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 ABSTRACT

Empowering women is complex and multidimensional, encompassing not just the social and economic spheres but
also the political sphere. It entails tackling the structural inequities and power imbalances that perpetuate gender-
based discrimination and exclusion, as well as fostering women’s full involvement and agency in all sectors of life.
Local governance, a system of decentralized decision-making and service delivery at the sub-national level, has
been recognized as a crucial arena for promoting women’s empowerment and advancing gender equality. Establishing
PRIs in India was a critical step towards decentralization and democratization of governance. It was also a reaction
to requests made for a more extended period for increased participation from the grassroots level and greater local
autonomy. PRIs are local government bodies obliged to incorporate women and other marginalized groups in
decision-making. They provide essential services and infrastructure at the village, block, and district levels. PRIs
have been recognized as a fruitful channel for advancing the cause of women’s empowerment because they make
it possible for women to take part in the governance of their communities and have a voice in making choices that
impact their everyday lives. The 73rd Amendment made women eligible for a reservation of one-third of the seats
in PRIs, which has resulted in a considerable increase in the proportion of women serving in these institutions.
PRIs can contribute to more inclusive and equitable development results by furthering the broader goals of gender
equality and social justice by empowering women through local governance. As a result, this piece of research
aims to investigate the function that PRIs play in advancing women’s empowerment in India, with a particular
emphasis on their influence on political involvement and decision-making.

Keywords: Political Participation, Empowerment, Panchayati Raj Institutions, Leadership, Women’s
Representation.

INTRODUCTION

Democracy plays a crucia l role in granting
empowerment, and the functioning of Panchayat Raj
Institutions (PRIs) ensures active participation from
every sector of society. Achieving gender equality is
fundamental for enabling women’s effective engagement
in any democratic system. To foster identical
opportunities in education and employment and enhance
the economic condition of women, both central and State
governments in India have rolled out numerous
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programs over the past two decades. These initiatives
have substantially transformed the status of women in
the country. Reflecting on the early days of
independence, Mahatma Gandhi said: Until Indian
women actively participate in public life, the country
cannot achieve salvation, and the vision of
decentralization will remain not be achieved. I do not
appreciate a concept of self-governance (Swaraj) that
does not involve the full contribution of these women.
(Usha, 1999).

Despite progress, gender bias remains a significant
concern. The Indian government, along with numerous
state governments, has implemented interventions aimed
at empowering women authentically. Women’s
empowerment involves bolstering their economic,
social, and political standing, allowing them to lead
dignified lives. One key strategy for promoting women’s
empowerment involves their active engagement in PRIs,
enabling them to contribute to political decision-making.
The 73rd constitutional Amendment in India stands as
a significant milestone, ensuring local empowerment and
explicitly focusing on empowering women. This
Amendment mandates a 33 percent reservation for
women in Panchayat seats. Furthermore, the allocation
of seats for Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled
Tribes (STs) is based on their respective population
proportions.

India declared the year 2001 as the Year of Women’s
Empowerment, emphasizing its commitment to gender
equality, a key goal under the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs). In 2011, the Government of India
initiated the UN Women Programme, with financial aid
from the UNDP, to boost the political leadership of
women and promote gender-inclusive governance in
rural regions. However, despite these initiatives, the
Global Gender Gap Report of 2012 ranked India 105
out of 135 countries, highlighting disparities in economic
engagement, educational achievement, health and
survival, and political empowerment. (Hausmann, et al
2012).

While the reservation of seats in local bodies has granted
women a platform to voice their concerns, challenges
persist. Society, particularly men, often fail to support
this effort entirely. Many women entering politics for
the  first-time  face  obstacles  due  to  cultural  biases,
patriarchal norms, and limited education. In essence,
while the reservation system is a step forward, it alone
is insufficient. Addressing societal attitudes, education,
and cultural norms is crucial to achieving genuine

women’s empowerment in India’s rural local
bodies.(Dahlerup, 2005; Gochhayat, 2013; Rashimi,
1997).

NATIONAL AND GLOBAL CONSIDERATIONS REGARDING

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

In the realm of women’s empowerment, both national
and international entities have actively engaged in efforts
to uplift the societal, economic, and political condition
of women across society. Recognizing the indispensable
link between equality and active participation, numerous
international institutions, governmental bodies, and non-
governmental organizations have taken proactive
measures.  The  United  Nations  (UN)  played  a  crucial
role in this regard, establishing the Commission on the
Status of Women in 1946. This Commission was
fundamentally oriented towards advocating equal rights
for men and women. The UN solidified its commitment
to gender equality in 1948 with the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, which staunchly defended
the equal rights of both men and women (Trivedi, 2010
pp. 41-43).

The issue of women’s empowerment gained prominence
through international agreements such as the ‘Political
Rights of Women’ Convention in 1952 and the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights in
1966. These initiatives were aimed at providing women
with equal opportunities in public life. A significant
milestone occurred in 1975 when the First World
Conference took place in Mexico City, leading the
United Nations to designate 1975 as the International
Women’s Year and 1980 as the year dedicated to the
‘Development of Women.’ Furthermore, in 1979, the
UN General Assembly implemented the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW). This Convention marked a
significant step towards combating discrimination
against women in all aspects of life.

The momentum for empowerment of women continued
with the 1985 World Conference on Women in Nairobi,
which emphasized the need for forward-looking plan to
expand women’s opportunities (Singh, 2003 p.257).
Consequently, several developmental programs and
action plans for empowerment of women were
formulated at the domestic and global levels. These
concerted efforts underscore the global commitment
toadvocating for the rights of women and promoting
their dynamic involvement in all facets of society.
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THE DEVELOPMENT AND EX PANSION OF THE

PANCHAYATI RAJ SYSTEM IN INDIA

India’s ancient text, the Rig Veda, provides insights into
the existence of self-governing village communities
spread across the subcontinent. These communities,
mentioned in the Rig Veda, were essential intermediaries
between predominantly agrarian village economies and
higher authorities. Referred to as “sabhas,” these
councils or assemblies gradually evolved into what is
now known as the “Panchayat,” representing as a group
of five esteemed elders. In north and south India, these
panchayats became central to the administration,
fostering social cohesion and serving as the primary
platform for justice administration and local dispute
resolution. Remarkably, these essential traits of village
panchayats remained unaltered throughout the medieval
and Mughal eras.

THE EVOLUTION OF PANCHAYATS IN BRITISH INDIA

In 1870, under the governance of Lord Mayo, a
resolution was passed to decentralize power. This move
aimed not only to enhance administrative efficiency in
addressing public needs but also to boost imperial
finances. Concurrently, a notable effort to restore the
old village panchayat system in Bengal was achieved
with the enactment of the Bengal Chowkidari Act of
1870.This legislation granted District Magistrates the
authority to institute panchayats composed of appointed
members in rural areas. The Ripon Resolution 1882
marked a noteworthy development by introducing rural
local boards. These boards were to comprise two-thirds
of elected, non-official representatives, with a non-
official Chairperson serving as the presiding officer.
Although the implementation progress occurred slowly,
this period witnessed an elevation in the significance of
rural local administration, and the concept of “self-
government” became more prominent.

In 1907, the government established a six-member Royal
Commission on Decentralisation, which included Shri
Ramesh Chandra Dutt as the sole Indian representative.
The 1909 report of the Commission expanded upon the
principles delineated in the Ripon Resolution and
recognized the vital role of Panchayats in the governance
of India. The 1919 Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms
placed local self-government within the purview of
Indian Ministers in the provinces. To ensure full popular
control in local entities and maximize their autonomy
from external influence, the reforms proposed extensive
democratization of local self-government institutions,
such as village Panchayats.

The turning point arrived with the Government of India
Act in 1935, ushering in provincial autonomy. During
this time, Panchayats underwent a crucial phase in their
development. With democratically elected provincial
governments in place, most provincial administrations
enacted legislation to democratize local self-government
entities, such as village Panchayats.

THE EVOLUTION OF PANCHAYATI RAJ IN POST-
INDEPENDENCE INDIA

Following India’s independence, establishing the
Panchayati Raj was a significant endeavor. Article 40
of the Indian Constitution, part of the non-mandatory
Directive Principles of State Policy, emphasized the
organization of village Panchayats and the necessity of
empowering them for self-governance. States were
authorized to legislate for local bodies under Item 5 of
List II of the Seventh Schedule of the constitution.

A crucial breakthrough occurred in 1957 with the Team’s
recommendations for the examination of Community
Development Projects and National Extension Service,
led by Shri Balwantrai Mehta. This team stressed the
importance of statutory representative bodies for public
participation in community works. The National
Development Council endorsed these principles, leading
states to develop suitable structures. Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru inaugurated the Panchayati Raj on
October 2, 1959, in Nagaur, Rajasthan, marking a pivotal
moment in governance.

However, challenges persisted. Panchayats were
established in several states, yet their empowerment
varied, and women needed more representation.
Elections were irregular, and state governments often
prematurely superseded them. The Asoka Mehta
Committee Report of 1978 suggested the constitutional
inclusion of Panchayati Raj. Some states, including West
Bengal, Andhra Pradesh, and Karnataka made efforts
to strengthen local bodies based on these
recommendations. In 1989, constitutional amendments
for Panchayats and Nagarpalikas were introduced, but
they faced challenges in the Rajya Sabha.

In 1991, revised Constitution Amendment Bills were
introduced, incorporating changes from earlier
proposals. Both the Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha
approved both Bills in December 1992. Following
approval by more than half of the State Assemblies, these
amendments were enacted into law. On April 24, 1993,
the Constitution (Seventy-third Amendment) Act, 1992,
and on June 1, 1993, the Constitution (Seventy-fourth
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Amendment) Act, 1992 were enforced, adding Parts IX
and IXA to the Constitution, titled “The Panchayats”
and “The Municipalities,” respectively. These
amendments were vital in shaping the framework of
local self-governance in India.

Women Empowerment and Political Participation
in India: A Comprehensive Overview

The idea of gender equality is deeply embedded in the
fabric of the Indian Constitution, reflected in its
Preamble, Fundamental Rights, Fundamental Duties,
and Directive Principles. Notably, the Constitution not
only ensures equality to women but also provides the
State with authority to implement affirmative action
measures in their favour. Over the years, India has
undergone significant shifts in its stance on issues related
to women, evolving from mere welfare programs to a
focus on development and, eventually, empowerment.
This transformation became particularly evident from
the Eighth Five-Year Plan onwards.

According to the World Economic Forum’s 2013 report,
which assesses global progress in bridging the gender
gap, India ranked 101st out of 136 countries. The
political empowerment index measures the disparity
between men and women in high-level political
decision-making positions, both in ministerial roles and
in Parliament. India’s commitment to enhancing
women’s political participation is evident in the reforms
made to the Panchayati Raj Institutions. These changes,
introduced in recent years, include policies favouring
women’s reservation, a crucial step to maximize their
involvement at the grassroots level. This approach not
only increases women’s participation but also nurtures
their understanding of national welfare and integrity,
enabling them to contribute significantly alongside their
male counterparts.

The discourse surrounding women’s empowerment in
India has been ongoing since independence.
Empowering women, who historically held subordinate
positions to men, is essential to combat social, political,
and economic discrimination. The 73rd Amendment Act
is a significant breakthrough in enhancing women’s
political empowerment, mainly through the Panchayati
Raj Institutions. This legislation has paved the way for
numerous women, previously confined to domestic
roles, to participate in decision-making processes within
rural areas actively.

Advocates for gender equality argue that
decentralization, by creating opportunities for women

to exert control over service designs, resource
management, and provisions, can substantially benefit
their cause. Furthermore, the increasing number of
women engaging in local politics advocating for gender-
related issues is a promising path towards achieving
gender equity in India.

Enhancing Women’s Participation in PRIs through
Reservation Policies

The Constitutional (73rd Amendment) Act of 1992
introduced a significant provision: the mandatory
reservation of a minimum of one-third of the overall
positions for Members and Chairpersons at all levels of
Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs), including Gram
Panchayat, Transitional Panchayat, and District level
Panchayat, for women. This reservation policy was
implemented to enhance women’s involvement in
decision-making processes within the Panchayati Raj
System. Recognizing the historical marginalization of
women in society, this reservation initiative is a crucial
and influential step toward bolstering women’s active
participation in the political system.

The rationale behind this policy lies in acknowledging
the pivotal role women play in shaping civilized society.
By ensuring their representation at various tiers of PRIs,
the reservation policy strives to empower rural women,
an important component for the holistic development
of rural India. Integrating women into the core of
progress is a paramount priority for the Indian State,
reflecting the nation’s commitment to gender equality
and empowerment. This commitment was underscored
in 2001, officially designated as the “Year of Women
Empowerment,” emphasizing the country’s dedication
to advancing the status and participation of women in
all aspects of public life (Bag &Jagadala, 2016).

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN PRIS

The effective involvement of women in Panchayati Raj
Institutions (PRIs) serves dual purposes: it acts as both
a means of provision through intervention and as a
control mechanism implemented by legislators.
Participation can manifest in various forms: direct or
indirect, formal or informal, social, political, or
organizational. Within PRIs, women’s participation
assumes diverse roles, encompassing activities that
shape their involvement in decision-making processes
and administration. This involvement extends to strategy
and program planning, the formulation and interpretation
of policies, and the development of targeted groups.
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In contemporary period, the conventional notion of
people’s involvement often falls short due to citizens
lacking the time, resources, or motivation to engage with
government programs designed for their welfare.
Consequently, government assistance is essential to
establish institutional frameworks that promote
widespread participation. Initiatives such as the
Panchayat Raj and community development programs
were explicitly introduced to encourage women’s
involvement in the governmental administration of
development initiatives in rural areas. (Mahalinga, 2013
p. 152)

Collective women members actively participate in a
range of activities within PRIs, including attending Gram
Sabha meetings. Women contribute dynamically to rural
development platforms, showcasing their abilities from
laborers to policymakers. The enactment of reservations
for women at grassroots levels acts as a catalyst, drawing
women into these engagements. They contribute ideas,
addressing various challenges they face. (Behera, 2017
pp.1-5)

Women play a pivotal role in numerous areas, including
abolishing the dowry system, reducing female illiteracy
rates, combating domestic violence and discrimination
against women and Dalits, preventing female foeticide,
encouraging the enrolment of girls in schools, promoting
women’s employment in government schemes,
facilitating economic backing for small-scale businesses,
fostering self-help groups and cooperatives, raising
awareness about voting and political rights, enhancing
maternal and child healthcare, implementing family
planning programs, and promoting women’s political
participation in PRIs. These multifaceted efforts
underscore the significant impact of women’s
involvement in PRIs, serving as a testament to their
active contribution to the development and
empowerment of their communities (Srivastava, 2009
p.364).

CONCLUSION

In the Indian Constitution, provisions guaranteeing equal
rights to all citizens, regardless of their economic or
social status, are outlined. Nevertheless, these provisions
remain largely theoretical for millions of economically
and socially disadvantaged individuals in the country,
particularly among the Scheduled Tribes (STs),
Scheduled Castes (SCs), and women. Women, in
particular, face challenges in various aspects, including
skewed sex ratios, limited literacy rates, imbalanced

workforce participation, shorter life expectancy, and
restricted access to influential power structures guiding
the nation’s development initiatives.

The exclusion of women from political opportunities
and their limited involvement in decision-making
processes not only curtails their autonomy but also
hampers the country’s holistic development. Political
engagement and access to decision-making platforms
are vital elements of capability and autonomy, and the
absence of these opportunities results in the
underutilization of women’s potential and effectiveness.
Notably, one of the key variables used to measure the
Gender Empowerment Index is the proportional
representation of women in administrative and
managerial positions. (UNDP 1995)

To truly empower women, it is imperative to integrate
them into decision-making processes across all levels.
This involvement is crucial for channelling women’s
demands onto the national agenda. Achieving the goals
set for women’s empowerment requires collaborative
efforts from various segments of society. Family
members, religious leaders, and political figures must
unite, setting aside personal interests, to recognize that
women constitute an equally vital part of society.
Transforming the prevailing patriarchal and male-
dominated societal norms is essential. The ultimate aim
is establishing an egalitarian socio-economic framework
where men and women collaborate as equals. Only
through this transformative shift can the challenging
road to empowering women be navigated successfully.
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