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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 THE PROBLEM 

The Indian Constitution provides equal rights to women in regard 

to take part in politics, but the reality is that women of our country have 

to face various obstacles that have mostly excluded them from taking 

part in formal politics. Moreover, women from scheduled caste and 

scheduled tribe communities have to face constraints arisen due to 

poverty and patriarchy that lead to illiteracy, superstitions and 

prejudices. Majority of women of our country burdened with domestic 

responsibilities, remain iiiiterate, exploited and dominated by man. They 

are excluded from decision-making. 

Women constitute almost one half of the population of the World. 

But their social, economic and political status is lower than that of men. 

The status of Women is affected by numerable factors including class, 

caste, region, family, education, age etc. In our country, where tradition 

governs any Indian woman does not stand-alone; her identity is defined 

by her relationship with others, as a daughter, wife or as motheL She is 

hardly considered as a person in her own right. 

The Indian tradition holds that the male will be the head the 

family. The women are advised to remain under the control of her 

father, husband and son. The role of Indian Women has undergone 

dramatic and drastic changes from the era-to-era, while within the eras 

themselves there have existed simultaneous contradictions. 

Furthermore, it has varied from caste to caste and with the various 

socio-cultural and economic status of the society. 
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The promotion of equality between men and women requires not 

only the priority should be given to the economic and political 

participation of women but also to the complex problem of the 

redefinition of the sex roles within the family and the wider society. 

In order to understand the status of women a number of factors 

have to be considered. The ratio of women to men is low that accounted 

for poor care of female infants and of women. The low value for female 

life is the biggest problem. She suffers from malnutrition, lack of medical 

attention, early-marriage and frequent childbirth. 

Several studies have recorded a gender asymmetry in the 

utiiization of health services during illness, fewer women than men seek 

and receive treatment. Attendance and admission figures at hospitals 

are significantly lower for women than for men; for every three men who 

avail of hospital facilities, there is only one woman who does so. [Ira 

Pant and Tara Gopaldas 1994] [Cited by Narasimhan] 

In terms of food intake, women suffer greater deprivation intra

familial. A very systematic sex bias is also reflected in higher 

nutritional/caloric deficiency among girls vis-a-vis boys. [Amartya Sen 

and Sunil Sen Gupta 1985] [Cited by Narasimhan] 

Another major problem is that of illiteracy. Education is the most 

significant factor in changing women's role and status in the society. 

There is a significant increase in the enrolment of girls at primary 

education; although progress is not still satisfactory. 

In India, where large-scale discrimination, disparity and inequality 

prevail in the society, literacy is the source of empowerment, 

enlightenment and emancipation. The literacy will not only eradicate 
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ignorance, submissiveness, enslavement but also it will change the 

attitude of women and it will enable them to think positively and develop 

the capability to manage oneself. It will develop self-confidence among 

the learners and reduce dependence on others. 

Constitution of India guarantees equal rights for men and women. 

Women are striving to achieve equality socially, economically, 

educationally, politically and legally. However, they continue to face 

discrimination and marginalization, both subtle and blatant, and do not 

share the fruits of development equally. Notwithstanding the progress 

women have made, women concerns are still not the utmost priority. 

Education especially among women is cornerstone for social 

development to improve the prospectus of general welfare of the 

society. Education would empower women to achieve many social, 

psychological, economic and political dreams, which are customarily 

denied to her. 

Sheetal Sharma (2008) says that the importance of education for 

empowerment of women is undeniable. However, India still has one of 

the lowest female literacy rates in Asia. In 1991, less than 40 percent of 

the 330 million women aged 7 and over were literate, which means 

today there are over 200 million illiterate women in India. This low level 

of literacy not only has a negative impact on women's lives but also on 

their families and on nation's economic development and prosperity. 

A UN document, titled 'Women: Challenges to the year 2000', 

observes that rural societies which depend heavily on women for their 

survival are 'especially resistant to educating them .... rural women are 

more likely to encounter resistance from within the family to their 

pursuing an education; an educated woman might pose a threat to her 

husband and upset the family status quo.' 
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The status of women and its contribution to social and economic 

development largely depend on the availability of employment 

opportunities for women. There are some efforts of the States to 

improve the present economic condition of women, it continues to be 

unsatisfactory. 

Women constitute 70 per cent of the world's poor population of 

1.3 billion. They produce 50 per cent of the food worldwide but receive 

only 1 0 per cent of the incomes. Women's access to and ownership of 

resources is less than that enjoyed by men. 

Women's average earnings are consistently lower than those of 

men but in the unorganised sector, which accounts for 94 per cent of 

economically active women, earnings are even lower. [Sakuntala 

Narasimhan (1999)] 

Women do 2/3rd of the entire world's work. In exchange they 

receive 1 0 per cent of all income and own a mere 1 0 per cent of all the 

world means of production. [The UN figure cited by Rekha Pandey 

(2000)] 

The figures stated above clearly point out how the ideology of the 

family where women are seen primarily as mother and housewife and 

secondarily as earner, affects women's economic status. The culture of 

the society tries to justify discriminatory wage-structure, unequal access 

to technology, information, training etc. 

Violence against women is one of the evils of our society. It takes 

many horrible forms like wife battering, female foeticide and infanticide, 

domestic violence, dowry deaths and so on. The other form of violence 

that haunts the female population in the age group of 1 0 to 40 is rape. 
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Despite the legal safeguards provided for women, violation 

against women continues unabated in our country, both inside and 

outside the home. Women are often terrorized so that they do not assert 

their rights. [R.K. Tandon (1998)] 

37 per cent of married women are being suffered from different 

sorts of violence everyday. They are tortured physically as well as 

mentally. Everyday, 19 women are killed due to custom of dowry. In 

West Bengal, 40% wives are being tortured daily. [S. Dutta (2007)] 

So, the question arises, in this socio-cultural context, how a 

woman would be allowed for taking part freely in the local governance? 

Does she enjoy freedom in decision-making process? Does she get 

ability to deal with the public life and to look after the interest of the 

community? 

It is the SC and ST communities, which have generally been 

excluded at the decision-making level in villages. Their voice is often 

ignored or stifled, especially, that of women. SC/ST women have a 

double disadvantage of being suppressed by the caste and gender 

factors. 

S.C. Dube (1990) in 'Varna and Jati' stated 'On the level of 

emotional and intellectual awareness the inequality and inhumanity built 

into the Varna and Jati framework have been denounced, but no 

worthwhile attempt has been made to demolish it. Nearly one half of the 

country's population, consisting mainly of scheduled tribes, scheduled 

castes and other backward communities, share between them only 

about 10 per cent of all agricultural land.' 
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For centuries the people from higher castes had been the owners 

of the land and other resources of the society. They used to control over 

the people from so-called lower castes, the workforce of the society. 

These people from lower caste had no voice to rise against the 

exploitation on them. The women of these families had to live a 

miserable life. 

Women in any society derive their status and rights from the 

community to which they belong. Empowerment of the scheduled caste 

women as such cannot be conceived without the empowerment of the 

scheduled caste as a whole. The people of the scheduled caste 

communities have been suffered from exploitation, suppression and 

oppression for centuries. This has resulted in the creation of a mindset 

characterized by inferiority complex and very low self-esteem. 

SC people are the poor and downtrodden. Traditionally, in the 

Hindu social order they are placed at the bottom of the hierarchy. They 

live the villages and lead a miserable life with all sorts of evils like 

low-earnings, illiteracy, ill-health etc. 

A vast majority of scheduled castes (84 per cent) live in rural 

areas. They are agricultural labourers, sharecroppers or self-cultivators. 

Nearly 13 per cent of the SC households, against 11 per cent of the 

others, are landless. And among those who own land, a vast majority 

(nearly 86 per cent) comprises small and marginal farmers. 

[Ghanashyam Shah ( 2001 )] 

With their degraded socio-economic condition, the SC people 

have been exploited at every point in their life. And being a woman of 

this community she suffers on two counts, first as member of so-called 

lower caste and second as a weaker sex. As Dalit she suffers at the 
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hands of the society of upper castes, as woman she suffers in society 

as well as at the hands of her own family members. 

SC people are often called 'Dalit' in other parts of the country. 

The term Dalit itself expresses the deprivation of this section of people. 

Paswan and Jaideva (2002) expressed the position of Dalit woman as 

'Dalit woman is said to have more freedom than her counterpart in the 

higher castes. But this freedom does not really mean anything. This is 

the freedom given to her by men for their own convenience. She goes 

out of home to work long hours to earn some money, however meagre it 

may be, and on this money she has no right. She is the breadwinner of 

the family but the bread eludes her. In spite of working long hours at 

home and outside, she is the last claimant to the food at home. Worst 

still, she suffers exploitation at work place at the hands of employers 

and superiors. 

Rural women from scheduled castes carry a triple handicap - as 

women, as rural persons and as SC. In patriarchal society as woman 

she has to suffer in every sphere of life. She works hard to serve every 

member of the family. In work place she is low paid worker. She suffers 

from malnutrition, ill health, and low level of education and so on. The 

socio-economic conditions of the urban people are better than that of 

rural people. A large number of rural people live below the poverty line. 

The socio-economic status of SC people is far behind the people of the 

upper castes. SC women in rural areas suffer more than that of women 

of the same community in urban areas. 

As SC women they have to lead a miserable life. They are looked 

down in all aspects of life. They are exploited by the upper castes 

people and male members of the own family. 
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For women as wage-labourers, their exploitation was mediated 

through social patriarchy, which sustained the differentiation of the 

labour market by gender and caste. The SC women are paid the worst 

wages as they are the most disadvantaged in the access to education 

and other resources, and because the culture of hierarchy supported 

the system of differential advantages. [Bardhan (1985), cited by A. K. 

Rajuladevi (2000)] 

Empowerment generally refers to the processes by which women 

take control and ownership of their lives through expansions of their 

choices. It refers to the improvement of the status of women in the 

family, in the community and in the society at large. Their status can be 

raised with the help of education, employment and through political 

participation. 

Since 1958 when Panchayats began to be introduced in the 

traditional rural set up, it was soon detected that that PR leadership 

consisted exclusively of traditional rural elite such as Jotedars (owner of 

big chunk of land), moneylenders and high caste people. Some 

commentators held that landed gentry simply hijacked PR leadership 

and economic resources at the disposal of PRis further allowed these 

groups to be still more powerful. [Amal Mandai (2003)] 

The 73rd amendment to the constitution has mandated 

representation of at least one-third women through election instead, of 

the earlier token one or two women nominated by government or co

opted by the predominantly influential, powerful male leadership. 

The Government of West Bengal was first among the states to 

respond to 73rd amendment to Indian Constitution and passed the West 

Bengal Panchayat (Amendment) Act, 1992 to facilitate reservation of 
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one-third of seats at all levels of Panchayat institution for women. This 

includes women belonging to SC/ST communities. This undoubtedly 

widened the scope for participation of the otherwise voiceless section in 

the grassroots democracy from the 1993 Panchayat election. 

In recent years or to be more specific after the 73rd amendment of 

the Panchayat Act there has been a great deal of interest in studying 

the role played by the elected candidates who are enjoying the facilities 

of reservation in the seats allotment. 

Lack of education, social and family barriers and preoccupation 

with family duties prevent women from participating in the political 

process. [Nandini Prasad (1998)]. 

Some studies on women participations in PR system have been 

done. But our study is to analyse and interpret the position of the SC 

women in the local governance. SC women have double disadvantages 

of being suppressed by the caste and gender factors. 

The study attempted to analyse the relationship between elected 

SC women representatives and the women electorate of same 

communities in the specific context of PR governance. 

Further attempt is made to see whether the elected SC women 

have been playing proper role to empower the women of their 

respective communities. 

With the implementation of land reform and PR system the 

economic status of rural people in West Bengal has been changing. We 

are to analyse the correlation between the participation of the SC 
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women in local governance and the economic empowerment of women 

in the respective caste. 

1.2 STATUS OF WOMEN 

The Indian Society like a number of classical societies was 

patriarchal. In our ancient texts we find that women are generally 

treated as a uniform category and unambiguously equated with the 

'Sudras'. According to 'Parasar' the punishment for killing either a 

woman or a 'Sudra' is identical. Manusmriti states that a woman should 

never be independent. As a daughter she should be under the 

surveillance of her father, as a wife of her husband and as a widow of 

her son. 

Vedic Age 

Vedic Society was a patriarchal one and hence father was the 

head of the family. Women in the Vedic Age, within the limitations of 

patriarchal system, enjoyed a higher status by performing a prominent 

role in every activity of the family and the society. 

Altekar (1962) points out that women in this age could be initiated 

in Vedic Studies and were entitled to offer sacrifices to gods or 

goddess. The son was not absolutely necessary for this purpose. 

Further the marriage of daughter was not a difficult problem; it was often 

solved by daughter herself. There was no dread of widowhood, because 

levirate and remarriage were allowed by the society and fairly common. 

[Cited by S. Vijaya Kumar] 

In regard to of education of women during this period, especially 

in the age of Rig Veda, it may be noted that the position of women was 
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generally not unequal to that of men. There were as many as twenty

seven women composers of the hymns in Rig Veda. Lopamudra, 

Viswavara, Ghosha etc. were the famous amongst them. Women had 

the fullest rights to undergo upanayan ceremony and to wear the sacred 

thread (upavita) like her brother. They had the right to study Vedas and 

to chant Vedic Mantras. 

In the Vedic times women had access to all branches of learning. 

Women like Ghosha, Apala and Viswavara were composers of 

outstanding Vedic hymns. [The Gazetteer of India: Country & People 

Vol. 2 (1973)] 

In this age there had been proof of women's active participation in 

war. We heard the names two celebrated women soldiers, Vispala and 

VadhrimatL [Sukumari Bhattacharjee 2006] 

As regards property rights, according to Vedic hymns, both 

husband and wife were joint owners of the property. The unmarried 

daughter inherited and possessed property (RVIII 177) of her father. 

There was no evidence of child marriage in this age. The Vedic widow 

too enjoyed equal right to remarriage. 

In the Vedic age women were not deprived of the advantages of 

education. They were considered competent to study the Vedas. 

Especially in the early age of Rig Veda, women received higher 

education and participated in discussions of political and philosophical 

nature with male scholars. At the close of Rig Vedic period several 

restrictions were gradually imposed on the freedom and privileges 

which women enjoyed earlier. 
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Savita Vishnoi (1987) stated that women were then (at later Vedic 

Age) debarred from the study of the Vedas and were considered to be 

unfit to pronounce the Vedic mantras. . 

The Age of Upanishad 

We have had some glimpse of the status of women during the 

Upanishadic period. The Upanishads represent the aim or goal of the 

Veda. It is well known that in this period there were great 

Bhrahmavadinis who were life-long students of philosophy. 

The caste systems as well as class in the society had already 

been prevailed. In course of time women's status started degrading 

gradually. 

We may quote from the Gazetteer of India: Country and peopie 

(Vol. 2, 1973) ' There was no equality of sex as men could have more 

than one wife while women could have only one husband and must be 

loyal to him' 

The Epic Age 

During the great epic period, a prototype of feminine ideals (the 

ideals of Sita & Draupadi) existed and these ideals have influenced the 

later generations of Indian womanhood. (S. Vijaya Kumar 2000) 

In our epics, we find many liberal rules regarding women. Sons 

and daughters were given full opportunities for education and social 

participation. In these two epics there are evident that women were 

considered pivots in domestic life as well as in the society. They used to 

participate in the solution of religious and social questions. But side-by-
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side, certain instances like harassment of Draupadi in the court of 

Kaurav create some contradiction. Treatment to Sita after the end of the 

exile proves the inequitable status of women. Ramayana and 

Mahabharata also show us that it was the polygamous society. And 

thus, women gradually lost their position in the society as well as in the 

family. 

The Age of Smritis 

Manusmriti is full of paradoxes of respect and neglect of women. 

The passages of Manu, which speak highly of women shows that 

woman, occupied a very honourable place in domestic and social life. 

According to Manu, women must always be honoured and 

respected by the father, brother, husband and brother-in-laws who 

desire their own welfare, where woman are honoured there gods are 

pleased. 

On the other hand we find in Manu (IX, 3) 'A women should never 

think of independence from the father, the husband or the son because 

by doing so she will make both families contemptible.' 

In this period a woman was always under male domination. She 

was considered as inferior to man. She had to be dedicated to the 

husband during her lifetime. (N. Sandhya 2005) 

Advent of Buddhism and Jainism 

The Sixth Century B.C. is regarded as an age of religion and 

philosophical upsurge. Buddha and Mahavir refused to accept the 
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superiority of the Vedas and their philosophy. During this period the 

status of women was to some extent protected. 

According to Buddhism every human being is equal and Nirvana 

is possible for both men and women. Padmini Sen Gupta (1974) says 

that the ancient period of Buddhist influence was a kind of golden age 

for women. As long as the Buddhist influence was there in the society 

women enjoyed high status and afterwards again it was degraded. 

During the Buddhist period women were not denied learning. 

Nuns figure prominently in songs, which found place in the Pali Canon. 

But they had lost the right of Vedic studies. 

Women in Jainism enjoyed a good deal of freedom also. They 

appeared in public without any restriction. They could go out to visit 

their friends and reiatives, shrines, gatherings and festivals. But some of 

the Jain texts showed different attitude towards the secular position of 

women. That was almost the same as in the preceding age. In 

household affairs, the position of Jain women did not undergo any 

distinct change. [Savita Vishnoi (1987)] 

Reflection in the Kautilya's Arthasastra 

We have had some knowledge on the patriarchal society existed 

in the society in 300 BC through Arthasastra of Kautilya. Women figure 

in the work of Kautilya primarily as objects and instruments for 

furthering the aims of the state. However, as the work deals with 

practical concerns, in spite of its recommendatory patriarchal and 

brahmanical framework, it gives us a better idea of the visibility of 

women in public spaces than the Dharmasastra literature, which is 

mainly focused on brahmanical norms in domestic and public spheres. 
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The Arthasastra contains interesting data on women of diverse 

background obliged to earn their living. There were women skilled in 

spinning yarn and they could be employed for spying living inside the 

house of the enemy. Those women might be from the upper castes. 

References to women of lower orders were also more frequent in 

the Arthasastra of Kautilya. Women from lower castes constituted a 

significant labour force. Kautilya provided rules concerning them. He 

also looked upon prostitution as an occupation and mentioned several 

categories of prostitutes, ganika, pratiganika, rupajiva, bandhaki etc. In 

the male dominated patriarchal society prostitution was a socially 

sanctioned profession. We have also references to female slaves 

dedicated to gods as devdasis in the Arthashastra. 

Megasthenes is reported to have said that female bodyguards 

protected the Mauryan King and when he went out to hunt, women 

hunters accompanied him riding on chariots, horses and elephants 

equipped with all kinds of weapons. (R.C. Majumdar 1960) 

The then society was very much patriarchal one. The entire 

discourse is characterized by patriarchal and brahmanical prejudices. 

The Arthashastra repeats the well-known Dharmasasric view that wife is 

only a leather bag for holding the male seed, an object for procuring a 

male issues. Kautilya also permits physical violence against a wife, 

whose offence against her husband is well known. 

Kautilya provides us some inkling of the variety of female 

experiences and scope for independent activity notwithstanding gender 

discrimination and a large section of women suffering from the 

disadvantages of poverty and caste exploitation. [Suvira Jaiswal 2001] 
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Muslim Period 

The religion and culture of Islam entered India in the year 712 AD. 

along with the Muslim invaders. In Islam the practice of seclusion has 

kept women in backward stage by imposing so many social restrictions. 

The Shariat Law placed women in inferior position. During the Mughal 

period the position of Hindu women deteriorated further. To protect 

women from Muslim invaders the traditional Hindu society imposed 

various restrictions on women. The custom 'Sati' was strictly followed. 

The purdah system, child marriage, prohibition on upper caste of widow 

remarriage, female infanticide became prevalent and order of the day. 

During the time, women of Royal family obtained education at 

home. The Hindu women of upper caste also to some extent got 

education. But there were no institution meant for higher studies for 

women. There were some evidences that boys and girls were permitted 

in getting primary education. The Mughal emperor Akbar somehow tried 

to spread education amongst the Muslim girls. He opened a Madrasa 

for girls' education at Fatepur Sikri. 

To check the Muslim domination over the orthodox Hindu society, 

a movement called 'Bhakti' started. The saints of this period propagated 

the idea of equality between man and man, between man and woman, 

and preached that all are equal before the God. This movement was 

suppressed by the upper group in the society. It failed to bring 

significant change in the status of women. 

The role that Muslim women from royal families have played in 

the medieval period of Indian history is not so insignificant. Raziya 

Sultan, the only woman occupiec;j the throne of Delhi. In the Muslim 

regime we have had some prominent names amongst the Muslim 
1 7 DEC 201Z 
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women. They are Gulbadan Begam, Nur Jahan, Jahan Ara Begam, 

Chand Bibi etc. 

On the whole, women's status was low at this time because 

women were virtually imprisoned in the four walls of the home. They 

had no liberty to go elsewhere freely and without purdah. Education was 

not considered essential for them. Hindu women were also behind in 

education in the period due to the effect of Muslim Society. (Farhan 

Khan 1999) 

British Period 

At the time of the advent of the British rule the position of women 

in India was at its lowest ebb. Child marriage, custom of Sati and purda 

were strictly enforced. 

During the early phase of colonial period, the British rules did not 

interfere with the traditional social system, as their main aim was to rule 

the country not to bring any radical change in the system. The East 

India Company had nothing to do with our social system, but to 

maximize profit and collect resources for their nation. However, in the 

later phase, especially at the beginning of the 19th Century, some 

measures were taken to strengthen their administration by introducing 

English education for Indians. The establishment of a new political 

system followed by the impact of Christianity and western education 

brought in some ideas regarding liberty, equality and fraternity. 

The social reformers like Rammohan, Keshabchandra, 

Vidyasagar, and others fought to remove evils like custom of Sati and 

child marriage, barrier to widow remarriage, illiteracy amongst women 

etc. They were against social and legal inequalities. Raja Rammohan 
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Roy fought against the Hindu Orthodox Custom 'Sati'. The Serampore 

Missionaries were the first to ridicule the evil of Sati, it was Raja 

Rammohan Roy was reopened the subject in 1818. (Usha Kapoor -

2000). He published two tracts against the evil in 1818 and 1820, 

organized vigilance committee and submitted petition to the East India 

Company to abolish it. Despite severe opposition from Orthodox Hindu 

Society he succeeded in persuading Lord William Bentinck to make Sati 

illegal in 1829. The British passed the resolution by which Sati was 

treated a crime of culpable homicide punishable with fine, imprisonment 

or both. (Tandon 1998) 

Women had no right on ancestral property. They were deprived of 

education. The state of widow was very miserable. A widow had to lead 

her life as a domestic slave. She had no right to join the rituals and 

other social functions. The widow remarriage was not practised in the 

Hindu Society. 

Raja Rammohan Roy supported the right of women to seek 

education. He also advocated for widow remarriage and the property 

right of women. lshwar Chandra Vidyasagar also advocated for widow 

remarriage, necessity of schooling of women and was against child 

marriage. It was Vidyasagar whose fireless effort made successful 

British Govt. to pass the Hindu Remarriage Act 1856. 

Keshab Chandra Sen was greatly interested in social reforms 

such as elevating the status of women and in removing some of the 

inequalities of caste. 'The passing of the Brahma Marriage Bill was the 

greatest triumph in Keshab's career as a social reformer.' [Anuradha 

Sharma 1998]. As a result of this Act, early marriage was abolished, 

polygamy was made a penal offence and it sanctioned widow 

remarriage and inter-caste marriages. 
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Ignorance of illiteracy breeds, which is the root cause of all social 

evils. The East India Company remained totally indifferent to the 

education of women till the passing of the Charter Act of 1813. The 

Christian missionaries made efforts to school the Indian male and 

female children. The Free School Society, which was founded in 

Calcutta on 21st December 1789, announced that it was ready to 

receive applications for the admission of children whether male or 

female to be educated in the school established by the Charity 

missionaries'. [Kali Klnkar Dutta 1975] 

There had been several efforts from the Christian Missionaries to 

educate Indian women. In 1791 Female Juvenile Society was formed by 

a number of English women. The aim of the society was to establish 

female Bengali Schools. 

The surveys made by the. Calcutta School Society revealed that 

only four hundred women out ofabout four million could read and write. 

It was then that the Britis/and Foreign School Society of london 

deputed Mrs. Wilson to educate poor Hindu girls in 1821. Other great 

contributor to this field was Bethune. lswar Chandra Vidyasagar and 

Bethune marked a turning point in the history of female education in 

India. 

After the end of the rule of the East India Company in 1858 the 

British Government cautiously approached in this regard as some 

educated and influential Indians opposed the female education. In 1882 

the Education Commission discussed the problems of women's 

education with great insight. It recommended more schools for girls and 

appointment of women teachers and women inspectors for the purpose. 
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Since the task of imparting education to women involved a 

fundamental change in the attitude of Indian communities, the onus fell 

on a number of social reformers. An enlightened public opinion in favour 

of female education began to build up as a result of the efforts of Raja 

Rammohun Roy, Raja Radhakanta Dev, Dwarakanath Tagore, 

Vidyasagar and many others. Attempts were made not only to educate 

women but also to raise their status by repudiating such customs as 

Sati, infanticide, child-marriage, purdah, polygamy etc. 

The Nationai Movement created new opportunities for women to 

change their status. Many women joined the movement. But most of 

them were from the upper or middle class of caste Hindu families. 

\Nomen's participation in the political field became somewhat 

conspicuous during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

This was due to an increasing awareness about the economic 

exploitation of India under the British rule. A number of women became 

involved in the revolutionary movement actively participating as 

couriers, distributing literature, looking after various institutions and 

risking police repression, imprisonment and even capital punishment. 

[Towards Equality- Report of the committee on the status of Women in 

India 1974] [cited by Usha Kapoor] 

The Calcutta session of the Congress (1917) with Annie Basant 

as its President approved the demand for the political rights of women. 

Two years later when the South Borough Committee intending to elicit 

views on the question of franchise, visited Bombay, 'a requisition signed 

by eight hundred women of the Presidency was submitted to it,' 

[Manmohan Kaur (1968)]. The demand of women in this regard was 

rejected by the committee. In 1921, Madras Provincial Legislature 

allowed women to franchise. By 1929 all Provincial Legislatures 

followed suit. 'But the right to vote was restricted to a small section of 
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women who possessed qualifications of wifehood, property and 

education.' [Manmohan Kaur (1968)] 

Gandhiji paid special attention to the emancipation of women in 

India by bringing them into Freedom Movement. He tried to remove 

various social and economic hurdles, which stood in the way of their 

prosperity. 

G. Tendulkar (1951) quoted from Gandhi 'I am uncompromising in 

the matter of women's rights. In my opinion, women should labour 

under no legal disability not suffered by man. I should treat the 

daughters and sons on a footing of perfect equality.' 

Gandhi was against the purdah system. 'By seeking to interfere 

with the free growth of the womanhood of India, we are interfering with 

the growth of free and independent spirited man. What we are doing to 

our women and what we are doing to the untouchables recoils upon our 

heads with a force thousand times multiplied. It partly accounts for our 

weakness, indecision, narrowness and helplessness. Let us then tear 

down the purdah with one might effort.' [Quoted by G. Tendulkar] 

Mahatma Gandhi wanted that Indian woman should realize her 

dignified status that she was 'the queen, not the slave of the household.' 

He asked the congressmen to give the women of India a lifting hand. 

'Let congressmen begin with their own homes. Wives should not be 

dolls and objects of indulgence but should be treated as honoured 

comrades in common service.'[Quoted by Usha Kapoor] 

Gandhi wanted women to become equal partner in the battle for 

Swaraj. 'Swaraj would be meaningless without reform of the social 

structure and upliftment of the weaker sections, namely the women and 
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the lower social strata to a position of equality with others.' [Quoted by 

R. K. Tandon (1998)]. 

Position after Independence 

After independence gradually striking changes are taking place in 

the position of women. Education once denied to women is being 

identified as a major instrument for raising the status of them. Several 

development programs have been undertaken to support our women's 

economic status. Legislations and constitutional safeguards were made 

to protect women from all evil acts. 

After independence Indian Women attained the bonafide 

citizenship of the new nation. The preamble to the Indian Constitution 

undertakes 'to secure to ail citizens justice - social, economic and 

political; liberty of thought, expression, belief, faith and worship; equality 

of status and opportunity and to promote among them all fraternity, 

assuring the dignity of the individual and the unity of the nation. '{Usha 

Kapoor (2000)]. For achieving these objectives, the constitution 

contains a number of provisions. Articles 14-16 guarantee to all citizens, 

irrespective of sex. 'Equality before the law, equal protection of the law 

and equality of the opportunity in matters of public employment.' 

During the post-independence era and especially from the 

seventies many efforts have been made to highlight the plight of Indian 

women and liberate and modernize them. In view of empowe4ring 

women the United Nations declare 1975 as International Women's year 

and the period between 1975 and 1985 as women's decade. In India, 

appoint of the National Committee on the status of women in 1972 and 

publication of its report in 1975-marked official attempt to study and 

recommend changes to improve women's in the society. 
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Because of the existing gender relations in our society women's 

contribution has not been recognized and women are not acknowledged 

as active partner in the development process. Many of our plans and 

programs have been gender-blind resulting in the neglect of valuable 

'women resource' of our nation. 

For the first 25 years of development planning in India, it was 

assumed that the general progress made by the population as a whole, 

would ultimately be shared by all sections, and that whatever benefits 

accrued to the men would also percolate to the women and result in 

better status and gender equality. This, however, turned out to be a 

faulty assumption, as periodic assessments at the end of each plan 

period showed. [Sakuntala Narasimhan (1999)] 

In 1971, the Government appointed a commission on the status 

of women in India. It report, 'Towards Equality', led to debates that 

highlighted the need to view women not just as targets of welfare 

policies, but also as 'critical actors of development' 

A separate ministry for women and children was created in 1984. 

It supports the fact the state takes initiatives toward the welfare of 

women and children. 

Rural women's development received priority during the sixth plan 

period. The emphasis however continued to be on the economic front, 

through program such as the Integrated Rural Development Program 

(IRDP), Development of Women and Children of Rural Areas (DWCRA) 

etc. 
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Article 15 of the constitution empowers the state to enact 

legislation to protect women and promote the welfare and progress of 

scheduled castes and scheduled tribes. Several laws were introduced in 

the post-independence period such as Protection of Civil Rights Act 

(1955), Dowry Prohibition Act (1961 ), Hindu Succession Act (1956), 

Hindu Marriage Act (1955), Equal Remuneration Act (1976), Child 

Marriage Restraint (Amendment) Act (1976) etc. 

There were aimed at giving the weaker sections greater clout in 

asserting and claiming their legitimate entitlements as citizens, 

irrespective of sex or caste. 

The rural poor have nonetheless remained largely untouched by 

legislation, because they have neither the information, nor the 

machinery to claim their privileges or dues under the law. 

Education is one means of generating confidence and countering 

diffidence. While literacy projects for women have been initiated, there 

have been only partially successful, due to lack of motivation and 

enthusiasm among the target groups. 

S.C.Dube (1990) comments 'Several forms of gender 

discrimination emerge from a contradiction in the Indian constitution. It 

ensures equality for all before law and prohibits discrimination on 

grounds of religion, race, caste, sex or place of birth, but it also 

guarantees freedom of religion - the right freely to profess, practice and 

propagate religion. This provision of religious freedom takes away much 

of the freedom and equality extended to woman by the constitution. 

Because family and personal law is rooted in religious codes, women do 

not have equal rights within the family or to property.' 
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Women must be given a greater share in decision-making and 

implementation process. This can be achieved through greater 

representation of women in Panchayat and municipal administration, 

political parties, state assemblies and parliament. 

The 73rd Amendment provides for mandatory reservation for the 

SC, ST and women. Such reservation covers the offices of the 

members as well as those of the chairpersons of the Panchayats at 

different levels. 

The 73rd amendment to the constitution may be regarded as a 

watershed in the history of the state initiatives in regard to political 

empowerment of the rurai women. It indicates a noticeable shift in the 

approach of the Indian States toward women. Earlier, women were 

generally viewed as objects of development only. The amendment 

made women the subjects of development, an indispensable part of the 

decision-making process. 

1.3 HISTORY OF PANCHAYATS 

Indian Context 

Ancient Period: 

We have long history of local governance in village level. 

Panchayat is an oldest institution in India. In the Vedic age, we have 

proof of existence of local governance. Self-sufficient village was the 

unit. The village was governed or administered by the elders who were 

named as grampal or gramini and so on. The head of the village was 

appointed or elected by the community. The villages were self-sufficient 
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and independent in origin. The village assemblies in the Vedic age were 

termed as sabha, samiti or vidhata. [Jayswal (1955) 'Hindu Polity'] 

In our epics, Ramayana and Mahavarata, we find the presence of 

the Panchayats. Villages were governed by the graminis, the officials 

appointed by the king. Graminis had to work under the guidance of the 

Panchayats. The elders of the villages constituted the Panchayat. 

The decentralized governance in the villages during the period of 

Buddhism and Jainism in the form of Panchayats was in existence. At 

that time there were also different Panchayats based on occupation. 

It is witnessed from Kautilya that the villages at Mouryan period 

were governed by the elders of the villages called 'Gram Vridhas'. It is 

nothing but the Panchayat form of the ancient Indian society. 

In India in different regimes, we see that the democratic values 

were supported and encouraged by the rulers. The village Panchayats 

had their roots in our ancient society and it had been the backbone of 

our socio-economic system. [Hansraj (1992)] 

Muslim Regime 

During the Muslim Rule the power of the state was to some extent 

centralized. The administrative, legislative and judicial power was in the 

hands of the Sultans. The concept of self-governance or local 

governance was somehow abolishing at that regime. 

The Mughal rulers introduced a new land policy which brought the 

provinces, districts and villages under the charges of centrally appointed 

personnel named as subedars, muquaddams, patwaris etc. 
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The great ruler Akbar reorganized the revenue collection system. 

He introduced direct link between the state and the peasants through 

the appointed personnel of the village. The person was the village 

headman known as Chaudhuris, Mukhiya or Muquaddan. So, the village 

headman was the most important person in the general economy of the 

village. 

British Rule 

At the advent of the British rule, the idea of the self-governance 

disappeared. Later, after the great mutiny in 1857, the necessity of local 

self-governance was felt 

After the mutiny, the government had been put into severe 

financial hardship. To overcome this financial stringency, the 

government took the policy of developing more and more power to the 

provinces. [Bhatnagar, S (1978)] 

In 1 870 Mayo, the then Viceroy of India advocated for local self -

government. The Bengal Chowkidari Act, 1870 was passed and thus 

the traditional village Panchayat system revived. 

In 1882, Viceroy of india Ripon adopted a resolution advocating 

democratic decentralization as a means of political development at 

grass roots level. For local self-governance Ripon suggested the self

governing bodies should have majority members from common people 

who would be elected by people. The bodies should have non-official 

chairman and sufficient financial resources. As Ripon's resolution was 

not supported by his successors, it could not be implemented 
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immediately. However, in 1885, the Bengal Self-Government Act was 

passed. 

In 1906 the Indian National Congress put pressure to the British 

Government demanding establishment of 'self-government'. In 1907 the 

Government formed a Royal Commission for the purpose. In its report 

1909, the commission advocated the necessity of decentralized 

government at rural level. It recommended for establishment for 

Panchayats. Due to bureaucratic attitudes of the government official, 

the suggestions of the Royal Commission were not implemented. 

Montagu-Chelms Ford Reforms Act, 1919 

The Act suggested that there should be complete popular control 

in local bodies and largest possible independence for them. Eight 

provinces and some native states had passed the Act for the 

establishments of Village Panchayats. 

Government of India Act, 1935 

The Act was passed in 1935, which introduced provincial autonomy 

in regard to local self-government institutions. Almost all elected 

provincial governments realized the necessity for passing laws for 

further democratisation of local self-governments including the village 

Panchayats. 

Gandhi's View on Panchayats 

Mahatma Gandhi thought that the national development was only 

possible through autonomous rural organization, which he liked to 

building following the heritage of ancient Panchayat in our country. 
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He strongly advocated for Panchayati Raj. Gandhiji opined that as 

India lived in villages, the power among the rural people should be 

delegated. For ideal democracy decentralization is a must. This was the 

thought of Gandhiji. 

Gandhi emphasized on 'self-sufficient' village. His 'Swaraj' means 

independence at grass root level. Every village would be a republic with 

the authority to the Panchayats in regard to legislative and judicial 

power. 

After Independence 

The first draft of India's constitution made no mention about 

village Panchayats. It was included through an amendment motion 

moved by K. Santhanam, which formed a part of Article 40, which reads 

"the state should take steps to organize village Panchayats and endow 

them with such power and authority as may be necessary to enable 

them to function as units of self-governments". 

Item no. 5 of the schedule 7, list II of the constitution explains 

'local government' as 'the constitution and powers of municipal 

corporations, improvement trusts, district boards, mining settlement and 

other local authorities for the purpose of local self-government or village 

administration. ' 

The First Generation Panchayats 

The Balavantray Mehta Committee Report, 1957 

After independence the National Development Council was 

formed. The state started development work through community 
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development program (CDP) and National Extension Service (NES). 

Participation of common people in the development program could not 

be ensured in absence of effective instruments. A committee headed by 

B. Mehta was constituted to explore the effective institutions, which 

would successfully implement the development program among the 

common people at grassroots level. 

The committee submitted its report on 24th November 1957. It 

recommended a three-tier Panchayat system to be set up at different 

levels. At village level, Gram Panchayat is to be constituted with the 

members elected by adult members of the village. The middle tier, the 

Panchayat Samiti at block level would be formed with its members 

directly elected by village Panchayats and 8.0.0 as its executive 

officer. At the top level, there would be Zilla Parishad. The presidents of 

all Panchayat Samitis, MLAs and MPs would be the members of the 

Zilla Parishad. 

The Government of India accepted the B. Mehta Committee report 

in 1958. All the States of the country passed the Panchayat Act by 

1959. Rajasthan is the first state to implement Panchayat Raj and the 

second was Andhra Pradesh. 

The first generation Panchayats as it is named, failed to serve the 

purpose due to overpowered by higher caste people and landlords. 

'There was a climate of optimism and resurgence, but within 

years of the inauguration of a new era, Panchayati Raj Institutions 

began sag, stagnate and decline.' [Singhvi, L.M.Committee Report 

1986] 
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The observation of A. Bose (1998) is that the system was very 

much fruitful at its earlier stage. But after Nehru's death it started to 

decline. The Government fails to take care of Panchayat Institutions and 

it becomes stagnant. 

Second Generation Panchayat 

The Asoke Mehta Committee Report 1978 

In 1977 Janata Party formed Government in centre. The new 

government tries to reform the Panchayat system. It appointed a 

committee chaired by Asoke Mehta for the purpose. In August 1978, the 

committee submitted its report recommending regular election and 

participation of political parties in the system. The Asoke Mehta 

committee recommended for the introduction of a two-tier Panchayat 

system instead of existing three-tier system. 

The Asoke Mehta committee Report (1978) was a seminal 

document, which sought to make Panchayat an organic, integral part of 

our democratic process. The Panchayati Raj institutions, which come 

into operation in certain states after the Ashoke Mehta committee's 

recommendations, could be considered the second generation 

Panchayats. States like West Bengal, Karnataka, Kerala, Andhra 

Pradesh and later Jammu & Kashmir gave a new life to Panchayati Raj 

institutions, either by revising their existing Panchayat Act or passing 

new Acts. West Bengal Government took an initiative in 1978 to inject a 

new life to its existing Panchayats on the line of Asoke Mehta 

committee and retained successful in this matter. [Abdur Razzque 

(2006)] 
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The two-tier system was recommended. In this system the Zilla 

Parishad was considered as an executive body and under the Zilla 

Parishad a Mandai Panchayat would be constituted by grouping a 

number of villages. It emphasized that the Panchayat institutions would 

emerge as a political institution at the grass roots level and thus the 

emphasis shifted from the bureaucracy to the political elements. It 

recommended seat reservation for SC I ST on the basis of their 

population. The recommendation for party based system and creation of 

Mandai Panchayat was rejected by the most of state governments at a 

meeting of the Chief Ministers of different states in 1979. But there were 

no different views in regard to more decentralization of power at grass 

roots level and responsibilities of the Panchayats in development 

process. The Government of Karnataka successfully established 

Panchayats system following the recommendations of the committee. 

In West Bengal, the emergence of social composition of 

leadership replacing the old patterned rural leadership was the 

distinctive feature of the second generation Panchayat. (Pravat Dutta, 

1993) 

G.V.K. Rao Committee 

In 1985 another Committee chaired by G. V. K. Rao was formed 

to review the existing administrative arrangements for Rural 

Development and Poverty alleviation programs. 

The committee in its report recommended for the introduction of 

Mandai Panchayats, a new model for a group of villages with population 

of 15000 to 20000. Members directly elected from the grass roots level 

would constitute the body. There should also be reservations for SC, ST 

and women. The suggestion for 'gram sabha' was made in the report. It 
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stressed on the need of development and felt the necessity of bringing 

planning, close to the people through democratic bodies. 

L. M. Singhvi Committee 

The Singhvi Committee in its report (1987) criticized the role of 

existing Panchayati Raj. The report says that the present Panchayati 

Raj system fails to become self-government institution. 

The committee emphasized that the Panchayati Raj institution 

had to be organized as a part of the process of democratic 

decentralization, which would become an institution of 'Self

Government' through people's participation in the process of planning 

and development The committee further recommended that the local 

self-government should be constitutionally recognized, protected and 

preserved by the inclusion of a new chapter in the constitution. 

(Ambedkar, S. Nagendra 2000) 

64th Constitution Amendment Bill 1989 

The then Central Government introduced the 64th Constitution 

Amendment Bill in the Parliament in 1989. The Bill was passed in the 

Lok Sabha but it was rejected in the Rajya Sabha. The main features of 

the bill were as follows: 

1. There would be three-tier Panchayats in all states except in 

the states whose population was below twenty lakh. These 

states would have two-tier Panchayats. 

2. All seats are to be filled up by direct election. 

3. The tenure of these elected bodies would be of 5 years. 
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4. There would be reservation of seats for SC and 

proportion to their population. 

5. Thirty percent seats would be reserved for women. 

6. A Finance commission in every five years would be appointed 

for reviewing the financial position of the Panchayats and 

recommending for financial support. 

7. There would be an election commission for conducting the 

election. 

The 73rd Constitution Amendment Act 1992 

The 73rd amendment to the constitution, 1992, which come into 

effect from April 1993 has mandated that Panchayat must be 

constituted in every state at three tiers, namely the village ievel, block 

level and district level. The Act provides for mandatory reservations for 

the SC, ST and women. Such reservations cover the offices of the 

members as well as those of the chairperson of the Panchayats at 

different levels. 

The 73rct amendment to the constitution may be regarded as a 

watershed in the history of the state initiatives in regard to political 

empowerment of the rural women. It indicates a noticeable shift in the 

approach of the Indian states towards women. Earlier, women were 

generally viewed as objects of development only. The amendment 

made women the subjects of development, an indispensable part of the 

decision-making process. 

The salient features of the 73rd Amendment Act are as follows: 

(i) PR will have uniform three-tier structure at village, block 

and district level. The states having population below 20 1 

lakh may have two-tier system. 
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(ii) Seats in every Panchayat shall be filled up by direct 

election to be conducted by the State Election Commission. 

(iii) The tenure of the elected bodies would of 5 years. 

(iv) The chairpersons of lower tiers would be ex-officio 

members of the succeeding tiers. 

(v) The Member of Parliament and the Member of Legislative 

Assembly may similarly be members of the Panchayats of 

the concerned constitutions. 

(vi) There would be reservation of seats for SC and ST in 

proportion to their population in the area and state. 

(vii) One third of the total seats will be reserved for women. One 

third of reserved seats for SC and ST will also be reserved 

for women. 

(viii) The offices of chairpersons will also be reserved 

accordingly. 

(ix) There will be a 'Gram Sabha' for each village or group of 

villages. 

(x) Specific responsibilities will be entrusted to the Panchayats 

to prepare plans for economic development and social 

justice in respect of 29 subjects listed in XI schedule of the 

constitution. 

Panchayat Raj System in West Bengal 

Colonial Period 

Chowkidari Act 

The Chowkidari Act was passed in 1870. The Chowkidari 

Panchayats was established under this Act. Its power was limited to 

maintaining law and orders and in a few cases to collecting local taxes. 

36 



'It had nothing to do with normal municipal functions and was 

principally concerned with the maintenance of the village watch and 

ward. The concerned Act divided the whole of the then Bengal into a 

number of Unions each of which having an area of 10 -12 miles. The 

head of the Chowkidari Panchayat was the district collector. The 

Chowkidari panchayat became very unpopular shortly after its 

introduction'. [Pramanik & Datta 1994]. 

Bengal local Self Government 

The Bengal local self-government Act was passed in 1885. It 

provided a three tier Panchayat for rural Bengal. At the district level 

there would be a District Board having jurisdiction over the entire 

district. At the sub-division level, a local board would be constituted. At 

the lower level there would be union committee with jurisdiction over a 

union or group of villages. 

The local board at sub-divisional level had no autonomy and 

could not function democratically. The district board also failed to live up 

to the expectations due to its wide jurisdiction. The union committees 

had very few responsibilities and insignificant role outside the context of 

village politics. 

Village Self Government Act 1919 

Immediately after the Bengal Partition movement (1905) the 

Royal Commission of Decentralization was formed in 1907 under the 

guidance of Mr. Hobhouse. 
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"The Bengal Partition agitation in 1905 heralded a new era in the 

nationalist movement making administrative reform inevitable. The 

imperial government had no other alternative but to decentralize 

administrative powers' [Pramanik & Datta 1994]. 

On the basis of the recommendation of the commission, the 

village Self Government Act was passed in 1919. In accordance with 

the Act the Chowkidari Panchayat and the union Committee were 

merged. The Union Board was formed at the village level and the 

District Board at the District Level. This two-tier system of local self

government lasted till 1950. Both the bodies had limited franchise. 

Everyone was not allowed stand for election neither was everyone 

allowed to vote. Only those who paid a certain amount of tax or above 

could stand for election. The Act also tried to introduce a third tier at the 

Mahakuma level called the Local Board to advance the three-tier 

system. But this experiment failed. 

Post Independence Scenario 

The West Bengal Panchayat Act, 1957 established Gram 

Panchayat and Anchal Panchayat. Thereafter in 1963 the West Bengal 

Zilla Parishad Act was passed in view of re-modelling the local 

government. The West Bengal Panchayat Act, 1957 and the West 

Bengal Zilla Parishad Act, 1963 together introduced a four-tier system 

of local governance; 

At the district level - Zilla Parishad 

At the block level - Anchalik Parishad 

With a cluster of villages - Anchal Panchayat 

For each village - Gram Panchayat 
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In the beginning, general elections were held only at gram 

panchayat level. The upper levels had indirect voting system. As the 

members were indirectly elected, it nullified the call for popular 

participation at the lower level. 

West Bengal Panchayat Act, 1973 

A three-tier Panchayat system was introduced replacing the four -

tier system in 1973. The West Bengal Panchayat Act (1973) provided 

for direct popular election to all three-tiers namely Gram Panchayat at 

the village level, Panchayat Samity at block level and Zilla Parishad at 

district level. But no election in the new system was attempted till 1978. 

The Act of 1973 was passed by the Congress Government but the State 

Government did not take initiative to implement it. They did not have 

any commitment towards establishing Panchayati Raj. It is the Left -

front Government who took initiative to establish democratic process in 

Rural Bengal. The first task of the left - front government was to take up 

a program of rural development based on land reform and 

decentralizing power through Panchayats. The government held 

election in 1978 to all three-tiers of Panchayats. 

The 73rd Amendment to the Constitution 

The revival of Panchayati Raj culminated into giving the 

Panchayati Raj the constitutional status. The amendment is considered 

as the most important intervention in the history of the system of local 

governance. The Government of West Bengal immediate implemented 

the new amended act. The Act provides reservation for women, lower 

caste and tribe people. Reservation of not less than one-third of the 

seats and offices for women were provided. To enhance scheduled 

caste women's participation, the act provides for the reservation of one-
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third seats for scheduled caste women. In fact it tried to create 

opportunity for women from all strata to demonstrate their potential and 

to prove their capabilities as partners in the process of rural 

development. 

The Constitution (73rd Amendment) has made Panchayats 

instruments of local-governance with potential space for women and 

marginalized groups in the federal set-up. [Mahi Pal2004]. 

For direct participation of common people in decision-making 

process, the State Government constituted gram sansad and gram 

sabha. As per provisions of the law the State Planning Commission and 

the State Election Commission have been set up. 

1 .4 Review of literature 

Various studies relating to the role and socio-economic status of 

women have been conducted by different social scientists at micro as 

well as macro level in India. 

In their studies Parikh and Garg (1989) expressed that Indian 

womanhood has yet to be explored, experienced and understood in all 

its vicissitudes, multiplicities, contradictions and complexities. 

On the status of Indian women, Anuradha Sharma (1998) 

comments that the reality of the subordination position of women is 

indicated through adverse sex ratio of girls, the growing domestic 

violence, increasing number of dowry deaths and rape cases. 

Women and society is one of the most important areas of study 

among the researchers to analyse the social process and changing 
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pattern of the society, affecting Indian women in different ways. [Arun K. 

Singh (2000)]. 

Menon (1989) concluded that Indian women have yet to go a long 

way to get passed several enactments that are needed as also get 

amended the existing since independence, as women still continues to 

be the weaker section and at the mercy of a man dominate society. 

[Cited by Arun K Singh). 

Kanak Mukherjee (1993) in her writings in Bengali says that it is 

the realization of the present world that the civilization will not advance if 

the half of the world, the women remains in the realm of the social 

inequalities. 

Jasodhara Bag chi (2002) shows that one of the drawbacks of the 

capitalistic society is the division of labour on the basis of sex. 

Published materials on women empowerment is vast, varied and 

ever going in volume. Any review however well attempted, will have to 

remain exhaust-less. 

After the 73rd amendment of the constitution, the studies on 

political empowerment of women have been conducted. 

On political empowerment of women, Bharat and Madhu (2004) 

wrote, 'Political empowerment of women implies that they exist as a 

separate political group with separate interests. But we find that such a 

consciousness does not exist among women'. 

Amrit Patel (2006) observed 'At present 50 per cent members 

(women) are virtually outside the GS meetings because they are not 
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allowed to participate by their male family members and another chunk 

mostly SC/ST and other weaker sections do not attend due to some 

compulsions. These members are less motivated to attend meetings 

because they do not expect any gain from such meetings but loose their 

one-day wage.' 

Asok Kumar (1990) says that as far as women's participation in 

the Panchayati Raj is concerned, it is not up to the mark. Mere 

reservation will not solve the problem unless women members are 

given commensurate powers to function effectively. 

Sumathi and Sudarsen wrote (2005) 'The 73rd Amendment has 

perceptually widened the democratic base providing the potential for 

local-level planning and implementation of development programs. The 

new PRis have the potential to act as the democratic institutions of local 

self-governance. These potentialities include the participative self

governance, ensuring political empowerment to the poor, marginalized 

and the oppressed- scheduled castes, scheduled tribes and women ·~ 

at the grassroots level.' 

The very success of PRis depends .largely on the quality of 

leadership available at the grass root levels. [Bhargava (1979).] 

Our study aims at evaluating the quality of leadership achieved by 

the elected SC women after the statutory reservation of one-third seats 

has been ordained at grass root levels. 

Amal Mandai (2003) in his writings emphasizes that with the 

passage of 73rd Amendment Act, 1992, India is at a crucial juncture in 

the evaluation of PRis, the Indian brand of rural local self-governments. 
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The Hindu society till date for its caste system has been suffering 

from social inequalities. The SC people considered untouchable by the 

people of so called upper castes like Brahmin, Kayastha etc. The 

position of women is not better than that of Sudras. 

A.R. Desai (1969) says 'the social structure looks like a gigantic 

hierarchic pyramid with a mass of untouchables as its base and a small 

structure of elite, the Brahmin, almost equally unapproachable, at its 

apex.' 

Upasana Sharma (2003) says that the caste system in the past 

was regarded as divinely ordained and was connected with the law of 

karma, according to which a man's status in the life was determined by 

his actions in past lives. It is the most outstanding feature of Indian 

social life as Hindu society is divided into castes and sub-castes. With 

the course of time caste was determined by the birth. 

In the past the treatment of the society to the lower caste people 

and to the women had been the same. They were not allowed to step in 

the education. 

In 'Advance' (July-Sept 2004), the study of late Dr. Gopal Singh 

was published. It may be quoted from his writings 'Not only are the 

Sudras denied the reading (or even the hearing) of the Hindu scriptures, 

but even women are denied this privilege.' 

'Theologically speaking, women were -classed in the same 

category of sudras.' [ Anuradha Sharma (1998)]. 

Despite typically patriarchal cultural representations the 

Arthasastra of Kautilya provides us some inkling of the variety of female 
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experiences and scope for independent activity notwithstanding gender 

discrimination and a large section of women suffering from the 

disadvantages of poverty and caste exploitation.[Suvira Jaiswal (2001 )] 

Sonalkar (1999) comments 'Caste is perpetuated through 

endogamy, but then it operates through a number of social and 

economic institutions and ensures, first and foremost, that the 

domination of the upper castes and the subservience of the lowest 

castes remain at the bottom of the hierarchical order, they have no right 

to privacy or decision-making and no right of protection against sexual 

exploitation.' 

Deshmukh and Ranadive (2003) commented that the poor 

women from dalits households are thrice discriminated against by virtue 

of their class, caste and gender. 

So, the class-concept is very important for the study. We are to 

investigate economic status of the family from where the SC 

representatives come. 

The women's property rights are not appreciated by the 

patriarchal society as ours.[Savita (1987)] 

The essay 'Origin of Family, Private Property and the State' 

( 1884) by Engels is one of the earliest discussions on gender and 

property. Engels traced a direct link between private property, class 

formation and the subordination of women. 

Engels pointed out 'as wealth increased, it, on the one hand, gave 

the man a more important status in the family than the woman, and, on 

the other hand, created a stimulus to utilize the strengthened position in 
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order to overthrow the traditional order of inheritance in favour of his 

children.' 

Some feminist scholars critiqued Engels theory in relation to the 

origin of women's subordination. 

Nitya Rao (2005) cited the observations of Sacks (1974). 

According to Sacks 'although property ownership seems important for 

women's domestic position vis-a-vis a husband, the exercise of 

domestic power, particularly in class societies, is limited by whether or 

not women have adult status in the social sphere. This in turn is 

determined by their participation in social production.' 

S.P.Ruhela (1999) pointed that the Indian women are not a 

homogeneous group or category. We have many religious, races, 

castes, classes and so on. 

Sanjoy K. Roy (2005) showed that ownership of land by women 

would have been a potent investment toward empowerment of women. 

While land was distributed in West Bengal on land reform program, 

90.3% was in favour of males and only 9.7% in the joint name of 

husband and wife. 

Amal Mandai (2003) observed that women generally follow diktat 

of male head of the family or influential member of the family. 

Ghosh and De (2005) apprehended that leadership quality of the 

male counterpart overpower the women leadership. 

Maithreyi (2005) also showed that women could not play proper 

role of leadership in organization where men are numerically dominant. 
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Vimala Ramchandran (2000) says that because she is poor, 

education is hardly a priority in her everyday battle of survival. 

Literacy rate amongst women in our country is very low, 

especially amongst the backward classes. To acquire leadership quality 

a person must be properly educated. D. Narayan (2005) says 'As 

regards women's effective participation in local governments, literacy is 

a must.' 

Ashok Mitra (1979) stated that the problem of illiteracy in India is 

embedded more in illiteracy among females than among males and the 

problem here is compounded be a variety of cultural, economical, 

sociological and even anthropological factors to keep women in 

economic subjection as long as is possible. [cited by Arun K. Singh]. 

SC people are economically backward class. So, the class factor 

is one of the main causes for illiteracy amongst the SC women. S. 

Padmavathy and P.K. Pandian (2004) show that poverty is the main 

reason for the femaie child dropout. 

Bhargava (1979) emphasized on the quality of leadership at 

grass-root levels. 

'The Panchayat election, 1993 made a radical change in the 

distribution of power.' [Sukanta Bhattacharryya (2003)]. 

Shramajibi Mahila Samity in its report (2003) noted that a long 

history of the Left movement and Hindu Reform movements have 

broken down caste barriers in West Bengal to a large extent. 
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But, Amal Mandai (2003) pointed out that even when caste has 

lost much of its stranglehold in West Bengal, there is no gainsaying of 

the fact that its rudiments are not entirely insignificant. 

Pramanick and Datta ( 1994) mentioned that the election held in 

1978 had another significant implication for panchayeti raj in the 

country. The leadership thrown up by the elections marked a definite 

departure from the past in terms of their class character. The survey 

conducted by the Development and Planning Department of the 

government of West Bengal in 1979 covering 1 00 gram Panchayats had 

shown that 71% of the elected representatives were small and marginal 

farmers; 42.9% of them held land the size of which was less than 2 

acres, 28.2% held land the size of which varied between 2.5 acres. 

Asit Kumar Basu (1998) in his writings in Bengali pointed out that 

the Panchayat system brought in social changes in villages. This 

system made successful gatherings on a common platform of the 

people from different religious and castes. The Panchayat institutions 

supported people to become political conscious. 

Sukomol Sen (1992) quoted the congress leader Babu Jagjivan 

Ram. The custom of untouchables can only be removed through total 

reformation of present socio-economic conditions. It requires a social

political-economic revolution that would be unprecedented in the world.' 

If nearly half the country's population - among whom the SC/STs 

and women from the majority - is below the poverty line, the quality of 

life indices become the more meaningful measures of assessment. 

[Sakuntala Narasimhan (1999)]. 
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Amrit Patel (2006) observed that the policy of the reservation of 

seats in PR system has its impact on women empowerment process. 

According to Patel 'Impact of the provisions of the 73rd Amendment Act 

concerning reservation for women and disadvantaged sections of the 

community has been that it has improved women's awareness and 

perception and had created an urge in them to assert for their rightful 

share in the decision-making exercise at the local level.' 

Various studies relating to the socio-economic status of women 

have been conducted by different researchers at micro as well as macro 

level in India 

Parikh and Garg (1989), Anuradha Sharma (1988), Savita (1987) 

and others studied the socio-economic status of women in our country. 

We have gone through some studies on women's empowerment 

in relation to reservation policy in PRis. Amrit Patel (2006), Asoke 

Kumar (1990), Sumathi and Sudarsen (2005) and others did their 

studies on women's political empowerment. 

Amal Mandai (2003), Maithreyi (2005), in their studies tried to 

observe the position of elected women in PR system. 

Our study is to see whether the elected SC women to the 

Panchayats perform their duties properly. There are many studies on 

PRis and role-performance of women in general. But, we find no study 

conducted on performance of elected scheduled caste women in 

Panchayats in our study area. The significance of studying the different 

factors influencing the role-performance of the elected SC women in 

local governance in rural areas in Jalpaiguri district has its great 

significance. 
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1.5 HYPOTHESES TO BE TESTED 

In this dissertation we would like to test the following hypotheses: 

1) SC women being the members of the patriarchal society are 

dominated by their male partners and so they are not doing well 

in PRs. 

2) SC women have double disadvantages of being suppressed by 

the caste and gender factors. 

3) SC women due to their economic backwardness are forced to 

engage themselves in earning for the family. They have no time 

or few times to participate in decision-making process in PRs. 

4) SC women are playing better role than that of women from higher 

caste in managing the home economy. 

5) Non-SC women due to their higher socio-economic status enjoy 

more power than the SC women in PRs. 

1.6 METHODOLOGY 

The objective of the study is to assess the effectiveness of 

Panchayati Raj for empowering women, especially women from the so

called lower castes. The 73rd Amendment of the Constitution made 

provisions for scheduled caste women to be elected and to participate 

in decision-making process of the local government. 

For the purpose of the study we have selected Jalpaiguri. The 

district has total population of 3401173 out of which the percentage of 

male and female are 51.49 and 48.51 respectively. According to 

Census 2001, total Scheduled Caste population in the district is 

1248577. The male and female ratio amongst them is about 16:15. 
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Three blocks have been chosen in the district for our purpose. 

These blocks are Jalpaiguri (Sadar), Maynaguri and Rajganj. These 

three blocks have 14,16 and 12 GPs respectively. In 2003, PR election 

219 SC women were elected in GP in the district. Jalpaiguri (Sadar) has 

53 elected SC women in GP. The other two blocks, Rajganj has 37 and 

Maynaguri has 53. 

In order to get a clear picture. for the purpose we have selected 

these three blocks as scheduled caste population in these blocks are 

more concentrated. These three blocks have 527952 population of SC 

whereas the total SC population in the district as a whole comprises 

1248577. [Census 2001]. That is 42.28 per cent of total SC population 

of the district reside in these blocks. 

Among the elected SC women in these three blocks 64 members 

were interviewed. Besides, from each GP two SC women of different 

age group were also interviewed. We also take interview of the elected 

male representative in the GP. The elected SC women members have 

been interviewed with an interview schedule. Open-ended questions 

were also given due space in schedules to collect the ground reality of 

problems under research. We have had discussions with other people 

in an informal way. Besides this, the focus group discussion has been 

held. We also use secondary data for the purpose. 

The secondary data, we have collected from the Census of 2001, 

the offices of Panchayats and Zilla Parishad. We also use data from the 

writings of various authors. 

The elected SC women to the Panchayat have been the unit and 

object of analysis of the study. They are regarded as one separate 
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category; they as subject of the inquiry and their participation and 

performance in the local governance are analysed in the overall social, 

political and functional context of Panchayat. 

Detailed personal interviews and focused group discussions have 

been organised to analyse the present position and any sort of changes 

occurred in their life style. 

1. 7 THE OVERVIEW 

The total study consists of five different chapters. We tried to deal 

with different aspects of the problem in these chapters 

Chapter 1 is the introductory one. It deals with the research 

problem, methodology, review of literature and objectives. An overview 

of the Panchayati Raj system of the country as well as of West Bengal 

and the status of women in our society in different era are given in the 

introductory chapter. 

Chapter 2 deals with the socio-economic background of the 

scheduled caste women representatives to the Panchayats. Different 

factors like age, education, occupation; family size, political involvement 

etc. are considered to correlate the quality of leadership with the socio

economic features of the representatives. 

Chapter 3 is related with the study about the awareness of the 

elected scheduled caste female members of the Panchayats to the 

functional role and responsibilities. To what extent they are aware of 

their role and responsibilities that are reflected in this chapter. 
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Chapter 4 deals with the people's participation in the process of 

Panchayati Raj system. The problems and constraints faced by the 

scheduled caste women in their effective participation in the system are 

studied in this chapter. 

Chapter 5 is the concluding chapter. In this chapter our findings 

and observations are summarized. Some remedial measures have 

been suggested to overcome the problems that are faced by the 

scheduled caste women in the process of effective participation in the 

rural decentralized governance. 
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