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Chapter-6 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS: -

SUMJ\IARY OF FINDINGS:-

Over the years, growing discussions on decentralized governance has attraGkd 
the attention of scholars and Statesmen all over the globe. Decentralized governance 
has been viewed as an instrument of local self-government for promoting well-knit 
development. Development in the third world countries invariably means quantitative 
as well as qualitative Socio-economic development in the lives of the people of the 
rural areas. Decentralized governance Thus is assumed to provide more effective 
deliver/ of services at the grass root level (Islam, Nazrul, 2005). The objective of 
decentralized governance is to involve cross-section ofthe people including women in 
the process of decision-making and implementation so that the people who know their 
problems better are entrusted with the task of solving their problems with optimal use 
of the available resources. The rationale for such type of governance is that people a:e 
integrated with the political system and as such, governance tends to the good by the 
standards responsiveness, accountability, promptness and effectiveness. Thus, tl•e 
term 'riecentralization' relates to the devolution of powers resulting from ~he creatiC;n 
of bodies separated by law from the national centre to local representatives 
(Meenakshi Sundaram, S. S., 1994 ). The local representatives are given formal power 
to take decision on certain matters related to public life. A decentralized local body is 
constitnted of the representatives of local people, to take decisions on different matters 
to be administered by the body itself The body would have its separate legal identity, 
it would have its own financial fundings and authority to allocate substantial resources 
on its different types of functions. 

Though decentralization broadly means the transfer of planning, decision
making or administrative authority from the central government to its field 
organizations, _ local administrative units, semi-autonomous, and parastatal 
organiL..ation, local governments or non-governmental organizations and as such, muy 
be of four major forms, namely, deconcentration, delegation, devolution and 
privatisation. 

Devolution is the genuine tbrm of decentralization which seeks to create or 
strengthen independent levels or units of government for performing functions and 
enjoying authority. Devolution implies the need to develop local government as 
institutions in the sense that they are perceived by local citizens as organizations 
provid~ng services that satisfY their needs and as government units over which they 
have some influence. 

Generally speaking, decentralized can be viewed as diffusion of power from 
the central government, generally this is territorial diffusion. Decentralization implies 
division of functions between the central government and local governments. In a 
democratic country generally the central government hands over some local function.:; 
to local governments, retaining some nationality important functions in its own hand. 
Decentralization is the by-product of twentieth century movement in favour of 
decentralizing the functions of government, though, even in some democrati.: 
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countries the functions of local level governments are highly centralized in the hands 
of the central government. However, decentralization may be adopted in any form of 
government, whether it is democratic or aUthoritarian. The reasons behind it are 
realistic and bureaucratic. 

It is the basic nonn of a democratic state that local interests and autonomy 
should not be demolished at the cost of the country. So, the question of 
decentralization of power in the hands of the local governments on local issues arises. 
But still it is not easy to judge how much power be vested in the hands of the local 
governments· changing political scenario and circumstances and also with the 
functions concerned. However, at the grassroots level, the local government 
functionaries may play the role of middlemen between the local areas and the national 
authorities. 

In the contemporary world, the quest for decentralization has been originated 
against the centralizing fendecies of the national government, though the reaction 
against the centralizing tendencies was not always democratic. Decentralization does 
not always possess democratic notion; the term "democratic" is generally used to 
prov1de a special meaning. Democratic decentralization contains two principles: 
technically it is an efficient method of formulation and implementation of if local 
functions and it is consistent with the democratic norms. Among the third wcrld 
countries decentralization of government administration with people's participation in 
the local level democratic institutions is the emerging political culture. Decentrali:!.ed 
governance is a quasi-dependent organization, which is at liberty to work without 
taking approval of the central government, though it does not enjoy sovereignty. The 
creation, existence and powers of decentralized governmence originate from the 
enactment of the national or state legislature and those can be curtailed or withdrawn 
at the desire of the central or state governments . 

. ,As haS been referred, the concern for decentralised governance has been for 
development. Development is a very elusive concept, which has been defined in 
several ways. In a technical sense, development reters to qualitative and structural 
changes in the state of economy. From another angle, it refers to the production and 
utilization of material resources or to the enrichment of human resources. 
Development, as a generic term, means growth, evolution and stage of inducement on 
progress. 

Devdopment is a process, a sustained growth of a system's capability to cope 
with new, continuous changes toward the achievement of progressive, political, 
economic and social objectives. ln a narrow sense, development can be considered as 
an instrument of raising the per capita income, or it may mean provision of a better 
quality of life for each and every person of the society. Development is a process by 
which people learn to take charge of their own problems. Development is also a 
process by which the members of a society increase their personal and institutional 
capacities to mobilize and mange resources to produce sustainable and justly 
distributed improvements in their quality of life consistent with their own aspirations. 

; •, Thus, development cannot only be regarded as growth in available goods ands 
service, rath~r, it is to be consistent with the aspirations of people and development 
can OJ)ly be brought about for the people. The new economic development considers 
reduction or elimination of poverty, inequality and unemployment as an important 
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index of development. In the new perspective, development has been referred to as an 
overall process of transforming men and societies leading to social order in which 
every human being can achieve moral and material well being. 

For development of society it is extremely necessary that the people as a whole 
must be active or indirect participants in the process of development. In modem 
civilization people's participation in the process of development is considered to be 
the most important one. However, in changed international order, people's 
participation for development has been emphasised in line with the neo-liberal 
framework of market-led development with minimal state intervention so that the 
system looks legitimate. Thus, the notion the decentralised governance is said to be a 
design of what is called politics of integration. _ 

As nearly seventy four percent of people lives in rural areas in India, the 
development of rural areas is important for India. The development of India lies in the 
development of rural population. No developmental plan will be complete and 
successful in India unless it covers the rural segment of the country. 

Rural development connotes over-all development of rural areas with a vtew to 
improve the quality of life or rural people. It is a strategy to improve the economic and 
social well- being of a specific group of people- the rural poor. Rural development is a 
strategy to enable a specific group of people, poor rural women and man, to gain for 
themselves and their children more of what they want and need. As a process, rural 
development aimed at improving the well-being and self-realization of people living 
outside the urbanized areas through organized efforts. 
The term ' rural development connotes overall development of rural areas with a view 
to improve the quality of life of rural people. Rural development includes three basic 
ingredients. 

( 1) Basic necessities of life which includes food, clothes, shelter, basic literacy, 
primary health care and security of life and property. 

(2) Self-respect-every person seeks some sort of self respect, dignity and honour, 
and 

(3) Freedom-refers to political, ideological and economic freedom and freedom 
from social servitude. 

Development is a multi dimensional process which brings about changes in 
socio-economic and institutional and administrative structure nationally and 
internationally. 

Empowerment has become a burning topic throughout the globe. Since the last 
fifty years the issue of empowerment has been firmly related with the issue of 
development discourse. The term 'empowerment' has been used at the forefront of 
many formal and informal campaigns, worldwide. Empowerment takes into account 
as the 'power of the powerless' . It seems to be more relevant for women, the 
backward class, poor and peoples of the weaker sections of the society. Empowerment 
is an active, multi dimensional process, which enables woman to realize thei1 fu ll 
identity and powers in all spheres of life. 

Empowerment is mainly concerned with ordinary people rather than the 
advantaged people. Empowerment of woman means the manifestation of 
redistribution of power that challenges patriarchal ideology and the · male dominance. 
It is both a process and the result of the process. It is transformation of the structures 
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or institutions, which reinforces gender discrimination Empowerment is a p10cess 
which enables woman to gain access, and to control of material as well as information 
resources. 

'Power' is the key world of the term ' empowerment' which means control 
over material assets, intellectual resources and ideology. Empowennent is an ongoing 
and dynamic process that enhances women's and other vulnerable groups' abilities to 
change the structures and ideologies that keep them subordinate. It is a process of 
making, existing power structure more inclusive, including all women and men, 
weaker sections and disadvantaged peoples. Empowerment is therefore concerned 
with power. 

Empowerment is used in relation to development; true empowerment is 
achieved by people themselves, through their own efforts. Empowerment is a process 
geared towards participation, greater decision action through awareness and capacity 
building. 

Empowerment process may be of three categories economic, social, and 
political which reinforce each other. Economic empowerment includes increasing 
women's access to, and command over tangible and intangible resources such as 
wealth, property, employment, knowledge and information, social aspect includes 
changing the discriminatory ideology and culture, which determine the environment 
for the existence of women. Political empowerment must increase women's pres~nce 
and influence in the power structure. By politicar empowerment, women would be 
able to influence decisions about others in the household, community, nation and 
international arena at large. 

Women constitute nearly half of the world's population. But they an: the 
largest excluded category in almost all respects throughout the world. Thus, the old 
notion of 'Growth with social justice' has now been converted into 'development with 
empowennent. The world conference, 2000 held that 'women's development should 
not be viewed as an issue in social development but should be seen as an essential 
component in every dimension of development. The UNDP, 1990 also emphasize<:: the 
necessity of the long-term goals of gender equity and the empowerment of women. 

Understanding the above noted importance on women's development, the 
empowerment of women has become an important issue also in the Indian conte:-:t. It 
is viewed that democratic decentralization would be meaningless unless gender 
equality is ensured. The pace of development in any civil society would be slow if 
women folk are not facilitated to participate in the development process. So all state 
parties to the 'United Nations convention on the elimination of all fom1:.. of 
discrimination against women', 1979 agreed to take appropriate measures to enable 
rural women to participate and benefit from rural development. India, has al.so taken 
initiative to take appropriate measures for women's empowerment through r:Jral 
development. 

The low status of women in India upto 1940s had mainly stemmed from 
illiteracy, economic dependence, religions prohibitions, caste restrictions, lack of 

~ female leadership and apathetic and callous attitudes of males. During the 700 yean of 
Muslim Rule in India the status of women was very low. Their status later on 
improved due to the effects of the British rule, though true equality between men and 
women in all spheres of social life was not achieved. 
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Even after the enactment and introduction of our Constitution, the adverse 
effects of Hindu religion, caste-system, and conservative attitude of the Muslim male 
dominated society were obstacles to the empowerment of women in India in general, 
and the women of weaker section, namely, the scheduled castes and scheduled Tribes 
and the Muslims in Particular. The Preamble of Indian Constitution ensures s~curing 
to all (;itizens of India equality of status and of opportunity as well as justice social, 
economic and political. But in reality, this ideal of the preamble to the constitution of 
India has not been fulfilled. 

The 'scheduled caste' represent the most depressed section of society in the 
Indian social structure. From the gender point of view also, among the female 
population, the SIC women suffer from specific disadvantages of caste, poverty, 
illiteracy and social isolation. Thus, the scheduled caste women or women of the 
weaker section are needed to be empowered in all respects. On the other hand, 
Muslims in India are economically more backward. In rural areas they are mostly the 
peasants, agricultural labourers and craftsmen. Muslims are generally conservative in 
nature. Their conservative attitude binds MusHm women inside the homes with 
household activities only. Most of the Muslim women are excluded from the benefits 
of taking education, they are not allowed to go outside activities and public jobs. 
Thus, the Muslim women are also needed to be empowered. 

Democratic decentralization is not merely devolution of power. It must also 
bear some responsibilities. One of the major responsibilities of the Panchayati Raj 
institutions is protecting and safeguarding the interests of the weaker sections of the 
society--the SCs and STs, the minorities, women and other disadvantaged or 
potentially disadvantaged sections of society. So, the Participation of women, 
particularly belonging to the SIC s and the Muslims in the Panchayati Raj Institutions 
in India is considered essential not only for ensuring political participation in the 
democratic process but also for realising the developmental goals. Since ancient 
periods, India had developed a number of systems of community-based management 
of local affairs. Self-governing village communities characterised by agrarian 
economies had existed in India from the earliest times. The viJlage in India has been 
considered as the basic unit of local self-administration since the Vedic times. The 
village communities were self-sufficient, self-reliant and independent, flourished in 
ancient Indian villages and were not the creations of a central government, but they 
had an independent origin. They were the most -democratic institutions in the world. 
Thus the village Panchayat had their roots in the ancient India and had been the 
backbone of the Indian rural socio-economic system. The traditional village system of 
administration successfully survived during the Mughal rule. But there was anarchy or 
military despotism India between the disintegration of the Mughal empire and the 
advent of the British Raj . In this intetmission, the ties of the social framework were 
loosened, and in many places local institutions had been perverted before British 
officials had any opportunity to assess their value. 

\\'ith the advent of the British in India, the self-contained village communities 
and Panchayats thereof disappeared. Later, the British rulers formally constituted them 
as an accountable representative institution. The most remarkable innovation in regard 
to the decentralization of power in India was the Resolution adopted by Lord Ripon, 
the then Viceroy of India, in the year 1882. Ripon was the first ruler who wanted to 
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initiate decentralization during the British imperial rule. Ripon pleaded for developing 
local self- government for the purpose of training the Indians in the art of governance. 
Thus, his resolution stood for decentralization of a large network of local self
governing bodies. 

The quest for greater autonomy to rural local bodies received conceptual 
strength with the advent of Mahatma Gandhi on national movement as he held that 
national development was only possible through autonomous rural organization which 
he desired to build-up on the lines of ancient Panchayat system in India. Despite the 
nationalist movement's commitment for the creation of Panchayats propagation of the 
ideal, the first draft of India's constitution made no mention about village Panchayats. 
And after a deliberate discussion, the matter of village Panchayat was included in 
Article 40 in the Directive Principles of state policies under part-IV of the present 
Indian constitution. 

The first phase of village Panchayats institutions grew up in India as a part of 
the recommendations made by the Balvantray Mehta committee. Indian state started 
development work through community Development Programme (CDP) and National 
Extension Service (NES) in the early fifties without taking cognisance of Gandhiji's 
idea of 'Gram Swaraj'. But very soon they realized the necessity of effective 
instruments for people's participation. As a result, the Balvantray Mehta committee, in 
its report submitted in 1957, recommended for the creatuion of three- tier Panchayat 
system was - the village or Gram Panchayat at the lower level, Panchayat Samiti at 
middle ievel, and the Zilla Parishad, at the top level. All these three levels were to be 
constituted of the elected representatives of the rural people in [ndia. 

The main emphasis of the Balvantary Mehta committee report was on 
democratic decentralization. But, the first generation Panchayat institutions, c;eated 
by the Balvantray Mehta Committee Report, could not grow as it was expected. 

The Ashok Mehta Committee appointed in 1977, to enquire into the working of 
the Panchayati Raj institutions gave emphasis in its report, submitted in 1978, on 
regular election, and devolution of more powers to the Panchayat bodies. The Ashok 
Mehta Committee laid emphasis on the functional necessity of decentralized 
administration nearer to the people. The Committee recommended for the introduction 
of a two-tier Panchayat system with party-based regular elections of them. 

The most important feature of the second phase Panchayat system, introduced 
by the Ashok Mehta committee, was that the Panchayat institutions emerged as 
political institutions from a development organization at the local level. The emphasis 
shifted from the bureaucracy to the political elements. This was a turning point in the 
history of India's Panchayat system. In 1978, the Panchayat system of West Bengal 
was also revitalized under the CPI (M) led Left Front Government. The newly elected 
Left Front Government considered democratic decentralization through the Panchayat 
Institutions as a means to usher in a new social order for Socio-economic 
transformation of the rural community in West Bengal. In \Vest Bengal, the 

_,~. emergence of social composition of leadership replacing the old patterned rural 
._ , leadership was the distinctive feature of the Second generation Panchayat. 

But due to various reasons, the Panchayati Raj Institutions created after the 
Ashok Mehta Committees recommendation, failed to become as the unit of "Viilage
government" in the truest sense of the term. The subsequent G. V. K. Rao Committee 
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( 1985), L. M. Singhvi Committee ( 1986), Sarkaria Commission Report ( 1987), 
Thungan Committee ( 1988), etc. have failed to strengthen Panchayati Raj bodief as an 
agency of rural local Self-government. 

However, in the above situation, the 73rd constitution Amendment Act was 
passed in 1992 and carne into effect in 1993. The Act reshaped the structure of 
decentralized governance in India by providing certain special features- (i) fonnation 

· of Grarnsabhas,(ii) Uniform three tier Panchayet system for the whole country,(iii) 
reservation of seats in all-tires of Panchayats on rotation for Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes. (iv) reservation of one-third seats for women in all the three tires of 
Panchayats, and (v) devolution of powers and responsibilities for development plans. 
The 73rd Constitution Amendment Act has brought a new dimension to the Panchayati 
Raj Institutions for better development of rural areas and empowerment of women in 
the rural areas. 

The Government of West Bengal made a number of amendments to the West 
Bengal Panchayat Act, 1973 in the year 1992,1994,and 1997, to make conformity with 
the 73rd Ainendment Act. Further, West Bengal went ahead of the 73rd constitution 
Amendment Act, by reserving one-third of the seats for women and proportional seats 
for S/Cs and SffS. Presently, participation of women as well as S/Cs and Sffs i!l the 
Panchayat bodies is well established and most of them are holding positions of 
authority in West Bengal. West Bengal has been an example of successful 
development effort through Panchayat bodies by active participation of rural people in 
decision-making, grass-root planning and programme implementation. Since 1978, 
Panchayc:t elections in the State have decentralized the power and the organized force 
of the rurn.J poor and middle cJass have performed the task of establishing the power 
of poor curtailing the power of the bureaucrats in the rural areas. Since 1978, a new 
generation of rural leadership has emerged in West Bengal through the performance of 
decentralized government. Thus, the decentralized governance of West Bengal has 
become a model throughout the country in regard to the decentralization of power and 
rural development. 

People's participation in the rural development process is widely recognized as 
an impartment vehicle for accelerated rural socio-economic development. The concept 
of people's participation is based on the theory of village society as a cohesive unit 
with common interests and on the assumption that people's participation in the rural 
development programmes would be of equal benefit to all members of the viHage 
society. Women should not be excluded from this concept, because women are the 
most neglected segment of the society. Thus the old notion of 'growth with social 
justice 'has now been converted into 'development with empowerment.' The world 
conference, 2000 held that 'women's development should be seen as an essential 
component in every dimension of development' . 

However, the empowerment of women has become an important issue als~ in 
India. Because discrimination of women is seen everywhere in India society. The 
National Perspective plan of woman, 1998, has said, ''there is continued inequality 
and vulnerability of women in all sectors- economic, social, political, education, 
health care, nutrition and legal. As women are oppressed in all spheres of life, t~ey 
need to be empowered in all walks of life." 
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It is the decentralized governance, whic~ can ensure genuine and effective 
people's participation in the rural development process through the Panchayat bodies. 
Panchayati Raj Institutions is a proper channel for people's participation in rural 
development process. The 73ro constitution Amendment Act, 1992 envisaged the 
participation of women in the Panchayati Raj bodies. This Act has created an 
important avenue for women to express their abilities and potential ties. With this 
Amendment, several women's groups, NGOS, and government policies. started 
initiatives in their own style of mobilizing people, particularly women towards 
political empowerment. Because, in India women have been deprived of powers 
within the family by mainstream religions and social barriers. Since a long-time, 
women in our society are not in a position to exercise their powers, even over their 
own lives for forced subservience to family members and party leaders. They can not 
establish their rights unless their social and political status are not improved by 
destroying patriarchal attitudes of the society. Thus women must be politically 
empowered. 

Their political empowerment is very much needed for ensuring political 
participation in the democratic process as well as for the realization of the 
development goals for women. The provision for reservation of seats under the 73ro 
Constitution Amendment Act is a major step forward for bringing the women folk into 
the mainstream of the Panchayati Raj System. The reservation of seats for wcmen in 
Panchayati Raj bodies under the 73rd Constitution Amendment Act is one of the 
significant achievements in empowerment of women at the grass root level. 
Reservation of seats for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions is the chief device for 
women's political empowerment. But orthodox religions practices, religious 
fundamentalism, conservation, Caste-politics, lack of education amcng women etc. 
are the main obstacles in the way of women's empowerment. 

Even in the beginning of the twenty first century, the primary role of Indian 
women in our society is still considered as mothers, wives, child-bearers and rearers, 
whatever be their level of education and profession. Thus, women's involvement in 
democratic decentralization basically depends on the Socio-political environment 
where from women come. Empowerment of women and their improvement in status 
by achieving education, health and economic opportunity is an important matter. 
Because economically women are not liberated. They are dependent on their male 
counterpart economically and socially. Thus, empowerment of women is essential for 
development, which implies a balance and equilibrium in factors to human life in 
social, economic, political and even spiritual aspect. The 73ro Constitution 
Amendment Act, 1992 brought ample opportunities to the Indian rural women to 
participate in the decision-making process of the decentralized governance and 
thereby empowering themselves politically, socially and economically. 

The system of decentralized governance through Panchayati Raj Institutions 
was revitalized from a moribund condition since 1977 by the Left Front government 
in West Bengal. Through this revitalized Panchayati Raj Institutions several 
developmental programmes were introduced and executed for the development of the 
rural areas of Bengal and the empowerment of women. In West Bengal, the new 
system of constitutin~ the Panchayati Raj bodies was adopted much earlier of the 
provisions of the 73r Constitution Amendment Act came into operation. The 1993 
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Panchayat election strengthened the grass root democracy and at the same time it 
expedited the process of political empowerment of the rural women in West Bengal. 
This is a by product of Left Front government's long term endeavour to make 

/ 

Panchayat bodies the platform of grass root democracy with an active and large 
participation ofWomen. And it is the 73ni constitution Amendment Act which brought 
ample scope and opportunity to the rural women to change the existing political 
scenario of rural Bengal . 

lnspite of partial success in women's empowerment in India, true and total 
empowerment of women is still a difficult job due to our socio-economic situation and 
prevailing patriarchal value in our society. Many of the women Panchayat members 
cannot still perceive their roles properly. Most of them feel neglected in the Panchayat 
bodies, even through they are elected representatives of those bodies. Many of the 
women members do not understand the complexities of politics, so, their husbands or 
male guardians and local party leaders act as their representatives in the Panchayat 
meetings. Lack of political education, non-co-operation by the bureaucrats and the 
inferior physical structure of women are some of the obstacles for which 
empowerment of women has not been fully achieved. In some cases, women 
Panchayat members are aware about the problems of their locality, but they do not 
know how to solve these problems. And above all many of the Panchayat members, as 
well as their family members are totally dependent on their party leaders 
economically. This economic dependence on p~ leadership has affected adversely 
the process of women's empowerment. Thus, the economic empowerment ofwomen 
in India is not appreciable. illiteracy among women members and their family, 
particularly that of the weaker sections and the Muslims, kept them aloof from 
political empowerment. Being the subject of exploitation, poverty, illiteracy and social 
tradition, women can not claim themselves as empowered. Really, they have become 
the proxies of their husbands and male guardians. Because, they perform their 
assigned duties only on the command and guidance of their male counterparts. As 
proxies, women Panchayat members can not enjoy the real taste of the power of 
Panchayat bodies. Thus, it can be said that women's empowerment is a kind of 
civilization change. Mere constitutional amendment is not sufficient to ensure 
effective empowerment of women. 

However, the promulgation of Panchayati Raj Act, 1996 brought tremendous 
opportunity to the rural women of West Bengal to participate in the decision making 
process of the decentralized governance and thereby empowering themse~ves 

politically, socially and economically. Despite some constraints, upsurge of women's 
power, particularly the women of weaker section, namely, SICs, Sffs and Muslims in 
Panchayati Raj is noticeable. Women of Bengal have started asserting themselves 
leading to new kind of situation in the society. / 

However, the role played by women in the political life of Bengal is still 
marginal. The women of Bengal still hold a small percentage in the Legislative 
Assembly of the state. Even at the Gram Panchayat level women are often either 
absent or have a nominal presence in the meeting of the Gram Panchayats. This needs 
awareness, education, skill and capability building among the women who are in large 
nwnbers to decide the course of development planning implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation at different levels, more particularly at the grass root level. A number 
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of workshops, training sessions, seminars etc. are now being organized by the Govt. 
and non-Govt. Organizations to bring together women from different levels of 
Panchayat bodies throughout the state. As a result of all these efforts, a good number 
of women particularly from the weaker sections of .the society, are coming out of their 
families and playing active role in the decision-making process of the Panchayat 
system. The number of participation of such women in the decision-making process of 
the Panchayati bodies is increasing. 

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 

Keeping in tune with the theoretical framework of the study and the field survey on 
women's empowerment in decentralized governance, the findings show that due to 
some socio-economic obstacles women of the weaker sections (Scheduled Castes) and 
the Muslim community could not be fully empowered in the district of Cooch Behar. 
In this district of Cooch Behar, majority of the women Panchayat members have come 
from lower ·economic background. Only a few percentage of them come from middle 
and upper income group. Participation in the decentralized governance system by the 
women of weaker sections and Muslims of poor economic background has been 
increased in this district. 

As the district of Cooch Behar is basically an agriculture based district, most of 
the women Panchayat members of both scheduled caste and Muslim community, 
belong to the cultivators families. Most of the Panohayat members of these cultivators 
families have to take part or help their male counterparts in the process of farming in 
land. Even many of the women Panchayat members have to sale their labours in the 
process of agricultural production to maintain their livelihood. More than 90 percent 
of women Panchayat members of both SIC and Muslim communities are still 
dependent on their male guardians for their bread. Business women, service women 
and educated professional practice holder women are very few in number in the rural 
leadership in this district of Cooch Behar. Most of the guardians or husbands of 
women Panchayat members of both SIC and Muslim communities are basically 
cultivators. So, the women Panchayat leadership in this district mainly concentrated in 
the hands of the agricultural families, other's role is very meagre in this field. 

On the other hand, maximum women members of SIC and Muslim 
communit,es have been elected from middle standard educated families in this district. 
Women from highly educated families in both the communities are stili not attached 
with the active participation in the Panchayati Raj System in the district. And as the 
education level of fathers/guardians or husbands are medium standard, it has also been 
seen that most of the women Panchayat members of SIC and Muslim Communities 
are of medium standard education. The number or percentage of education of their 
children are, in most cases not satisfactory. Most 6f the women Panchayat members 
do not have exposure to media- whether electronic or print. In a sense, this women 
leadership is mostly excluded or detouched from the information of out side world. In 
this socio-economic scenario, most of the women Panchayat members and their male 
guardians are mainly dependent on local political party. It is the political party in this 
district, which regulates, controls and moulds the socio-political behaviour pattern of 
this type of rural leadership. Most of the women members have come and joined the 
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decentralized governance system, not by their own choice, but either by the dictate of 
their male guardians or by the will of the local p~ leaders. As a result of all these, 
the process of women's empowerment has to face serious challenges. 

Apart from this, the level of involvement in socio-political activities by the 
family members of SIC and Muslim women Panchayat members in this district is not 
so high. As most of the families of women Panchayat members belong to lower 
income group and middle standard education, their political involvement is. not so 
satisfactory. High level of involvement is seen only of the families of higher educated 
women members. 

Besides this, the thinking, out look, the power of decision-making regarding the 
participation in socio-political activities by the women members of both SIC and 
Muslim Communities in this district are mainly determined by their male counterparts. 
And as a result of this, it is found in this district of Cooch Behar that majority of 
women Panchayat members of both the SIC and Muslim communities had to face 
non-co-operation, negligence, assignment of no works etc. during their tenure as 
elected Panchayat members. This has happened in lower as well as upper level 
Panchayat bodies, that is in Zilla Parishad also. In all the three tiers of Panchayat 
bodies, a male tendency has been seen to use women Panchayat members as cosmetic 
politicians. In almost all cases, male guardians function on behalf of their women 
Panchayat members, particularly at the village level 'Gram Panchayaf. 

At the same time, it is also true that in some cases improvement has been seen 
in cases of domestic planning, social awareness, economic mobility, health measures 
and overcoming Social and religious conservatism and orthodoxies by the active 
participation and endeavour of women Panchayat members in this district of Cooch 
Behar. 

The objective of political empowerment of women is not only to ensure 
political participation in this democratic process, but also to achieve the 
developmental goals for women. Women's participation in decentralized governance 
includes- i) Women as Voters, ii) Women as member of political parties, iii) Women 
as candidates to the local election, iv) Women as elected members of Panchayati Raj 
Institutions in decision-making process of those institutions. 

It has been found from the field survey in this district that- a) Most of the rural 
women are illiterate, b) hence, they can not cast their votes out of their own choi!;e, c) 
Most of the rural women have to cast their votes at the will or directives of their 
family members and guardians. For these reasons, lack of adequate Participation of 
women in politics, and at the decision-making levels, have resulted in their poor social 
status and domestic prestige, and hence, they /have been excluded from certain 
positions and holding of powers. Only nominal participation in the formal political 
institutions, like elections, social movements etc. cannot ensure women's su...+fient 
empowerment. 

The information collected through the field survey suggest that most of the 
women Panchayat members of Scheduled Castes and Muslim Community have either 
performed very low or their work satisfaction as Panchayat members remain moderate 
or low. Most of these women Panchayat members are-

i) less educated or illiterate, 
ii) confined to very poor economic family background, 



ii.i) from families having less involvement in socio-political activities, 
iv) having lesser degree of political influence of family members, 
v) first time involved in local level of politics, 
vi) dependent mainly on male guardians, / 

vii) dependent mainly on local political party leaders, 
viii) from orthodox and religiously conservative minded families, 
ix) not political aware and educated, 
x) housewives or daily wage earner, and 
xi) not aware of rural development, 
xii) not aware of social problems, and 

· xiii) less interested on the intricacies of politics. 
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The information collected through the field survey further shows that some of 
the women Panchayat members of Scheduled Castes and Muslim Community have 
performed high or their work satisfaction as Panchayat members account enough or 
very much: They are-

i) from sound economic background, 
ii) from families of high social and political status, 
iii) educated upto matriculation or above, 
iv) close to Urban atmosphere, 
v) free from all sorts of superstitious, religioll$-orthodoxies and conservatism, 
vi) from families of high or medium level education, 
vii) involved in politics since their student life, 
viii) from families having domination on local politics by means of muscle power 
or others, and 
ix) about 15% of the Sample. 

However, the constitution of India guarantees equal rights to women. 
Discrimination should not be made on the basis of race and sex. But the existing 
socio-economic structure of the rural area of Cooch Behar district has marginalized 
the women of Scheduled Castes and Muslim Community. Religious orthodoxy, 
superstition, Conservatism and lack of consciousness about education among the S/C 
and Muslim women in this district have placed them in back foot. Most of the wvmen 
of these two communities are jobless, less educated and their role has been confined 
only in the household activities. . 

In this socio-political, economic context, the 73rd Constitution Amendment Act, 
1992 has paved the way for the women of SIC and Muslim Community of this district 
to participate in the decentralized governance process through 33% reservation for 
them. After the 73rd constitution Amendment Act, 1'992 the Panchayati Raj Institutions 
have provided a common forum for social, economic, political and legal/constitutional 
advancement for rural women of this district. A sense of political awareness has been 
evolved among the women of both the SIC and Muslim Communities in the district. 
25% Muslim women and 27% SIC women have empowered very much through the 
Panchayati Raj System in the district. (please see Chart Nos. 23, 24,and 25 in page 
nos. 457 to 462 of this dissertation). 



Woman of an educated Muslim family considers herself cent percent empowered in all aspects! 

Self-Helf Groups of Women in a gathering • 
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However, the picture of women's leadership in local self-government in the 
district is not dissatisfactory. A good number of women leadership, particularly from 
among the Scheduled Castes women has been emerged in the disttict. Women of 
Scheduled Caste Community has already held the post of Sabhadhipati of Cooch 
Behar Zilla Parishad, and Sabhadhipati of various Panchayat Samitis in the district, 
Pradhans of various Gram Panchayats throughout the district. In the recently held 
West Bengal Assembly election, 2006 one Scheduled Caste Women has been .elected 
from Tufanganj (S/C) Assembly constituency, though no women has still been elected 
to our national parliament from this district, and even no Muslim women has been 
elected to the State Legislative Assembly till date. 

Apart from these lacunas, religious conservatism and orthodoxy are loosing its 
impact on the attitude and beliefs of the women of the weaker sections and the 
Muslims due to influence of education, science and technology. As a result of this, a 
high expectation has been aroused in the minds/of the women of new generation, 
particularly of the weaker sections and the Muslims in the district in favour of the 
process of women's empowerment. A good number women, particularly froa1 the 
weaker sections and the Muslim community are coming out of their families and 
playing active role in the decision-making process of the Panchayat System. The 
nwnber of participation of such women in the decision-making process C;[ the 
decentralized governance is increasing day-by-day. So, a glowing lamp is found in the 
process of women empowerment in the district. Women empowerment is a long time 
bound process, and it can be said that the district will certainly be able to achieve this 
goal in the long run. 

Recommended Suggestions 

From the concluding observation it can be said that most of the rural women of 
scheduled castes and Muslim Community in Cooch Behar district are not in a po~ition 
to bear the responsibility which has been assigned to them by the 73rd constitution 
Amendment Act, 1992. This incapability of the women of weaker sections and the 
Muslims of this district can indeed be solved, and for this purpose follcwing 
suggestions can be made for consideration. /. 

The suggestions: -

a) Promoting Educational Standard: -
Illiteracy is the basic problem of our society; particularly women of our Society 

are suffering from the disease of illiteracy. An illiterate or less educated WC;men 
member can never act as the decision-maker or policy-formulator and implementor of 
policy in a local Self-government machinery. So, measurers should be adopted for 
educating the rural women of our society. Though the literacy programme, adult
education programme and Sarva-Siksha Abhijan etc. are going on in this distri~t of 
Cooch Behar, desired goal has not yet been achieved. At the same time, a rational 
educational standard should be fixed, so that illiteracy cannot become a hurdle among 
rural women for feeling themselves as the candidates to the fray of Panchayati Raj 

·- ;. 
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Institutions. Besides this, total literacy programJne should continue for the rural 
women with a great enthusiasm. 

b) Spreading of Political Education:-
Mere literal education can not inspire the rural women to be involved in the 

decentralized governing process for achieving their empowerment So, besides the 
· initiative for spreading literal education, attempt should be made for previding 
political education to the women of rural areas. Because political education would 
help them to be involved in the decision-making process of Panchayati Raj 
Institutions. If the initiative for political education is not taken, women representatives 
would be bypassed by local party leader or male guardians of the women members. 
On the Other hand, this type of political education would increase the practical 
experience of women members in Panchayati Raj bodies. The responsibility for 
providing political education can be given to any government or non-government 
education/training centre. However, this type of initiative for providing political 
education tO women of rural area has been started in this district. 

c) Ensuring Economic independence: -
Women of weaker sections and the Muslill}S can not be empowered socially or 

politically unless they are given economic independence. Because economic 
independence is the basic pre-requisite for social and political empowerment of 
women, particularly of rural areas and ofweaker sections and Muslims. 

Most of the rural women from the backward communities are engaged in 
looking after house-hold activities or works of daily wage earning as, most of them 
come from poor economic background. Poverty is their main constraint So, it is not 
easy for them to acquire social prestige, dignity, honour and respect. Though efforts 
have been made from the government's part to ensure economic freedom to the rural 
women by appointing them as Anganwadi workers, Sahayikas, Gram Sevikas, NGO 
Workers, Self-Help Group members, DWCRA members, etc, still a vast number of 
rural women remain poor economically dependent mainly on their male guardians. On 
the other hand, the Anganwadi workers, Sahayikas, Gram Sevikas are given a meagre 
amount only. As such, these member may be brought under a notable pay-scale and 
women other than these, may be given loans or other financial assistance so that they 
can adopt their own trade of business for achieving economic independence. 

d) Generating awareness among rural women: -
Stress should be made on generating awareness among the rural masses in 

general, and women in Particular about the conception of empowerment of women. 
Rural people are generally less aware of their rights and duties. So, people in general 
and women in particular should be made fully aware of their responsibilities, rights 
and duties. At the same time, arrangement should be made for providing training 
particularly to the women members of SIC and Muslims to enable them to discharge 
their functions in the proper manner. This training should be continuous and women 
members should be given training on specific aspects of their functioning as 
Panchayat members. 
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Only training is not sufficient for women's empowerment. Government has to 
take a broad step for mobilizing rural people on its policies, programmes and plans 
relating to rural development and women's empowerment. The Government may 
communicate all its policies and programmes to the rural people through awareness 
generation programme in the mass-media upto the grass-root levels. 

· e) Awareness Generation among Muslims:-
A massive awareness generation programme needs to be taken among the 

common Muslim people as well as the women ofthis community, because most of the 
rural Muslim men are conservative in nature and they do not want that their female 
members take part in Panchayati Raj System. Even Muslim women in rural areas are 
very less educated. So, massive campaign should be made among the rural Muslim 
women. Rural educated youths, Panchayat members. Political leaders, Anganwadi 
workers, Gram Sevikas, teachers of rural area - all should take the responsibility of 
awareness ~eneration campaign among the Muslim)llen and women. 

f) Spread ofEducation among Scheduled Castes and Muslim Women:-
Generally, the percentage of education among the women of Scheduled Castes 

and Muslims is very low. In the rural areas, young Muslim girls take their religious 
basic education in the local Moktabs, Madrashas or from Hujurs etc. In this way, they 
are deprived of formal education and they do not have any consciousness about the 
policies and programmes of government on women's empowerment. The picture of 
education among the Scheduled Castes women is almost same. Most of the SIC young 
girls in rural areas do not have the scope of taking even elementary education. So, 
education must be given to women of both the communities. 

g) Male Domination on Women Panchayat members should be abolished:-
33 percent of reservation of seats for women in Panchayat bodies has not made 

them majority in the Panchayat institutions. Being one-third strength in the 
Panchayats, they are not capable of doing weJJ at their wilL Besides even though they 
are formally elected members of Panchayats their functioning are either directly or 
indirectly guided, controlled or performed by their male guardians. This male 
domination over the women Panchayat membefS/ffiakes them less sensitive to the 
interests and problems of women. So, the women cannot be empowered fully. So, this 
type of male domination on women Panchayat members needs to be abolished. Of 
course, the root of male domination lies in the socio-cultural structure and as such, for 
the purpose efforts are to be undertaken to bring about change in the socio-cultural 
value system. Though it is a long time-bound process, endeavours are to be directed to 
that direction. One of the convenient ways for the purpose may be to engage the 
religious leaders to reinterprete the religious texts so that the cause of women may be 
accommodated. 

h) Narrow politics ofPanchayat members should be abolished:-
Most of the Panchayat members are guided by the considerations of narrow 

political gains. They think that, remaining in power and expanding their respective 
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political base are more important than empowerment of women. So, this type of 
narrow politics needs to be abolished. 

i) Identification of Beneficiaries should be definite and adequate: -
Wrong identification of beneficiaries also hinders the process of empowerment 

of women. The identification of beneficiaries is mostly done on political 
·considerations, hence, the deserving aspirants are excluded and this leads to the 
wastage of money. This should be stopped and identification of beneficiary should be 
perfect and adequate. 

j) Institutional Mechanism should be installed:-
There is no institutional mechanism in _91e Panchayat bodies which can 

supervise and evaluate the programmes meant for empowerment of women. So, an 
institutional mechanism should monitor the process of women's empowerment 
through Panchayati Raj Institutions. 

k) Women should be active:-
Women in rural areas, particularly the women of SIC and Muslims are still 

basically passive in asserting their demands, aspirations and rights. Even they assume 
that it is their fate and destiny that they are to be dominated by their male counter 
parts in every walks of life. This happens, due to lack of adequate education and 
awareness among them. However, women should leave this mentality and they have 
to be active regarding their rights. 

Finally, a continuous research is needed on women's empowerment. Besides 
the government's role, voluntary organizations also should play an important role in 
women's empowerment. The Non-Government organizations, researchers, statesmen 
should encourage and activate women of weaker sections and Muslims so thai the 
benefit of women empowerment cannot enjoy by the political leaders or the male 
counterparts. 
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