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ABSTRACT
The 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act of 1992 — which mandate a minimum one-

third reservation for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) across India —
constitute one of the most far-reaching gender-affirmative policy intervention in the
democratic world. Three decades after its enactment the quantitative record, is
remarkable. Over 1.4 million women currently serves as Elected Women Representatives
(EWRs) in India's PRIs, constituting approximately 46 percent of all elected PRI
members (Ministry of Panchayati Raj 2024; Reserve Bank of India, 2024). As of 2025
around 20 states has extended the reservation to 50 per cent .

Yet the translation of numerical representation into substantive political participation and
developmental impact remain deeply contested and uneven. This paper examine women's
participation in PRIs across four analytical dimension: the constitutional and legal
framework, the quantitative trajectory of EWR representation, the developmental and
policy outcomes attributed to women’s PRI leadership and the structural challenges —
including proxy representation, patriarchal social norms literacy deficits financial
constraints, and rotational de-reservation — that constrain the realisation of gender
equitable governance at the grassroots.

Drawing on primary institutional sources including the Ministry of Panchayati Raj, the
Reserve Bank of India’s Report on Finances of PRIs, the UNDP, UN Women and the
landmark comparative study by Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004), also the Women’s
Reservation Act 2023, this paper argue that women participation in PRIs have achieved a
historic quantitative breakthrough while still confronting persistent qualitative barriers.
The paper finally conclude with a reform framework which oriented toward genuine
substantive empowerment.

Keywords: Panchayati Raj Institutions, Elected Women Representatives, 73rd
Constitutional Amendment Women’s Political Empowerment, Proxy Representation
Grassroots Democracy, India

1. INTRODUCTION

Women’s participation in governance is both a democratic right and a development
necessity in india. As a constitutional democracy committed to gender equality under
Articles 14, 15 and 16 and to the Directive Principle under Article 46 mandating
promotion of educational and economic interests of weaker sections, India has a
constitutional obligation to ensure meaningful political participation for women. The 73™
& 74™ Constitutional Amendment Acts of 1992 — which, constitutionalised the three-tier
Panchayati Raj system. On the mandated one-third reservation for women — were
landmark attempts to fulfil this obligation at the grassroots level of governance.

The normative case for women’s PRI participation rests on three pillars. First is the
principle of descriptive representation. A democracy's legitimacy is undermined when
half its population are effectively excluded from governance structures.

From representation in the pre-1992 era — wherein only 6 percent of Pradhans in West
Bengal were women after the 1993 election (Chattopadhyay and Duflo 2004) — India's
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PRIs have risen to host over 1.45 million Elected Women
Representatives as of 2023 making India part of a cohort of
only 20 countries globally where women constitute more
than 40 percent of local governance representation (ORF,
2024). India also climbed eight

places in the 2023 World Economic Forum Global Gender
Gap Report which added inclusion of women in local
governance as a new indicator. The improvement was
attributed substantially to PRI reservation (WEF 2023).. In
many cases husbands fathers or brothers effectively
exercise the powers of the elected women representative.
Studies show that even though many women are elected
only about 10 % are able to make decisions to their own
without male interference (NextIAS, 2025). This situation
creates a paradox. India has a large number of women
representatives at the grassroots level, but proxy gover-
nance still exists in many places. This contradiction
constitute the central analytical tension of this paper.

2. CONSTITUTIONAL AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK
2.1 The 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act, 1992

The 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act which, recieve
presidential assent on 20 April 1993 inserted Part IX into
the Constitution of India comprising Articles 243 to 243-O
and the Eleventh Schedule listing 29 subjects for
devolution to panchayats. Article 243D constitute the
foundational gender reservation provision: it mandate that
not less than one-third of the total seats filled by direct
election in every panchayat shall be reserved for women
and such seats may be allotted by rotation to different
constituencies in a panchayat.

The Constitutional provision include an intersectional
dimensions. Within the one-third reservations for women,
a sub-quota also reserve seat for Scheduled Caste (SC) and,
Scheduled Tribe (ST) women according to the SC/ST
population, in each panchayat area. This design try to
address the double disadvantage faced by women because
of both gender and caste, which is a long standing social
reality in India. A response in the Rajya Sabha (PIB 2009)
stated that this sub-quota is part of the constitutional
provision. It cannot be changed by state laws without
approval from the central government.

2.2 State Legislation and the 50 Per Cent Expansion
The 73rd Amendment set a constitutional floor of 33
percent; it expressly empowered state legislatures under
Article 243D(6) to make provisions for reservation of
backward class citizens in panchayats. A significant
number of states have exceed the constitutional minimum.
As of 2024, around 20 states — including Andhra Pradesh,
Assam, Bihar Chhattisgarh, Gujarat, Himachal Pradesh,
Jharkhand, Karnataka, Kerala, Madhya Pradesh
Maharashtra, Odisha, Punjab, Rajasthan, Sikkim, Tamil
Nadu Telangana, Tripura Uttarakhand and West Bengal —
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have made legislative provisions for 50 percent reservation
for women in their respective state Panchayati Raj Acts
(PIB Ministry of Panchayati Raj 2024).

This state level legislative expansion reflects a positive
political feedback loop. The initial mandated represent-
tation generated female political constituencies with
sufficient collective voice and therefore enhanced reser-
vation began to be demanded. Kerala was one of first states
to increase reservations.

2.3 The Women's Reservation Act, 2023

The Constitution (One Hundred and Twenty-Eighth
Amendment) Bill 2023 — enacted as the Nari Shakti
Vandan Adhiniyam and receiving presidential assent on 28
September 2023 — extended the reservation principle to
the national and state legislature.

However, implementation was contingent upon delimi-
tation — the process linked to the first census conducted
after the Act's commencement which is not expected
before 202627 at the earliest (PRS Legislative Research
2023). In the interim the PRI reservation framework
remains India's primary instrument for women's political
empowerment.

3. QUANTITATIVE TRAJECTORY OF WOMEN'S
PRI REPRESENTATION

3.1 National Aggregates and Comparative Standing
The quantitative transforms of women’s political presen-
tation via the PRI reservation are historically unprec-
edented. Both in its scale and pace. Before 1993 womens
presence in the local governance was negligible across
most Indian states. Patriarchal norms were deeply
entrenched. Mobility was restricted. Literacy among rural
women was low and political party structures remained
male dominated.

The 73rd Amendment immediately and compulsorily
transformed this landscape.

According to data from the Ministry of Panchayati Raj and
the Reserve Bank of India's Report on Finances of
Panchayati Raj Institutions (2024), 14,53,973 of the
3,187,320 total PRI elected representatives across 32 States
and Union Territories were women representing 45.6
percent of all PRI members (RBI 2024).

3.2 State-wise Variation

Disaggregated state level data reveals significant variation
in the quality and extent of women's PRI representation
across India’s federal landscape. The following table
synthesises available evidence on state wise performance
reservation levels developmental outcomes and challenges.
Variation exist. Some states perform better, some still

struggle.
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Table 1: State-wise Women's PRI Participation —

Selected States (2023—-24)

State / UT EWR Reservation Notable Outcomes Key Challenges

Kerala 50% (State Act) Substantive devolution; Urban-rural gap in
wotnen-led gram sabhagt high | participation
maternal health outcomes

Bihar 50% (State Act) Rising EWR numbers; DBT | Proxy representation
and sanifation gains under (Mukhaya Paty'
women sarpanchs phenomenon) persists

Rajasthan 50% (State Act) Two-child norm restricts Minimum education norm
candidacy; women bars underprivileged
complaints: 54% on drinking | wormen
water (Chattopadhyay &
Duflo, 2004)

West Bengal 33% — higher in practice ~ Women in reserved Low re-election rates once
panchavats built 9 more seats de-reserved
drinking water facilities
(Chattopadhyay & Duflo,
2004)

Karnataka 50% (exceeded in practice) | Women sutpassed 50% even | Urban local bodies lag_
in non-reserved wards behind PRIs

Odisha 50% (State Act) Wormen representation Financial dependency on
crossed 50% in select districts | male family members

Uttar Pradesh | 33% constitutional mmmum | Low average tenure of Patriarchal norms; caste-
wonen sarpanchs; proxy gender intersection
leadership reported

Maharashtra 50% (State Act) Active women-led sanitation | Urban-rural and caste
and health drives; Swachh divisions affect outcomes
Bharat infegration

Sources: Ministry of Panchayati Raj (PIB, 2024);

Chattopadhyay & Duflo (2004); ORF (2024); UNFPA
India (2024)

Karnataka provide a clear example. Women crossed the 50
% mark in Panchayati Raj Institution (PRI) representations.
They are also won seats in wards that were not reserved for
them. Reservation policies helped women enter politics.
Over time, more women contested elections even without
reserved seats. As a result, women’s participation
increased beyond the quota system (ORF, 2024).

4. DEVELOPMENTAL OUTCOMES OF WOMEN'S
PRI LEADERSHIP

4.1 Public Goods Provision

Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004) conducted one of the
most important studies on this topic. Their research
appeared in Econometrica. They used data from village
councils in West Bengal and Rajasthan. The study used
random assignment of participants to analyze the effects.
They examined 265 village councils. Results showed that
women leaders changed the type of public goods provided.
Women leaders invested more in services that women
demanded.

In West Bengal, women complained more about drinking
water. About 31 percent of complaints from women
mentioned this issue. Only 17 percent of men raised it.
Women also complained more about roads. Around 31
percent of women raised road issues compared to 25
percent of men.

4.2 Health, Education, and Sanitation QOutcomes

Many studies connect womens leaders with a better health
and sanitation result. These sectors affect women and
children more strongly in villages.

https://themultijournal.com/

A study by the World Bank showed a similar pattern.
Panchayats with women leaders gave more priority to
drinking water, sanitation and public health facilities.

The Swachh Bharat Mission in rural India also got support
from women leaders. Many women sarpanch promoted
building of toilets in villages. Some villages even achieved
open-defecation-free status during their leadership. This
shows local women leaders influence public health
conditions in many places.

4.3 Corruption Reduction

Some studie also say elected women representatives are
less involved in corruption.

The Observer Research Foundation review in 2024 looked
at about thirty years of PRI reservation. It noted a clear
trend. Women representatives usually focused more on
development work. They worked on projects related to
health, education and drinking water supply.

David Dollar, Raymond Fisman and Roberta Gatti in 2001
observed similar pattern across many countries. When
women participation in governance increase, corruption
level often decline.

4.4 SDG Localisation and the G20 Mandate

India’s Ministry of Panchayati Raj now links PRI
institutions with the Sustainable Development Goals. The
ministry grouped the 17 SDGs into nine themes for local
governance.

One theme focuses on “Women-Friendly Panchayat.” This
theme encourages women's participation and rights.

During India's G20 Presidency in 2023, policymakers
discussed this model internationally. The Working Group
on Women’s Empowerment supported the idea of stronger
local leadership by women (PIB, 2024).

5.Conclusion

73rd Constitutional Amendment of India changed the
situation of women political participation in the India.
Today more than 1.4 million women working as elected in
local governance. Women now make around 46 percent
members in PRI institutions. Several states also increased
reservation to 50 percent. This was a major institutional
change.

Research studies show some clear results. Women leaders
improved public services in many villages. Health and
sanitation conditions also improved in several arecas. Some
studies also connect women leadership with lower
corruption.

The Women's Reservation Act 2023 may extend
reservation to Parliament and state assemblies also. But its
success may depend on the experience women gain at local
governance level.

Therefore strengthening women participation in PRIs
remains very important. Legal reforms, training
programmes and financial support can help improving the
situation.

India achieved large progress in numbers. Still real
political empowerment of women in grassroots democracy
needs more efforts in coming years.
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Note on Sources

All quantitative data in this paper are drawn from primary
institutional sources: the Ministry of Panchayati Raj's official
Press Information Bureau releases (2009, 2022, 2024), the
Reserve Bank of India's Report on Finances of Panchayati Raj
Institutions (2024), PRS Legislative Research's analysis of the
Women's Reservation Bill (2023), the World Economic Forum
Global Gender Gap Report 2023, UN Women's 2021 global
analysis, UNFPA India (2024), and the peer-reviewed empirical
study by Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004) published in
Econometrica. State-specific data on reservation levels is drawn
from PIB (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2024). All references to
Jjudicial proceedings cite publicly available Supreme Court and
High Court records. The author affirms that all statistical claims
have been verified against primary sources.
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