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Abstract

Women'’s political participation is changing theworld by bringing new priorities and
perspectives to thepolitical process. Historically speaking, Indian womenactively participated
along with men in the struggle for independence and the struggle for freedom wasintensified
in the phase of the independence struggle.Mahatma Gandhi, the father of the Nation, was
instrumental in bringing thousands of women out oftheir homes to fight in the freedom
Struggle. He assertedthat amelioration in the condition of women was anecessary pre-
condition to the regeneration of Indiansociety. So he mobilized women into the
Nationalmovement, apart from working for their emancipation. In this paper, the following
ideas and themes has been traced the constitutional amendments were let to strengthen the
effective participation of women in panchayat raj institutions in Tamil Nadu.
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Introduction

Independence brought with it opportunities forequality in the social and political
spheres, through theinstrumentality of the constitution. The early years ofindependence were
years of promise. They seemed toherald a complete social and political revolution in thewake
of political emancipation. Women remainedunderrepresented in the decision making bodies
afterindependence, even though they were part of theNational movement, as well as various
social reformmovements. Their presence in the representativeconstitution was never
commensurate with their strength in national life.

A democratic political culture depends on thelevel of representation by all its citizens
irrespective of their sex, economic status, etc. As per the Indian constitution, we have a
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democratic republic. Democracyis the rule by the people, for the people, and of thepeople.
The specialty is that people should participatein more number that is a participatory
democracy.Republic is considered a representative democracy. Thatis for the people.”
Nowadays, the practice ofparticipatory democracy reduced and representativedemocracy only
prevails, people handover their share tothe political class.

In the first place, there can be no real democracy,no real people’s participation in
governance anddevelopment without equal participation of women andmen in all spheres of
life and at different levels ofdecision making.

The issue of women’s participation in politicscannot be viewed in isolation from the
general positionof women in society.” Political status refers to thedegree of equality and
freedom enjoyed by women inshaping and sharing of power and the value given bysociety to
the role of women.” Political participation is aprocess in which people try to affect the
Government bytaking part in the political process.

Women’s role in the political structure hadvirtually remained unchanged, despite the
rapid growthof informal political activity by them. Broad-basedpolitical participation of
women has been severelylimited due to the nexus of traditional factors such asconsideration
of caste, religion and family status.Political participation involves an active role of thecitizen
in the political process of the state with theobjective to bring about desired changes in the
form ofpolitics and decisions.” Against this background, theNational Commission for women
was formed in 1992and the 73 constitutional Amendment, reserving onethird seats for
women in Panchayats, came into effect in1993 in order to give more representation to women
inthe nation’s affairs.”

The issue of women’s political role in post-independence India has acquired three
principaldimensions.” The first, made possible by theconstitutional guarantee of equality, is
participation inthe decision making institutions from the grassroots tothe national
government. The second dimension is the operationalisation of women’s rights, economic,
socialand political, to translate the constitutional promisesinto reality.” After being dormant
for over threedecades, this aspect has resurfaced and is being pursued
with some vigor by women’s movement with varyingdegree of response from the
government, politicalparties, media and public. The legal framework providesa strong base in
his case, making it rather difficult forany institution or political group to adopt an

overtlynegative stance to the demands of the women
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movement. Besides, the growing mobilisation of women’s organisation is increasing
women’s visibilityas a potential force that may need to be tapped. Thethird dimension is the
purpose of women’s participation,the nature of the impact that may or wish to make on
thepolitical process, and how they wish to achieve theiraims.

According to 73 constitutional Amendment, thearticle 243 D of under XI-schedule
describes the dutiesand responsibilities of women leaders. The 73"Constitutional amend ment
act on Panchayat Raj transferspower, resources, and independence of functioning tothese
local bodies.” Much development in health, familyplanning.land management, animal
husbandry, dairy.etc. can be given a new thrust with the people'sinitiative and active
participation as a critical element in whole process of development.

The 73"amendment Act strongly supportswomen’s participation in the election
process as arepresentation through nomination and cooperation. The Act also stipulates tha
one-third of chairpersons atthe three levels of panchayat administration should bewomen.
This will involve about 8 lakh women in thepolitical decision-making process at the grass-
root level.Majority of the winning candidates among women wereilliterate or poorly
educated. In the beginning, theycould hardly contribute anything substantially at the
meetings.

To overcome this problem, training and awareness programmes should be undertaken
on a priority basis. Itis often criticized that the elected women members haveno idea of what
democratic decentralization means andwhat are the rights and responsibilities of the
panchayatmembers.Voluntary organisations and audio-visualmedia may have to undertake a
massive collective effortto make women’s role to make participatory anddemocratically
viable. The government should providesupportive measures to reduce drudgery in
householdactivities so that they can freely participate in thePanchayat Raj activities. The
local women’sorganisation can serve as the basis for women’s trainingin the democratic
procedure and decision-makingprocess.

The policy of reservation raises specific verypertinent issues will one-third reservation
of electoral inPanchayat bodies ensure more significant andmeaningful participation,
involvement and contributionof women in grass root institution and their decisionmakers."”
Women should take much more interest andsee that the funds for panchayats are not

flitteredaway.” They can a least serve as the watchdogs andkeep an eye on the people
responsible for spendingmoney and keeping-accounts. woman, by nature, is anhonest person

and perfect in balancing the familybudget. This quality could usefully be employed
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inmanaging the financial aspects of the Panchayat Rajinstitutions as well. Given the
opportunities, mostwomen make better managers than men.” Traditionally,women have a
wealth of experience in the necessaryskills of management at home. They are involved
inplanning the household by organising its activities andexercising control over they are
better communicatorsthan men and are for better in human relations becauseof their feminine
institution and a greater understanding of people’s emotional needs. Thus all
thesecharacteristics must stand them in good stead while theyare actively participating in

panchayat raj institutions.

Salient Provisions of 73" Constitutional Amendment

The constitution 73 amendment act, 1993, whichwill be legislated upon in all the
states, incorporatessalient provision concerning political participation of women in local
government. (i) In all the panchayatsone third of the seats will be reserved for women;
(i1)One third of the seats reserved for SCs and STs will be reserved for women; (iii) One third
of chairpersons ofpanchayats at all levels shall be reserved for women and (iv) Women and
child development forms part ofnewly added 11th schedule of the constitution. "

The new act provides for (i) Preparation of areaplans by village Panchayats (ii)
Addition of the 11"schedule to the constitution with a detailed list; and (iti)Provision of share

in finance from state commissions tobe established.

Women in Panchayats

The percentage of women at various levels ofpolitical activity has shifted dramatically
as a result ofthis constitutional change, from 4-5 percent before PRIto 25-40 percent after
PRL."? At the local level, thenumber of women representatives has increased from nomore
than 6 in each assembly, usually less than percent in; these bodies and that too as nominated
or co-opted member, to a total of 330,000 and a presencesometimes in excess of the
mandatory one third, thehighest proportion being 43 percent. In other words, in
some cases, women have moved out of reservedconstituencies.”

Women’s participation in Panchayat Raj hasimmediate as well as long-term
implications in as muchas their leadership in quantitative terms 1s just too muchbelow their
population in the country at present. Thereis no work in urban or rural areas, which is the

solepreserve of menfolk. Both work together in unison withno discrimination of any sort, and
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as such. both areequally important to contribute their mite in governmentdispensation as also
in political activities.
Goals to be achieved

A multi-pronged effort needs to be taken as arelatively longterm strategy so that even
the poorest ofthe poor women become active participants in the
decision making bodies in villages. This would involvethe formidable taste of educating all
women in all theintricacies of the rural polity. Moreover, some providedfor instance, the
drudgery of housework has to beremoved by making adequate arrangements forchildcare and
domestic work, A culture of sharinghousehold responsibilities among men and womenwould
need to be created so that the cultural edifice ofnon-productive work as an exclusive domain
of womengets dismantled. Daycare centers and women’s hostelsshould be set up for
providing facilities to women forenhancing the quality of their participation in PanchayatRaj
institutions. Serious efforts will need to be taken tokeep the women folk away from petty
politics ofpolitical parties or the powerful groups functioning inrural areas.

The 73" Amendment of the Indian Constitution(1993) mandated that 33% of local
Panchayat (VillageCouncil) seats be reserved for women. This measure hasbrought great
opportunities for women’s visibility at thegrass-root level in politics. However, women’s
participation in the Panchayati Raj system is not up tothe mark. The formal reservation for
women in Panchayati Raj structure is not a sufficient condition fortheir active participation
unless and until it issupplemented by measures which help in resolving thesocio-economic
pressures inhibiting them.

Participation of women in Panchayati Raj system gives them a status in the
contribution of women notonly in the rural development process but development.it also
gives the opportunity to work in groups,developing programmes, participate in decision
making women needs. The effectiveness depends on how the elected Ives and how they are
perceived in turn asparticipants in the decision-making process.
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