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The government of India had shared the new millennium by de-
claring the year 2001 as “women empowerment year” The last
decades have witnessed some basic changes in the status and
role of women in our society. Empowerment of women has been
recognized as a central issue in determining the status of wom-
en empowerment is a process, not an event, which challenges
traditional power, equation and relations. Decentralized plan-
ning is supposed to give an appropriate way to deal with their
concerns and problems through local grass root participation.

The decentralized planning set up gramasabha with a mission
of ensuring women’s participation in local governance as well as
in decision making and to facilitate women empowerment in all
dimensions.

WOMEN EMPOWERMENT

Empowerment can be viewed as means of creating a social en-
vironment in which one can make decisions and make choices
either individually or collectively for social transformation. It
strengthens the innate ability by way of acquiring knowledge,
power and experience (Hashemi Schuler and Riley, 1996).

Empowerment is the process of enabling or authorizing indi-
vidual to think, take action and control work in an autonomous
way. It is the process by which one can gain control over one’s
destiny and the circumstances of ones lives. Empowerment in-
cludes control over resources (physical, human, intellectual and
financial) and over ideology (beliefs, values and attitudes). (Bal-
tiwala, 1994). It is not merely a feel of greater extrinsic control,
but also grows intrinsic capacity, greater self-confidence and an
internal transformation of one’s consciousness that enables one
to overcome external barriers to accessing resources or chang-
ing traditional ideology (Pinto, 2001).

Women’s empowerment is very essential for the development of
society. Empowerment means individuals acquiring the power
to think and act freely, exercises choice and fulfill their potential
as full and equal members of society. As per the United National
Development Fund for women (UNIFEM), the term women’s
empowerment means:

Acquiring knowledge and understanding of gender relations and
the ways in which these relations may be changed.

Developing a sense of self-worth, a belief in one’s ability to se-
cure desired changes and the right to control one’s life.

Gaining the ability to generate choices exercise bargaining pow-
er.

Developing the ability to organize and influence the direction of
social change, to create a more just social and economic order,
nationally and internationally.

Thus, empowerment means a psychological sense of personal
control or influence and a concern with actual social influence,
political power and legal rights. It is a multi level construct re-
ferring to individuals, organizations and community.
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DECENTRALIZATION

In India the focus on rural development started with the realiza-
tion of the fact the rural sector was underdeveloped. Adoption
of the policy of ‘Development’ through planning was an apt and
rational choice. The phase Started precisely in 1951, with the in-
auguration of the first five year plan.

In the year 1952 is significant as it ushered in community de-
velopment projects and programs for developing the rural sec-
tor. Community development was conceived ass basically a pro-
grams of the people with reasonable amount of technical and
financial assistance from government.

In 1957, it was felt that people’s participation was not coming
forth to a desirable extent and because of that reason commu-
nity development programs and schemes could not make a sat-
isfactory progress. In order to generate more enthusiasm and
evoke more participation from the people in the process of ru-
ral reconstruction, a committee was appointed by the planning
commission of India headed by BalwantRai Mehta to study the
working of the community Development Programme in India
and suggest how best the community development program
could be implemented and maintained with vigour. The com-
mittee suggested a number of reforms among which democratic
decentralization was significant. This institutional arrangement,
later on came to be known as the panchayati raj. The committee
gave the blue print of a three tier panchayati raj system which
was to be introduced in all the states and union territories of the
Indian union. This provided for the village panchayat to be made
statutorily responsible for a good deal of the development pro-
gram at the village level.

Panchayat Raj system was an innovation in the field of institu-
tion building. They are basically political institutions and are
seats of power and authority. Most of the development activities
of the rural areas are channeled through these institutions.

Thus Panchayati Raj movement started with all fan-fare, enthu-
siasm, laudable objectives and hopes as the result of Balwan-
tRai Mehta Committees Historical report of 1957. It was widely
thought that Panchayati Raj would bring democracy at the door
of the rural people, that it would evoke people’s participation in
the decision making and implementing program and schemes
which, by and large, determine their destiny. It would also accel-
erate the process of social and economic development oriented
leadership in the rural areas. The committee recommended the
creation of three tier system as the institutional arrangement to
make people’s participation meaningful and effective. Necessary
legislation was to be enacted by every states to implement the
Panchayat Raj system as form of local self government to per-
form developmental administrative and political tasks.Rajasthan
was the first state to implement Panchayat Raj system. Late Pan-
ditJawaharalal Nehru inaugurated it in Rajasthan on 2nd Octo-
ber, 1959 and in hi9s inaugural address called Panchayat Raj as a
revolutionary and historical step. Other states were supposed to
follow suit. Some states such as Andhra Pradesh. Uttarpradesh,
Maharashtra, Karnataka, Orissa and Gujarath showed serious
concern by enacting necessary legislation and theredy imple-
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menting democratic decentralization scheme, while others took
it easy and some showed implied reluctance. It may be recalled
here that Panchayat Raj was the outcome of national consen-
sus. The committee made several recommendation of three tier
system of democratic decentralization was most significant. The
three-tier system would be made of popular bodies at three lev-
els viz; village, block and district. The name for this scheme of
democratic decentralization in rural India have been functioning
since time immemorial the way the committee envisaged their
structuring and functioning make them altogether different from
their counterparts in the past. So, as they have to suit to the new
perspectives and demand of the modern times. Thus the com-
mittee ushered in a new era of rural local government in India.
Five principles were however emphasized .

There should be a three-tier structure of local self governing
bodies from village to district levels, with an organic link from
the lower to the higher ones.

There should be a genuine transfer of power and responsibility
to these bodies.

Adequate financial resources should be transferred to these bod-
ies to enable them to discharge these responsibilities.

All developmental programmes at these levels should be chan-
neled through these bodies.

The system eveloved should be such as to facilitate further de-
centralization of power and responsibility in the future.

Based on these broad suggestions of the study team, the coun-
try was covered with Panchayat Raj institution in the succeed-
ing decades. The centre issued only general directions about
the broad pattern of the system. In some states like Rajasthan,
Karnataka, Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh Three-tier system was
established in some other states like Kerala, Jammu and Kash-
mir one tier system was adopted and in some other State like
Assam, Himachal Pradesh only two tier system was constituted.
However, village Panchayats are now responsible for implement-
ing the schemes and plans and to mobilize the people’s par-
ticipation for the implementation of development schemes and
projects, which from a programme for the development of the
nation. The Panchayat Raj institutions appear to have been suc-
cessful in the beginning. However, there was a definie decline in
their functioning after 1969. The development schemeas did not
flow through Panchayatsamities. Panchayat Raj institutions were
by-passed; administrative will was lacking and bureaucracy had
its role in dis-associating the Panchayat Raj institutions from
development programmes. There was complete lack of political
will State government postponed their elections for long dura-
tions; some states suspended them and some states replaced
them by ad-hoc nominated bodies. There was perceptible non
cooperation of members of parliament and members of legisla-
tive assemblies towards PanchayatRajbecause they perceived a
threat to their position from the emerging PanchayatRaj leader-
ship in their respective constituencies. Thus Panchayat Raj insti-
tutions were not given a chance to grow themselves as effective
local governments.

Panchayat Raj is an a Important feature of the Indian Political
System which ensures direct participation of people at the grass
roots level. Through Panchayats have been in existence in India
since ancient times, they suffered a set-back during British rule.
After Independence the frames of the constitution decided to
give them important and directed the states to “organize village
Panchayats as units of self-government” (Article 40). Following
the directive, the various state government took steps to organ-
ize village Panchayats as units of rural self ~-government. Grater
important was attached to the Panchayat system after adoption
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of the five years plan and launching of the community Develop-
ment Programme.

In 1956, the national development council appointed a commit-
tee under the chairmanship of Balwantrai G. Mehta to suggest
measures for the better working of the community development
programme and the national Extension Service. The committee
submitted its report in 1957 in which in recommended:

. A three-tier structure consisting of the village at the bot-
tom, district at the top and an intermediary structure In
between;

. Genuine Transfer of power and responsibility to these insti-
tution;

. Adequate resources to all bodies to enable them to dis-
charge their responsibilities:

. That all social and economic development programmes be
channelized through these agencies;
. That a system be evolved to effect further dissolution and

dispersal of power.

The recommendations of the committee of the committee were
approved by the National Development Council in January, 1958.
This set the stage for the launching of Panchayat Raj institutions
throughout the country. Although the broad fundamentals were
to be identical, it did not insist on rigidity regarding the form
and pattern. The states were free to evolve their own patterns
suitable to local conditions.

The three-tier system of Panchayat Raj was first adopted by
Rajasthan on October 2, 1959; this was followed by Andhra
Pradesh, Bihar, Gujarat, Himachal Pradesh, Maharashtra, Pun-
jab, Tamil Nadu, Uttar Pradesh, and West Bengal. Gradually the
Panchayat Raj system was adopted by most states even through
the system differed in matters of detail.

From October 2™ 1959 when the first Raj was inaugurated, on
April 24, 1993 after the 73 amendment act came into force it
has been an uncertain and undulating journey for panchayats.

EMPOWERMENT AND PANCHAYAT RAJ INSTITUTIONS
Women empowerment is critical to socio economic develop-
ment of the community and it is a tool of bringing women into
the mainstream of national development as participants and not
mere beneficiaries. Decentralized planning opens up the oppor-
tunity for women’s participation in local governance as well as in
decision making and has the potential to facilitate women em-
powerment in all dimensions.

Women empowerment plays a vital role in the progress of a fam-
ily, community, nation and the world as a whole. Women em-
powerment emphasizes women’s decision making roles, their
economic self reliance, and their legal rights to equal treatment,
inheritance and protection against all forms of discrimination.

The constitutional amendment on local governance through
Panchayat Raj institutions (PRIS) sought to create for the first
time a space for women empowerment. Identification of the felt
needs of the people was the major objective in the decentralized
plan process. GramaSabha is supposed to ensure maximum par-
ticipation of people specially women and other weaker section.

The literal meaning of decentralization is transferring decision
making powers and functions from the central government or
state government to the local bodies with a view to transform
the society and injects a grater degree of efficiency. Democratic
decentralization seeks to associate the peoples participation in
the decision making powers at the local level. There exists a tri-
angular relationship between decentralization, democracy and
development.

242 IJSR - INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH




Research Paper

The panchayat Raj as a system of self governance was intro-
duced as per the Balwantraimehata committee report that rec-
ommended a three - tier stracture of local self governments. The
64" constitutional amendment bill was introduced in the 1989
and this provided for 30 per cent reservation for women. Later
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the act constitutionally reserved 33 per cent of all seats in pan-
chayat and municipalities for women. Finally, in 2009 the union
cabinet on Thursday, august 27 approved 50 per cent reservation
for women in all panchayats across the country.
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Source : State Election Commission Karnataka-2015.Above this
table indicates the participation of women’s in Panchayat Raj. In
Karnataka state total grampanchayats 5837 and elected women
representatives are 48252. This data shows that political partici-
pation most positive development last few years has been grow-
ing involvement of women in the panchayat.

Conclusion :
In Indian constitution, there are provisions for equal rights for

all citizens irrespective of their social, and economic status.
Since access to political opportunities and participation in polit-
ical decision making process are important components of capa-
bility and autonomy discrimination in this respect leads to wast-
age of women’s talent and efficiency which are necessary for all
around development of the country. It may be considered that to
achieve the women empowerment, advancement can be facili-
tated with the coordination of different sections of the society.
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