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WOMEN IN

PANCHAYATI RAJ

mongst the earliest thinkers
about the status of women in
the context of what a state and
its governance should be were
Socrates, Plato and Aristotle.
While some of their views
obviously would be deemed
highly problematic to the
modern mind, some certainly
were modern even by today’s
standards. Socrates, for example,
argued that perfect justice “can
be achieved only by suppression
of the distinction between the
sexes in all important matters
and the admission of women
on an equal footing to all
activities of the city, particu-
larly the most important, fight-
ing and thinking” (Bloom
1991).

Prior to Independence
Mahatma Gandhi thought hard
about the issues of women and
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articulated his views clearly. In
the post-independence period,
there have been several doughty
spokespersons of women’s causes
who have brought considerable
pressure on the government
through articulation of their
views and conviction on the
kinds of policies and reforms
needed for ensuring equality for
and enhancing the status and
dignity of women. One or the
other of them has at different
times served on one committee
or another and, along with
men and women of equal com-
mitment, have given experien-
tial content and meaning to
the recommendations of those
Committees. Since the 1970s,
there have been some signifi-
cant events that influenced the
in India

status of women

including, to some extent,
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certain international conferences such as those
in Bangkok (1984), Nairobi (1985) and Beijing
(1996). It would, however, be unfair to our
women and men thinkers to say that interna-
tional efforts alone have significantly influ-
enced their thoughts because many of them are
original thinkers with hands on experience at

the grassroots level.

In India four important efforts, namely,
the Report of the Committee on the Status
of Women in India (CSWI) - “Towards Equal-
ity” 1974, the National Education Policy 1986,
the Report of the National Commission on
Self-Employed Women and Women in the
Informal Sector- “Shramshakti” 1988 and the
National Perspective Plan for Women 1988-
2000 AD of the Government of India brought
out in 1988 have made significant contribution
to the understanding of and finding solutions
for issues relating to women. It goes without
saying that the greatest of all recent efforts
made in this direction is the provision in the
Constitution 73" Amendment relating to
political representation for women in the
Panchayats. It is appropriate to examine the
vision emerging from some of these documents
and place it in juxtaposition to the manner
and results of the operationalisation of the
provisions of the Constitution 73" Amend-
ment in some states of the country so that we
may come to a further understanding of the
kind of future course of action that the PRIs
should take to make women’s empowerment a
reality in rural India. This is essential because
even when we have encapsulated a vision for
women within the Constitution, that itself is
no guarantee that such a vision would find
concrete expression in every day life. A
periodic recall, therefore, of the operational
components of what makes for that vision is
essential to take that vision forward.

As the Introduction to Policy and
Related Documents enclosed to the National
Perspective Plan for Women 1988 puts it,
“Policy documents concerning Indian women
have been guided by the Constitution. The
preamble to the Constitution of India assures
to secure to all its citizens: Justice, social,
economic and political; Liberty of thought,
expression, belief, faith and worship; Equality
of status and opportunity; and to promote
among them all Fraternity assuring the dignity
of the individual and the unity of the Nation.
To attain these national objectives, the Con-
stitution guarantees certain fundamental rights
and freedoms such as freedom of speech,
protection of life, personal liberty and the
prohibition of discrimination or denial of equal
protection.

“Indian women are the beneficiaries of
these rights in the same manner as Indian men.
For instance, Article 14 ensures ‘equality before
law’ and Article 15 ‘prohibits any discrimina-
tion’. There is only one specific provision in
Article 15 (3) which empowers the state to
make ‘any special provision for women and
childten™ :somus Consequently, this provi-
sion has enabled the state to make special
provision for women, particularly in the field
of labour legislation like the Factories Act, the
Mines Act and so forth.

“Article 16(1) guarantees “equality of
opportunity for all citizens in matters relating
to employment or appointment to any office
under the State’. And Article 16(2) forbids
discrimination “in respect of any employment
of office under the State’ on the grounds only
of religion, race, caste, sex, descent, place of

birth, residence or any one of them.

“Some of the Directive Principles are

*women-specific’.  Others concern women



indirectly or by necessary implication. Amongst
those which toncern women directly and have
a special bearing on their status include: Article
39(a)- the right to an adequate means of
livelihood for men and women equally; Article
39(d)- equal pay for equal work for both men
and women; Article 39(e)- protection of the
health and strength of workers - men, women
and children — from abuse and entry into
avocations unsuited to their age and strength;
and Article 42-just and humane conditions of
work and maternity relief” (DWCD: 1988).

Despite the Constitutional guarantee of
equality of all citizens before law regardless of
their sex, the truth, however, in the Indian
society today is, as it has been for a long period
in its history, women are not treated as equals.
The Indian social system, which for centuries
" has been based on hierarchies of several kinds,
always kept women in a position that was
subordinate to men. The inequalities which
resulted from this position, as Vina Mazumdar
points out, “had been formalised and
institutionalised through a plethora of customs,
norms and practices to protect a highly resilient
hierarchic social order....... The order rested on
three major foundations: (a) a rank order linked
to occupational status and other qualities of
groups (communities), rather than individuals;
(b) careful preservation of distances/differences
between diverse groups through controls over
intermixing, marriages and acknowledgment of
offspring; (c) subtle and sophisticated institu-
tions to control and appropriate women’s free-
doms, sexuality and labour, designed and main-
tained successfully by the three most significant
social organisations - the community (caste,
clan, tribe, kinship, religions/ sects/linguistic
groups etc.); the family, whose sense of belong-
ing (identity) to a particular community and
the need for its support in times of need/
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distress(security) required obeisance to the
community’s norms; and the state, through its
gradual evolution..... These institutionalised
methods of control and subordination of women,
currently referred to by women'’s studies scholars
as ‘structures of patriarchy’ were, and still are,
essential to the maintenance and continuity of
the hierarchy. The forms of control/appropria-
tion have kept changing over generations, but
the dependence of the other two systems of
social organisation on these patriarchal struc-
tures has remained basic to the social system

as a whole”. (Mazumdar 1998).

The Report of the Committee on Status
of Women in India (1974) found that a “review
of the disabilities and constraints on women,
which stem from the socio-cultural institutions,
indicates that the majority of women are still
very far from enjoying the rights and opportu-
nities guaranteed to them by the Constitution.
Society has not yet succeeded in framing the
required norms or institutions to enable women
to fulfill the multiple roles that they are
expected to play in India”. The Committee,
therefore, urged that “community organisations,
particularly women’s organisations should
mobilise public opinion and strengthen social
efforts against oppressive institutions like po-
lygamy, dowry, ostentatious expenditure in
wedding and child marriage, and mount a
campaign for the dissemination of information
about the legal rights of women to increase
their awareness.
which has to be shared by community

This is a joint responsibility

organisations, legislators who have helped to
frame these laws and the Government which
is responsible for implementing them”.

Pointing out that 94 per cent of all
working women in the country were working
in the vast unorganised sector on whom the
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legislative and executive actions initiated pur-
suant to the Constitutional guarantees had
made no impact in terms of the conditions of
work, wages or opportunities, the Committee
demanded the Maternity Benefits Act, 1961
“should also cover agricultural labourers in the
same manner as suggested for other industries.
To facilitate its implementation, the Central
Fund should also include a levy on Agricultural
Holdings Tax by the Committee on Taxation
It called

for the limit of 50 women workers required to

of Agricultural Wealth and Income.

justify the provision of creches under the
Factories Act to be reduced to 20.” The
Committee demanded the Constitutional prin-
ciple under Article 39 (d) be translated into
law and incorporated in the Minimum Wages
Act. Pointing out that while there was increase
in the number of girls receiving formal educa-
tion after Independence “the gap between the
enrolment of boys and girls has continued to
increase at all levels and the proportion of the
girls in the relevant age groups covered by the
school system still remains far below the
Constitutional target of universal education up
to the age of 14”, the Committee added that,
“social attitudes to the education of girls range
from acceptance of the need to one of absolute
indifference. The reasons for the variation in
social attitude and consequent slow progress of
women’s education are both social and eco-
nomic, which are intensified by inadequate
facilities and the ambivalent attitude regarding
the purpose of educating girls”. The Committee
advised that the “challenge of the widening
literacy gap will have to be borne in mind in
determining priorities in educational develop-
ment in the years to come. The claims of the
formal educational system which can cater to
the need of only a minority for a long time
to come will have to be balanced against the

claims of eradication of illiteracy. This stands
out as the most important and imperative need
to raise the status of women who are already
adults and constitute the largest group. While
the Constitutional directive of universal edu-
cation up to the age of 14 must receive the
highest priority in the formal system ...... an
alternative system has to be designed to provide
basic education to adult women, particularly in
the 15-25 age group.”

Regarding the formal educational sys-
tem, the Committee recommended that co-
education should be adopted as the general
policy at the primary level, that there should
be a common course of general education for
both sexes till the end of class X, all courses
being open to boys and girls and that class XI-
XII girls should have the full opportunity to
choose vocational and technical courses accord-
ing to local conditions, needs and aptitudes. On
universalisation of education for the age group
6-14, the Committee called for sustained pro-
paganda by all types of persons, “preferably
women officials and non-officials, social and
political workers, to bring in every girl into
school in class-1 preferably at the age of 6.
They should visit local schools and involve
parents and community leaders in order to
promote the schooling of girls, particularly in
backward areas. Since poverty is the major
cause of dropouts, the most effective incentive,
in our opinion, is the provision of mid-day
meals. The rate of children passing the primary
level has definitely gone up in states which
have introduced mid-day meals. In Kerala,
which has the highest literacy rate among
women, this provision is one of the major
factors for the enrolment and retention of the
children in school today. ...... For girls particu-
larly, the lack of adequate clothing is a great
deterrent to attending schools. For schools



which do not prescribe any uniform, some
provision of ciothing is necessary. At least 50
per cent of the teachers at this stage should
be women”. Developing a system of part-time
education for girls who cannot attend school
on a full-time basis which should provide
education to them at a convenient time was
recommended. Also recommended was ad-
equate provision of common rooms and sepa-

rate toilet facilities for girls in all schools.

On the non-formal side, it was empha-
sised that for women the need for vocational
and occupational skills was greater than those
for men and that the training in those skills
should be related to local needs, resources and
employment possibilities “instead of adopting
an artificial sex-selective approach”. Commu-
nity involvement in non-formal education was
emphasised in the sense that the teachers in
the non-formal system must have skills that
were of direct relevance to the problems of the
community. “The object of the system should
be to provide access to information and use
of information for better participation in social
life with literacy as the core of the package”.
Equality of sexes was to be stressed as a matter
of educational values and to this end a major
change was needed in the content and
organisation of education. On women’s politi-
cal status, the Committee has this to say:
“Though women’s participation in the political
process has increased, both in elections and in
their readiness to express their views on issues
directly concerning their day-to-day life, their
ability to produce an impact on the political
process has been negligible because of the
inadequate attention paid to their political
education and mobilisation by both political
parties and women’s organisations. Parties have
tended to see women voters as appendages of
the males. Among women, the leadership has
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become diffused and diverse with sharp con-
tradictions in their regard and concern of the
inequalities that affect the status of women in
every sphere social, economic and political.
The revolution in status of women for which
Constitutional equality was to be only the
instrument, still remains a very distant objec-
tive. While the position of some groups have
changed for the better, the large masses of
women continue to lack spokespersons in the
representative bodies of the state. Though
women do not constitute a minority numeri-
cally, they are acquiring the features of one by
the inequality of class, status and political
power. In this sense, the new rights have
proved to be only concessional. Our recom-
mendations aim to make women’s political
rights more functional as required by the needs
of a democratic system..... We, therefore,
recommend the establishment of Statutory
Women’s Panchayats at the village level with
autonomy and resources of their own for the
management and administration of welfare and
development programmes for women and
children, as a transition measure, to break
through the traditional attitudes that inhibit
most women from articulating their problems
and participating actively in the existing local
bodies. They should be directly elected by the
women of the village and have the right to
send representatives to the Panchayat Samitis
and/or Zilla Parishads. A viable relationship
with the Gram Panchayats should be main-
tained by making the Chairman and Secretary
of both bodies ex-officio members of the

other”.

On the health side, the Committee
called for “integration of family planning with
more positive health services like maternal and
child health, and nutrition and improvement

in the life expectancy of children and mothers”
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which “will provide a far grater incentive to
adoption of family planning measures” than the
hitherto adopted over-concentration of efforts
on family planning including the practice of
providing financial incentives to promoters.
They recommended that at the level of the
primary health centres, the maternity and child
health service should be separated for purposes
of administrative provision, medical personnel

and budget (MSW : 1974; DWCD: 1988).

It can be seen from the above that the
Committee on Status of Women in India gave
the highest importance to women’s education,
health and above all, political empowerment,
while stressing the role of women’s organisations
in mobilising public opinion against social evils
and in dissemination of information about
legal rights of women to increase their aware-
ness and the need for women’s political edu-
cation and mobilisation. It specifically called
for the establishment of women’s Panchayats
at the village level with autonomy and re-
sources of their own and linkages to the
Panchayat Samiti and Zilla Parishad levels.

The National Policy on Education,
1986 took this theme forward in its Strategy
Enunciation and Programme of Action. On

Empowerment of women, it had this to say:

Women become empowered through

collective reflection and decision-making.

Parameters of Empowerment

% building a positive self-image and self-

confidence;
% developing ability to think critically;
% building up group cohesion and fostering

decision-making and action;
% ensuring equal participation in the pro-

cess of bringing about social change; and

# encouraging group action in order to

bring about change in the society.

The following measures will (have to)
be taken for the achievement of the above

parameters:

(a) Every educational institution should......
take up active programmes of women'’s
development built around a study and
awareness of women's predicaments and
for promotion of communication and

organisation among woimnen.

(b) All teachers and Non-Formal Education/
Adult Education (NFE/AE) instructors
should be trained as agents of women’s
empowerment. Voluntary agencies and
activist groups for women'’s development
will (have to) be involved in these
training programines.

(¢) Women teachers and women instructors

in adult/non-formal education
programmes should receive special orien-
tation to enable them to play an activist

role towards women’s equality.

(d) Special programmes should be developed
by research institutions, voluntary insti-
tutions and professional groups of artists
to promote general awareness and self-
image amongst women through a variety
of programmes like discussions, street
plays, skits, wall papers, puppet shows

etc.

(e) Preference in recruitment of teachers up
to school level should be for women.
This will create a greater confidence in
the rural areas and motivate the parents

to send girls to the school.

(f) The common core curriculum is a pow-

erful instrument for the empowerment of

























































