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Introduction

The paper gives a brief idea of

a) the structure of governance in India,

b) b) the evolution of local self government and the problems involved,

c) c) the statutory reservation for hitherto marginalised and excluded groups, like Scheduled

Castes and Tribes and women, focussing on the experiences of women’s participation in the

institutions of local self-governing bodies,

d) d) the implications of globalisation for sustainable development and local-self-government

and e) the question of external assistance /collaboration for strengthening local self-

government institutions.

Structure of Governance

The present structure of governance in the country is five-tiered. It could be conceived as a

pyramid with the Union Government at the apex and the village cluster at the base of the

pyramid. Between the Union Government and the village cluster, there are the States and the

Panchayats (literally meaning an assembly of five) which are the local self-governing bodies.

These Panchayats also referred to as the Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) are three-tiered –

Zilla Parishads at the district level, Panchayat Samitis at the block level within the districts and

Gram Panchayats at the village cluster level within the administrative blocks. At each level there

is supposed to be an appropriate measure of autonomy.



In the present paper we will be focussing on the bottom three tiers, i.e. the PRIs or the local

self-governing bodies.

Local Self- Government

In December 1992, India’s parliament passed the Seventy-Third Amendment to the Indian

Constitution with near unanimity and the Amendment came into effect from 24th. April 1993.

The purpose of this Amendment was to revitalise local self-governing village councils ( which

were in existence in some states of the country even prior to this Amendment). The Seventy-

Third Amendment has been considered historic and one of the most signficant attempts at

transforming the Indian polity in the direction of greater democratisation and decentralisation of

powers. It has also been regarded as an important instrument for drawing in the vast sections of

marginalised people in the task of self-government.

Article 40 of the Directive Principles of State Policy of the Indian Constitution explicitly

visualises self-government for the village panchayats. However till the Seventy-Third

Amendment the initiative to realise this vision was left in the hands of the State legislatures and

was thereby uneven and unsuccessful particularly with regard to drawing in the poor and

marginalised sections into the process of governance and making these institutions

representative.What the Seventy-Third Amendment has done is to constitutionalise this thus

making it imperative for all the States and Union Territories to fall in line.

The Amendment does not cover areas of tribal concentration (designated as 5th and 6
th

Scheduled  Areas) for which there are other arrangements like Autonomous District Councils.

The Amendment has mandated a wider representation to historically marginalised and excluded

groups like the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes and women thus deepening the roots of

democracy. Following the Amendment, people from the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled

Tribes are now represented in proportion to their population in the area of the Panchayat – in its



membership and in proportion to their population in each State in the positions of the

chairpersons of these Panchayats; one-third of seats are reserved for women in general in each

Panchayat, i.e. at the village cluster level, at the block level and at the district level. Women from

the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes have similar one-third reservation in the

positions reserved for these communities. Finally there is one-third reservation for women

among the positions of chairpersons of these bodies.

The reservation is to be rotated among the various constituencies and Panchayats to ensure the

widest spread. Regular elections are to be held every five years and financial resources are to

be devolved by the setting up of state finance commissions and central finance commissions

every five years. The States have been mandated to make the Panchayats institutions of Self-

government and to give them responsibility for planning and implementation of of schemes for

economic development and social justice for which appropriate functions and responsibilities

have to be devolved. The Constitutional Amendment was followed by State level legislations

which brought their Panchayat laws in conformity with the requirements of the Constitution. The

logic behind the system of reservations is that institutionalised inequalities requires

institutionalised counter measures from above to ensure some semblance of genuine democracy.

Another important legal step towards self government has been taken with the passage of The

Provisions of the Panchayats (Extension to the Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996 (PESA) This Act

deals with the tribal dominated areas of the country (which come under a special Schedule in the

Constitution and  extends the operation of Panchayats to these areas. This Act has been

considered historic since it for the first legally recognises the right of tribal communities to govern

themselves, through their own systems of self-government, thus reversing centuries of economic,

political and cultural onslaught on these communties and ways of life.

If indeed this piece of legislation is taken seriously by administrators and activists, the Gram

Sabha (the village council) would become the core institution The Act states; “…every Gram

Sabha shall be competent to safeguard and preserve the traditions and customs of the people,



their cultural identity, community resources and the customary mode of dispute resolution.” The

Act makes it possible to mould the traditional tribal councils to modern conditions, redraw

administrative boundaries, empowers the Gram Sabha (village council) to approve development

plans, control all social sectors – including the processes and personnel who implement policies,

control over minor (non-timber) forest resources , minor water bodies and minor minerals,

management of local markets and stop land alienation. Land alienation is an extremely serious

problem in these communities.

The implications of this legislation are double-edged: in the hands of sensitive adminstrators and

political leadership in the community, this can restore the much-needed vitality and self-

confidence of the tribal communities and pave the way towards sustainable development; on the

other hand there are also misgivings that given the commercialisation and commodification that is

proceeding apace, administrators, sections of the communities or even whole communities

themselves might succumb to short-term gains and hasten the destruction of valuable natural

resources.

Women In Local Self-Governing Institutions

The most significant and new feature has been bringing about a certain uniformity regarding

representation of the weaker sections. While reservation of seats for Scheduled Castes and

Scheduled Tribes has been written into the Constitution from the very outset, the reservation for

women is new and the most important contribution of the Amendment. According to many

analysts, it has brought a critical mass of women to these institutions and holds forth tremendous

potentialities. In 1994 and 1995, elections to the Panchayats were held and nearly one million

women entered the threshold of political institutions of local self-government.

What has been the experience of women’s participation for the first time in these institutions,

both in terms of transforming these institutions and for the women themselves? This will have to

be assessed in terms of India’s traditional social structure, which is characterised by socially

legitimised hierarchy based on the caste system, an integral element of which has been gender



discrimination. The caste-based social order still holds its sway in India’s society and politics,

inspite of the fact that the Indian Constitution is a democratic constitution which upholds the

equality of all and forbids discrimination on the basis of caste, class, creed or gender.

Women’s marginalisation is almost a given in the Indian social situation. Given this, has the

formal change brought  about a significant change in this situation? Evaluations done on

women’s participation in the PRIs have highlighted the following dimensions:

a) Women have responded overwhelmingly and participated with full enthusiasm in the

elections and in the proceedings of the PRIs, thus exploding the myth that women were

uninterested in politics and public life. There is a near unanimous amongst the women that

they would have been unable to get into these bodies were it not for statutory

representation.

b) While there is a great degree of variation across the different states in the country,

nonetheless one generalisation can be made and that is approximately about 40 per cent of

the women who have got into these bodies come from marginalised sections and

communities, though the positions of chairpersons have been tended to be occupied by

women from the more well-to-do sections of rural  society, like well-off middle peasant

families.

c) Studies done on three of the  most backward states of India, (Uttar Pradesh, Madhya

Pradesh and Rajasthan) accounting for approximately one-third (80 million) of India’s rural

poor and exhibiting low social development indices show that about 70 percent of the

women representatives were illiterate or barely literate.

d) A substantial majority of the women representatives had had no previous political

experience nor did their families.



e) The women representatives generally got the support of the families during the elections and

also in the performance of their new political roles. Marginalised sections like the Scheduled

Castes and Scheduled Tribes saw the women from their groups as representatives of the

interests of their group in the political arena  while the better off sections saw the women

from their own groups as helping to consolidate their positions.

f) The fear that women will be merely proxies for men because of their lack of literacy and

education and lack of previous political experience has by and large been misplaced. While

there have been instances of men using the women representatives of their families as rubber

stamps, these have been the exceptions rather than the rule. In fact, the number of “no

confidence” motions against women representatives from particularly the marginalised

groups have gone up precisely because these women refused to bow before the powerful

sections of the village community.

g) The tremendous amount of social energy that has been released with women coming into

political process is unprecedented and has been the most positive aspect of this whole

experience. This has been acknowledged by many male administrators as well. This has led

women to take up the common problems of the community, like shortage of   water,

schools, roads etc. In fact , women have tended to take up more of such common problems

than problems of a personal nature, and the cases of corruption were rarer.  Viewed in this

context, the lack of experience and education of women has been more than offset by this

tremendous social energy. In fact this very factor has also led to a great desire for education

amongst women particularly for their daughters so that the latter may not be so ill-equipped

when their turn came to assume the new roles.

h) The self-esteem of the women has gone up tremendously and that is an observation that

holds true across the board. The stepping of women into the public realm has long-term

implications for gender relations in the society and the family. There are already small but



significant changes as men take over some roles within the family when women go to attend

meetings.

i) While the presence of women in these institutions over the last five-six years has not

transformed the power structure in the rural areas in any significant manner;and vested

interests have tried to use the provision for women’s reservation to consolidate their position

the overall experience has been positive. Thus women are engaging in power struggles that

used to be dominated by men, sometimes as actors and at other times as pawns. However,

participation in the public realmfor women means that hitherto marginalised groups and

communities are finding a legitimate space to articulate their interests and aspirations and the

women of these groups are getting politicised even though slowly.

Problems, Paradoxes and Unresolved Dilemnas

One of the major problems of the Indian polity has been its centralising thrust, inspite of rhetoric

to the contrary. This problem has dogged India’s policy makers and administrators all along and

at all levels. Thus the fundamental question all along has been whether the Panchayats are there

for development functions only or for the wider purposes of self-government. The quasi-federal

nature of the Indian Constitution remains a persistent problem affecting all measures intended

towards further democratisation. Are the PRIs really institutions of self-government or are they

just the last cog in the administrative machine?

The very meaning of self-government is autonomy or government without outside interference.

Needless to say the extent of autonomy has to be decided for each level. As per the provisions

of the Seventy-Third Amendment, how much partial autonomy is to be decided by the State

legislatures. According to an important school of thought, the very idea of autonomy, however

partial, should imply that the decision to decide the measure of autonomy should be made on the

basis of entitlement from below rather than endowment from above. Thus the functions to be

performed at a particular level below the Union government have to be a blend of autonomy by



right and entrustment by discretion. Whereas the reality is that the manner this has been worked

out is the other way round.

As of now, the autonomy., self-government and empowerment depends on the vision of the

political leadership of the different States. In most States, the role of these institutions is still

principally confined to implementing centrally conceived schemes with their conditionalities and

restrictions. The elected representatives are preoccupied with understanding and mastering

these schemes and petitioning the higher authorities. Besides,  the paradigm of a centralised

administration persists and casts its shadow with the bureaucracy at the different levels still

finally deciding matters.

The heads of the elected bodies still have to work with the government functionaries and the

latter still call the shots. Moreover, there is also the role of the legislators at the State level. The

tangled relationship between the legislators, the bureaucracy and Panchayat representatives

makes the goal of self-government even more difficult to achieve.

Thus lack of the requisite administrative and financial autonomy prevents these institutions from

fulfilling their role as institutions of self-government. There is a mismatch between the rhetoric of

self-government and the actual devolution of powers and resources which can have a

disempowering effect particularly when the expectations of the people have been roused.

Needless to say that even questions of empowerment of women depend signficantly on whether

the Panchayats themselves are empowered.

While reservations in the PRIs across caste, tribe and gender seek to widen representation and

bridge the chasm between formal equality and social and political power, just numerical

presence alone cannot suffice to achieve this objective. The most important question  in the

Indian political and social context – of a deeply hierarchical society – is how power is wielded

and how this casts its shadow on the working of all institutions. The hold of a bureaucracy from



the dominant groups in society  is such that it manages to subvert the overt purpose of these

institutions.

External Collaboration and Training Programmes  for Local Self-Government

The training programmes being conducted so far have focussed on familiarising the

representatives of the PRIs (local self-governing institutions with the manner in which the

Panchayats are run and the rules and regulations governing them amongst other things.

Evaluations of the needs of the women representatives have shown that the women feel that

training should more sustained and it should not be one-shot affair and should be recurrent. This

is particularly necessary since most of the women  were new entrants to the poltical process.

Besides, the training should have general and specific components given that there is such

diversity even within one region or State. The training should focus not merely on rules but also

on problem-solving methodologies. Moreover, these programmes should also go beyond the

immediate rights and responsibilities of the representatives to the wider issues of women’s place

in society and the general issue of democratisation  of the social order.

In the above presentation we have raised the question of the limitations of the Self-governing

institutions as they now operate. It is important that the training by NGOs and external

collaborators understand these limitations and address these issues as well along with their local

partners. Needless to say, the choice of  sensitive local partners is also important.   People have

to be trained for self-government.

Other questions which are linked to the question of self-government as well the growing

exposure to the outside world, is the question of local management and control over resources.

The fact that most of the marginalised groups in India largely deal with primary commodities, the

issue of these will also have to be addressed. In short, to repeat, people will have to be made

aware of the wider questions involved.



The external collaborators would therefore also have to get more intensively involved in the

totality of development and democracy questions in a sensitive and non-invasive manner.

Globalisation and Sustainable Development

Globalisation is a catch-all term meaning many things to many people. It is indeed a multi-

faceted and contradictory process. One dimension of it signifies, breaking of boundaries

between peoples and nations, free flow of ideas and resources across the globe, increasing the

interdependencies of both people and nations. This facet of globalisation harbours the hope of  a

more teension free world with more equitable distribution of the world’s resources and wealth.

But it is also undeniable that globalisation as it is operative now assumes a certain power

stucture, where the dominant nations determine the contours of globalisation and direct its thrust.

It is this latter dimension, the power structure of globalisation that has given rise to

apprehensions amongst the developing countries that this would not only reinforce the existing

inequities between nations and peoples and also exacerbate the same within societies. That

these fears are not groundless is substantiated by the Human Development Reports which

record that inequities have indeed exacerbated between nations and within societies, leading to

an aggravation of tension all around.

In fact this latter dimension of globalisation has serious implications for sustainable development.

Given that the resources of the planet are finite there is urgent need to think of ways and means

to address the question of rational and equitable use of scarce natural resources. Already we

see that the coastlines in our countries are being depleted of marine resources through deep-sea

trawler fishing by the TNCs, drastically affecting the livelhoods and ways of life of fisher

communities.Examples can be multipled in other areas like agriculture, industry etc.

The question really is: How do we balance the claims of sustainable development which would

imply genuine local self-government thereby also suggesting control over resources at the local



level and at the same time moving towards greater interdependencies between nations and

peoples which would at the same time be equitous?

The answers are not easy, nor can any short-term solutions be feasible. There would have be a

frank dialogue between the forces that favour a more benign globalisation from both the

developed world and those in the developing countries. This would also imply that the forces

that are also mindlessly depleting and destroying resources whether in the developed world or in

the developing countries would have to be reined in. The answers would necessarily have to be

collective. The challenge lies in working out that collective response.
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