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Kanyashree Prakalpa (KP) of the West Bengal State Government:
Developmental Discourse & Gender Inclusivity

Dr Rumpa Das, Principal, Maheshtala College

The UNDP Human Development Report 2019 calls for ‘Focussing on
Inequality’ , a clear indicator that in spite of the concerted efforts to address
specific issues as the reports from 1990 onwards have stated, there is a
global need to understand the dimensions of inequality most important to
people’s wellbeing, and the reasons thereof. The report is expected to
enquire beyond the dominant discourse that emphasizes income disparities to
also mull over inequalities in other aspects such as health, education, access
to technologies, and exposure to economic and climate-related shocks. Even
before the 1990s , empowerment was considered the most important thrust
of human development because of a paradigm shift in the development
discourse. The economic growth model that linked increase in per capita
GNP of a country to improved living conditions was gradually replaced
following the realisation that economic growth does not translate into human
development. The new paradigm stressed on issues of social justice,
sustainability and inclusiveness, satisfaction of fundamental human needs,
participation of masses in the development discourse. A very important
document that marks the equity and inclusivity-based approach is the UNDP

2013 Report which identifies four core areas of sustainable development, of
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which the emphasis on enhancing equity, particularly the gender dimension

and enabling greater articulation and participation of citizens, particularly

the youth deserve special importance in the context of the present paper.
When the UNDP agenda is read against the UNICEF data that states globally

650 million girls and women today were married before their 18™ birthday,

and by 2030, an additional 150 million girls under 18 will be married, the
situation looks grim. This paper seeks to chart how the Kanyashree Prakalpa,
the flagship project has initiated a paradigm shift in the educational, cultural
and social ethos among girls in West Bengal, and will try to probe this
exemplary human development initiative with a critical enquiry into certain
key concepts such as empowerment, inclusivity and development, particularly

in terms of education and eradication of social inequality.

Way back in 1982 in Bangladesh, the female secondary school stipend
programme began as an experiment by a local NGO in a single upazila (block
of a district) with USAID financial assistance under the supervision of the
Asia Foundation. By 1994, beneficiaries - girl students from Class VI to X
from 460 upazilas were included with funding from World Bank, Asian
Development Bank and the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation
in what was known as the Female Secondary Stipend Programme (FSSP).
Later on, the programme was extended to include girl-students from Higher
Secondary classes as well. The thrust of the programme was expansion of
secondary education as well as sustainability, and the project named °
World’s vanguard programme of the type’ by World Bank also sought to
probe whether the effects of the programme in changing behaviour and
norms are sufficiently profound and would be sustained if the financial
incentives are withdrawn. Studies by Bangladeshi scholars claimed the
success of the project along with Food For Education Programme (FFEP) and

attainment of gender parity in primary and secondary education, in spite of
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the low Gross Enrolment Ratio(GER) among girls in secondary schools, high
drop out rates among girls, early marriage, high fertility and high mortality
among underage mothers along with the overall deprivation of employment
opportunities for women and their multiple marginalisation in society. The
deplorable condition of girls in a highly radical patriarchal and religious
society often combined with their economic deprivation to push them to the
brink of existence. The relevance of this reference is that across the border
in West Bengal, the same situation as stated in Bangladesh was prevalent till

the introduction of the Kanyashree Prakalpa in 2013.

The Kanyashree Prakalpa is a Conditional Cash Transfer Scheme launched on
8" March (International Women’s Day), 2013 by Hon’ble Chief Minister of
West Bengal, Miss Mamata Banerjee that concentrates on girls currently most
at-risk of dropping out of school and being forced into child
marriage.Kanyashree Prakalpa attempts to retain girls from dropping out
after Class 8 with a promise of an annual grant, as well as a larger one-time
grant if the girl is still unmarried at 18 years. Kanyashree Prakalpa targets
girls between the ages of 13 and 18 years, studying in Classes 8-11, as the
dropout rate is the highest for this age group. The intervention has been a
clever move, since it is introduced just as the central government-sponsored
support for the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA)—which provides for free and
compulsory education till Class 8—ceases. It aims to push girls towards
education, as well as take some of the expense away from the family. The
benefits can be availed by families with an annual income of 1.2 lakh or

below, and the scholarship is given in two tiers. At first, an Annual

Scholarship (K1) of %750 is given to unmarried girls between the ages of 13

and 18, enrolled in any government-recognised educational institution.
Second, a One-time Grant (K2) of 25,000 is given to unmarried girls on

completion of 18 years of age, who are part of an academic institution,




Page 10 of 86

vocational institution, or a sports institution. The scheme also makes
provisions for girls with special needs, orphaned girls, and girls residing in
juvenile homes by waiving the income criterion, as well as allowing them to
apply for the scholarship even before they reach Class 8. Thus, the social
inclusiveness of the scheme ensures that all girls benefit.

In July, 2017, the state’s Higher Education Department issued an order that
had been mulled for quite some time, and included Kanyashree girls who
desire to pursue postgraduate education under the Swami Vivekananda Merit
cum Means Scholarship Scheme’s K-3 Component. In this scheme, the
Kanyashree girls, either single or married, may apply for financial assistance,

if they get at least 45% marks in their graduation and enroll themselves for

post graduate studies, and will receive Rs 2000/-per month for Post graduate

studies in arts and commerce and Rs 2500/- per month for Post graduate

studies in Science.

Currently, over 40 lakh girls are beneficiaries of the scheme, which attempts
to combat the increasing rate of child marriages in West Bengal. The state
ranked high in terms of underage marriages of girls according to the District
Level Household and Facility Survey-3 (DLHS-3), conducted during 2007-08,
and the National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3), conducted during 2005-06.
This prompted the Government of West Bengal to intervene in the education
sector. Considering the relationship between child marriages and the dropout
rate of girls, the objective of the scheme was to both tackle the rate of girl
dropouts from school, as well as delay the marriages of girls.

According to the state government website, the aim is to ensure that girls
remain in school, so that they gain requisite skills and knowledge, which will
allow them to become economically independent. It states,

Even if girls do get married soon after they turn 18, it is expected that their

education and enhanced social and emotional development will give them a
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better foundation for in their adult lives [...] as entire generations of women
begin to enter marriages only after attaining some degree of economic
independence, the practice of child marriage will be eradicated.

The Annual Report of Kanyashree Prakalpa for 2015-16 bears witness to the
fact that an increasing number of beneficiaries are being encouraged to
continue their schooling and are targeting the one-time grant of 25,000
(Department of Women Development and Social Welfare 2016). According to
a rapid assessment made by government in nine schools in three districts of
West Bengal, namely Purulia, Malda, and North 24 Parganas during April-
June 2015, it was found that the enrolment of girls between Classes 8-12 has
increased from 9,021 in 2013-14, to 9,329 in 2014-15 (an increase of 3%). The

increase in enrolment rate has significantly improved the presence of girls at

the secondary and higher secondary levels (Classes 9 and 11) which signifies

that more students are graduating from secondary to higher secondary.

The number of girls dropping out of school has reduced from 161 in 2013-14
to 71 in 2014-15 (a decrease of 56%). It was also found that in the schools
evaluated, in 2013-14, 132 girls had been married prior to attaining the legal
age. This figure reduced to 89 girls in 2014-15, showing a 33% decrease in
child marriage rate.

On 24 June 2017, the Government of West Bengal was declared the winner of
the United Nations Public Service Award at The Hague for its flagship
scheme known as Kanyashree Prakalpa, which provides educational support
to unmarried girls through conditional cash transfers. India stood first in the
Asia-Pacific group for the category “Reaching the Poorest and Most
Vulnerable through Inclusive Services and Participation,” with the
Government of West Bengal being the receiving institution. The scheme was
introduced by Hon’ble Chief Minister Miss Mamata Banerjee in 2013, and the
award was celebrated with much fanfare. In the six years since its inception,

the scheme has gained national and international recognition, and has
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received six different awards, including the National Awards for e-
Governance 2014-15 by the central government’s Department of

Administrative Reforms and Public Grievances.
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Total K1 Girls Since Inception: 39,61,947
Total K2 Girls Since Inception: 11,14,566

In order to assess the range and extent of the impact of Kanyashree

Prakalpa, a study was conducted over the past three months for the

following objectives among three hundred girl-students, 100 parents and 10
teachers of Maheshtala College.
The objectives of the study were:

1.  How the funds received are utilised by the students?

2. How has the project impacted the academic interests of the
students?

3. What are the problems encountered by the students in this
scheme?

4,  How has the scheme helped the students in their family life?

5. How has the project helped the girls in thinking about their
future?

6.  How has the project impacted their personality?

Methodology of research:

A structured open-ended questionnaire was prepared and the study was
carried on from November 2018 to February 2019. The primary data was
collected from the respondents and collated with secondary data to arrive at
the inferences. The primary data comprised of government website, UDISE

Flash statistics 2016-2017, interviews with bureaucrats such as Commissioner
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of School Education, Govt of West Bengal and Additional State Project
Director, Women & Child Development, Govt of West Bengal, and
headmasters and headmistresses of different schools. Secondary data

comprised of publications by educationists and bureaucrats as detailed in the

bibliography. For the sake of this paper, only data collected from students

are being presented,after analysis.

Analysis and interpretation of data from students:
1.  How the funds received are utilised by the students?

35% students reported that their parents invested the amount in banks for
their future ( higher studies/marriage), 58% said the amount was used for
their studies and the rest 5% said for other purpose and 2% admitted that
they had no idea about it. Since most of the girls opened bank account only
for the sake of the project, they felt safe that their parents are deciding
about the money. However, 58% respondents also asserted that the money

was spent in paying college fees, buying books, tuition etc.

2. How has the project impacted the academic interests of the

students?

78% of girls said that the project has made them more serious in studies
because now they were sure about continuing studies, 19% said their studies

have not been affected and 3% said they were not sure.

3. What are the problems encountered by the students in this

scheme?

26% students reported that they had problems with online registration, 14%
reported that they had bank-related problems, 7% said that their schools
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were not cooperating and 53% said they didnot face any problem with K1 or
K2.

How has the scheme helped the students in their family life?

23% students reported that earlier their parents would talk of marriage and
even start negotiation; however, now with the KP fund, the parents feel they
should let their daughters complete their graduation first. Only 4% girls
reported that their parents still felt they should get married before it is too
late, even if they have to give up studies, and rest 73% say KP has actually
helped them financially and to an extent supplemented their family income.
They can continue their studies without any hindrance or in common
parlance, ‘becoming a burden’to their families.

5.How has the project helped the girls in thinking about their future?

53% girls said they shall continue with higher studies after graduation, 27%
reported they will be able to complete their graduation studies which was

impossible to do without financial assistance, 20% said that even if they get

married, they will supplement their family income by small jobs, private

tuition to kids etc.

6.How has the project impacted their personality?

56% girls said that they were happy that they have their own money, 23%
said they are confident of their future, 20% said that they felt more
responsible for their families and only 1% said that it didnot make any

difference.

Before arriving at any conclusion, it is important to understand the key
concepts of empowerment and inclusivity so as to understand the holistic
value of a scheme such as Kanyashree over similar other projects like the
‘Beti parao, beti bachao’, Sukanya Samriddhi, Apni Beti Apna Dhan

programmes.
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InEmpowerment: The History of a Key Concept in Contemporary
Development Discourse,author Anne-Emmanu¢le Calvés outlines the many
origins and sources of inspiration of the notion of empowerment that can be
traced back to such varied domains as feminism, Freudian psychology,
theology, the Black Power movement, and Gandhism (Simon 1994; Cornwall
and Brock 2005). Empowerment refers to principles, such as the ability of
individuals and groups to act in order to ensure their own well-being or
their right to participate in decision-making that concerns them (Simon
1994).Early theories of empowerment are rooted in a philosophy that gives
priority to the points of view held by oppressed peoples, enabling them not
only to express themselves, but also to gain power and overcome the
domination to which they were subject (Wise 2005). Among the many
inspirations for writings on empowerment, one of the foremost is the

conscientization approach developed by the Brazilian theorist Paulo Freire in

his Pedagogy of the Oppressed, published in 1968. According to Freire (1974),

in every society a small number of people exert domination over the masses,
resulting in “dominated consciousness.” In Women’s Empowerment in South
Asia: Concepts and Practices, published in 1993, Srilatha Batliwala defines
empowerment as a process of transforming the power relationships between
individuals and social groups. Batliwala argues that power relationships can
only be changed through action on three different fronts: by questioning the
ideologies that justify inequality (such as social systems determined by
gender or caste), by changing the means of access and control of economic,
natural, and intellectual resources, and by transforming the structures and
institutions that reinforce and preserve existing power systems (such as
family, the state, the market, education, and media). Joining Batliwala are
other feminists, such as Naila Kabeer (1994), Magdalena Leon (1997), and Jo
Rowlands (1995), who emphasize that empowerment differs from holding

“power of domination” over someone else ( “power over”); it is more of a
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creative power that can be used to accomplish things (“power to”), a
collective political power used by grassroots organizations (“power with”),
and also a “power from within,” referring to self-confidence and the capacity

to undo the effects of internalized oppression.

The 1995 World Summit for Social Development (WSSD) at Copenhagen
endorsed a coherent people-centred approach to development, noting the
importance of social integration as the key to creating a society for all that
supports eradicating poverty and generating productive employment for all.
The need for inclusionary approach in policies that fight existing divisiveness
and exclusionary tendencies that are almost inherent in all societies due to
various age-old factors of discrimination, control, oppression and
authoritarian mindset and approaches. The primary constraint for achieving
social integration is the implementation of inclusive policy directives that
augur well at the decision-making stages but face insurmountable problems

once the policies are operationalised - a major constraint is the lack of

capacity at the national/state-levels to transcend the condescending approach

of the mainstream towards the excluded marginalised section and actually
allowing their concerns to be programmed and incorporated in the planning

process.

However, as far as empowerment and inclusive policies for women are
concerned there are a few In fact, the development narrative casts its gaze
evenly across a range of women, homogenises experiences and contexts,
refuses to delve deeper into women’s life experiences, and is content to have
counted women as participants, beneficiaries, victims, and case studies. Most
policy makers are content to have women counted in, but not necessarily
explored the complex socio-political, cultural and economic dynamics that

they live through everyday.
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The Kanyashree scheme , however, has been able to be inclusive and
empowering in these counts since it tackles the root-cause of all disparities,
which is financial inequality. The Conditional Cash Transfer incentive has
not only been able to spread education among the most vulnerable part of
the population, it has also reduced child marriage since one of the conditions
of the scheme is remaining unmarried. In a way, it has also helped girls
build a level of self-conviction and forge an awareness about the benefits of
higher education, employment and empowerment. It has been, in a tangential
way brought about a paradigm shift in the mindsets of poor households who
are now in no hurry to marry off the girls and do not consider them to be
burdens, thereby initiating a sea-change in the social perception towards
girls. It signals an addition of value to the way many households viewed the
birth of a girl-child, and in a significant way, may also pave the way for zero

tolerance for female foeticide and female infanticide.
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