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Abstract: 

Women’s political representation in India has historically remained low, but the situation is even more 

striking in certain states such as Assam. Despite significant improvements in literacy, civic participation, 

and grassroots political involvement, women have remained largely underrepresented in the Assam 

Legislative Assembly from 1952 to 2016. This research paper provides a comprehensive examination of 

women’s representation in Assam’s legislative politics through a historical, theoretical, and analytical lens. 

Drawing on secondary research, reports, academic literature, and historical election data, the study tracks 

women’s electoral participation, the number of women candidates and legislators, and the political, social, 

and institutional determinants shaping women’s representation. Tables summarizing women’s presence in 

each Assembly term (1952–2016) are included to offer an empirical foundation. Using a gender and 

political sociology framework, the paper analyzes the structural, cultural, and economic constraints that 

have limited women’s political empowerment. It also explores prospects for change arising from 

education, Panchayati Raj Institutions, civil society activism, and policy reforms. The study concludes 

that although women’s representation in Assam’s Assembly has shown occasional positive spikes, it 

remains consistently below 10 percent across decades. Addressing the gap requires systemic institutional 

reforms, gender-sensitive party structures, socio-economic empowerment, and long-term political training 

programs. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Political representation is fundamental to democratic governance, and women’s participation in legislative 

bodies is a key indicator of gender equality in society. In India, despite constitutional guarantees of 

equality and political rights, women continue to face systemic barriers in accessing political office. The 

situation in the northeastern state of Assam mirrors national trends but with unique regional complexities. 

Assam’s rich history of ethnic diversity, political movements, and socio-economic challenges intersects 

with gender norms to shape the contours of women’s political participation. 
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From the first elections in 1952 to the parliamentary and legislative elections of the 21st century, women's 

representation in the Assam Legislative Assembly has remained low, fluctuating between 1–11 percent. 

Although women in Assam have demonstrated high voter turnout and strong participation in local 

governance, especially after the 73rd Constitutional Amendment, their presence at the state legislative 

level has not kept pace. 

This research paper investigates the historical trajectory, prospects, and challenges of women’s 

representation in the Assam Legislative Assembly between 1952 and 2016. Using a political sociology 

framework, it examines structural, cultural, economic, and institutional factors, highlighting why women’s 

representation remains limited despite social progress and democratic opportunities. 

 

Literature Review 

The academic literature on women’s political representation in India highlights multiple layers of 

exclusion: patriarchal norms, socio-economic inequality, lack of political party support, and institutional 

barriers. Scholars such as Rai (2011) and Pal (2014) argue that gender inequality is embedded in political 

institutions and practices, limiting women’s ability to access power. Women’s representation in state 

legislatures averages between 5–10 percent nationally—far below the global recommended threshold of 

30 percent suggested by the Beijing Platform for Action. 

Studies on Northeast India (Baruah, 2005; Goswami, 2012) note that despite matrilineal practices in some 

regions and strong leadership roles in community life, formal politics remains male-dominated. Assam, in 

particular, exhibits a paradox: women actively participate in social movements (e.g., the Assam Agitation 

of the 1980s), yet their representation in legislative politics remains limited. 

Research specifically on Assam’s elections (Bhattacharyya, 2010; Saikia, 2018) reveals historically low 

nomination rates for women candidates and the prevalence of elite political families. Local governance 

studies confirm that reservation policies have significantly improved women’s participation in Panchayati 

Raj Institutions, but similar affirmative action does not exist at the state legislative level. 

The literature therefore frames women’s underrepresentation as a multi-dimensional issue requiring 

structural, normative, and institutional reforms. 

Methodology (Conceptual Framework) 

This paper is basically adopting historical-analytical approach., The general method to be adopted for the 

study will be based on historical and analytical methods. To study the representation of women 

representatives, qualitative and quantitative approaches will be adopted. The study is based on qualitative 

orientation of the study that reflects the subjective experiences, perspectives, and voices of women 

highlighting women’s experiences and exploring the social constructs. Along with quantitative approach 

which reflects the women’s representation through numerical data analysis`. The study has incorporated a 

combination of both qualitative and quantitative research where both primary and secondary sources will 

be used, including: Election Commission of India data, Historical assembly records (1952–2016), 

Academic research papers, Government reports, Gender and political empowerment studies 

 

Framework of Analysis 

1. Gender and Patriarchy Framework 

The gender and patriarchy framework situates women’s political participation within broader social norms 

and cultural structures that shape gender roles. It highlights how patriarchal expectations—such as 

women’s responsibility for domestic work, restricted mobility, and perceptions of leadership as a male 
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domain—limit women’s entry into public and political life. This framework also examines how gender 

stereotypes influence voter behaviour, candidate selection, media representation, and intra-party 

dynamics. By analysing the subtle and overt mechanisms through which patriarchy reproduces inequality, 

the framework helps explain the persistent underrepresentation of women in political institutions despite 

formal legal equality. 

2. Political Economy Framework 

The political economy framework analyses the economic and structural barriers that shape women’s 

political opportunities. It emphasises how access to financial resources, campaign funding, and economic 

capital influences political competitiveness and party decision-making. Women often face economic 

marginalisation, wage gaps, and unequal property ownership, all of which reduce their ability to self-

finance campaigns or attract donors. The framework also highlights party structures and elite networks, 

where economic interests often determine candidate selection and political trajectories. By foregrounding 

the economic dimensions of political participation, this framework underscores how material inequalities 

intersect with gender to restrict women’s representation. 

3. Institutional Framework 

The institutional framework focuses on the formal and informal political rules, party practices, and 

electoral system structures that shape women’s political inclusion. It examines how political party 

behaviour—such as nomination processes, internal hierarchies, and leadership pathways—affects 

women’s access to decision-making spaces. This framework also considers electoral system design, 

including proportional representation, first-past-the-post systems, and party-list mechanisms, which can 

significantly influence women’s chances of being elected. Additionally, it analyses state-led interventions 

such as gender quotas or reservations and their effectiveness in transforming political representation. By 

assessing these institutional factors, the framework provides insight into how policy reforms and structural 

adjustments can create more equitable political environments. 

 

Women in Assam Legislative Assembly (1952–2016) 

The table below clearly reflects the picture of women representation in Assam since the first election of 

1952 and representation of women to the Assam Legislative Assembly from !996 to 2016. 

In the table below out of 489 female contestants hardly 87 were represented where we can see a vast 

difference between male and female in term of representation. 

 

Year wise distribution of contesting candidate’s male, female and total number of women 

represented to the Assam State Legislative Assembly from 1952-2016 as well as total number of 

seats in the Assembly (Table:1) 

YEAR No of contesting 

candidates 

Male candidates Female 

Candidates 

Seats won by 

women 

Total seats in 

the assembly 

1952 458 452 6 2 108 

1957 312 302 10 5 108 

1962 409 405 4 4 105 

1967 487 478 9 5  126 

1972 476 464 12 8 114 

1978 938 918 20 1 126 

1983 475 472 3 2 126 
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1985 1153 1124 29 4 126 

1991 1657 1607 50 5 126 

1996 1228 1183 45 6 122 

2001 1019 1000 55 10 126 

2006 997 928 70 13 126 

2011 981 896 85 14 126 

2016 1064 973 91 8 126 

(Source- Election Commission of India) 

Interpretation 

• The highest number of women MLAs occurred in 2011 (14 women; 11.1%), the only time 

representation crossed double digits. 

• The lowest representation occurred in early decades (1952–1972), with 1–3 women per term. 

• Despite fluctuations, women’s representation never reached even 12% in any election between 1952–

2016. 

 

Analysis and Findings 

Historical Trends and Patterns (1952–2016)  

Early Years (1952–1972): Negligible Participation 

Women’s representation in the initial decades post-independence was negligible. Social norms restricted 

women’s mobility, and politics was dominated by elite male leaders. Women candidates were few, and 

those who contested often belonged to influential families. 

Middle Period (1978–1991): Slight Incremental Growth 

More women began to participate, partly due to increased education and political awareness following 

major social movements in Assam. Yet, the number of women MLAs remained below 5 percent. 

1990s–2016: Increase but Instability 

The 2001, 2006, and 2011 elections saw comparatively higher representation, coinciding with greater 

urbanization, expansion of women's organizations, and policy reforms. Still, the decline in 2016 reflects 

inconsistent structural support. 

 

Challenges towards women’ representation: 

Patriarchal Social Structures 

Women face societal pressure to prioritize domestic responsibilities, limiting political ambitions. 

Patriarchy manifests through mobility restrictions, gendered expectations, and stigmatization of women 

in public political roles. 

Party-Level Discrimination 

Political parties in Assam rarely nominate women. Ticket distribution strongly Favors men, and women 

are often fielded in non-winnable constituencies. Party leadership structures remain male-dominated. 

Economic Barriers 

Political campaigns demand substantial financial resources. Women lack independent property, financial 

backing, and access to political funding networks. 

Lack of Political Networks 

Informal political spaces where crucial decisions are made—party meetings, lobbying networks, social 

clubs—are dominated by men. 
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International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com    ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250661746 Volume 7, Issue 6, November-December 2025 5 

 

Violence and Safety Issues 

Fear of harassment, character assassination, and gender-based violence discourages women from entering 

politics. 

 

Cultural Stereotyping 

Women are often seen as “unsuitable” for managing conflict-related or high-pressure political issues, 

especially in states like Assam where ethnic and insurgency politics have been prominent. 

Through the interaction and the discussion on women’s representation the researcher has find out various 

factors responsible for low representation. Socio cultural hindrances, Institutional barriers, Personal 

factors etc are responsible for low representation. The socio-cultural hindrances incorporate factors 

as traditional gender role, societal stigma political women, religious or cultural restriction. 

The data collected from the respondent can be shown with the help of following table and diagram: 

 

Table 2: Socio cultural hindrances of political participation in terms of Representation 

Socio-cultural hindrances Percentage of Respondents (%) 

Traditional gender roles    50%      

Societal humiliation against political women    30% 

Religious or cultural restriction     20%   

Table 2 shows different Socio-Cultural Barriers experienced by women representatives is the traditional 

gender roles. Data indicate that nearly 50 (approx.) of the respondents believe traditional gender roles are 

a major obstacle preventing them from entering politics. Women are socialized to these roles from the 

deepest roots of the socio-culture system. The societal humiliation against women engaged in politics was 

repeated with 30% percent of the respondents again. Further, 20% stated religious or cultural 

considerations that stopped them from participating politically. This far along combines into a social-

cultural ground that prevents women from being political. 

 
 

 

Traditional Gender Role 50%

Societal humiliation 30%

Religious or Cultural Restriction

0

Socio cultural hindrances of political participation in terms 
of Representation
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Table 3: Personal Factors affecting Political Participation 

Personal factors Percentage of the respondents (%) 

Lake of awareness among women of 

political process 

       40%    

Lack of confidence in political 

aptitudes 

         36.67% 

Time constraint due to domestic 

responsibilities 

          23.33% 

 

 
Table 3: details of personal factors influencing participation in politics and Lack of awareness among 

woman of political processes comprises of 40%, personal constraints include limited time resulting from 

family care. According to the results presented by respondent, 36.66% that lacks of confidence in political 

skills, something to which they think that socialization and gender parts contribute to it. This lack of 

confidence demotivates them from engaging in political activities and also negotiating their political 

subjectivities. 23.33% of the respondents reported that time restraints had considerably impacted in 

entering into politics. 

 

Table 4:  Institutional and Legal Factors affecting Political Participation 

Institutional Factors Percentage of Respondents (%) 

Gender Bias in Leadership opportunities            33.% 

Absence of Institutional supports and legal 

barriers 

           27%  

Lack of Political Network            23% 

 No mentorship Programme            17% 

 

1st Qtr, 40, 40%

2nd Qtr, 36.67, 37%

3rd Qtr, 23.33, 23%

Personal Factors Affecting Political Participation 
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Table 4: details of Institutional factors influencing participation in politics 33% of the respondents 

consider Gender biasness in leadership opportunities as a constraint in low representation in politics, 

considerably impacted in entering into politics. 27%of the respondents considered absence of institutional 

support as a hindrance ,23% considered lack of political network and 17% considered no mentorship 

programme as factors for low representation of women in entering into the decision-making process 

 

Prospects for Improvement: 

• Growth in Education and Awareness 

Assam’s improving female literacy rate enhances women’s political awareness and civic participation. 

• Strong Participation in Panchayats 

After the 73rd Amendment, women hold 50% of seats in Panchayati Raj Institutions. This grassroots 

experience can serve as a pipeline for state-level leadership. 

• Active Civil Society 

Women’s organizations and NGOs in Assam actively promote gender justice, leadership training, and 

awareness campaigns. 

• Increased Voter Turnout among Women 

Women often turn out in equal or greater numbers than men during elections, demonstrating political 

engagement and creating electoral incentives for parties to nominate more women. 

• National Movement for Women’s Reservation 

The passage of the Women's Reservation Bill at the national level (proposing 33% reservation in 

Parliament and State Assemblies) could fundamentally reshape women’s representation in Assam. 

 

Discussion 

The analysis reveals a stark contrast between women’s strong participation in community life, grassroots 

politics, and electoral voting, against their minimal presence in legislative bodies. The primary reason is 

institutional and structural exclusion. Even as women prove capable leaders in Panchayats, they are not 

Gender Biasness in 
Leadership 

opportunities, 33%

Absence of …

Lack of Political 
Network, 23%

No mentorship 
Programme, 17%

Institutional Barriers

Gender Biasness in Leadership opportunities

Absence of Institutional supports

Lack of Political Network

No mentorship Programme
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promoted to higher political offices. Assam’s political culture—influenced by ethnic movements, 

patronage politics, and patriarchal values—has limited women’s access to power. 

However, the prospects for change are significant. Grassroots political empowerment, increased 

education, and stronger civil society support lay a foundation for improved legislative representation. 

Systemic interventions by political parties and policymakers are crucial to convert this potential into 

reality. 

 

Conclusion 

From 1952 to 2016, women’s representation in the Assam Legislative Assembly has remained consistently 

low, seldom exceeding 10 percent. Although progress has been made in social empowerment, education, 

and grassroots political participation, women still face powerful patriarchal, economic, and institutional 

barriers. 

Strengthening women’s representation requires: 

• Political party reforms to increase nomination of women 

• Legal interventions such as legislative reservations 

• Economic empowerment of women 

• Leadership and capacity-building programs 

• Social campaigns to challenge gender norms 

With these steps, Assam can move toward a more inclusive democratic structure where women participate 

meaningfully in legislative decision-making. The history from 1952 to 2016 shows that change is 

possible—but it requires political will, societal transformation, and institutional commitment. 
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