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PREFACE
Books on Panchayat system in India have been published by a good

number and thus have kept depicting the various facades of panchayat
raj implementation, management and leadership as well. West Bengal
in this area already has made a historic stride which has gone
internationally reckoned. But most of study of Panchayat Raj is focusing
either on the structural formalities or on the operational coverage in
terms of social economic and cultural achievement vis-à-vis non
achievement.

This book has been unique by paving into the some of the un walked
meanders of the progress or constraints of panchayat raj system in
West Bengal. The empowerment through participation and entitlement
of women in the panchayat raj has been a revolution itself in West
Bengal and also in some other parts of India. The book thus has been a
reckoning of this unveiled experience.

The quality of participation can not be estimated only by counts, but
by the impacts sojourned by the social ambiance. A woman while
stepping out of the family confinements, she has to undergo an inevitable
socio-psychological process, rather a process of social metamorphosis.
Some personal characters, social variables, institutional morphology
go on organizing this process of empowerment, entitlement and
enhancement as well.

With a clearance of the women bill by the Parliament, this process
of women empowerment in this great institution shall get a new fillip by
encompassing some new social corridors to amplify the domain of
engendering panchayat raj institutions and its functions as well.

The book has made a splendid approach through a statically modeled
to isolate the factors attributing to the areas of participation, decision
making, leadership and so on to ultimately up grade the functioning of
panchayat raj under the entitlement and empowerment of women as an
integral part of the developmental process.

The scholars, professionals, social scientists, organizations and the
government institutions, while looking through the book, are expected
to develop a concept on accommodation, welcoming the women into
the process of participation, decision making and acting in the
developmental process, a learning experience on the same through its
subsequent social osmosis by steering the consequences of
assimilation and acculturation to redefine the value of women
empowerment through an evolving panchayat raj system as well.

- Authors
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Throughout his bright academic period he has also associated with the
Distance Education delivered by IGNOU. He has so far published 58
research papers in different National and International Journals. He has
participated in international congress of IUAES in Italy as speaker.

Dr. SK. Musiar Ali, the faculty of Agricultural Training Centre,
Narendrapur Ramakrishna Mission, Kolkata has already earned eminency
in the sphere of rural development methodology, training and capacity
building and development studies. Presently he is performing a very vital
role in the implementation and monitoring of ATMA project across the
State. To his credit has already published a good number of research
papers and popular article in National and International Journal. He has
already visited a good number of overseas countries on academic
mission.
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ABOUT THE BOOK
India’s Panchayat Raj system is the world’s largest democratic

structure through which rural development and progress are being
organized and spear headed with the active participation of down to earth
people. The institutionalization processes of panchayat it self has drawn
the attention of world intellectual and scholars for its unique pattern of
socialization, evolution and functioning across the decade. While at the
earlier stage of its initiation (1960 – 1980), this institution has been
suffering from the lack of clear vision in how to imbibe the interest and
spirit of huge have not of our society and how to make disparaging gender
distances minimized one, in the way of its gradual growth, the 73rd and
74th amendment have made great break through by ushering the women’s
participation and backward communities involvement for their main
streaming in the process of rural development. The whole of the process
has presented to the intellectuals, scholars and professionals of social
and management  science, a whole lot of social chemistry for successfully
organizing the much needed development endeavors.

The book is coming out at such a point of time when our parliament
has unleashed the women reservation bill and when the entire nation is
being stormed with the 100 days job guarantee programme where in
women participation is is having a stark. West Bengal again is one of the
pioneer States implementing the various rural development programmes
with both blistering success and some failure having of learning
experiences.  And both of these success and learning experiences,
internationally acknowledge, have become the socio-political construct
of this book.

For a sequential unveiling of different stories and approaches,
methodologies and techniques, discourses and derivatives, the chapter
setting has been as follows: Prologue, The perspective and context of
women’s participation in panchayat system: the referral and illustration,
Women’s participation in panchayat: the people, setting and
methodology, Women and panchayat : the power, access and
participation, Epilogue & References.

Books of panchayat are not that dearer. But a book on methodology
and operational approaches to study women participation from a
kaleidoscopic vision enriched with battery of unique variables covering
social, political, economic, management characters, is of course that
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dearer.

We are of every hope that the content of the  book derived from rich
empirical studies would give a fillip to the refreshing minds of scholars,
professionals, scientists, management personnel’s, policy makers,
institute for sustainable rural development and of course that of political
leaders committed to the cause of rural development. With the burgeoning
demand on rural development studies, this book is no doubt a time felt
intellectual as well as emotional intervention.
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Empowerment and Entitlement of Rural Women in The Panchayat System

Prologue

1

The Constitution of India pledges equality of status and opportunity,
justice - social, economic and political – and dignity of the individual, to
men and women equally. The Constitutional rights were to serve as
instruments for achieving equality of the status and opportunities in the
wider contest of poverty, education, economic development strategy
and political participation. After Independence, Government of India has
enacted policies creating more economic opportunities for women that
have contributed towards reducing the male – female disparity.
Empowerment is the initial phase of women’s liberation, freedom and
equality as well as a long-range goal of women’s political participation.
Women’s empowerment refers to the process by which women acquire
due recognition on par with men, to participate in the development
process of the society through the political institutions as a partner with
human dignity. Identity empowerment theory is a recently developed
clinical sociological theory that has been built on documented patterns
and predictabilities in interpersonal, family, and group behaviour. It is
used as an integrated frame of reference throughout women and
empowerment.

In India, there has always been a vast difference between a boy
and girl and female children have always been considered as secondary
citizens compared to male children. The custom of early marriage, dowry
system, early pregnancies, too many pregnancies, lack of knowledge
on legal rights, neglecting the legal rights of women, lack of health and
sanitation, malnutrition and economic insecurity have played an important
role in degenerating the gender equity balance. After independence,
Government of India have enacted policies creating more economic
opportunities for women in particular and more specifically, rural poor

and illiterate women are portrayed as agents of change towards reducing
the male-female disparity. Increasing the representation of women is
often thought to be a ‘win-win’ proposition, increasing equity of efficiency:
equity because women and men have different political agendas, and
increased representation would ensure a better representation of
women’s needs; efficiency because women are supposed to be better
politicians, which have positive long term consequences on growth.

For social and economic transformation of village life Community
Development Programme was launched as a method on the eve of Gandhi
Jayanti the 2nd October 1952. The late Pandit Nehru, inaugurating the
Project, spoke in stirring terms to the people: ‘The work we are about to
start today is in the service of the motherland, in the service of the land
of which we are all part. We should serve her with hard work, with the
sweat of our brow. If necessary, we shall shed our blood, so that million
of our countrymen may go forward and that there may be an end to their
trials and tribulations.’ The enthusiasm aroused by the first series of the
Project was so tremendous that a decision was taken to set up National
Extension Service Blocks on 2nd October 1953 as an agency. But
unfortunately, CD Programme, instead of being people-oriented
Programme with Governments’ assistance was became more and more
Governments’ Programme with varying degrees of people’s participation.
Evaluation Report (1956) observed, ‘An emphasis on organizational
compliance and official responsibility is threatening to turn a State-induced
popular movement of rural regeneration into an official programme of
tasks in which people are asked to participation.’

The National Development Council appointed a Committee popularly
known as The Balwant Rai Mehta Committee (1957) to study the working
of the CD and NES and make suitable recommendations with regard to
economy and efficiency. The National Development Council endorsed
the B.R. Mehta Team’s proposal for ‘Democratic Decentralization’ marked
the beginning of new phase to envelope the entire rural India. The
establishment of a three-tier system of local self-government with full
powers to assume responsibility for local development was the core of
the Mehta Committee recommendations. Realizing the importance of
popular participation it recommended the creation of institutions which
were to be statutory, elective, comprehensive in duties and functions,
equipped with necessary executive machinery, with adequate resources,
and with enough autonomy and freedom. The creation of the Panchayati
Raj in 1959, with object of entrusting the authority and responsibility for

10
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rural development to rural people was considered not only an innovation,
but also a revolution.

In consequence of the recommendation of B.R. Mehta study team,
the West Bengal Panchayat Act of 1957 was passed. Following elections
over a period of 1958-63, a four tier panchayat structure was set-up
comprising Gram Panchayat at village level, Anchal Panchayat for a
group of villages, Anchalik Parishad at block level and Zilla Parishad at
district level. No election was held for next fifteen years. For the
rejuvenation of the Panchayati Raj body a new enactment titled West
Bengal Panchayat Act 1973 was passed by the Legislative Assembly
and a 3-tier Panchayat Raj system in conformity with all India pattern
has been introduced in West Bengal since 1978.

However, in the seventies, a feeling started developing that
Panchayati Raj Institutions were like a ‘God that failed’. After initial
enthusiasm and promising performance when Panchayat Raj Institutions
began to deteriorate rapidly, the Ashok Mehta Committee (1977) was
appointed with the task of examining into this sorry institutions and
measures to revamp the Panchayat Raj Institutions. The Committee
(1978) adopted a flexible approach to the problem and recommended a
‘two-tiers’ model for Panchayati Raj – the Zilla Parishad at the district
level should be known as the unit of planning and ‘Mandal Panchayats’,
a cluster of villages, covering of 15000 to 20000 will be the implementing
body. The Committee also categorically opined in favour of allowing the
political parties to take part and direct election for both tiers in Panchayati
Raj. Though no action was taken on the recommendations of this
Committee at the Central level, three States – West Bengal, Andhra
Pradesh and Karnataka – took steps to revitalize Panchayat Raj in their
States.

The Planning Commission appointed a Committee under the
Chairmanship of Dr. G. V. K. Rao in 1985, to review existing administrative
arrangements for rural development and to suggest appropriate structural
mechanism to active Panchayat Raj Institutions. The Committee
recommended that the district should be the basic unit for policy planning
and implementation. The Committee also called for regular elections to
the Panchayati Raj Institutions. The Seventh Plan Document (1985 -
’90) re-affirmed its faith in the process of decentralization and resolved
to follow the process on the lines suggested by the Rao Committee. In
1986, Government of India constituted a Committee under the

Chairmanship of Dr. L.M. Singhvi to review the functioning of Panchayat
Raj Institutions and to suggest measures for their revitalization. The
Committee took Indian villages and Gram Sabha as the republican base
of democratic nation. The Committee perhaps the first time envisaged
and recommended that local – government and more particularly,
Panchayat Raj Institutions should be constitutionally proclaimed as the
third tier of the Government. Adding a separate chapter in the Constitution
would make the identity and integrity of the Panchayat Raj Institutions
reasonably and substaintially involate. The Sarkaria Commission (1988)
on Centre – State Relations did not favour the idea of L.M.Sinhvi
Committee to confer Constitutional status to the Panchayat Raj
Institutions. The Commission felt that there was need for uniformity of
law in States, regarding holding of periodical elections and super sessions
with regards Panchayat Raj Institutions.

In spite of a number of Committees being appointed to suggest the
ways and means to revitalize and renovate Panchayat Raj Institutions,
these Institutions could not acquire the status and dignity of viable and
responsive people’s bodies due to a variety of reasons including absence
of regular elections, prolong suppression, inadequate representations
of weaker sections, like the SC, ST and women, insufficient devolution
of powers and lack of financial resources. The course suggested by Dr.
L.M. Singhvi Committee of conferring constitutional status to Panchayat
Raj Institutions gained favour and it goes to the credit and farsightedness
of the then Prime Minister Late Shree Rajiv Gandhi to have made an
effort to accord Constitutional status to Panchayat Raj Institutions in
the form of Sixty Fourth Constitutional Amendment Bill was passed on
10th August, 1989 by the Lok Sabha, but defeated in the Rajya Sabha.

Soon after the costitution of the Tenth Lok Sabha, the
Congress (I) Government introduced the Seventy Second
Constitutional Amendment Bill. The Lok Sabha passed the 72nd
Constitutional Amendment Bill on December 22, 1992 and by the
Rajya Sabha on December 23, 1993. After having been ratified by
17 State Assemblies, this emerged as the Constitution 73rd
Amendment Act, 1993 and came into force from April 24, 1993. In
order to make the composition of the Panchayat Raj Institutions
truly democratic the 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act, 1993
provided for positive discrimination through the stipulation of one-
third reservation of the total seats for the women members and
also for the chairpersons and these seats may be allotted by

Prologue 11 12
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States.
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arrangements for rural development and to suggest appropriate structural
mechanism to active Panchayat Raj Institutions. The Committee
recommended that the district should be the basic unit for policy planning
and implementation. The Committee also called for regular elections to
the Panchayati Raj Institutions. The Seventh Plan Document (1985 -
’90) re-affirmed its faith in the process of decentralization and resolved
to follow the process on the lines suggested by the Rao Committee. In
1986, Government of India constituted a Committee under the

Chairmanship of Dr. L.M. Singhvi to review the functioning of Panchayat
Raj Institutions and to suggest measures for their revitalization. The
Committee took Indian villages and Gram Sabha as the republican base
of democratic nation. The Committee perhaps the first time envisaged
and recommended that local – government and more particularly,
Panchayat Raj Institutions should be constitutionally proclaimed as the
third tier of the Government. Adding a separate chapter in the Constitution
would make the identity and integrity of the Panchayat Raj Institutions
reasonably and substaintially involate. The Sarkaria Commission (1988)
on Centre – State Relations did not favour the idea of L.M.Sinhvi
Committee to confer Constitutional status to the Panchayat Raj
Institutions. The Commission felt that there was need for uniformity of
law in States, regarding holding of periodical elections and super sessions
with regards Panchayat Raj Institutions.

In spite of a number of Committees being appointed to suggest the
ways and means to revitalize and renovate Panchayat Raj Institutions,
these Institutions could not acquire the status and dignity of viable and
responsive people’s bodies due to a variety of reasons including absence
of regular elections, prolong suppression, inadequate representations
of weaker sections, like the SC, ST and women, insufficient devolution
of powers and lack of financial resources. The course suggested by Dr.
L.M. Singhvi Committee of conferring constitutional status to Panchayat
Raj Institutions gained favour and it goes to the credit and farsightedness
of the then Prime Minister Late Shree Rajiv Gandhi to have made an
effort to accord Constitutional status to Panchayat Raj Institutions in
the form of Sixty Fourth Constitutional Amendment Bill was passed on
10th August, 1989 by the Lok Sabha, but defeated in the Rajya Sabha.

Soon after the costitution of the Tenth Lok Sabha, the
Congress (I) Government introduced the Seventy Second
Constitutional Amendment Bill. The Lok Sabha passed the 72nd
Constitutional Amendment Bill on December 22, 1992 and by the
Rajya Sabha on December 23, 1993. After having been ratified by
17 State Assemblies, this emerged as the Constitution 73rd
Amendment Act, 1993 and came into force from April 24, 1993. In
order to make the composition of the Panchayat Raj Institutions
truly democratic the 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act, 1993
provided for positive discrimination through the stipulation of one-
third reservation of the total seats for the women members and
also for the chairpersons and these seats may be allotted by
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rotation, both in reserved and unreserved categories, to different
Constituencies in a Panchayat. Significantly, with this provision,
2,27,698 Panchayats at village level, 5906 Panchayats at
intermediate level and 474 Panchayats at district level have been
constituted manned by about 34 lakh elective representatives
among them nearly 11.3 lakh are women members at all levels
in the country. This is the broadest representative base that exists
in any country of the world, developed or under-developed.

Social mobilization is a very important result of the structure evolving
out of the 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act, 1993. The 73rd
Constitutional Amendment writes that the main intention of the policy
makers behind this reservation is two-fold; one is the democratic justice
and second is the human resource utilization. She further states that
the country development cannot achieve without the proper participation
of women. The transformation of social environment is seen as a
fundamental requirement to enable a full understanding and realization
of the goals of equitable participation of women and other weaker sections
in the political process as provided for in the 73rd Constitutional
Amendment Act. The participation of the weaker section and women
members in the Panchayat Raj bodies, in particular will enable them to
ensure that only such project/activities are taken up which will meet
their felt needs and will benefit people who have not been able to derive
the advantage of the system as yet and ensure social justice.  It is
essential that social mores and structures have to change to allow the
space for women’s political participation ushered in through the
reservation of seats in the Panchayat Raj Institutions. A mere provisioning
in the Constitution and legal enactments cannot, by itself lead to full
participation without social restructuring. Therefore, attitudinal change
has to be an essential part of elected PRI representatives, male and
female, a mere focus on women’s rights and leadership modules will
not suffice.

The lowest level electoral unit in the Panchayat System is
the Gram Panchayat, which covers around 10-12 villages totaling
around 10,000 residents. It has 15-20 seats of representatives
elected every five years. In the 2003 elections, there were 3354
GPs in West Bengal with 51142 members. Each member is elected
by an electorate compose of around 700 members. This GP
Council is headed by a Pradhan (Chief) and an Upa Pradhan
(Deputy Chief) elected amongst themselves by the GP members.

At the ground level, the Gram panchayat is a very powerful and
influential body, wielding effective control over substantial
resources and political power.

Constitutional provisions, government policies, social action and
awareness of rural women together should be able to provide women
with necessary leadership skills to enjoy equal opportunity. The
Panchayat Raj has provided a common forum for social, economic,
political and legal advancement of rural women. It can emerge as a
model in incorporating women’s talents in the light of the specified nexus
between women’s concern and local issues and thereby enhance the
status of women through political empowerment. Now women are more
than nominal in the political bodies and this is an epoch-making step in
the women’s empowerment and political participation. But increasing
the representation of women has not automatically led to a more gendered
analysis of the issues confronting local government. Nor has it
necessarily raised the profile of women’s needs and interests in the
policy agenda, given that elected women often act as proxies for men’s
views at the councils, being advised by their male relatives. But there is
now a minority of women who are in politics because of their leadership
qualities or feminist consciousness and visible changes in the articulation
of ideas and leadership qualities exhibited by this minority have been
noted in the different priorities and different values espoused by women
in politics.

As a result of various attempts made by the Government and Non-
Government agency the participation of the women is improving. There
is a need to find out to which the women’s participation in political,
economic, social, cultural and policy-making process in the development
programmes would be possible after 73rd Constitutional Amendment
Act of 1992. The socio-economic, socio-cultural and psychological
characteristics and also the women’s participation differ among the
members of the women gram panchayat leaders. Keeping in view the
above statement an in depth study will provide a strong base to the
planners, policy makers, administrators, extension workers etc. to take
future course of action for the all round development of the country.

Approaches to the problem and key issues of the Study

To study some characteristics of elected women gram
panchayat leaders in the major developmental activities.
To find the degree of association among the characteristics of
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