
 commentary

October 3, 2009 vol xliv no 40 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly8

reservation for Women in 
Panchayats: a Sop in Disguise?

Nirmala Buch

Nirmala Buch (nirmala.buch@gmail.com) 
is former secretary, Ministry of Rural 
D evelopment and writes on gender and 
governance issues.

The decision by the union cabinet 
to raise reservation for women 
from one-third to 50% of seats 
at all three levels of panchayats 
is a welcome one. However, 
this decision was taken without 
addressing the problems caused 
by mandatory rotation of reserved 
seats, which women have been 
drawing attention to and the 
impasse over the Women’s 
Reservation Bill remains. The 
latter in particular suggests 
that the 50% reservation in 
panchayats is a sop to cover up 
the government’s inability to 
ensure reservation for women in 
Parliament and state legislatures.

In August the union cabinet decided to 
reserve 50% of the seats in panchayats 
at the village, district and intermedi-

ate levels for women. The posters of the 
women’s movement have always pro-
claimed that “women hold up half the 
sky”. However, their right to one-half of 
property or land or political space has not 
been recognised and until now the reser-
vation initiatives have stopped at 30% or 
one-third seats.

The current minimum reservation of 
one-third positions in panchayats for wom-
en was introduced by the 73rd Constitu-
tional Amendment in 1992. Introducing the 
bill for this amendment, the then minister 
of state for rural development had said,

We have provided for at least one-third of 
the total seats at every level. Considering 
the fact that women constitute nearly half 
the population, even this reservation can be 
considered inadequate; but the honourable 
members will agree that it is significantly 
more than what has been attempted so far in 
most of the states (Lok Sabha Debates 1992). 

This indicated an acceptance that the 
reservation should have been proportion-
ate to women’s share in the population as 
the bill included women from the sched-
uled castes (SCs) and scheduled tribes 
(STs) too. But the State was not ready for it 
then... It has  taken the state 17 years to de-
cide to enhance the reservation for women 
to the proportion that it should have been 
legislated in 1992 itself.

advantage Women

There is no doubt that women have benefit-
ed from reservations due to the competitive 
politics of the various political parties. In 
1983, Karnataka which had a Janata Dal 
government led by Rama krishna  Hegde and 
with Nazeer Sab as the minister in charge 
witnessed the revival of panchayat institu-
tions. It also introduced 25% reservations 
for women in panchayats.  The 1980s saw 
attempts at exploring strategies for what 

was referred to as integration of women in 
development and later simply as women’s 
development. The inclusion of women in all 
decision-making bodies was also strongly 
advocated as an important part of the strat-
egy. The  National Perspective Plan for Wom-
en 1988-2000 spoke of 30% reservation for 
women in decision-making bodies, includ-
ing the panchayats at all levels. This showed 
a gradual acceptance that we needed to 
move from the token nomination or 
 co-option of one or two women in panchay-
ats as recommended by two committees – 
the B R Mehta Committee (1957) and Ashok 
Mehta Committee (1978) – to include “a 
critical mass” which was pegged at 30% at 
that time. The preparatory conferences 
 organised on various issues in panchayats 
before the drafting of the 64th Constitutional 
Amendment Bill did not include a confer-
ence on panchayats and women. However, 
the last of these conferences also resolved 
on 30% reservation for women. 

The 64th Amendment Bill proposed “as 
nearly as may be 30%” reservation in fa-
vour of women in the membership of pan-
chayats at all the three levels, in the seats 
reserved for the SC/ST as well as in the to-
tal seats. In the former it mandated reser-
vation of one seat for women if this reser-
vation was of only two seats. It did not 
provide for reservation in the post of the 
chairperson, leaving such reservation in 
favour of SC/ST/women to the state legis-
lature’s discretion. The V P Singh govern-
ment, which took over the reins from the 
Congress in 1989, prepared another draft 
bill and made it “not less than one-third” 
in membership by rotation, but there was 
still no reservation for the post of chair-
person. When the Congress came back to 
power in 1991 it made the reservation for 
women “not less than one-third” and also 
included the positions of chairpersons in 
the 73rd Amendment.

The journey of inclusion of reservations 
was tentative and slow with the reluctant 
addition of the chairperson’s post only in the 
last bill. The mandatory rotation of these 
reservations means that the incumbent is 
left looking for a new seat in each election, 
something that was not realised in the initial 
euphoria over this historic change. Anyone 
familiar with the working of panchayats 
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would know that the post of a village pan-
chayat chairperson carries prestige and is 
seen as an important post even by members 
of the higher tier panchayats. 

In the 1984 parliamentary elections fol-
lowing the assassination of Indira Gandhi, 
women voters came out in large numbers. 
The impression gained ground that this 
factor contributed hugely towards Rajiv 
Gandhi’s massive victory and as a conse-
quence women’s votes gained recognition 
and value. Since then, political parties 
across the political spectrum have spoken 
in favour of women’s political, economic 
and social empowerment, created wom-
en’s cells within their organisations and 
supported reservation for women in pan-
chayats and urban local bodies. 

token Presence

What does one see after these develop-
ments and the occupation of one-third of 
the positions and sometimes even more by 
women? Myths were created about wom-
en’s disinterest and passivity in politics, 
and about how female relatives of influen-
tial politicians from the well-off sections 
merely occupied these seats while the men 
were the ones who actually carried out the 
tasks. However, research data disproved 
these stories and the documentation of the 
work of younger, first time women entrants 
from economically weaker sections brought 
out their participation and performance 
levels (e g, Buch 1999). But, what one sees 
in these local bodies today is public patri-
archy whereby the women are included 
but not allowed to participate and their 
work is consistently undervalued. 

Despite the documentation of women’s 
participation levels and leadership in pan-
chayats, the belief persists that women in 
the reserved seats are there by proxy and 
that their husbands and male relatives ex-
ercise power and responsibility on their be-
half. There is inadequate understanding of 
the way women combine their multiple 
roles and perform their panchayat work. 
The epithets of “sarpanchpati” and “prad-
hanpati” have become part of the panchayat 
lexicon, though there are husbands who do 
not interfere in their wives’ panchayat work 
and are, in fact, supportive of their work. 
Their number is not exactly small, especially 
the number of those coming from the weaker 
sections. But unfortunately they are not 

considered role models by their peers. Offi-
cials however acknowledge the enthusiasm 
and work of the women in panchayats.

So, why has the central government 
initiated the move to have 50% reserva-
tion for women in panchayats at this stage 
when there is no widespread demand by 
the women’s movement for increasing the 
one-third reservation in panchayats to 
one half? Further, why has this initiative 
been proposed only for panchayats while 
leaving a similar reservation in urban local 
bodies to be brought up later? One may, of 
course, recall that at the time of the 64th 
Constitutional Amendment Bill too the 
proposal first started with the panchayats. 

In the panchayats, the reservation for 
the weaker sections is already proportion-
ate to their population, but in the case of 
women why did it start with only one-
third of the seats? History seems to repeat 
itself with the centre following the states.

It is possible for the states to reserve 
50% of the seats in panchayats for women 
through an amendment to their panchayat 
laws without a central initiative for a con-
stitutional amendment. The 73rd Amend-
ment says the reservation for women 
should be “not less than one third” and not 
one-third of the seats. So legislation in the 
states could have included more than one-
third reservation for women at any time. 
However, no state saw fit to do so. Most of 
them just reiterated “not less than one-third” 
without stipulating any specific percentage. 
Now that all political parties are in search 
of new allies, reservations for women in 
panchayats have been enhanced in the 
states. Bihar took the lead in 2006 under 
Chief Minister Nitish Kumar when he was 
exploring new social coalitions that in-
cluded sections like the most backwards 
and women. This state, which was drag-
ging its feet on panchayat elections, finally 
held them after including 50% reservation 
for women. Thereafter, other states like 
Madhya Pradesh (MP), Chhattisgarh and 
Rajasthan have amended their panchayat 
laws to provide 50% reservation for women. 

tolerated, not accepted

The aim of the political parties in bringing 
women into the panchayats does not ex-
tend towards promoting their participation 
or sustaining their leadership development. 
In the states where panchayat elections are 

contested on party tickets and symbols as, 
for example, in Rajasthan, women across 
political parties stated during our field 
work for study of women’s experience in 
post-73rd Amendment panchayats, that 
when they complete their first term suc-
cessfully their parties do not give them tick-
ets for the next election even if they have 
done well and are keen to contest. They are 
told that other women should be given a 
chance – an argument not made in the case 
of men. Again, women are restricted to the 
reserved seats. It is seen that women fare 
better in states like MP where the panchayat 
elections are not fought on a party basis. 

Women’s participation in panchayats is 
still not accepted by large sections of soci-
ety. It is more appropriate to say that it is 
tolerated rather than wanted. A discussion 
on women in panchayats invariably elicits 
the opinion that only educated women 
should be elected. No such qualification is 
suggested for men.

The biggest obstacle to women’s effec-
tive use of the new opportunity of reserva-
tions in panchayats for leadership develop-
ment and producing results is in the form 
of rotation of reservations and particularly 
the mandatory rotation in the chairpersons’ 
positions. This hampers their performance 
and proves an obstacle when they have to go 
back to their constituents asking for votes 
based on their performance. The reserva-
tions for women are not only in all posts 
but also within positions reserved for the 
SC/ST and in most of the states, in the 
 reservations meant for the Other Backward 
Classes (OBCs) too. This limits the possibility 
of being able to contest again and women 
have been raising this issue. 

In Tamil Nadu, the women were able to 
ensure that the rotation takes place after 
two terms but everywhere else the problem 
remains. If the government is really keen to 
boost effective and sustained women’s 
leadership at the grass roots level, it has to 
revisit the concept of rotations. That will 
also give the people an opportunity to de-
mand better accountability from their 
elected representatives.

The reservations for women in pancha-
yats must continue and enhancing them to 
50% is a welcome step. Our field enquiries 
and interviews of women in panchayats 
clearly indicate that given the continued 
patriarchal culture of our society most of 
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the women who contest the panchayat 
elections would not be able to do so in the 
absence of reservations. However, the man-
ner and timing of the decision of the 50% 
reservation, the failure to address the rota-
tion issue and the lack of serious efforts to 
resolve the issue of reservations in the na-
tional and state legislatures make it look 
like a tactic to divert attention from the im-
passe over the Women’s Reservation Bill. 

If the Women’s Reservation Bill is passed, 
the women who will enter Parliament and 
state legislatures as a result will come from 
a different class than their counterparts in 
the panchayats, particularly the village 

panchayats, and it will be difficult to ignore 
their impact on policymaking and in sup-
porting women in the panchayats when 
they are present in a critical number. While 
the reservations in panchayats pose no 
threat to the positions of the national and 
other senior political leaders, the reserva-
tions in Parliament and state legislatures 
will result in sharing of power and leader-
ship with their female peers, a prospect that 
their patriarchal mindset does not wel-
come. Some of them, perhaps, fear losing 
their seats to women due to reservations 
just as they have lost due to the delimita-
tion exercise. Hence, the resistance to this 

bill and more sops at the panchayat level. 
Let this conclusion be disproved by a deci-
sion on the Women’s Reservation Bill. 
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the new Hullabaloo over 
nuclear testing

T Jayaraman

The squabble over the quality of 
the test of a thermonuclear device 
in 1998 punctures once again the 
sheer hubris of India’s elite, which,  
in the era of “nuclear-weapons 
status India” and “India shining”, 
has been prone to disengage 
periodically from the realities 
of its status, only to be rudely 
brought back to earth in fairly 
short order.

The fallout of the mini-Pokhran in 
nuclear policy, set off a few weeks ago 
by no less a person than a former 

head of the Defence Research and Develop-
ment Organisation (DRDO), K Santhanam, 
shows no sign of abating. 

In a series of media statements, interviews 
and writings, Santhanam has mounted a 
comprehensive challenge to the official po-
sition of the government of India and the 
scientific leadership of the atomic energy and 
defence establishments that the nuclear 
weapons tests conducted in 1998 at Pokhran 
were an unqualified success. The impact of 
his statements stems, of course, from the fact 
that he himself is a card-carrying member 
of  India’s nuclear weapons establishment, 
closely associated with the tests themselves 
on behalf of the DRDO, and honoured for 
his work with a Padma Bhushan in 1999. 

Santhanam, in his initial media inter-
ventions, claimed the following: (i) the 
thermonuclear device tested at Pokhran 
was a “fizzle” and not a success; (ii) that 
the thermonuclear device was incapable 
of being weaponised; (iii) that India  
required further nuclear testing to develop 
a reliable and usable thermonuclear 
 weapon; and (iv) that as a consequence of 
the above, India’s minimum credible  
deterrent completely lacked credibility. 

Subsequently on being challenged pub-
licly he has added several technical details 
in support, primarily in an article in The 
 Hindu of 17 September 2009, co- authored 
with Ashok Parthasarathy,  Science and 
Technology Adviser to Prime Minister 
 Indira Gandhi. Among them are: (i) the 
seismic data recorded by the DRDO was at 
variance with those recorded by the Depart-
ment of Atomic Energy (DAE); (ii) that the 
DRDO data implied that the yield of the 
thermonuclear test was well below the 
claims of the DAE; (iii) that  contrary to the 
DAE’s claims, the radioactivity measure-
ments of isotopes of particular elements of-
fered no proof that fusion had indeed taken 
place; and (iv) the size of the crater formed 
subsequent to the  explosion was not of the 
size expected for the yields that have been 
claimed; and (v)  the structure erected over 
the mouth of the shaft used to enter the 
ground and bury the device, the so-called 
“A-frame”, was not damaged, leading one 
to suspect the reported yields, which should 
have  destroyed the device. 

Santhanam’s initial revelations would 
not have had the credibility that they have 
retained so far if his allegations and claims 
had not been reinforced by the statements 
of three former heads of the DAE, Homi 
Sethna, M R Srinivasan and P K Iyengar. 
While all of them have not entirely sup-
ported all the specific details of Santhanam’s 
claims, they have been unanimous in  
calling for a re-examination of the official 
position that India possesses a minimum 
credible deterrent that includes thermonu-
clear capabilities. More fuel was added to the 
nuclear policy fire with the former army 
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