Tagore’s Classic
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makes its presence felt in her language. If we account for her sexual experiences with her
husband as identity, then this sexual experience which falls outside the parameter of knowing
transcends into the happy limbo of a non-identity, a world that exceeds the categories of sex
and identity. Brinda seems to emanate that rare liberation that perhaps Cixous wrote of in her
The Laugh of Medusa: “I…overflow, my desires have invented new desire, my body knows
unheard-of songs. Time and again… I have felt so full of luminous torrents that I could burst-
burst with forms much more beautiful than those which are put up in frames and sold for a
stinking fortune” (Selden 145)

Even now Brinda is blissfully unaware of the caste that she seems to have left behind. Her
body bears no shame because she does not equate her actions with guilt. In the scene where
she sits in front of Nikhilesh covering her almost bare bosom, her convalescences are mere
self-defensive hysterical outbursts, the garb of morality once again clothing her in shame that
she vehemently refuses to wear. Her identity is still swaying. When Brinda comes to know of
her pregnancy and her medical condition that prevents her doctor from readily agreeing to a
miscarriage, her own body’s betrayal seems to be apparent- it is the woman’s body which
must bear the repercussion of sexual intercourse. Her movements are not slow, almost flaccid.
When she tells Sandeep, he seems to wonder how? They had been careful, had taken
precautions, then how? The bearings of sex on a man’s body are few and far between, the
man teaching the importance of Hinduism in the rise of India as a nation seems to be irked that
he might have fathered another bastard, his pride on fathering a few had already been let
known. Brinda’s plea to be taken to Patna results in him saying, “You are someone else’s
wife! On top of that, a Dalit!” Brinda looks down from his face, for the first time made aware
of who she will never stop being a Dalit !

The word Dalit hails from Marathi and originally means broken. In Bengali language, the
word goes on to mean ‘trampled upon’. The Dalit woman is a cultural symbol, a historicized
symbol of the tripartite struggle that she faces of her caste, class, and gender. Manusmriti
said that if an upper-caste man sexually exploited or even raped a Dalit woman it is not an
offence, in fact, it is lesser than that of killing an unimportant animal. So, it can be easily
rectified. So, Sandeep’s seduction of Brinda is free of stigma or the slightest moral abnegation
because the derivation of sexual pleasure seems to precede moral dictum which momentarily
becomes fluid and only once again can be resurrected upon hearing Bimala’s plea. This woman
is after all an object which exists for his pleasure- he a high brow Hindu, a flag bearer of
Manusmriti. Truth is absolute but only when it has been modified enough to be able to be
written within the penchant of the historiographer. So, while Sandeep is aware of the origin of
Hinduism, he is willing to adhere to a notion of truth that seems viable to extend his political
career.

Amulya says to Nikhilesh that it is Brinda who asks the most interesting and baffling questions
to Sandeep, which he falters to answer. However, it is interesting to note that while the scenes
occur of Sandeep’s lectures, we as the audience do not hear a word of it but see the enactment,
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the dialogues are replaced by a soft melody.  Brinda looks down. Sandeep looks guilty. It is
but lover’s guilt but also it indicates the very subversion in power politics where a Dalit woman
through the dint of her education effortlessly and unthinkingly questions a Brahmin man. Her
intelligence and the sheer dint of intellect which subverts hegemony is subverted because of
her possession of sexuality.

In her essay ‘The Ladies have feelings so...’, Arundhati Roy writes, “It’s the old Brahmanical
instinct. Colonise knowledge, build four walls around it, and use it to your advantage. The
Manusmriti, the Vedic Hindu code of conduct says, if a Dalit overhears a shloka or any part
of a sacred text, he must have molten lead poured into his ears.” (Roy120)

And while the fitting nature of punishment could be extended to the female gender, sexual
punishment is always the more pertinent which is why rapes and gang rapes against Dalit
women are often not even reported. And Brinda’s body too places her in a precarious position
where the bearings of sexuality are superseded by her own knowledge of her being a Dalit
who has transgressed her boundaries.

Nikhilesh is the paragon of benevolence and when she tells him “ami janina bachha ta kar”
( I do not know whose child is this), he finally responds by saying “bachhata amar Binnier”
(The child is my Binnie’s). There is no superfluous theoretical jargon- it is the coming together
of a husband and wife, sharing the strength of camaraderie that cannot be broken by an act of
infidelity.

Nikhilesh who was conveniently branded to be an armchair socialist by Sandeep, and a
betrayer to the Holy Hindu nation in making, Nikhilesh himself with astute equanimity is willing
to believe that he is a true representative of the new Secular India just as Sandeep has no
qualms in believing that if India needs to move forward then it must be a Hindusrashtra. It is
only Brinda’s beliefs that vacillate along with her fidelity to her respective partners. The paroxysm
of genocidal violence which begins its manifestations at the protest held at India Gate finds its
anticlimactic culmination in Nikhilesh’s brutal murder at his very doorstep. He never manages
to return home from the world, he is gunned down at the very moment he was about to cross
the threshold and Brinda when she rushes out and sees her husband’s mutilated body lying in
a pool of blood she sits down heavily on the very threshold. While Tagore’s Bimala is allowed
to come back to the protected boundaries of her own home, Brinda must reside somewhere
in-between. Her physical presence like her identity must reside within this liminal third space-
between the desire and the lived-in truthfulness of crass reality.

The next morning in the final climactic scene where Sandeep, in his image of a Sanatani
Hindu, is busy feeding the Indian media unbridled stories of the multiple plausibility behind
Nikhilesh’s murder, Brinda is quiet. She slowly moves into the secluded vicinity of her treasured
bedroom from where she retrieves the gun that Sandeep had given to her for safekeeping,
brings it down, and unloads the loaded revolver into his chest. Sandeep’s curious position
where he in futility endeavours to dissipate the situation before Nikhilesh’s murder where he
had tried to make them see sense- “sirf dhamkake chod do” (only threaten him and let him
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go) fails short of his party’s impulse of hegemony due to which things violently fall apart.   For
many viewers, her silence that never again is likely to break juxtaposed with the act of killing
in a cold-blooded manner the cause of her husband’s murderer seems to be her subaltern
voice finally breaking through and withering away- an affirmation of her Dalit identity. Aparna
Sen herself had quoted multiple times how this film is a direct consequence of the murder of
Gauri Lankesh. In such politically turbulent times, it is yet to be understood which way does
our nation finally swing and the ambivalence regarding Brinda’s pregnancy seems to indicate
the same notion of the nation being pregnant with the dual possibilities of either progression or
rapid regression. Brinda can be perceived as a righteous assassin much like the controversial
figure of Nathuram Godse who never ran after killing the Mahatma but patiently waited. He
even admitted in his later work that the act of assassination was mainly an act of kindness to
save the Mahatma from himself. Brinda seems to be not only filled with a vengeance but also
a desire to save Sandeep from himself- from becoming evil incarnate hiding under the garb of
the saffron saint. Bimala’s pregnant self sits down never to get up as the exasperated cacophony
around her dismantles and diminishes, she becomes one. Her body, mind, soul, and spirit all
looking inward for answers that might never come. Like Dopdi pushing against Senanayak
with her mangled breasts, Brinda sits with the revolver falling from her arms onto the floor as
he sinks into despondence. With the advent of her widowhood, post Nikhilesh’s death, Brinda
is once again Bimala. The death of her upper-caste husband has stripped her off the class and
caste privileges that she had so far seamlessly enjoyed without compunction and guilt. Her
rise from little Bimala who would squat on the floor stuffing her face with rice and salt and
refusing all other food because she knows no other food, comes full circle when she must
learn to let go of all her learned privileges and emerges in within the true identity of herself- a
Dalit broken woman who nevertheless silences the one voice that threatens to overthrow the
truth in her own narrative. Where Ghare Baire was a political novel, Ghare Baire Aj becomes
a pastiche- addressing and undermining real issues by dictums of silence.
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