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Abstract

This paper examines the political representation of women in India, focusing on the landmark 73rd and
74th Constitutional Amendments and the ongoing debate around women's reservation in legislatures. The
amendments, enacted in 1992, mandated a minimum 33% reservation for women in Panchayati Raj
Institutions (rural local bodies) and Urban Local Bodies, marking a historic step towards inclusive
governance. The paper analyzes the impact of these amendments on women's political participation, the
challenges faced, and the status of the Women’s Reservation Bill aimed at reserving 33% seats for women
in Parliament and State Assemblies. The study highlights the progress made, persistent barriers, and policy
implications for enhancing women's political empowerment in India.

Introduction

Women's political representation is crucial for democratic inclusiveness and gender equality. India, known
for its democratic framework, has historically witnessed low participation of women in elected offices at
the national and state levels. The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments (1992) were landmark reforms
that mandated reservation of seats for women in local governance institutions, significantly increasing their
political presence at the grassroots. However, women's representation in higher legislatures remains limited
despite sustained advocacy for the Women’s Reservation Bill, which proposes 33% reservation for women
in Parliament and State Legislative Assemblies. This paper explores the evolution, impact, and challenges
of women's political representation in India from these amendments to the current legislative scenario.

Background: Women’s Political Representation in India

Prior to the 73rd and 74th Amendments, women's participation in Indian politics was minimal, often
constrained by socio-cultural norms, patriarchal structures, and limited access to political resources
(Kishwar, 2000). The Indian Constitution guarantees equality, but women's representation in Parliament
hovered around 5-7% for decades (Election Commission of India, 2019).
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The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments
Key Provisions

e 73rd Amendment (1992): Establishes Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) with a mandatory
minimum of 33% seats reserved for women in rural local bodies (Gram Panchayats, Panchayat
Samitis, Zilla Parishads).

e 74th Amendment (1992): Extends similar provisions to Urban Local Bodies (Municipalities),
reserving 33% of seats for women.

These amendments aimed to decentralize power and promote gender-inclusive governance at the grassroots
level (Ministry of Law and Justice, 1992).

Impact on Women’s Political Participation

Post-amendment, women's representation in local bodies rose dramatically. According to the Ministry of
Panchayati Raj (2018), women now occupy over 40% of seats in Panchayats and urban local bodies,
significantly altering local governance dynamics and increasing women’s involvement in decision-making
(Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2018).

Women’s Reservation Bill: Status and Debates

The Women’s Reservation Bill proposes reserving 33% of seats for women in Parliament and State
Assemblies. Introduced multiple times since 1996, the bill has faced political deadlock and remains
unpassed at the national level (Chhibber & Nooruddin, 2004).

Arguments in Favor

[1] Enhances gender equality in higher legislative bodies.

[2] Ensures women’s perspectives in policymaking.

[3] Addresses historical underrepresentation and systemic barriers.
[4] Arguments Against

e Concerns about tokenism and proxy representation.
« Resistance from male politicians fearing loss of power.
o Debates on whether reservation should be sub-quota based on caste or region.
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Challenges and Barriers to Women’s Political Representation

Patriarchal Norms: Social attitudes often restrict women’s political ambitions and leadership roles
(Chhachhi, 2019).

Resource Constraints: Women candidates face financial, educational, and organizational
disadvantages.

Political Party Dynamics: Parties often nominate fewer women candidates in general elections.

Proxy Representation: Instances where male relatives influence women representatives’ decisions,
limiting genuine empowerment.

Policy Implications and Future Prospects

The journey towards enhancing women’s political representation in India has achieved significant
milestones, particularly through the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments. However, to
consolidate these gains and address persisting challenges, a strategic and multi-dimensional
approach is required. Below are key policy implications and future prospects that can shape the
future landscape of women’s political participation in India.

Strengthening Enforcement and Monitoring of Quotas

While the constitutional amendments mandate a 33% reservation for women in local governance,
enforcement and monitoring mechanisms need to be strengthened. Ensuring transparency in
candidate selection, electoral processes, and functioning can prevent circumvention of quotas or
proxy representation. Regular audits and community monitoring can enhance accountability and
ensure that elected women representatives fully exercise their powers (Ministry of Panchayati Raj,
2018).

Political Party Reforms to Enhance Women’s Representation

Political parties play a pivotal role in promoting women candidates, especially in higher legislative
bodies. Internal quotas within parties for women candidates, targeted recruitment, and mentoring
programs can increase women’s political participation. Parties must recognize the electoral
advantages of fielding women and actively support their campaigns with resources and training
(Kishwar, 2000). Electoral reforms to incentivize parties with higher women representation should
also be explored.
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Capacity Building and Leadership Training

Empowerment extends beyond mere representation; it requires equipping women with the skills and
confidence to perform effectively. Capacity-building programs focusing on leadership, public
speaking, legislative procedures, and governance can enhance women politicians' effectiveness and
autonomy. Civil society organizations and government agencies can collaborate to provide

accessible and continuous training tailored to women’s specific needs and contexts (Chhachhi,
2019).

Revisiting the Women’s Reservation Bill with Inclusive Frameworks

The Women’s Reservation Bill remains a critical yet stalled piece of legislation. Revisiting the bill
with a focus on inclusivity is essential. This includes addressing the intersectionality of caste, class,
and regional disparities by instituting sub-quotas or rotational reservation systems to ensure
representation of marginalized women. Engaging all political stakeholders and conducting
widespread awareness campaigns can build consensus and overcome resistance (Chhibber &
Nooruddin, 2004).

Promoting Gender-Sensitive Social and Cultural Change

Structural reforms must be complemented by efforts to challenge patriarchal attitudes and gender
stereotypes entrenched in society. Gender-sensitive education, media campaigns, and community
dialogue can promote more supportive environments for women’s political participation. Engaging
men as allies and advocates for gender equality is crucial to transforming social norms (International
IDEA, 2018).

Leveraging Technology and Innovation

Digital platforms and social media can be powerful tools for women politicians to engage with
constituents, mobilize support, and increase transparency. E-governance initiatives can also reduce
barriers related to access and communication, empowering women leaders to perform their roles
more effectively (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2018).

Building Networks and Alliances

Encouraging the formation of women’s caucuses, political networks, and alliances at local, state,
and national levels can create supportive spaces for women politicians to share experiences, mentor
newcomers, and advocate collectively for gender-responsive policies. Such platforms can amplify
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women’s voices and influence within political institutions.

Future prospects thus lie in a holistic approach combining legal reforms, political will, capacity
building, social change, and innovative tools. By addressing both structural and cultural barriers,
India can move closer to a truly inclusive democracy where women’s political representation is
equitable, meaningful, and transformative.

Conclusion

The political representation of women in India has witnessed remarkable progress since the enactment of
the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments in 1992. These legal mandates have significantly
transformed the landscape of local governance by ensuring that women occupy at least one-third of seats
in Panchayati Raj Institutions and Urban Local Bodies. This shift has not only increased women’s numerical
presence but has also begun to reshape governance priorities, bringing critical attention to gender-sensitive
issues such as health, education, and social welfare. Empirical evidence shows that women’s participation
in grassroots politics leads to more inclusive and responsive governance, thereby reinforcing the democratic
ethos of representation. However, despite these important gains at the local level, women remain grossly
underrepresented in higher legislative bodies such as the Parliament and State Assemblies. The long-
pending Women’s Reservation Bill, which seeks to extend a 33% quota for women in these legislatures,
remains a symbol of both hope and political contestation. The failure to enact this legislation underscores
the persistent structural, cultural, and political barriers that women face in accessing and sustaining political
power. Issues such as patriarchal norms, resource constraints, party biases, and the phenomenon of proxy
representation continue to limit the depth and quality of women’s political empowerment. Looking forward,
it is clear that legal mandates alone are insufficient to achieve substantive gender equality in political
representation. A multi-faceted strategy that combines legislative reforms, political party transformation,
capacity building, social awareness, and technological innovation is essential. Moreover, the inclusion of
intersectional considerations—recognizing the varied experiences of women across caste, class, region, and
religion—will be crucial for truly equitable representation.

In essence, women’s political representation in India is at a critical juncture. The constitutional amendments
laid a strong foundation at the grassroots, but scaling this success to higher levels of governance requires
persistent political will, societal change, and institutional support. Ensuring that women’s voices are not
only heard but also heeded in policymaking will enrich India’s democracy and drive more inclusive
development. Ultimately, advancing women’s political empowerment is not just a matter of justice and
equality but a strategic imperative for the nation’s social and economic progress.
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