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Abstract

Women’s political participation is essential for democratic inclusiveness and gender justice. In India, the 73rd
and 74th Constitutional Amendments (1992-93) marked a historic milestone by institutionalizing decentralized
governance and mandating not less than one-third reservation for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs)
and Urban Local Bodies (ULBs). Several states later increased this reservation to 50%, making India home to the
largest number of elected women representatives in the world. This research paper critically examines the
constitutional framework, extent of participation, socio-economic determinants, challenges, and governance
outcomes associated with women’s political participation at the grassroots level. The study argues that while
reservation has ensured descriptive representation, substantive empowerment depends on education, economic
independence, institutional support, and transformation of patriarchal social structures. The paper concludes that
constitutional reservation has significantly deepened grassroots democracy but requires complementary reforms
for sustained gender empowerment.
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Introduction

Democracy is meaningful only when all sections of society actively participate in governance. Political
participation refers to the involvement of citizens in political processes such as voting, contesting elections, policy
formulation, and decision-making. Although the Indian Constitution guarantees equality under Articles 14, 15,
and 16, women remained underrepresented in political institutions after independence. While women actively
participated in the freedom movement, their representation in Parliament and State Assemblies remained below
10% for decades.

The adoption of the 73" and 74" Constitutional Amendments in 1992-93 markeda revolutionary change.
These amendments:

Granted constitutional status to local self-government institutions

Mandated one-third reservation for women
Ensured regular elections
Strengthened democratic decentralization
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Today, women constitute approximately 46—48% of elected representatives in Panchayati Raj Institutions
(Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2023). This paper examines whether this quantitative increase has translated into
qualitative empowerment and democratic deepening.

Theoretical Framework:
Feminist Political Theory

Feminist scholars argue that political systems historically reflect patriarchal power structures. Anne
Phillips (1995) emphasized the “politics of presence,” arguing that fair representation requires physical
inclusion of marginalized groups.

Participatory Democracy

Carole Pateman (1970) argued that democracy must extend beyond voting and include active citizen
participation in decision-making. Decentralization enhances participatory democracy by bringing
governance closer to people.

Concept of Representation
Hanna Pitkin (1967) categorized representation into:

Descriptive Representation—Numerical presence
Substantive Representation—Advocacy of group interests
Symbolic Representation —Changing societal perceptions

India’s local governance reforms primarily enhanced descriptive representation, with gradual progress toward
substantive empowerment.

Constitutional and Institutional Framework
7374 Constitutional Amendment Act, 1992

Added Part IX to the Constitution
Established three-tier Panchayati Raj system:
Gram Panchayat

Panchayats Miti
Zila Parishad
Mandated:
33% reservation for women (including SC/ST women)
Reservation in Chairperson positions
Regular elections every five years
74thConstitutional Amendment Act, 1992
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e Added Part IX-A

e Provided constitutional status to Urban Local Bodies

e Mandated one-third reservation for women

e Several states (Bihar, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Kerala, etc.) increased reservation to 50%.

Research Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative and analytical approach based on:
Government reports (Ministry of Panchayati Raj)
Constitutional documents

Scholarly books and journal articles
Case studies from various states
Comparative analysis

The study is descriptive and interpretative in nature.
Extent of Women’s Representation
India currently has:

Over 2.6 lakh Gram Panchayats
Nearly 3 million elected representatives

Around 1.4-1.5 million women representatives Women constituency early 46-48% of total PRI representatives.
In contrast:

Lok Sabha representation of women (before recent reforms) :around14%
State Assemblies: approximately 8—-12%

Thus, grass roots governance shows far greater gender inclusion than higher legislative bodies
Determinants of Effective Participation Education
Education enhances:

Awareness of legal rights
Administrative competence

Confidence in public speaking
Economic Independence

Economic autonomy strengthens independent decision-making and reduces dependency on male relatives.

Social Support

Family and community backing significantly influence performance.
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Institutional Training

Capacity-building programs improve governance efficiency.
Challenges Faced by Women Representatives

Patriarchal Norms

Traditional gender roles restrict women’s authority in public life.
Proxy Representation (Sarpanch Pati System)

In many areas, male relatives exercise de facto power on be afflicted women.
Limited Financial Powers

Inadequate fiscal decentralization limits effective decision-making.
Political Intimidation

Women leaders may face social resistance and harassment.

Impact on Grassroots Democracy

Development Priorities

Research (Duflo, 2004) indicates that women leaders invest more in:

Drinking water
Roads

Schools

Health facilities

Social Justice
Women representatives prioritize:

Sanitation

Nutrition programs

Self-help groups

Domestic violence awareness

Democratic Deepening
Reservation has:

Increased women’s attendance in Gram Sabha meetings
Encouraged political awareness
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Transformed local power structures

Case Studies
Bihar (50%Reservation)

Greater female participation in local meetings
Focus on sanitation and education

Kerala
Kudumba shree movement strengthened economic empowerment
Participatory planning enhanced governance skills
Rajasthan
Women-led initiatives in water management and rural infrastructure
Critical Analysis
Achievements:
Significant increase in women’s representation
Enhanced grass roots democracy
Greater focus on welfare policies
Limitations:
Persistent patriarchy
Proxy governance
Limited financial and administrative autonomy
Reservation has opened political spaces but does not automatically guarantee empowerment.
Findings

Constitutional reservation dramatically increased women’s descriptive representation.
Substantive empowerment varies across regions.
Education and economic independence are crucial determinants.

Sl

Women leaders positively impact social-sector governance.
5. Grass roots reservation has initiated gradual social transformation.
Policy Recommendations

1. Mandatory governance training programs.
2. Legal monitoring against proxy governance.
3. Greater fiscal decentralization.
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4. Digital literacy programs.

5. Community-level gender sensitization campaigns.

Conclusion

The 73 and 74" Constitutional Amendments represent one of the most transformative Democratic reforms in
India. Women’s political participation at the grassroots level has not only increased numerical representation but
also contributed to democratic deepening and social development. However, true empowerment requires
sustained institutional support, financial autonomy, and transformation of patriarchal norms. Grassroots
democracy in India demonstrates that constitutional reservation can serve as a powerful instrument for gender
justice and inclusive governance.
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