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CHAPTER3 

AWARENESS TO THE FUNCTIONAL ROLE AND 

RESPONSIBILITIES 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

With the passage of 73ro Amendment Act, 1992 (which become 

law on April, 24, 1993) participation of people in the process of 

planning, decision-making and implementation in the rural India has 

been recognized. 

In rural India, local Government comprises 2,32,278 village 

Panchayats, 5905 intermediate Panchayats and 499 districts 

Panchayats, making a total number of elected representatives of 

Panchayats at various levels are 2.92, million of which about one million 

are women and a large majority of them are first timers. Impact of the 

provisions of the 73rd Amendment Act concerning reservations 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. [Amrit Patel (2006)]. 

3.2. FEATURES OF THE ACT 

The constitution gives power to the women in general and women 

from the SC/ST communities to be elected in the local bodies and to 

perform role for their causes. 

The features of the Act in brief are: 
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• Panchayats shall have a uniform five-year term and 

elections to constitute new bodies shall be completed 

before the expiry of the term. In the event of dissolution, 

elections will be compulsorily held within six months. 

• In all the Panchayats, seats shall be reserved for scheduled 

castes and scheduled tribes in proportion to their 

population and one-third of the total number of seats will be 

reserved for women. One-third of the offices of the 

chairpersons of Panchayats at all levels shall also be 

reserved for women. 

• Offices of the chairpersons of the Panchayats shall be 

reserved in favour of SCs and STs in proportion to their 

population in the state. 

• The Gram Sabha will be a body comprising of all the adults 

members registered as voters in the Panchayats area. 

The 73rd Amendment to the Constitution ensures political 

empowerment to the poor, marginalized and oppressed - SC, ST and 

women at the grass roots level. The political empowerment of the 

common people depends on various factors out of which the important 

one is leadership quality of the representatives whom they like to elect 

to the local government. This chapter discusses features of the 73rd 

Amendment Act, leadership quality and factors affecting leadership 

capacity, such as age, education, occupation, family income, 

reservation policy and caste system. 

3.3. LEADERSHIP QUALITY 

To what extent the elected SC women to the Panchayats are 

aware of their role and responsibilities that depends on their leadership 

quality. 
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The very success of Panchayati Raj Institutions depends largely 

on the quality of leadership available at the grass - root levels. Political 

development and democratic growth depend on the local leadership 

and it's functioning in the Panchayati Raj Institutions. [V. M. Sirsikar 

(1970)]. 

A leader is a person having the capacity to read the necessities of 

other people and to organize people and resources towards meeting the 

common goal. 

B. S. Bhargava (1979) says,' Leadership is quite necessary to 

influence people to cooperate towards a common goal and to create 

situations for collective response'. 

By leadership what we understand is that it actually is an intrinsic 

quality of a person that is exhibited through his/her influence on other 

people and who shows the path to be accepted and followed by others 

through his/her activities. The leaders for their abilities and intensions 

go ahead of others in the social or other group activities. [Ghosh and De 

(2006)]. 

To what extent the elected SC women to the Panchayats are 

aware of their role and responsibilities that are depended on their 

leadership quality. The 73rd amendment of the constitution gives 

opportunity for empowering women and downtrodden people. We are to 

investigate whether the reservation policy at grass roots level of 

governance helps in creation of leadership quality amongst the elected 

SC women. 
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The leadership quality depends on various factors like age, 

education, occupation, income, family size, and length of participation in 

local governance and so on. 

Most of the respondents are first time elected representatives to 

the Panchayats. They are less experienced in handling the different 

problems in the village societies. They have little ideas or no idea in 

relation to functioning process of the Panchayats. They require proper 

training in this regard. 

Mahi Pal (2003) in his article on capacity building says,' As most 

of the elected representatives were elected for first time and major 

segments of them was from marginalized groups and women, 

enhancement of their knowledge about their roles and responsibilities 

as assigned to them under the Panchayat Act and as subsequently 

transferred through executive orders was necessary through training 

and exposure.' 

In our study it is observed that commonly, the Pradhans of GP, 

members of the ZP have some experiences on functioning of 

Panchayets. They are not first timers to the Panchayats. For their 

experiences gathered in the past, somehow they are to some extent 

aware about their duties and responsibilities to be performed or to bear 

as elected personnel to the Panchayats. 

Out of our 64 respondents, we see that 54 are first time elected. 

Though they are first- time elected, they have no experience about the 

role to be performed, they were found in challenging mode in building 

their capacities. 
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It is needless to say that the Panchayat system has its great 

impact on empowerment of weaker sections like SCs, STs and women. 

To conform to the 73rd Amendment, the Panchayat constitution Rule of 

West Bengal was again modified in April, 1998 to introduce reservation 

of Chairpersons positions for women and SC/STs. Reservation of 

electoral seats as well as position of Chairpersons is considered an 

effective tool to safeguard the interest of the weaker groups. 

The well heard allegation against women representatives that 

they are proxies of their husbands is not well established. The women 

representatives from the caste Hindus or SCs are not so reluctant about 

their role and responsibilities. It is sure that their abilities in this regard 

differ due to different factors that are discussed below. 

To quote from Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004) we are to say that 

local leaders seem to have some effective control over decisions even 

when they are women or SCs. Moreover, it indicates that the oft - heard 

anecdotal evidence regarding women being entirely controlled by their 

husbands when in office should not be given too much weight. 

SC women are mostly disadvantaged group in the society. They 

are backward due to their caste, class and gender. Is it possible to build 

their capacity to hold the position of leaders of the society? We are to 

adjudge all these factors. 

Leadership capacity of a person depends on several qualitative 

and quantitative factors. These are mainly the level of education, 

occupational pattern, level of income, age, sex etc. These are the 

objective criteria or indicators through which one can measure the 

leadership quality of a person in the society. This is the quality, which 

makes a person aware to the causes. 
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3.4 FACTORS AFFECTING CAPACITY 

3.4.1 Age 

One of the important factors that determine rural leadership is 

age. Traditionally, it was the privilege of the elders to occupy important 

positions in the village. Respect for age in rural society is the projection 

of behaviour in a patriarchal family system, where youngers are 

supposed to obey their elders. In the case of women, especially, we see 

that the ladies with younger age have no voice to raise outside as well 

as inside the home. In our traditional society women in older ages get 

some authority to express their opinion in family decision-making. The 

position of the SC women in the family is somehow better as they are 

breadwinner of the family members. But, in the society, they are 

excluded from participation in social decision-making. 

The position has been changing since 1978, the year of 

establishment of second generation Panchayats in West Bengal. And, 

the 73rd Amendment makes it clear that the rural self-governance needs 

leaders from women and from weaker sections of the society. The old 

age tradition for dependence on elders for leadership has also been 

changing rapidly. 

B. S. Bhargava (1979) observed that the rights of the citizens for 

electing their representatives on PR institutions and minimum age 

prescriptions for being elected have been exploding the myth of 

'wisdom of the elders' in the rural areas. 

The change in the traditional pattern, with regard to age is 

distinctively noticeable in our sample analysis. It is evident from Table 
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2.7 that the elected SC women to the Panchayats are in the young and 

middle age group. 24 percent of the respondents elected in GP are in 

the age group of 21-30 years and 52 percent of them are in the age 

group of 31-40 years. In PS most of the elected women are in the age 

group of 31-40 years. But in ZP experienced and elders are elected. 

In their recent study, Poonam Kalash, Rajendra Rathore and 

Manoj Kumar (2009) observed that the majority of the Sarpanches and 

Panches in Rajasthan Panchayat were from the middle age category. 

They comment that there is significant association between 

performance level of women Panchayat members and age. 

We may represent the data in regard to distribution of age of SC 

women representatives to the Panchayats (shown in table 2.7) with the 

following figure: 

Figure 3.1 :Age-wise Distribution 

0 21--30 

0 31--40 

g41--50 

oABOVE50 

The fact is that women contested in the PR elections are 

nominated by the political parties. Almost all political parties try to 

nominate elder woman for ZP seats. It is common belief that an elder 

one is supposed to be well aware of her role performance in the PR 

system. 
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Dutta and Pramanick (1994) in their studies show that 86 percent 

of the members are fully aware of their role and of them 52 percent 

belong to the age group of 36-50. They comment that adequate 

attempts have not been made to make the younger leaders aware of 

their roles and responsibilities. 

A decade has been passed since their findings. Now a day some 

sort of changes we have observed in our study. Though the Political 

parties prefer to nominate elders in the ZP level, but a large number of 

younger contest in the seats of the GP and PS. It is very much felt that 

younger women, especially women from SC community, are very much 

interested to know their liabilities and duties. 

The younger elected SC women are mobile than the eiders. 

These women, though, have to spend a lot of time in household works 

they have time to be utilized in making public relations. They know the 

socio-economic background of most of the families in their constituent 

areas. Hence, the distribution of BPL cards has been completed 

smoothly in some areas. The programme of 1 00 days work has also 

been taken with lesser flaws. 

In the other hand the middle aged SC women representatives feel 

their duties not only to carry out the Government sponsored 

programmes but also to look after the disputes in the families occurred 

due to different reasons in their locality. So, we may say that elected 

women in Panchayets are to some extent aware of their role and 

liabilities. The middle-aged women engage themselves actively in 

solving the personal problems arisen in a family or between two 

families. Thus, they gain the popularity in the society and get 

empowered in decision-making process in the local governance. 
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3.4.2 Education 

Chattopadhyay & Duflo (2004) say that a necessary condition for 

the efficiency of the reservation policy is that the elected representatives 

have independent power and autonomy, over and above not only the 

direct control of the villagers (exerted through voting or through the 

gram sabhas), but also above the control of the bureaucracy, party 

hierarchies and the local elite. 

It is the educational level of the elected representative to the 

Panchayats that ensures the ability of their role performance. The table 

2.8 shows that none of the respondents are illiterate. But, their 

educational level is very much low. In the GP, 40 percent of the elected 

SC women hardly pass the class VIII th standard. In the upper tires 

political parties choose the contestants with the educational level of at 

least Madhyamik. In the post of Pradhans we have evidence th~he 

SC women in the chair have low-level education. But, they are , 

trained, as most of them are active political participants. Though th~ · 
have not got formal education, they have been informally enlightened 

through the interactions with the leaders of the political parties they 

belong to. It is clearly evidenced in the case of left parties' 

representatives. 

We may show the education level 

members with the following figure: 
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Figure 3.2: Education of SC Women Representatives 

[ o A (upto class viii) Ill 8 (upto class X) o C (Madhyamik) Ill D (H.S) II E (College Level} 

Some programmes to train the women representative to 

Panchayats have been organised by the State Governments, NGOs 

and women studies centres in different colleges and universities. The 

political parties have also their programmes to aware representatives in 

performing their roles. But formal education is very important 

determinant for leadership quality. It is needless to say that illiterate or 

women with low-level education lack of capacities in participating 

actively in these programmes. 

D. Narayana (2005) considers that literacy becomes a major 

determining factor in implementing these newly amended provisions. 

The women representatives in Kerala with cent percent literacy rate are 

considered to be more effective in the decision making process that 

than the semi and illiterate representatives in Madhya Pradesh. 

The evident shows that the elected SC women in Panchayats are 

the first generation learners. So they are not well supported by their 

parents in regard to building capacity to role performance. Spouses of 

the most of the respondents are not highly educated. They cannot 

extend their support. In some cases husbands try to influence their 
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wives in performing the role, which have some kind of negative effects 

in the process of democratisation at grass roots level. 

Education is one of the means of generating confidence and 

countering diffidence. Some of the respondents, though educated, are 

reluctant about their role. But it is needless to say that education makes 

a leader competent to perform duties effectively. 

The elected representatives of the PRis should engage 

themselves in the programmes meant for spreading education amongst 

the masses. 'Sarba Shikhya Abhijan' and 'Adult Education' are run for 

the purpose. It seems that educated representatives are able to lead the 

masses towards the goal. 

We have evidence that some of educated representatives are not 

aware of their role, rights and responsibilities. On the other hand, it is 

evident that women representatives with lower educational level are 

very eager to know their duties and responsibilities. We feel that the 

elected SC women though their educational level is very low are very 

eager to send the children of their communities to the schools. But, they 

are not interested about adult education. 

In other states also the elected SC women show their interest in 

sending boys and girls to the schools. In the article of Vinod Vyasalu 

and Povrnine (1999) we see that a SC woman elected President of a 

GP in Malgudi District of Karnataka with her educational level of primary 

standard was very keen on promoting education. She has been running 

literacy class for women in the village. On hearing of the Government 

Programme for girls' education she got the details of the scheme and 

followed the procedure to get a school opened in her village. 
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Cithara Paul (2008) cited example of an elected SC woman from 

Punjab. Elected under the SC reservation seat, the woman member 

says her priority is to improve the educational facilities in the village, as 

she could not study beyond her class XII. She feels that the education is 

the key to success. She wants all children in the village to have a bright 

future. 

In the district Jalpaiguri, the study area, we see that not only 

elected SC women are interested to send their children irrespective of 

sex to the schools but also other women in the village follow the same 

way. So, in the district drop out cases have been declining. But, our 

elected representatives do not show any interest for the adult education. 

The representatives with their educational level below Xth standard like 

to enrich their ability to perform successfully in PRis, but they do not 

show any interest to enrich them with formal education. And then the 

programme for adult education has not been successfully taken up 

here. With all these odds, the female literacy rate in the district has 

increased from 33.2 percent (1991 census) to 52.9 percent (2001 

census). 

3.4.3 Occupation 

Occupation is one of the important variables that affect leadership 

quality. Majority of the respondents are housewives. They have to work 

hard to serve the other members of the family. Their works are not 

considered economic activities. They cannot enjoy the so-called 

economic status in the society. They are economically dependents on 

their husbands/fathers. Economic independence helps in freeing 

women from economic and psychological control of husbands or other 

members of the family. 72 percent of the SC women respondents are 
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housewives and dependents on their husbands. Generally, they cannot 

feel free to access in decision-making process. 

Two of the respondents are students. They show their eagerness 

to perform their jobs properly. They are very much aware of their 

responsibilities. 

The SC women representatives to the Panchayats who are 

members of the self-help group show interest to their role performance. 

They expressed their willingness to be trained for the purpose. They 

are, somehow, to some extent free from the psychological control of 

their husbands. 

Two of the respondents are primary school teachers. They are 

very much aware of their tasks to be performed. 

A respondent jointly with her spouse runs a shop. She has to 

spend a lot of time in the shop and also in the housework. But, her 

engagement with economic activities makes her independent in 

realizing the democratic decentralisation of the governance. She being 

a member of the opposition party does not feel embarrassed to raise 

issues for the causes of the local people. 

Occupation is very important variable that helps in personality 

building of the women representatives. In this regard, the self-help 

groups have been contributing to some extent. The respondents who 

are members of the self-help groups are contributing to the family 

income. They share their times into three activities as in the household 

works, in Panchayats and in their economic activities of the self-help 

groups. 
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Suhrid Sankar Chattopadhyay (2008) shows that although women 

in West Bengal have been active in politics from the time of the 

independence movement, it cannot be denied that for long there was no 

institutional arrangement for their active participation in the political 

process, in development activities and in policy formulation. This 

opportunity finally came in 1993 with the 73 rd and 74th constitution 

amendments, which prescribed that one-third of the seats in the local 

bodies, must be reserved for women. 

In 1998, in another major step forward, one-third seats of office 

bearers have been reserved for women. In the state seven GP are run 

exclusively by women. 

Between 1981 and 2001, there was a reduction in the BPL 

population by close to 51 percent in rural West Bengal. The birth rate 

came down by 42.7 percent and death rate by 48.36 percent The infant 

mortality rate fell by 59.18 percent. The average marriageable age of 

girls increased from 14.3 years to 19.6 years and the literacy rate 

among women went up from 30.25 to 60.22 per cent. All these 

achievements have been possible because of the concerted activities of 

women in Panchayats, not only individually, but also through the 

collective efforts of self-help groups which have played a pivotal role in 

the empowerment and socio-economic up-liftment of women. 
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Figure 3.3: Occupation of SC Women Representatives 
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The economic status of the family reflects on the attitude of the 

members of the family. We are not sure that the family income disclosed 

by the respondents is true. They do not like to disclose the real income 

of the family and a large number of them are ignorant of their family 

income. Most of the respondents are from cultivators families. 

Accounting of agricultural income is not well adopted in our country. So, 

they are not in a position to compute their annual income from 

agricultural products. 

Majority of the female gram Pradhans are housewives and their 

husbands are service holders. The economic status of the family helps 

them to be promoted to the chair of Pradhans. Other factors also exit 

there such as position of the husband and wife in the political parties. In 

some cases, we see that husband and wife both are active political 

participants. 

In the case of elected members in the GP, we see that women 

representatives from comparatively higher income group enjoy some 
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sort of decision-making authority. They, though come from SC families, 

have got capacities to influence other members of the GP and 

community. 

To what extent the elected SC women to the Panchayats are 

aware of their role and responsibilities that depends on several factors 

like age, educational level, occupation, family income etc. of the 

representatives. Besides all these factors the political awareness is 

required for the purpose. Political parties, especially, the left parties 

regularly organize some programmes in this regard. It is observed that 

majority of the elected SC women are mere supporters of the political 

parties, not the members of the parties. They feel no urge to attend the 

political classes arranged by the political parties. The elected women, 

who got the membership of the political party, attend this kind of 

classes. They are very much aware of their political identities and role to 

be performed. 

Figure 3A: Annual Family Income of the SC Women Members 
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3.4.5 Reservation Policy 

The 73rd Amendment of the constitution gives opportunity for 

empowering women and other excluded groups. Reservation of posts 

for the excluded sections like women, SCs and STs in the local bodies 

is one of the most applauded features of the amended act. This has the 

potential to ensure representation for women and other marginalized 

groups. Reservation policy at grass roots level of governance helps in 

empowering the leadership quality amongst the SC women. 

Many elected representatives to the reserved seats have the first 

time experience in the arena of politics and governance. The 

reservation policy makes room for their representations to the local 

governance and in the other hand; it has adverse effect due to the 

reserved seats being allotted by rotation every five years. 

In practice, an elected representative, be it a ward member or a 

sarpanch/president in village Panchayats elected under anyone of the 

reservation categories after having served the office for five years, and 

plan and work hard on several issues, there is all likelihood that there is 

no prospect for them to contest for the next term. This system of 

allotment of reservations through rotation has several implications in 

terms of political participation of socially excluded groups. [Sumathi and 

Sudarsan (2005)]. 

Sam ita Sen (2003-04) pointed out the problems arisen due to the 

rotational seat reservation policy. The women members realize that they 

owe their position for reservation. But they have diverse motives for 

entering politics, as they call it. In some cases, they are persuaded by 

the family and/or the party to enter the fray. But once elected, most of 

them wish to go on. They wish to be re-elected. 
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In our study we also see that due to rotational reservation, most 

of the respondents know that they will not be re-elected. We asked 

every respondent if they like to be re-elected. In reply some of them say 

that the seat would be free from reservation. So, they would not be 

considered for unreserved seat. But, the members of the left parties 

refuse to answer the question. Some of them say that the party will 

decide. 

When a reserved seat opens up, many women are initially 

encouraged to enter politics by family and friends. However, they often 

are unable to remain in politics beyond this one term. Recently, seats 

have been coming up for re-election more frequently. While a seat may 

be reserved once for a woman, it is highly likely that it will not be 

reserved when the next election comes around and the women in the 

position will be put up for re-election against men. Since the women 

were supported by their families and pOarties to run for a reserved seat, 

they are less likely t5o maintain the same support for a non-reserved 

seat. The husband and political party members are likely to return to 

their original motives and ideals, and are less inclined to support a long

term political career for their wife or fellow female Panchayats members. 

[Alexandra L. Geertz] 

Through her research on women's involvement in local politics in 

the state of Kerala , M.S.John (2000) found difficulty in re-election to be 

one of the largest problems that women faced. John claims that 85 

percent of the women she interviewed were not likely to run again for 

re-election and 30 percent would only attempt re-election if they are 

strongly supported by their friends, family and political party. 
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Other glorious picture has been cited by Debjani Sengupta 

(2005). 'In West Bengal, the Kultikri Panchayat, the pioneer Women 

Panchayat was elected consecutively for three terms. In the 2003 

election, ten other Panchayats were turned into all women Panchayats. 

The politics for these villages is no more the exclusive domain of the 

mail voters. The Kultikri experiment proves beyond doubt that the voters 

irrespective of their sex bias have faith in the capabilities of the women 

Panchayats members without which the Panchayat could not have 

worked as a woman Panchayat for three consecutive elections. The 

women candidates nominated by the Left Front have to fight the 

elections against the male candidates nominated by the opposition 

parties.' 

3.4.6 Caste System 

Caste in India is a social phenomenon that is extraordinarily 

difficult to define because of the diversity of its nature. In the villages the 

caste system is deep rooted. In the Indian context broadly caste is co

terminus with class. Commonly the SC people are the poorest in the 

society. They are debarred from various human rights activities. 

George Mathew (2003) wrote 'Even after coming to positions of 

power, dalit elected representatives are restricted in effective exercise 

of their leadership. This is more in the case of women dalit members 

who have to face double oppression. Instances are not uncommon 

where the women dalit sarpanches sit on the floor during the course of 

the panchayat meetings while the male upper caste members sit on the 

chairs.' 

In West Bengal the people of so-called lower caste do not have 

these sorts of problems. A long history of left movements in the state, 
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somehow, removes this kind of barriers between these two, lower and 

upper castes. In Jalpaiguri 'Krishak Sabha' is very much active with its 

different programmes functioned in the villages. 

Peasants in India broadly represent a vast mass of landless 

agricultural labourers, sharecroppers, tenants, poor artisans and small 

and marginal cultivators having a close social interface with the socially 

deprived, such as the scheduled tribes, scheduled castes, other 

backward classes and women. The so-called 'outcastes' of the Varna 

hierarchy in the real sense of the term form the core of the peasantry in 

rural India. [Debal. K. Singha Roy (2005)] 

Caste and sex are the two factors, which make some barriers in 

developing leadership quality. In West Bengal the changing facades of 

caste and its invocation and manipulation in electoral politics are not 

same as it is found elsewhere in India. But, it is needless to say that 

rudiments of caste politics still exist amongst the rural people of West 

Bengal. The SC people have lower hierarchical and economic status 

compared to higher castes. The SC women have same problems in 

regard to socio-economic status. 

Ansari and Shamshad (2007) wrote that the 73rd Amendment to 

the Indian Constitution has greatly contributed to the political 

empowerment of women and marginalized communities in the rural 

society and has thrown open political opportunities in the Panchayats to 

these disadvantage sections. 

The leadership that emerged in a result of the empowerment of 

women had to cope with several problems due to their traditional socio

conditioning. 
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According to George Mathew (2003), the most notable 

achievement of the CPI (M) Government is that clienteles and 

patronage, based on religion, caste, communal or feudal interests, have 

almost disappeared from West Bengal. 
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