International Journal of Advancement in Social Science and Humanity http://www.ijassh.in

(NASSH) 2017, Vol. No. 4, Jul-Dec e-1SSN: 2455-5150, p-1SSN: 2455-7722

POLITICAL EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN IN INDIA

*Subhash Chand, **Manoj Kumar Singh
*Research Scholar,

**Research Supervisor,
Department of Political Science,
Himalayan University,

Itanagar, Arunachal Pradesh

ABSTRACT

This paper explores the political empowerment of women in India, examining historical context, legislative
measures, societal influences, and current challenges. It assesses the impact of various policies and
initiatives aimed at increasing women's political participation and representation. Through a review of
literature, case studies, and statistical data, the paper aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of
the progress made and the obstacles that remain in achieving true political empowerment for women in
India.
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INTRODUCTION

The political empowerment of women in India is a multifaceted issue that intersects with
historical, social, and legislative dimensions. In a country with a rich tapestry of cultural and socio-
economic diversity, achieving gender parity in political participation and representation remains
both a significant challenge and an essential goal. This introduction aims to explore the intricate
landscape of women's political empowerment in India, tracing its evolution, current state, and the
ongoing efforts to bridge the gap between policy and practice.

India’s journey towards women's political empowerment began with the struggle for gender
equality during the pre-independence era. Early feminist leaders like Sarojini Naidu and Begum
Roquiah Sakhawat Hossain were instrumental in advocating for women’s rights and paving the
way for future reforms. Their activism laid the groundwork for the legal and constitutional
frameworks established after India gained independence in 1947. The Indian Constitution, adopted
in 1950, enshrined principles of equality and non-discrimination, aiming to provide a foundation
for gender equality. However, while these constitutional provisions set an ambitious agenda, the
practical realization of women's political rights has been a complex and ongoing process.

Post-independence India witnessed a series of legislative measures intended to enhance women's
political participation. The introduction of reserved seats for women in local governance through
the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments in 1992 marked a significant milestone. These
amendments mandated that one-third of the seats in Panchayats and Municipalities be reserved for
women, creating opportunities for increased female representation at the grassroots level. This
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was a crucial step in addressing the underrepresentation of women in political spheres traditionally
dominated by men. Despite this progress, the representation of women in higher levels of
government, such as Parliament and State Legislatures, has remained limited. The proposed
Women's Reservation Bill, which seeks to reserve 33% of seats in these bodies for women, has
been a subject of extensive debate and remains unpassed, highlighting the ongoing struggles in
achieving gender parity in Indian politics.

Societal norms and cultural practices have played a significant role in shaping the landscape of
women's political empowerment. Deep-seated patriarchal attitudes often undermine women's
participation and influence in political processes. Gender biases and stereotypes perpetuate the
belief that women are less suited for leadership roles, which can discourage women from pursuing
political careers and limit their opportunities for advancement. Addressing these cultural barriers
is essential for fostering an environment that supports and promotes women's political
involvement. Efforts to challenge and change these norms have been bolstered by various
grassroots initiatives and advocacy campaigns, which aim to raise awareness and build support for
women's political rights.

Economic factors also play a critical role in shaping women's political empowerment. In a country
where economic disparities are pronounced, access to resources such as education, healthcare, and
financial independence is crucial for enabling women to participate effectively in politics.
Economic empowerment is closely linked to political empowerment, as women who are
economically secure are better positioned to engage in political activities and influence decision-
making processes. However, persistent economic inequalities and limited access to resources for
many women continue to pose significant challenges to their full political participation.

The impact of women leaders and role models in Indian politics cannot be overstated. Figures such
as Indira Gandhi, who served as the first female Prime Minister of India, and other prominent
leaders like Sonia Gandhi and Mamata Banerjee, have demonstrated the potential for women to
hold and wield significant political power. Their successes have inspired many and contributed to
the gradual shifting of societal perceptions regarding women's roles in politics. Additionally,
grassroots initiatives by organizations like the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA)
have shown how localized efforts can empower women and foster political engagement at the
community level. These initiatives often focus on providing education, training, and support to
women, helping them overcome barriers and become active participants in the political process.

Despite the progress made, significant challenges remain in achieving comprehensive political
empowerment for women in India. Persistent gaps in representation, limited access to resources,
and deeply ingrained social norms continue to hinder women’s full participation in politics.
Addressing these challenges requires a multifaceted approach that includes strengthening
legislative measures, promoting economic empowerment, and fostering cultural change. It also
involves continued advocacy and support for women who aspire to enter politics, ensuring that
they have the necessary tools and opportunities to succeed.
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In the political empowerment of women in India is a complex and evolving issue that reflects
broader social and economic dynamics. While significant strides have been made through
legislative reforms and the efforts of women leaders and grassroots organizations, achieving true
gender parity in political participation remains an ongoing challenge. By addressing the barriers
that limit women's political engagement and supporting initiatives that promote their inclusion,
India can move closer to realizing its vision of a more equitable and democratic society. The
journey towards political empowerment is not only a matter of achieving numerical representation
but also of creating an environment where women's voices are heard and valued in the decision-
making processes that shape the future of the nation.

EARLY MOVEMENTS AND LEADERS

1. Begum Roquiah Sakhawat Hossain: A pioneering feminist and educator in early 20th-
century Bengal, Begum Roquiah was instrumental in advocating for women's education
and rights. She founded the Sakhawat Memorial Girls' School, emphasizing the importance
of women's empowerment through education and social reform.

2. Sarojini Naidu: Known as the "Nightingale of India,” Sarojini Naidu was a prominent
poet and political leader. She played a significant role in the Indian independence
movement and was one of the first women to become a governor in independent India,
serving as the Governor of Uttar Pradesh.

3. Annie Besant: A British theosophist and political activist, Annie Besant was a key figure
in the Indian independence movement. She championed women's rights and advocated for
women's suffrage, making substantial contributions to the political awakening of Indian
women.

4. Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay: An influential activist and social reformer, Kamaladevi
played a crucial role in promoting women's participation in politics and the independence
movement. She also worked towards the revival of traditional crafts and women's
economic empowerment.

These leaders laid the groundwork for women's political activism in India, inspiring future
generations to continue the struggle for gender equality and political empowerment.

LEGISLATIVE AND POLICY MEASURES

1. Indian Constitution (1950): The Indian Constitution established the foundation for
gender equality by guaranteeing equal rights and opportunities to all citizens, irrespective
of gender. Articles 15(3) and 16(2) specifically allow for special provisions for women
and children, setting the stage for further legislative action.

2. The Representation of the People Act (1951): This act, designed to regulate elections,
has undergone several amendments to include provisions that support women’s
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participation. It aims to ensure fair representation and has been instrumental in shaping
electoral policies regarding women.

73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments (1992): These amendments were landmark
reforms that mandated one-third of the seats in Panchayats and Municipalities be reserved
for women. This legislative measure significantly increased women’s representation at the
grassroots level, enabling their active participation in local governance.

The Women's Reservation Bill (Proposed): Although not yet enacted, the Women's
Reservation Bill proposes reserving 33% of seats in Parliament and State Legislatures for
women. This proposed bill reflects ongoing efforts to address the underrepresentation of
women in higher legislative bodies and promote their participation at the national and state
levels.

The National Policy for the Empowerment of Women (2001): This policy outlines the
government’s commitment to enhancing the socio-economic and political status of
women. It aims to address various aspects of women’s empowerment through education,
health, and economic opportunities.

These legislative and policy measures represent crucial steps toward achieving gender equality in
political participation, though challenges remain in fully realizing their intended impact.

CONCLUSION

Political empowerment of women in India is a dynamic and ongoing process that requires
continued efforts at multiple levels. While significant strides have been made, challenges persist,
necessitating a concerted effort to address barriers and promote equitable participation. By
leveraging legislative measures, addressing societal norms, and supporting grassroots initiatives,
India can work towards achieving greater political empowerment for women and fostering a more
inclusive democratic process.
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