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CHAPTER - IV 

PARTICIPATION OF WOMEN IN DECENTRALISED GOVERNANCE 

AND EMPOWERMENT: THE WEST BENGAL EXPERIENCE 

4.1 Introduction: 

Since participation can take place in the economic, social and political arenas, each person 

necessarily participates in many ways, at many levels. In economic life as a producer or a 

consumer, an entrepreneur or an employee, in social life as a member of a family or of a 

community an organization or ethnic group, and in political life as a voter, or as a member of 

a political party or perhaps a pressure group. All these roles overlap and interact, forming 

patterns of participation that interconnected with – and after reinforce – each other.  

4.2 Forms of Participation:      

Household participation: It is almost always women who rear the children and provide food 

and water, as well as ensure adequate health care for the family. And to fulfill such 

responsibilities, they also work outside the home, often in the informal sector. This 

contribution of women to society remains unrecognized in economic statistics, and it does 

not give women even an equal say in decisions in the household.   

Economic Participation: Most people spend a large part of their lives in economic activity. 

It is in the economic arena that people have a unique opportunity to use their capabilities and 

to gain a remunerative income, which in turn enables them, through increased purchasing 

power, to increase their range of choices. Participation in economic life also affords people a 

basis for self-respect and social dignity, attributes that are integral to participating in all 

dimension of life.  
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Social and Cultural Participation: All people and all community have a right to create their 

culture in whatever way they wish-whether through language, through ritual, art, music and 

dance or through literature or storytelling – in any of the myriad forms of culture through 

which human being the world over express themselves.  

Political Participation: In recent years people have been struggling, individually and 

collectively, to have a much greater say in national life. In many cases, opposing autocratic 

regimes has demanded great courage - as wish those who opposed the regimes in Argentina, 

Philippines and South Africa, as well as in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. In 

other cases, as in Zambia, the rulers have them stifling people power and initiative would be 

counter – productive and international pressures have also reinforced national forces for 

political changes as idea about human right and democracy has spread around the globe. 

Achieving meaningful and durable democracy is far from simple. It may include several 

aspects; guarantees of human right, including freedom of speech and association; rule of law; 

free and fully contested elections at periodic intervals; a multiparty fully accountable to 

voters.  

Democracy demands an effective and open political system, not just within governments but 

within political parties so that people have a real choice when nominating candidates for 

election. And if governments are to be kept free from undue influence from vested interests, 

democracy also demands strong institution of civil society and diversity of non-governmental 

organization.  

Democracy cannot be achieved overnight. Just as economic growth means little unless it is 

translated into improvement in human lives, so democracy can be merely, unless people 

participate, aware and empowered, in all the institutions of civil society. Elections are a 
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necessary, but certainly not a sufficient condition for democracy. Political participation is not 

just a casting of votes. It is a way of life.  

Woman the non-participating majority: woman a majority of the world‟s population received 

only a small share of developmental opportunities. They are often excluded from education 

or from the better jobs, from political system or from adequate health care.  

Literacy:  Women are much less likely than men to be literate. In South Asia, female literacy 

rates are only around 50% these of males. In many countries the situation is even worse in 

Nepal 35%, Sierra Leone 37%, Sudan 27% and Afghanistan 32% women make up two thirds 

of the World‟s illiterates.  

Higher Education: Women in developing countries lag far behind men regarding higher 

education. In Sub-Saharan Africa, their enrolment rates for tertiary education are only a third 

of those of men. Even in industrial countries women are very poorly represented in scientific 

and technical study in Spain, the ratio of female to male third level students in these fields is 

28%, in Austria 25% and Canada 29%. 

Employment: in developing countries women have many fewer job opportunities the 

employment participation rates of women are on average only 50% those of men (in South 

Asia 29%, and in the Arab States only 16%). Even when they do find work, they tend to get 

paid much less in the Republic of Korea, women‟s wages are only 47% those of men wage 

discrimination are also a feature of industrial countries in Japan, women receive only 51% of 

male wages.  

Women who are not in paid employment are of course far from idle. Indeed they tend to 

work much longer hours than men. The problem is that the work they do in domestic chores 
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and caring for children and the elderly does not get the recognition it deserves national 

income accounts.  

Self Employment: Women‟s opportunity for self employment can be restricted in a number 

of ways. In some countries they are still not allowed to own property, or to the offer 

collateral for bank loans or even to drive. 

Politics: in some countries women are still not allowed to vote and women almost 

everywhere are underrepresented in government. In 1980, they made up just over 10% of the 

worlds parliamentarians and less than 4% of national cabinets. In 1993, only six countries 

had women as heads of government. 

Health: Women tend on average to live longer than men. But in some Asian and North 

African countries, the discrimination against women – through neglect of their health or 

nutrition is such that they have a shorter life expectancy. Indeed comparing the population 

who should be alive, based on the global mortality pattern, it seems that 100 million Asian 

women are “missing”. One of the greater health risks for women in poor countries is 

childbirth maternal mortality rates in the developing world are more than 15 time higher than 

in the industrial countries.  

National Statistics: Women are often invisible in statistics, if women‟s unpaid housework 

were counted as productive output in national income accounts, global output would increase 

by 20-30%. (UNDP Report, 1993) 

4.3 International Condition of Women 

Since 1990, the Human Development Report of the United Nation focused attention on the 

need to put the people at the centre of development. In spite of that poverty, hunger and 
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disease remain widespread and women and girls continue to comprise the majority of the 

world‟s poorest people. The real conditions of women in international scenario are as 

follows: 

 Of the 192 countries in the world, only 12 have a female head of state. 

 Seventy per cent of the world‟s 1.3 billion poor-those who are living on the 

equivalent of lees than US$1 per day-are woman. 

 Women spend twice as much time as men (or more time) on unpaid work. 

 Worldwide, women on average earn two-thirds of what men earn. 

 Women make up the majority of the world‟s part-time workers-between 60 per cent 

and 90 per cent. In the European Union, 83 per cent of part-time workers are women. 

 In countries such as Australia, Canada, Thailand, and the United States, over 30 per 

cent of all businesses are now owned or operated by women, with Thailand topping 

the list at almost 40 per cent. 

 In some countries of sub-Saharan Africa, most of the female labour force is in the 

informal economy; for example, 97 per cent in Benin, 95 per cent in Chad, 85 per 

cent in Guinea, and 83 per cent in Kenya. 

 In Europe, women are the heads of household in nine out of ten single parent 

families. 

 Women posses roughly one per cent of the land in the world. 

 Today only six countries can boast the following: close to complete sexual equality in 

the area of secondary education, 30 per cent representation of women in elected 
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government positions, roughly 50 per cent of non-agricultural jobs occupied by 

women. 

 In nearly 100 years, only 24 women have been elected as head of state. 

 Around 80 per cent of the 27 million refugees around the planet are women. 

 Two-thirds of the 300 million children who have no access to education are girls. 

 Out of almost a billion, people who are unable to read and write, two-thirds of them 

are women. 

 Over 200,000 women die every year as a result of back street abortions. 

 Women produce 80 per cent of the food in the poorest areas in the world; in some 

places, this figure is as high as 95 per cent. 

 Officially, 110 million girls worldwide between the ages of 5 to 14 work and this 

does not include domestic tasks. (Baylis and Smith, 2005) 

It is estimated that nearly 1300 million persons in the world are poor and nearly 70% of them 

are women. In Developing Countries, women bear an unequal share of the burden of poverty, 

which has become a major hurdle for their empowerment. Today, as many as 30% to 35% 

rural households are women headed and their meager incomes make them more vulnerable to 

the extremes of poverty and its consequences. (Krishan, 2001) 

4.4 Condition of Women in India: 

In the era of globalization, India has emerged as a new economic power in the World.   But 

after six decades of independence, higher maternity and infant mortality rates, lower age of 

marriage, widespread illiteracy, and higher dropout rate from schools and lower work 

participation rates, Indian women are one of the most disadvantaged groups in the society 
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(Gopalom, 2002). The 2001 Census shown that the sex ratio of India is 933, which may be, 

are lowest in the World. A percentage of female literacy is 54.16 against male literacy of 

75.85 per cent. Work participation rates for women in India are much lower than that of men. 

Work participation rate for women is still far behind the work participation rates for men. 

(Census, 2001) In India, at the end of the ninth five year plan 26.1% of the population was 

leaving below the poverty line. In the rural area 27.1% of the population was leaving under 

poverty. The overall unemployment rate estimated to be 7.32%. The female unemployment 

rate is 8.5%. The rate of growth of women unemployment in the rural area is 9.8%. This is 

because of the low growth rate of new and productive employment. It the end of the 9
th

 plan 

the rate of growth of employment was only 2.47%.  

The growing social awareness across the globe has brought a number of issues to therefore 

among which gender equality and empowerment of women are very significant. 

Discrimination against women in the form of male-female differentiation constitutes the core 

of the gender biased system. The empowerment is not essentially political alone in fact; 

political empowerment will not succeed in the absence of economic empowerment.  

4.5 Evidence of Disparities Faced by Women in Indian Politics 

The Constitution of India based on the principles of equality and guarantees equality before 

low and equal participation to all its citizens. It not only guarantees fundamental rights and 

freedoms, but also prohibits discrimination on the basis of religion, race, caste, sex, and place 

of birth. As such, women have been denied social, economic, civil and political right in many 

spheres.  
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An important area where women have been inadequately represented is in the political 

sphere. Article 325 and 326 of the Constitution of India guarantee political equality, equal 

right to participate in political activities and right to vote respectively. While the latter has 

been accessed, exercised and enjoyed by a large number of women, the former, i.e., right to 

equal political participation still a distant dream. Lack of space for participation in political 

bodies has not only resulted in their presence in meager numbers in their decision making 

bodies but also in the neglect of their issues and experiences in policy making.       

Women participation in formal politics can be gauged by examination them in relation to the 

following indicators: women participation in the Parliament, Legislative Assemblies, 

institutions of Local Governances and political parties and their participation in the electoral 

process as constitutions as well as candidates. The analysis of these indicators reveal both 

that historically women have been kept away from politics and political parties as well as 

other formal institutions have not validated their participation.   
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Table 4.1: Participation of Women in the Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha 

 

Year 
Members in Lok Sabha Members in Rajya Sabha 

No. of 

Seats 

No. of 

Women 

 

Percentage 

No. of 

Seats 

No. of 

Women 

 

Percentage 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1952-57 499 22 4.4 219 16 7.3 

1957-62 500 27 5.4 237 18 7.6 

1962-67 503 34 6.7 238 18 7.6 

1967-71 523 31 5.9 240 20 8.3 

1971-76 521 22 4.2 243 17 7.0 

1977-80 544 19 3.4 244 25 10.2 

1980-84 544 28 5.1 244 24 9.8 

1985-90 544 44 8.1 245 28 11.4 

1990-91 529 28 5.3 245 24 9.7 

1991-96 509 36 7.1 245 38 15.5 

1996-97 537 34 6.3 245 20 8.2 

1997-98 545 40 7.3 245 19 7.8 

1998-99 545 44 8.1 245 19 7.8 

1999-04 545 48 8.8 245 20 8.2 

2004-09 545 44 8.1 245 28 11.4 

  2009-14 545 59 10.9 245 27 11.0 

Source: Election Commission in India. (www.eci.gov.in) 

In the Lok Sabha, there has been a marginal increase in the percentage of women in relation 

to the total number of seats. However, it has at no elections between 1952 to till date 

exceeded 10 percent. In the Rajya Sabha, their population remains constant at about 8 percent 

of the total seats. The exception has been the 1991-1996 elections wherein their 

representation was at 15.5 percent. The trend after has been one of decline stagnation at 

around 8 percent, indicating a continued marginalization of women in these institutions.  

 

 

 

 

http://www.eci.gov.in/
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Representation of Women in State Legislatures: 

Table 4.2: Male-Female Representation in Selected State Assemblies 

State Latest year’s 

which date is 

available 

Total Male Female Female 

Percentage 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Andhra Pradesh 1999 294 266 28 9.52 

Arunachal Pradesh 1999 60 59 01 1.67 

Assam 1996 122 116 6 4.92 

Bihar 2000 324 305 19 5.86 

Delhi 1998 70 61 9 12.86 

Goa, Daman and DIU 1999 40 38 02 5.00 

Gujarat 1998 182 178 04 2.20 

Haryana 2000 90 86 04 4.44 

Himachal Pradesh 1998 68 62 06 8.82 

Jammu & Kashmir 1996 87 85 02 2.30 

Karnataka 1999 224 218 06 2.68 

Kerala 1996 140 127 13 9.29 

Madhya Pradesh 1998 320 294 26 8.13 

Maharashtra 1999 288 276 12 4.17 

Manipur 2000 60 59 01 1.67 

Meghalaya 1998 60 57 03 5.00 

Mizoram 1998 40 40 00 00.00 

Nagaland 1998 60 60 00 00.00 

Orissa 2000 147 134 13 8.84 

Pondicherry 1996 30 29 01 3.33 

Punjab 1997 117 110 7 5.98 

Rajasthan 1998 200 186 14 7.00 

Sikkim 1999 32 31 01 3.13 

Tamilnadu 1996 234 225 09 3.85 

Tripura 1998 60 58 02 3.33 

Uttar Pradesh 1996 424 404 20 4.72 

West Bengal 1996 294 274 20 6.80 

       Source: Election Commission in India. (www.eci.gov.in) 

Women‟s political representation at the state level as the gauged by their membership in state 

legislatures abysmally is very low. The latest data from the states show that Delhi (12.86 per 

cent) has the highest proportion of women members following by Andhra Pradesh (9.52 per 

cent) and Kerala (9.29 per cent). Other States will relatively high proportion of women in the 

http://www.eci.gov.in/
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state assemblies including Orissa (8.84 per cent), Himachal Pradesh (8.82 per cent) and 

Madhya Pradesh (8.13 per cent). It is clear from the data that women‟s participation in the 

state legislatures is even lower than their participation in the parliament and the reasons for 

the variation needs to be studied. In this context the 85
th

 Amendment Bill seeking one-third 

reservation for women in the parliamentary and legislative seats becomes extremely 

important possible alternative. 

4.6 Women Participation in Local Governments:  

Rural India has a total of 2, 25,000 Gram Panchayats with a membership of 22, 50,000 

elected representatives. The women constitute 7, 50,000 elected members, which is one-third 

of the total representatives. There are 1, 50,000 scheduled caste and scheduled tribe members 

of which 50,000 are women. Out of the total 2, 25,000 chairpersons, again one third of them 

are women.     

Chart 4.1: Gram Panchayat Members by Caste and Gender 

93%

7%

GP Members by Caste

General

 

 Source: DWCD, GOI (1995) Source: DWCD, GOI (1995)    
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Women political representation varies widely across states. Despite most states having at 

least 33 per cent women as a direct consequence of reservation, some states have even 

exceeded the 33 per cent quota. These include the states of Karnataka (46.7per cent), Kerala 

(36.2 per cent), Rajasthan (35.4 per cent) and West Bengal (35.2 per cent). Karnataka, the 

state with the highest proportion of women elected representatives in 1993 had 5,641GPs 

with 80,627 members of which 37,689 were women constituting 46.74 per cent of the total 

membership. Kerala follows closely, with 990 Gram Panchayats and 10,700 members, of 

which 3,878 were women (36.2 per cent). On the other side of the spectrum, are states like 

Punjab where only 14.9 per cent of the Gram Panchayats membership is women, which is 

less than half that is mandated in the 73
rd

 Constitutional Amendment. 

Chart 4.2: Women Gram Panchayat Members by State 

 

Source: DWCD, Government of India (1995)    

There are some areas has been identified and presented as the disadvantages faced by women 

leading to their level of political participation: Access to resources and information; 
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awareness; control over resources and information; personal/ familial support; social-

economic factors; organizational infrastructure; cultural barriers and law and politics. 

(IWRAW, 2011) 

Presently, in India rural local government comprise 2, 33,606 village Panchayats, 6094 

intermediate Panchayats, and 543 district Panchayats, making a total of 2, 40,243 at all the 

three levels. Total numbers of elected representatives of Panchayats at various levels are 

more than 28 lakh, of these nearly 37 per cent are women, and 19 per cent belongs to SCs 

and STs.  

Table 4.3: Leadership Positions in Rural Local Bodies 

Panchayat 

Level 

Number Elected 

Representatives 

Women SC ST 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

District 

Panchayats 

543 111,93 36 17 11 

Intermediate 

Panchayats 

6,094 1,13,684 37 21 7 

Village 

Panchayats 

2,33,606 18,50,334 37 19 12 

Source: Press Information Bureau, Government of India, 2010 

4.7 Access to Economic Resources of Women:  

Women are concentrated in the formal economy, the subsistence sector, where many are 

engaged in low wage or unpaid, low skilled or unskilled labour. Much of their work remains 

invisible, unrecognized and devalued and is therefore, unprotected by lows and legislations. 

The incomes they earn, however meager are still seen by them and their families as an 

income to be spent on the family. This compounded by the fact that 34 per cent of household 

are female-headed, places the burden of providing for the family primarily lies on women. 

Therefore, the expense required for political participation such as election campaign 

expenditure or resources required to attend meetings, visit and interact with government 
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officials, become an additional burden that women can ill afford, thus impending their full 

participation. Women get entangled in the web of oppression right from childhood. It is the 

girl child who is the first to be drawn out of the school (as education of the girl child is not 

the priority) to contribute to wage earning or to assist in sharing women’s domestic chores in 

the household or to be surrogate mother to her siblings. Thus depriving an opportunity for 

acquiring knowledge and skills, this would enable her to be economically independent.        

Chart 4.3: Land Ownership Patterns by Gender 

 

                 Source: Batliawalla et al., 1998 

4.8 Land Ownership of Women 

Batliawalla show that the land ownership of all types of land has owned by man over 82 per 

cent (Batliawalla, 1998). The study show that lass 2 per cent of the female respondents 

owned land in their own names, 10 per cent is held by other women relatives, a little over 6 

per cent is held jointly and the 1 per cent is held by other male relatives. In sum, only 12 per 

cent of all land is owned exclusively by women, 6 per cent jointly by man and women and as 

high as 82 per cent by men only.  
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4.9 Access to Decision Making Arenas of Women: 

In the formal political arena, it is observed that women have very low voting percentages and 

their representation in local, state, national governments and political parties is not 

proportionate of their population. Describing the situation in 1994, Ramchandran states that, 

“at the national level there is only one senior minister and six states ministers in a cabinet of 

1974. There is only one women governor and two chief ministers out of thirty in the 

country”.(Bannerjee, 1995) Where we do see some real change in the formal political arena 

as a direct consequence of the 73
rd

 and 74
th

 Constitutional Amendments is the Local 

Government. In a majority of Indian states women now constitute at least 33 per cent of the 

total number of seats. In states with a longer history of quota/ reservation, women now 

constitute a greater representation than the system requires. Furthermore, according to 

Ramchandran, “entrance of women in rural leadership role through constitutional reforms has 

its own impact upon- a) the linkage of village political parties b) determination of issues and 

priorities in rural power dynamics, and c) role of women in the political community.” She 

claims that while this change is uneven, the direction is the same, i.e. “towards participatory 

democracy with a commitment for social justice”. (Bannerjee, 1995)           

While women‟s participation in the formal decision making arenas has been less visible, their 

participation in grassroots democracy and social movements is very high. While this 

participation is not directly in the traditionally male political arenas such as party and 

parliamentary politics, it is vital for women‟s issues to gain the legitimacy and the visibility 

for women parliamentarians and politicians to even raise women-specific issues in the formal 

political spheres.  
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4.9.1 Women’s Mobility    

The norms operate both as a restriction on a women‟s mobility as well as an impediment for 

her participation in the public sphere. These cultural norms are perpetuated and sustained by 

powerful instruction of family, caste and religion. The inconvenient timings, location, 

distance and the lack of escort are impediments for women elected representatives to attend 

the meetings often there are situations when emergency meetings are called at inconvenient 

timings (late night, early mornings) preventing women‟s attendance and thus excluding from 

the decision making processes at large. Women face additional logistical problems in 

accessing decision making spheres, which are rarely taken into account by other members by 

the Gram Panchayat. These logistics include distance and meeting times. Timings have to 

take into account women‟s dual roles in the home and at work and that they do not feel save 

after dark. In Himachal Pradesh, some women Gram Panchayat officials did not attend 

meetings as they found that the meeting timings were not convenient. (Nagar, 1997) They 

also wanted the meetings to end early as they had long distance to cover to get home. The 

combination of timing and distance made meetings doubly hard for women to attend. 

Therefore, getting access to decision making for becomes difficult for women when timings 

and mobility have not been taken into consideration when gram Panchayat meetings are held.  

4.9.2 Awareness: 

The lack of knowledge and awareness of election and electoral processes among women is a 

major barrier in participating in elections. Also, the low level of literacy among majority of 

women prevent them from accessing information about the various political candidates, 

parties, party manifestos and the debates that precede elections that are critical for making an 

informed choice of appropriate candidates. Most of the information is in print media and 
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hence a serious handicap for a large majority of women who are illiterates. For elected 

women representatives who are relatively new in the political field the lack of knowledge of 

the roles and responsibilities associated with political institutions impedes there effective 

participation in decision making processes of governance including that of financial 

management. 

4.9.3 Literacy: 

Literacy on the one hand is linked to women‟s socio-economic status and on the others, has 

status as a woman has an independent and equally strong implication for her access to this 

realm. The world largest numbers of illiterate women are in India. According to the 2011 

census, there is rampant illiteracy among women, it being around 46 per cent as against 24 

per cent of man. Among the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes women‟s illiteracy is as 

high as 76 per cent and 81 per cent respectively. Illiteracy rates of women vary widely by 

region. For instance, in Kerala, which has achieved almost universal literacy the illiteracy 

rate is just around 9.08 per cent as against 52.47 per cent in Behar. Due to performance 

accorded to the education of the male child, dropout and absentee rates among female 

children tend to be higher thus contributing to female literacy.  

4.10 Control over decisions in the elected bodies: 

When elected as proxies, control over the decision making process is much lower than when 

elections are contested and won by a women elected representative in her individual capacity. 

In a pilot study conducted on Panchayat members in Kerala, when women Panchayat 

members were spoken to what emerged clearly was that the existing women members were 

mere proxies women Gram Panchayat members had no training in decision making and were 

dominated by male members, especially the male president. Women members were not 
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entrusted with money. The general feelings among other members came to the Panchayat 

committee meetings only to collect their daily travel allowance. (Radha, 1994) 

4.11 Indian Initiatives to Ensuring Women Participation in Decentralized 

Governance:  

By ensuring the inclusion of women in local government, the 73
rd

 and 74
th

 Amendment are 

bringing Indian politics a step closer to a full reflection of the needs and wants of all of 

Indian‟s people, both women and men. The amendments represent an opportunity to focus on 

the priorities of development that women state as essential to themselves, their families and 

their communities.  Furthermore, this represents the possibility of rethinking leadership itself, 

so that it embodies the qualities of women in power, who value honest, openness, patience, 

collective support, and accountability to the people they represent. 

In order to participate in the Panchayati Raj Institutions, and in society at large, the Indian 

women must first step forth from the enshrouding conditions that characterize her life. Her 

successful participation in the Panchayats is unquestionably linked to a process by which 

Indian society beings to break down the walks of tradition and customs that limit women‟s 

mobility and restrain their actions as key players of society. 

Various special supports, when created, can make room for women to act powerfully within 

the society and thereby within its local political structure. The district level federation would 

help the women in following areas: 

4.12 Support within the family    

1) Her husband and family encourage her participation in the Panchayat.  

2) Her husband and family assist her in household chores and family responsibilities, so 

that she has more time to engage in critical tasks as a Panchayat representative. 



118 

 

3) Her husband and family accept the fact that she will be interacting other man, and 

help her to overcome her shyness and reservation about doing so. 

4) Her husband and family understand the importance of her mobility, and allow her to 

determine her own movement outside of the home. 

4.13 Support with the Community    

1) Local training programmes and workshop are created to empower women which 

tread gender issues and build their confidence, as well as analyze the particulars of 

Panchayat operation. 

2) Local training programmes and workshop are developed to enlighten man, by 

building their cooperative skill and treat gender issues.  

3) Day care programmes are made available so that children can be cared for while the 

women is at work. 

4) Women‟s organization are created and strengthened so that women can exchange 

information and discuss ways to address their common problem. 

5) Women who have already served a term as Panchayat leaders act as her mentors.     

4.14 Support by Society at Large 

1) Government, NGOs and civil society institutions support her work by setting out 

funds for the Panchayats and making them easily accessible to women members. 

2) Government, NGOs and civil society institutions establish training broachers, satellite 

programmes, trips to seat of government and other special programmes to facilitate 

her work. 

3) Political parties make the participation of women in Panchayati Raj an important 

plank in their platform, and support Panchayats in their interface with government. 
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4) Media creates a supportive environment for women members by letting society know 

about their accomplishments, and by influencing public opinion in support of 

women‟s reservation and rights. (Giri, 2007)  

4.15 Women Reservation:  

From the point of view of women reservation it is a landmark decision that 33% of the seats 

are reserved for women. Women are being considered as a backward class because of their 

negligible representation in political process. As a result of this statutory provision of 

reservation for women, situations have dramatically changed. It is generally believed of the 

rural women that their responsibilities are confined merely up to kitchen and farms. This 

prolonged myth is changed as a result of big number of women joining the Panchayat 

election. (Sisodia, 2007)     

4.16 Enhancing Reservation for Women in Panchayats:  

The Cabinet July 21
st
, approved the proposal for moving an official Amendment to the 

Constitution (One hundred and Tenth Amendment) Bill, 2009 for enhancing reservation for 

women panchayats at all tiers from 1/3 to at least 50%. The Constitution (One hundred and 

Tenth Amendment) Amendment bill, 2009 was introduced in the Lok Sabha on 26.11.2009. 

The official Amendment proposed to add word „rural‟ before the word „population‟ as the 

whole the same occur in 1
st
 provision of clause (2) (iii) of the Constitution(One hundred and 

Tenth Amendment) Bill,2009. The provision will apply to the total number of seats filled by 

direct election, offices of chairpersons and seats and offices of chairpersons reserved for 

scheduled castes and scheduled tribes. 

Enhancement of reservation for women in Panchayats will facilitate more women to enter the 

public sphere and this will lead to further empowerment of women and also make Panchayats 
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more inclusive institutions, thereby improving governance and public service delivery. At 

present, out of total elected representatives of Panchayats numbering approximately 28.18 

lakh, 36.87% are women. With the proposed Constitutional Amendment, the number of 

elected women representative is expected to rise to more than 14 lakh. Having more elected 

women representatives would benefit the entire population of the States and UTs where 

Panchayati Raj is in existence.    

Table-4.4: Elected Women Representatives in PRIs (%) 

    State    GP    PS    ZP   Total         Rank 

 

Bihar   54.6  49.2  49.9  54.1  1 

Maharashtra  43.7  48.9  46.2  43.8  2 

Karnatake  43.0  41.2  37.1  42.9  3 

Uttar Pradesh 38.8  37.6  41.6  38.8  4 

Arunachal Pradesh 39.5  35.2  33.1  38.5  5 

Assam   38.3  36.8  34.6  38.1  6 

Uttaranchal  37.9  35.9  33.1  37.8  7 

All States  37.5  37.4  38.2  37.5  8 

Kerala   37.3  37.3  36.9  37.3  9 

West Bengal  36.6  34.8  34.2  36.3  10 

Haryana  36.1  34.0  35.2  36.0  11 

Orissa   35.8  35.1  34.7  35.8  12 

Rajasthan  35.2  38.4  37.6  35.4  13 

Punjab  35.0  33.4  32.7  35.0  14 

Tripura  34.6  35.5  34.1  34.6  15 

Madhya Pradesh 33.9  33.4  34.4  33.9  16 

Tamil Nadu  33.7  35.3  34.6  33.8  17 

Chhattisgarh  33.7  33.8  34.0  33.7  18  

Himachal Pradesh 33.5  33.5  34.3  33.5  19 

Gujarat  33.3  33.5  33.5  33.3  20 

Andhra Pradesh 33.0  33.7  33.5  33  21 

 

Source: GoL, MoPR (2006) 
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4.17 Women Participation and Empowerment through Panchayati Raj Institution 

Empowerment is a process of awareness and capacity building leading to greater 

participation, to great decision making power and control, and to transformative action which 

enables individuals or groups to change balances of power in social, economic and political 

relations in society. (Sundar Ram, 2009) The political empowerment of women is essential 

for a gender just and equitable society. Interventions for the empowerment of women must 

take into account the fact that political empowerment are one of the most important aspects 

of the whole process of empowerment. So that women can participate in decision-making 

and can shape the future of their communities it is necessary that they should be a part of the 

political process of the nation. The Parliament of India has given a tremendous boost when it 

steered the 73
rd

 Constitution Amendment. As a result, the women at the grassroots were 

given 33 per cent reservation in the Panchayati Raj bodies. With every Panchayat election, 10 

lakh women enter the democratic process of the country and they are involved in tasks of 

village welfare. This exposure has created a whole new cadre of women workers at the 

village level who are being groomed at the entry level of the democratic process. (Cariappa, 

P 2009). 

While the overall picture is upbeat, there some concerns as well. It is essential to understand 

that the ability to take advantage of this positive discrimination is mediated by class, 

ethnicity, caste and power structures. The Constitutional provisions have ensured 

representation of women in local governance, but merely becoming members does not ensure 

effectiveness. It is not always the case that the most capable women are elected as leaders. 

Often, women who are relatives of the existing local leaders may get elected to fill up these 

reserved seats. Women still continue to face considerable handicaps to their involvement in 
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politics. The conservative attitude in rural areas, patriarchal values, religious views, family 

responsibilities, lack of educations and economic dependency often make women in rural 

areas unequipped to effective participate in the political process. In some cases elected 

women have remained at home while their husbands have attended Panchayat meetings and 

carried out official transactions on their behalf. Also, sometime have acted as proxies for 

mans views or for influential lobbies at the councils. Further, these elected representatives 

have often been from upper caste communities and hence this participatory process in not 

entirely free of caste and class bias.  

Reservation is an important stapes to ensure participation of women. But this must be backed 

by a more concrete agenda for action involving spread of education and mass communication 

among women, proper training before assuming office, self-help groups for awareness, 

economic independence through access to micro-credit organizations, and access to health 

providers etc. For political empowerment institutional politics are not enough, an enabling 

environment is also needed. This includes a legal framework, sensitization workshops to 

negotiate institutional rights, civil society cooperation and an active political constituency 

advocating the rights of women. Also a security structure needs to be provided to women 

against harassment from vested interests. (Pitroda, 2009) 

4.18 Women and Panchayats in West Bengal    

One of the most significant social changes that has been occurred and still being brought 

about by this pattern of decentralization has been the empowerment of women. West Bengal 

has had a history of substantial representation of women in Panchayats will before the 73
rd

 

and 74
th

 Amendment was passed by Parliament; in fact, one-third of Panchayat members 

have been women throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Furthermore, women have been 
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relatively well represented not only Gram Panchayat level, even at the higher tiers of district 

government such as the Zilla Parishads. The most resent Panchayat elections in 2008 have 

created even more gender balance of the active policy of the ruling party and its partners in 

terms of fielding more women candidates, and now the Sabhadhipatis of several districts are 

women. 

The participation of women in Panchayats tends to have dynamic effects on the social and 

political empowerment of women in general, and also has been seen to have positive effect 

on the general functioning and responsiveness of Panchayats to people‟s needs. Not only it 

been found that schemes tend to be design with more relevance for local conditions and 

requirements of all the population, but active women‟s participation also improve the local 

enforcement of the requirement of people, especially in terms of fair price shops that 

provides goods as specified and at prices that are specified. Several monitoring problems, 

which have been noticed in schemes such as special meals for girl‟s students or nutrition 

programmes for pregnant and locating mothers or public health campaign, can also be 

reduced with more active participation and control of women Panchayat members over the 

actual implementation. In terms of employment schemes, Panchayats operating with a 

gender-sensitive focus can encourage greater participation of women works by reducing 

certain types of inflexibility, such as in the timing of work during the day, the patriarchal 

attitudes of supervision, etc. 

More significantly, the greater presence and participation of women in public life has 

powerful effects on the situation of women in local society generally. There are numerous 

examples of how local women leaders have emerged through this process, transforming their 

own lives and those of the society around them, and altering both social attitudes towards 
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women and the aspirations of women and young girls. The significant increase in the 

population of girls in education, the better performance of girls in schools, and the strong 

motivation for schooling even among girls in low income or socially deprive groups; can be 

at least partly attributed to the influence of women Panchayat members in raising 

consciousness and gender awareness in the local communities.           

4.19 Level of Women Participation through Panchayti Raj Institutions in West 

Bengal: 

In a study done in four districts in West Bengal on 50 Gram Panchayats women members and 

their participation, 28(56 per cent) claimed that they had a high level of participation in 

panchayat meetings. (Bannerjee, 1995) The responses of 14 members (28 per cent) indicated 

very low levels of involvement. Those women with high involvement regularly took notes 

and recorded meeting minutes while the others displayed a lack of confidence in keeping 

written 22 women felt that they participated equally with men and 19 women lacked 

confidence in expressing their opinions during the meetings.  At the higher levels 

governance, at the Zilla and Mandal Panchayats women were different in their performance 

and hardly opportunities where men and women can work together. Their working together 

may lead to awkwardness for both, particularly for women. (IWRAW, 2011) 

A study carried out in the four districts in West Bengal on 50 Gram Panchayat women 

members asked women to describe their contribution to community development (Banarjee, 

R 1995). Most of women (60 per cent or 30 women) claimed to have played an active role in 

maintenance of roads, tube well construction, and maintenance of school buildings, drainage 

system and water supply. Some of them had tried sincerely to work towards women‟s 

empowerment by taking initiative in providing loans to rural women, protesting against 
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injustice like divorce, child marriage and molestation and helping villagers in general. The 

reaming 40 per cent were not involved and the reasons given were that male resistance 

prevented their active participation, not allow them to work in the Gram Panchayats. This 

implies that in the absence of such resistance women who were not active would have been 

equally able to contribute towards the overall development of their communities.         

4.20 Women attendance in Gram Sansads meeting:  

Decentralized governance cannot be running effectively without the reasonable participation 

of women. Keeping in mind of that view the decision maker of Indian political system 

introduce the 73
rd

 Constitution Amendment Act and ensured women participation in 

Panchayati Raj Institutions. In West Bengal under the Left-Front Government were 

introduced two grassroots institution Gram Sabha and Gram Sansad. The people‟s are 

directly participate in the planning, implementation and evaluation of the various schemes or 

projects through the Gram Sabha and Gram Sansad in West Bengal. The Left Front 

Government has made various acts for this purpose in the state legislature. The Gram Sansad 

meetings conducted regularly but the participation of the people‟s in general and women in 

particular not satisfactory (Table-4.4). In 2002, the attendance in the Gram Sansad meetings 

has not adequate. The average attendance range in the Gram Sansad meetings has 4 -19 

percent only (Table-4.5). Women attendance in the Gram Sansad meetings has also very low. 

In 2002, women average attendance range in the Gram Sansad meetings has 1-4 percent only.  

 

 

 

 



126 

 

Table-4.5: District-wise Attendance of Gram Sansad Meeting in November, 2002 
District Gram 

Panchayat 

Gram 

Sansad 

Average 

Voters of 

Gram Sansad 

Average 

Attendance 

Percentage Average 

Attendance 

of Women 

Percentage 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Coochbehar 128 1701 749 143 19 17 2 

Jalpaiguri 146 2095 744 141 19 18 2 

Darjeeling(Hill 

Area) 

112 1041 386 49 13 3 1 

Siliguri MP 22 349 823 - 12 - 2 

Uttar Dinajpur 99 1470 740 75 10 13 2 

Dakshin Dinajpur 65 925 741 63 9 14 2 

Malda 147 2021 738 68 9 6 1 

Murshidabad 255 3614 784 - 6 - - 

Nadia 187 2639 809 79 10 14 2 

North 24-Pargana 200 2923 763 55 7 17 2 

South 24-Pargana 312 4324 765 94 12 13 2 

Howrah 157 2218 803 46 6 9 1 

Hooghly 210 3001 801 91 11 16 2 

Purba Medinipur 223 2970 804 97 12 30 4 

Paschim 

Medinipur 

290 3449 787 140 18 20 3 

Bankura 190 2488 750 30 4 7 1 

Purulia 170 1925 711 - 11 - 1 

Burdwan 277 3833 817 92 11 17 2 

Birbhum 167 2108 764 - - - - 

TOTAL 3357 45094 746 82 11 - 2 

Source: Panchayati Raj Samachar, Vol.2, No. 1-2, January-February, 2003 

4.21 Conclusion:  

Women‟s participation in Panchayati Raj Institutions provided opportunities to woman to 

participate in the decision making process. Woman‟s participation proved to be the most 

effective instrument in bringing about a change in their way of life in terms of economic 

well-being and adoption of new technology. Women‟s entry into Panchayati Raj Institutions 

both as member as well as heads of Panchayats has pushed them into the policy-making and 

policy-implementation process in a very big way. To make women‟s participation in society 

and politics a reality, it is emphasized that unless structural changes are brought about, a 

scientific effort is made to educate women and the power structure existing in rural areas are 

neutralized, nothing much can be achieved.  
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