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Abstract:

The position of women in politics has always been miserable. In pre-independence India, legal provisions
made it difficult for women to participate actively in politics. There has been a drastic change in the area
of women’s participation in politics, in India by the 73" and 74" constitutional amendments. However, in
Bihar as per provisions to providing equal opportunity, a large chunk of women was made to enter into
political affairs at the grassroots level through 50 percent reservation of seats for women in 2006.
Nevertheless, it has found that phenomenon of ‘proxy women leadership’ emerged. Male family members
(their guardians) are even now handling the issue from behind the curtain and being rest as only proxy
candidate, especially SC women representatives. Here, we discussed some typical trends and possible
realities about women’s political participation at grassroots level especially in context of equal opportunity
made by legal provisions to aim deepening democracy in village society of India, particularly in rural
Bihar.
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Introduction

Women’s political participation is an important component of democracy. We are fortunate at this 21
century time to have the extraordinary leadership faces, as like of our First Lady Smt. Droupadi Murmu,
Finance Minister Smt. Nirmala Sitaraman, Ex-President Pratibha Devi Singh Patil, Ex- Foreign Minister
Sushma Swaraj, Ex-Speakers of Lok Sabha Sumitra Mahajan and Meera Kumari, Ex- Chief Minister of
West Bengal Mamta Banerjee along with four-time Ex- Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh Mayawati and
many so on committed to this issue. The issue of women’s political participation is on the front page of
newspapers in established democracies worldwide and in those countries that are moving toward
democracy. However, conditions for promoting democracy may not be very comfortable; nevertheless,
women’s groups are finding that they can become a force for democratic change.

Low election turnouts and lack of citizen interest in community-based initiatives are trends common in
society — particularly among the poorer sectors. Indigenous groups that attempt to counter citizen apathy
and promote participation faced with legal restrictions, such as Law, which limit the ability of NGOs to
operate. In the case of political participation of women’s groups, they must develop strategic and gender
sensitive ways to communicate effectively and organize women, of the most part, are poor, illiterate and
live according to conservative values.

In a country where socio-economic fabric is very complex like India, the principle of democratic
decentralization needs to be promoted both in socio-political and economic spheres. Citizens need to have
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the right to participate in the decision-making process and for this, an appropriate institution, like PRIs at
the grassroots level is essential to serve this purpose. The objective of PRIs is to act as an instrument of
self-education for people and involve them in the decision-making process to ensure proper
implementation of policies and programs meant for their development.

Historical Background

The existence of democratic governance at village level in India through political bodies traced back to
the ancient period. The term ‘panchayat’, literally means an ‘assembly of five’ and ‘Raj’ refers to
governance. The panchayat system has evolved from assemblies of senior village persons or caste elders
to the council with political and judicial powers until now. Villagers were participated actively in decision-
making and organizing various local programs. The first ever serious attempt to reform both general as
well as tax administration during medieval time made by Sher Shah Suri. The Britishers, after the British
Crown took over the reign of India, they (Britishers) introduced formally constituted municipal and village
administration. In 1882, Lord Rippon, the then viceroy, introduced the reforms in local government
through his famous resolution known as the Lord Rippon’s Resolution of 1882. The Bombay Municipal
Act was passed in 1888, which served as the model for municipal governments for large cities. In 1907,
the Royal Commission of Decentralization was constituted to study the financial and administrative
relationships between the Government of India, the provincial governments, and the authorities
subordinate to them. The Government of India Act of 1919 provided for many changes. The local level
government was transferred to Indian ministries to make the system more effective. As a result, several
Acts related to Panchayat passed between 1921 and 1926, which aimed at making these bodies more
genuine and loosening of official control on them. The Government of India Act, 1935, certainly provided
improvements over the existing system, but these were minor improvements.

Early years after independence, the consecutive governments overlooked PRIs and the centralized
planning overrode. These panchayats only entrusted with minor importance. The community
Development Program (CDP) introduced for faster pace of rural development with greater level of
people’s participation in the process of development, however it ignored functioning of participatory
institutional set up with beneficiaries’ involvement. The then Prime Minister of India Pt. Nehru
inaugurated the first Panchayat of independent India on 24 October, 1959 at Naguar Rajasthan?. It is
needless to repeal the description of setting up of Balwant Rao Mehta Committee (1957) and establishment
of three tier PRIs in almost all states in early 1960s on its recommendations.

The poor state of PRIs in the mid-60s was due to both the political and economic situation. The result of
the Third Five-year Plan was a debt-ridden economy, leading to a political thought that centralized
decision-making is the need of the hour. This approach of centralization of decision-making continued
until the end of Indira Gandhi’s term as the prime minister ended in 1977. For example, in 1971 the term
‘community development’ was replaced with a new term ‘rural development’ and this was not just a
cosmetic change, but marked the end of both as “agents of change and development™3. This adversely
affected the functioning of panchayats. Also, irregularity in panchayat elections in various states started
being reported. Things further worsened with the national emergency and panchayats in many states were
literally breathing their last. The new government in 1977, after the Emergency, eyed PRIs with renewed
interest, with a hope to restore democracy at all levels. The state level committees set up to study the
existing PRS, reported that the system was suffering from a number of weaknesses. To take care of the
system at the national level, the newly formed government set up a high-level committee on PRIs in 1977
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under the chair of Ashok Mehta*. The committee remarked that the history of PRIs could be summarized
in three phases: (I) the period from 1959 to 1964, i.e., the period of ascendancy when the grassroots
institutions took root, (I1) the period, 1964 to 1969, also called a phase of stagnation, and, (I11) the period,
1969 to 1977, which was the phase of non-performance. The committee observed certain pertinent
characteristics existing in the PRS, which had adversely affected the objective of PRIs. Some of these
were: (i). Dominance by rich and high caste people, (ii) Influence of caste considerations, (iii) Corruption
and (iv) Inefficiency and political interference. The committee came out in strong favor of PRIs and
recommended certain measures for effective functioning:
1. Decentralized planning with district ZP is as the primary unit of decentralization.
2. A two-tier system of Panchayati Raj in place of the existing three-tier system with one body at the
district level and one body at the Mandal level.
3. The PRIs should have power to collect taxes for financial self-reliance.
4. Political parties’ role in form of mutual competition with constructive Co-operation for development
The main reasons of the decline were — shift of development programs to governmental agencies,
reluctance of state and national politicians for fear of erosion of power and inadequate devolution of
functions and finances on the PRIs. In order to overcome these maladies, the idea of giving constitutional
status to the PRIs spread among social scientist. A sub-committee of Parliament headed by P. K. Thungon®
officially recommended constitutional status to Panchayats. The then Rajiv Gandhi led government, after
a wide national debate, resorted to place 64" Constitutional Amendment Bill in May 1989 providing for
a constitutional status of elected local bodies at village, intermediate and district levels. Unformulated
even after passed by Lok Sabha, the Bill turned down by a margin of two votes by Rajya Sabha in October
1989.
The National Front (a combined opposition) of S.R. Bommai in order to examine the basics of democratic
decentralization through panchayats and self-Governments demanded to establish a committee. It
examined the alternative panchayat legislation. The committee further recommended for meaningful
center state decentralization and devolution of 50 percent of the state’s aggregate revenue resources to
PRIs®. Again, a bill on Panchayat was introduced in Lok Sabha by National Front Government (1989-91)
however was never discussed. The Congress took up the issue again when it came back to power in 1991.
After revival of Congress government under leadership of P.V. Narshimaha Rao in 1991, the Bill was
finally introduced as the 73 Amendment in 1992. The 73" constitutional amendment Bill passed by both
the houses in December 1992 and finally assented by the president in 1993.

Contemporary Legal Provisions in India

The Amendment certainly aimed at enhancing people’s participation in managing local affairs, besides
empowering the weaker sections of the society, particularly women. The idea is not merely to transfer the
economic and political power, but to make PRIs a people’s movement in the true sense. One of the
important aspects of the Amendment, that is relevant to this study, is 33 percent reservation of seats for
women. This has referred to by the scholars as ‘political empowerment’ of women. This has led to a
sudden surge in the number of women in decision-making positions at the local level. From among the
15-20, lakh contesting in the polls, 7-8 lakh women and about 75,000 women as office bearers at all the
levels of panchayats share the responsibilities in the development process’. Further, the State Finance
Commission and Election Commissions have been assigned the responsibility of taking care of financial
health of panchayats and of ensuring their timely elections.
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Women and their role in the polity have attracted larger number of researchers in the post-73@ Amendment
period, because for the first time women in such large numbers were voted into power. Most of the
literature of this period is in the form of field study reports, articles, newspaper clippings and books. The
field studies have been conducted by research institutions such as the participatory Research in Asia®
(PRIA), the Institute of Social Sciences® (I1SS), and the Centre for Women development Studies (CWDS).
Many of the empirical studies have reflected on the profile of women members as confirmed by Nirmala
Buch?'?, according to whom, “a number of micro-studies have documented the profile and experience of
these women”. The available literature of this time generally reflects on the women’s international political
status, traces the history of PRIs simultaneously dealing with the various committees and commissions
formed at various points of time. Some of them specifically include the B.R. Mehta Committee, the Asoka
Mehta Committee, the L.M. Singhvi Committee, the Committee on the status of women, the National
Perspective Plan etc.

The working of the PRS, as evident from the quantum of available literature, has been of much academic
interest to activists and scholars. Such activists and scholars are also critically reviewing the 73rd
Amendment, which has been framed after taking into account the earlier lacunae. Despite all good
intentions and positives aspects of the Amendment, media reports from across the nation as also articles
and books highlight certain areas of concern, which need the attention of the planners and policy makers.
Lack of funds, overwhelming bureaucracy, ineffective participation of women, undue interference by non-
members on behalf of women members, irregularity in meetings is some of the commonly reported issues
of PRS now days.

Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) at Work in Bihar

As well as in Bihar, A large chunk of women was made to enter into political affairs at the grassroots level
providing through 50 percent reservations of total seats and offices at Panchayati Raj Institutions for
women, embedded within the SC, ST, Backward classes and the unreserved category- according to section
13 of the Bihar Panchayati Raj Act, 2006. As per Panchayati Raj Department, Government of Bihar, there
are 8053 Gram Panchayats, which further divided into 1.15 lacs Wards are functional in Bihar along with
533 Panchayat Samitis and 38 Zila Parishads. Panchayats at the different levels have been entrusted with
the responsibility of carrying out important functions and duties with regard to 29 subjects described in
the Eleventh Schedule of the Constitution.

The above provisions aim at creating a 50 % representation within the Gram Panchayat for women’s
involvement. Following this, more the half, about 54 % women elected in the 2006 and up to 57 % elected
in in the subsequent PRIs elections. The AC Nielson ORG-MARG study showed also that about 87.8
percent of elected women representatives (EWRs) had contested only once and only 12.2 percent had been
re-elected. The average age of EWRs are 40.3 years less than average age 44.7 years of male
representative.!!. Despite these changes, their Male family members (their guardians) are now handling
the issues from behind the curtain and being rest as proxy candidate, especially women representatives
belong to weaker sections like SC, ST, EBC or OBC.

Women Empowerment: A Few Stories from Rural Bihar

In Bihar, Provisions relating granting elected women representatives at least 10 years (on basis to be
elected in every 5-year term) of continued opportunity by extending the rotation term of reserved seats by
provision give them help and they negotiate their political space in a better manner. Despite of regularly
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reported proxy leadership at PRIs, following example set a spell of smile on faces of researcher,
policymakers and voluntaries working in the field of women empowerment and development politics.
Story- 1 Tanya Parveen: Mukhiya, Siswa Puvi Gram Panchayat

The Siswa Purvi Gram Panchayat'? gets national recognition due to efficient planning management. In
the Month of March, 2023, when Mukhiya Tanya Parveen, who was invited to the Swachh Sujal Shakti
Samman program in New Delhi, gave information about water management and development work, the
entire auditorium reverberated with applause. The Panchayat, located in East Champaran district of Bihar,
is no less than a city in terms of facilities, from education to treatment and benefits of government schemes,
are available. Paved roads and glittering solar streetlights tell story of development. A lot of work has
been done here in water management. This is why the echo o development in Siswa Purvi Panchayat of
flood-prone Banjaria block of East Champaran district has reached the national level.

The story begins in 2016, when Tanya Parveen, a graduate and homemaker, first became the head of Siswa
Purvi Panchayat, a village with a population of approximately 30000, filth was everywhere. The roads
were broken and, due to lack of proper drainage, dirty water flowed on them. As head, Tanya assumed
leadership and engaged in development work through efficient planning and management and
coordination with the villagers. First, covered drains were constructed along with road construction.
Wastewater from homes flowed through these into soak pits. Filters installed there purify the water and
allow it to seep into the ground, recharging the groundwater. 20 community soak pits have been built. A
permanent pond has been constructed also with an open gym on its banks. Tap water is available in every
home. There are 19 water tanks. Monitoring is done to ensure a clean water supply.

For the al round development of Gram Panchayat, equal attention was paid to education, health and
lighting. Efforts have been made to improve the education system in one high school, five middle schools
and two primary schools in the Panchayat. Children do not have to go outside for education till 121
standard. The system of the Primary Health Center (PHC) has been approved. Even after power cuts, the
roads and lanes of the village remain illuminated. For this, 170 solar streets lights were installed in the
Panchayat with a total of Rs 31 lakhs has been spent on this item. In order to provide facilities, a Right to
Public Services counter has been set up in the Panchayat Bhawan. Mukhiya Tanya Parveen is also
available to solve problems from 6am to 11am every day. The roads are swept. Garbage is collected from
every house by rickshaw and taken to the waste management unit, where organic manure is made from
wet waste and sold. There is also a system to sort and sell dry waste. Mukhiya Tanya Parveen says that
development works are done with everyone’s consent.

Story- 2 Babita Devi, Mukhiya, Sadpur Purvi Panchayat, Begusarai®?

“The Nari Shakti Vandan Bill”, passed by Parliament, is being considered a medium for empowering
women in development of rural politics. A powerful example of this is Babita Devi, the head (Mukhiya)
of the Sadpur Purvi Gram Panchayat in Begusarai district, Bihar. The Gram Panchayat, once lacking in
facilities, has reached an ideal state in the past seven years. This is a positive result of strong will,
dedication, public interest, and planned action to implement government schemes. Babita Devi worked on
four key areas of education, medicine, sanitation and income generation for the development of village
panchayat. As according to provision of women reservation she elected first time in 2016 and due to her
public work, she was elected a second time in 2021. During her tenure, Mukhiya Babita Devi’s tireless
efforts have transformed the image of the Panchayat.

Babita Devi explains that when she first time became the village head, she faced the challenge of providing
basic amenities like drainage, street and water supply to the 25000 population, as well as empowering the
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youth economically. To achieve this, she met with central and state government ministers and senior
officials. Through continuous efforts, an ANM training center and an ITI were established. An additional
health center was also established. With the support of the Secretary of the State Transport Department, a
bus stop was built in the village. By opening offices in two villages, the village head also resolves dispute
among villagers. Now very few cases reach the police station or court. The head says that if villagers
embroiled in mutual disputes, development will be meaningless.

Babita Devi, the head of Sadpur Purvi Panchayat, has established a furniture cluster with the support of
the Industrial Department for self-employment. The district’s first Panchayat level waste disposal center
has also been established, employing 37 people. The Gram Panchayat received the “Best Sanitation
Award” in March, 2023. Facilities in primary schools have been improved. An Amrit Sarover and 10
ponds have been created, where fish farming is now being promoted. Head of the village, Babita Devi
says that developing villages cannot stop only stop migration but also improve the lifestyle of villagers.
The Panchayat works tirelessly with this vision. There are many government schemes for development;
all that is needed is to identify them and implement them with determination.

These few stories have been set the examples of women empowerment and their agencies in the form of
her capacity for development of rural Bihar.

Conclusion

To conclude, the history of PRIs shows that these institutions have existed since the ancient times, but
ancient literature makes no mention of women attending the village council. After the Independence and
adoption of a democratic system of governance, the Government of India efforts have been to get people’s
political participation in development process through distribution of power at the local level. The 73"
Amendments is an effort towards bringing in structural adjustments to the system by introducing 33
percent reservations for women at all the three tiers in Panchayati Raj System. Following the suggestions
of the amendment acts, the Bihar Panchayat Raj Act, provide a reservation of 50 % for women in local
government institutions.

In Bihar, Provisions relating granting elected women representatives at least 10 years (on basis to be
elected in every 5-year term) of continued opportunity by extending the rotation term of reserved seats by
provision can give them help and they negotiate their political space in a better manner. After providing
reservation to women, their representation hikes up to 57 % in subsequent elections of PRIs in Bihar. And
now after that, there is need to point; the phenomenon of the political recruitment from mass of women in
general particularly of weaker section should be irrespective of the levels of political institutions or
patriarchy practiced or hierarchy of caste system, requires sensitization of women for their political roles
and assigned duties under various provisions of the different laws at grassroots level to deepening
democracy for making a successful democracy and true sense of women empowerment in rural Bihar.
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