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Abstract 

This paper explores the role of women legislators in Bihar, India, from the first general election in 1952 

to the present. It examines how women’s participation in the state assembly has changed over time and 

the challenges they have faced. In the early years, women had very limited representation in Bihar’s 

politics, mainly due to patriarchal norms, caste discrimination, and a lack of political opportunities. The 

73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments in the 1990s, which introduced reservations for women in local 

governance, helped increase their participation, particularly at the grassroots level. However, at the state 

level, progress has been slow. As of 2020, women held only 10.7% of seats in the Bihar Legislative 

Assembly. Despite these challenges, women legislators have made important contributions, especially in 

areas like education, healthcare, and social welfare. This study also highlights barriers such as caste and 

gender bias, financial limitations, and a lack of support from political parties. Finally, the paper suggests 

policy changes, such as stronger reservation enforcement and more support for women candidates, to 

improve women’s representation in Bihar. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Since India's independence in 1947, the political landscape of Bihar has undergone significant 

transformation, marked by deep-rooted caste dynamics, socio-economic disparities, and the evolving role 

of women in governance. Initially, women’s participation in politics was minimal, reflecting the broader 

patriarchal structures prevalent across Indian society. Bihar, known for its complex caste-based politics 

and socio-economic challenges, mirrored these gendered political barriers. Women's political involvement 

in Bihar was sporadic in the early years, with only a few women reaching legislative positions, mostly 

through political dynasties or exceptional circumstances. The introduction of the 73rd and 74th 

Constitutional Amendments in the early 1990s, which mandated 33% (later increased to 50%) reservation 

for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions (local governance), marked a turning point. This policy reform 

aimed to enhance women’s representation at the grassroots level and gradually influenced their 

participation in higher levels of politics. Despite this, women legislators in Bihar have continued to face 

socio-political challenges, including caste-based discrimination, entrenched patriarchy, and limited 

political support from parties. These dynamics have shaped the slow but steady rise of women in Bihar’s 

political institutions. 

Research Objective 

The objective of this research is to provide a comprehensive historical analysis of the participation of 

women legislators in Bihar from the first general election in 1952 to the present. By examining the key 
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trends in women’s political representation, the contributions made by women legislators, and the enduring 

barriers they face, this study aims to illuminate the evolving role of women in Bihar’s political landscape. 

The research will utilise secondary data from election reports, legislative records, and policy reviews to 

map this historical progression and offer insights into the socio-political impact of women leaders in the 

state. 

Research Questions 

This study will address the following key research questions: 

1. How has the number of women legislators evolved over time in Bihar? This question seeks to 

analyse the historical trends in women’s political participation in Bihar, tracking their representation 

across different decades and elections. 

2. What contributions have women legislators made to Bihar’s political and social landscape? The 

study will examine the specific legislative achievements, policy contributions, and socio-economic 

reforms championed by women in Bihar’s legislative bodies. 

3. What barriers have persisted over the decades for women entering and succeeding in legislative 

roles? This question will explore the ongoing challenges faced by women in politics, including socio-

cultural, economic, and institutional hurdles that have limited their full participation in Bihar’s political 

system. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Historical Background 

Early Political Representation of Women (1950s–1980s): 

Women’s political participation in India has been historically limited, especially in states like Bihar, where 

caste, patriarchy, and socio-economic inequalities dominated the political landscape. Following 

independence, women's representation in Bihar's state legislature remained sparse. In the first few 

elections (1952–1980s), women comprised only a small fraction of elected representatives. For example, 

in the first Bihar Legislative Assembly election in 1952, out of 330 seats, only 10 were held by women, 

amounting to just 3% representation. Studies by Rai (2002) and Forbes (1996) highlight that during this 

period, women’s participation in politics was mostly symbolic, with most women either being relatives of 

established male politicians or members of the political elite. 

The political environment of Bihar between the 1950s and 1980s was heavily influenced by patriarchal 

norms that restricted women’s active participation in politics. The political culture, dominated by male-

centric ideologies, viewed women as secondary players, thereby limiting their roles to supporting 

functions rather than leadership positions. Additionally, socio-cultural factors such as caste and religion 

compounded these challenges. Women from lower castes, particularly Dalits and OBCs, faced systemic 

exclusion from political processes. Studies by Kumar (2005) and Jha (1999) highlight that while upper-

caste women had marginally better access to political opportunities, caste and gender discrimination still 

shaped their political trajectories. 

Key Legislative Milestones 

73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments (1992): 

The early 1990s marked a significant turning point in women's political participation across India, 

particularly in Bihar, with the enactment of the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments in 1992. These 

amendments mandated 33% (later raised to 50% in some states) reservation for women in local governance 

bodies (Panchayati Raj Institutions and Municipalities). This legal reform aimed to ensure greater gender  
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inclusivity in political decision-making at the grassroots level. 

In Bihar, the implementation of these amendments dramatically increased women’s participation in 

Panchayati Raj institutions. Between 1993 and 2001, the percentage of women holding elected seats in 

local bodies jumped from almost negligible numbers to 33%. By 2015, women held over 50% of seats in 

Panchayats due to further policy shifts. This marked a significant shift in women’s engagement with 

political processes, and studies by Pandey (2016) and Kumar (2017) found that increased political 

representation at the local level empowered women to enter state and national politics. 

 

Key Legislative 

Milestones 

Impact on Women’s Representation 

1952-1980 Limited Participation; Women Largely sidelines by Socio-Cultural 

Constraints 

73rd and 74th 

Amendments (1992) 

Mandated 33% Reservation for Women in Panchayats, greatly 

increasing their presence in local governance 

2010 Amendement in 

Bihar 

Raised reservation for women in Panchayats to 50% , enhancing 

women’s political leadership at grassroots levels. 

 

Despite these advances, women’s participation in the Bihar Legislative Assembly has remained relatively 

low. For instance, in the 2010 Bihar elections, women’s representation in the state assembly was just 

10.7% (22 out of 243 seats). While reservations in local governance improved participation at the 

grassroots level, similar reforms have not yet been fully implemented at higher legislative levels. 

Research Gaps 

While several studies (Rai, 2002; Kumar, 2017) have focused on the role of women in local governance 

post-73rd and 74th Amendments, few have examined the long-term historical progression of women 

legislators in Bihar's state assembly. There is a distinct gap in longitudinal analyses that track women’s 

participation from the 1950s to the present, especially beyond the Panchayati Raj level. Additionally, while 

many studies address the socio-cultural factors that limit women’s participation, there is limited analysis 

of the specific contributions women legislators have made in different periods of Bihar’s political history. 

Most research tends to focus on women’s participation quantitatively (i.e., numbers of elected women) 

rather than qualitatively analysing their legislative contributions or policy influence. 

Moreover, the intersection of caste and gender in Bihar's political environment is underresearched. While 

studies by Jha (1999) and Kumar (2005) address caste as a significant factor in political exclusion, there 

is limited exploration of how women from marginalised castes, particularly Dalits and OBCs, navigate 

political roles in Bihar's legislative assembly. This gap is crucial, as understanding these intersections 

would provide a more nuanced picture of women’s challenges and achievements in Bihar’s political 

history. 

While there has been substantial progress in local governance due to legislative reforms, a significant gap 

remains in understanding the historical role, challenges, and contributions of women legislators in Bihar 

at the state level. Future research must address these gaps through detailed qualitative and quantitative 

analyses of women's legislative careers, caste-gender intersections, and their socio-political impact over  
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time. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

This study employs a secondary data analysis approach to explore the historical trends, contributions, 

and challenges faced by women legislators in Bihar from 1952 to the present. By relying on already 

available data, this research avoids primary data collection methods like interviews, instead focusing on 

analysing existing records and scholarly literature. The study is designed to systematically collect and 

analyse historical and contemporary data from various credible sources, such as government reports, 

academic research, media archives, and legislative documents. The objective is to trace the evolution of 

women’s political participation in Bihar, focusing on quantitative data (e.g., the number of women elected 

over time) and qualitative insights into their legislative contributions. 

Data Sources 

To ensure a comprehensive analysis, the study drew on the following secondary sources: 

● Election Commission of India Reports: These reports provide detailed data on electoral outcomes 

from 1952 to the present, including the number of women candidates, their electoral success rates, and 

the evolution of women’s representation over time. 

● Bihar State Assembly Records: These records will be used to examine the legislative careers of 

women in the Bihar Legislative Assembly. This includes biographical details, tenure information, and 

the specific roles held by women legislators in key committees and political processes. 

● Parliamentary Debates and Speeches: The contributions of women legislators will be analysed 

through their participation in legislative debates, motions, and speeches. Parliamentary archives and 

Hansard reports will provide insight into the policies championed by women leaders and their impact 

on Bihar’s socio-political landscape. 

● Academic Books and Papers: Existing research on women’s political participation in India, 

especially studies focused on Bihar, will be reviewed. This will include works by scholars like Rai 

(2002), Forbes (1996), and Kumar (2017), who have studied women’s representation, caste dynamics, 

and political reforms. 

● Media Archives: Media coverage of key women politicians in Bihar, particularly during election 

campaigns and major political events, will be used to understand how women leaders have been 

represented and perceived by the public and the press over time. 

Analytical Approach 

This research utilised a comparative historical analysis method. This involves comparing data across 

different time periods (e.g., the 1950s, 1980s, and post-1990s) to identify shifts in women’s representation 

and influence in the Bihar Legislative Assembly. Quantitative analysis will track the number of women 

elected to the legislature across decades, comparing their electoral success rates before and after major 

legislative reforms, such as the introduction of reservation policies. Qualitative analysis will focus on 

understanding the nature and impact of women’s contributions to legislative debates, policy formulation, 

and governance. 

To provide a nuanced understanding, the study categorised women legislators by caste, party affiliation, 

and socio-economic background, allowing for a detailed exploration of the intersection of gender, caste, 

and politics in Bihar. This will also involve examining policy shifts, legislative outputs, and specific 

achievements of women in various roles (e.g., ministers, committee chairs, or party leaders) over the deca- 
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des. 

By comparing trends and contributions across these periods, the research offer insights into how women’s  

roles have evolved in Bihar’s political landscape, the obstacles they have overcome, and the barriers that 

continue to hinder their political success. 

 

4. HISTORICAL ANALYSIS 

Early Participation (1952–1980s) 

Women’s political participation in Bihar during the post-independence period was extremely limited, 

reflecting the broader patriarchal structures prevalent in Indian society. In the first Bihar Legislative 

Assembly election of 1952, only 10 women were elected out of 330 members, representing a mere 3% of 

the total assembly. During the 1950s to 1980s, women who entered politics were often from elite or 

politically influential families, with few emerging from the middle or lower classes. Factors like caste, 

religion, and entrenched patriarchal norms significantly limited women’s access to political spaces. The 

majority of women legislators during this period were either upper-caste or connected to male politicians. 

Studies by Forbes (1996) and Rai (2002) note that women’s roles were often symbolic, as they were 

expected to represent women’s interests without exercising substantive political influence. The socio-

political conditions in Bihar, characterised by caste-driven politics and socio-economic inequalities, 

further constrained women’s political participation. Caste-based hierarchies played a decisive role in 

determining political access, with women from marginalized communities (such as Dalits and Other 

Backward Classes) being almost entirely excluded from the political process. Gender bias within political 

parties further limited women’s opportunities, as party leadership positions were dominated by men, and 

women were rarely nominated for winnable seats. 

Post-Reservation Era (1990s–Present) 

The introduction of the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments in 1992, which mandated 33% 

reservation for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs), marked a turning point in the political 

landscape for women in Bihar. This was followed by Bihar’s own initiative in 2006, where the state 

government increased the reservation for women in PRIs to 50%. These reforms significantly increased 

women's participation in local governance and laid the groundwork for their emergence in higher levels 

of political office. Although these reservations were for local bodies, they created a ripple effect that 

slowly began influencing state-level politics. By the 2000s, more women were entering the Bihar 

Legislative Assembly. In the 2005 Bihar elections, women held 25 seats out of 243 (around 10%), a modest 

increase from previous decades. This progress was largely attributed to the success of women in local 

governance, who began using their political capital to rise to higher levels of office. 

Key Figures and Contributions 

Rabri Devi: One of the most prominent women in Bihar’s political history is Rabri Devi, the first female 

Chief Minister of Bihar (1997–2005). Her rise to power, although largely due to her husband Lalu Prasad 

Yadav’s political influence, was significant as it marked the first time a woman held the highest executive 

position in the state. Despite initial skepticism about her leadership, Rabri Devi played a critical role in 

maintaining political stability during a tumultuous period for Bihar. 

Kanti Singh: Another important figure is Kanti Singh, who emerged as a notable leader from the lower-

caste community. Her role in advocating for women's rights and social welfare policies during her time in 

Parliament (she also served in the national Parliament) highlighted the intersection of caste and gender in 

Bihar’s political landscape. 
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Women in Panchayati Raj Institutions: Since the implementation of the 50% reservation for women in 

local governance, numerous women leaders have risen to prominence through Panchayati Raj institutions. 

These women have contributed to local development, particularly in areas like health, education, and 

social welfare, creating a pipeline for future female legislators at the state level. 

Challenges Faced 

Despite these advances, women legislators in Bihar continue to face significant challenges. Caste-based 

discrimination remains a major obstacle, particularly for women from Dalit and backward communities. 

Women from these groups not only struggle to secure party nominations but also face intense scrutiny and 

resistance when elected. Patriarchal norms continue to influence Bihar’s political culture, where women 

are often expected to play secondary roles or are seen as political proxies for male family members. This 

is particularly true for many female politicians who have familial ties to prominent male politicians, 

limiting their autonomy in decision-making. 

Gender bias within political parties is another persistent issue. Parties often hesitate to nominate women 

for winnable seats, preferring to reserve such positions for male candidates. This is reflected in the 

relatively low proportion of women contesting state elections despite their proven competence at the local 

governance level. A study by Kumar (2017) shows that even though women have been more visible in 

Panchayati Raj Institutions, their progress in state-level politics has been slow due to party politics and 

limited financial backing. 

Finally, economic factors also pose a barrier, as political campaigns in Bihar are often expensive, and 

women, particularly those from marginalized communities, lack the financial resources to compete 

effectively. 

 

5. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Trends in Women’s Representation 

The representation of women in Bihar’s legislative assembly has seen a slow but steady increase since the 

state’s first general election in 1952. Initially, women’s participation in the Bihar Legislative Assembly 

was extremely low, with just 10 women elected out of 330 seats (3%) in 1952. This trend remained largely 

unchanged until the 1990s, when legislative reforms, such as the 73rd and 74th Amendments, began 

influencing women’s participation at the grassroots level. By the 2000s, the ripple effect of these reforms 

contributed to an increase in women’s representation in the state legislature. In the 2005 elections, women 

held 25 seats (10.3%) in the 243-member assembly. As of the 2020 Bihar Assembly elections, women 

occupied 26 seats (10.7%), demonstrating only modest growth despite decades of advocacy for gender 

inclusion.While these figures show a clear, albeit slow, rise in women's representation, the lack of 

significant growth in recent years highlights persistent structural barriers that prevent women from 

achieving higher levels of political participation. 

Contributions of Women Legislators 

Women legislators in Bihar have played an important role in addressing key social and development 

issues, particularly in areas such as education, healthcare, and women's rights. For example, during Rabri 

Devi’s tenure as Chief Minister (1997–2005), several social welfare schemes were introduced, including 

efforts to improve girls' education and reduce child marriage rates. Women legislators have also been 

active in sponsoring and supporting bills related to public health, maternal care, and rural development. In 

the Bihar Legislative Assembly, women have been particularly vocal in debates concerning women’s 

safety, gender equality, and anti-dowry laws. Recent women legislators, like Neeta Chaudhary and Usha 
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Sinha, have actively participated in legislative committees focusing on social justice and public welfare, 

advocating for stronger legal protections for women and marginalized communities. However, a major 

challenge for women legislators has been their limited access to key decision-making roles. While they 

participate in debates and policy discussions, their ability to influence high-stakes legislative processes 

(e.g., fiscal policy or industrial development) remains constrained by party leadership and gender biases. 

Barriers to Political Success 

Despite policy reforms aimed at increasing women’s political participation, several significant barriers 

persist in Bihar: 

1. Party Politics: Political parties in Bihar often hesitate to nominate women for "winnable" seats, 

preferring to reserve these seats for men with stronger political or financial backing. This is evident 

from the fact that the percentage of women candidates contesting elections remains low, with women 

accounting for just 11.5% of candidates in the 2020 Bihar elections. 

2. Caste Dynamics: Caste continues to play a significant role in determining political success in Bihar, 

and this affects women’s representation. Women from marginalised castes, particularly Dalits and 

Other Backward Classes (OBCs), face dual discrimination based on both gender and caste. Studies 

show that these women are often excluded from mainstream political processes and are rarely given 

leadership positions within political parties. 

3. Limited Resources: Women in Bihar, particularly those from rural areas, often lack the financial 

resources needed to mount competitive electoral campaigns. Political campaigns in Bihar require 

substantial financial investments, and women, especially those from non-elite backgrounds, face 

significant challenges in raising funds or securing political endorsements. 

4. Patriarchal Norms: Gender biases remain entrenched within Bihar’s political system. Women are 

often viewed as “symbolic” representatives, expected to handle only gender-specific issues such as 

child welfare or education, while key decision-making roles (e.g., finance or defence) remain male-

dominated. 

Comparative Perspective 

When comparing the experiences of women legislators in Bihar with those from other Indian states, Bihar 

presents a unique case due to its deeply entrenched caste-based political system and socio-economic 

challenges. In contrast, states like West Bengal and Kerala have seen more progressive trends in women’s 

political representation. For instance, in the 2021 West Bengal Assembly elections, women held 40.2% of 

the total seats, thanks in part to sustained efforts by political parties like the Trinamool Congress to 

nominate and support women candidates. In Kerala, a higher level of social development and literacy rates 

among women have enabled stronger political participation, with women comprising around 16.7% of the 

state’s legislature as of 2021. 

In Bihar, despite the 50% reservation for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions, this progressive step has 

not translated into similar gains at the state legislative level. While women have made significant strides 

in local governance, these advances have not been fully mirrored in state politics, where caste dynamics, 

patriarchal norms, and party politics continue to restrict their ascent. 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

Summary of Key Findings 

The historical analysis of women legislators in Bihar reveals a slow but steady increase in their 

representation since the first general elections in 1952. Despite a modest presence in the early decades 
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(with women holding only 3% of seats in 1952), the introduction of reservation policies for women in 

local governance in the 1990s gradually led to increased participation at the state level. By 2020, women 

occupied 10.7% of seats in the Bihar Legislative Assembly, but this growth has plateaued, indicating 

persistent challenges. Women legislators have made important contributions to social welfare policies, 

education, and healthcare. However, they continue to face significant barriers, including caste and gender 

biases, limited access to political resources, and the influence of patriarchal norms within political parties. 

These factors have restricted women’s ability to hold key decision-making roles or fully influence Bihar’s 

legislative agenda. 

Implications for Future Research 

Future studies should delve deeper into the specific legislative contributions of women in Bihar, focusing 

on how their work has impacted sectors such as health, education, and gender rights. This would provide 

a clearer understanding of how women’s leadership has influenced key social issues. Additionally, 

comparative studies between Bihar and other Indian states could offer insights into why some states, like 

West Bengal and Kerala, have made greater strides in women's political representation. Longitudinal 

studies on the impact of women’s reservations in Panchayati Raj Institutions could also help assess 

whether similar policies at the state level might lead to greater representation of women in legislative 

bodies. 

Policy Recommendations 

To enhance women's political participation and success in Bihar, several policy measures are essential: 

1. Stronger Enforcement of Reservation Policies: While Bihar has been a leader in reserving 50% of 

seats for women in local governance, similar affirmative action should be implemented for the state 

legislature. Enforcing a mandatory quota for women in state elections could help increase their 

representation. 

2. Support from Political Parties: Political parties must prioritise nominating women candidates for 

winnable seats. Parties should also provide financial support and mentorship programs to women 

candidates, particularly those from marginalised communities like Dalits and OBCs. 

3. Addressing Caste and Gender Bias: Policy reforms should focus on reducing caste and gender-based 

discrimination in political processes. Political parties and government agencies should work towards 

creating a more inclusive environment for women, particularly from marginalised groups, to contest 

elections and hold leadership roles. 

By addressing these structural challenges, Bihar can create a more equitable political landscape where 

women are empowered to take on leadership roles and contribute meaningfully to the state’s development. 
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