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4.1 INTRODUCTION

In the former Unit you have read various trends of women’s representation

in State, Panchayat and Municipal elections. It helps us understand how the

legal framework for women’s representation in Panchayat and Municipal

elections help us to empower women and also analyse the barriers for

women in contesting elections at the local level.The discourses, procedures,

structures and functions of governance are, in general, heavily skewed in

favour of men. Limited access to resources and weaker capabilities constrain

women’s power to influence resource allocation and decisions at home and

in their community. They remain underrepresented in national, regional and

local government. Missing women in governance processes is indicative of

the fact that public decision-making processes have not actually addressed

women’s strategic needs. Women need to be seen as agents of change; as
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a member of the public and participant in economic, social and political

action.

In this Unit, we shall address the issues in engendering governance. We

begin with unravelling the concept of governance. We shall explore the

issues in engendering governance; draw attention to the factors responsible

for non-participation of women in the decision-making processes; track the

concerns to mainstream gender and highlight the policy measures towards

engendering governance institutionally in the domain of state.  We shall

analyse the effectiveness of reserved seats in enabling agency of women

elected representatives in local self-governance institutions and the issues

in the agency of women leadership therein. Finally, we shall assess critically

the relevance of ‘quota’ in addressing issues of women’s representation in

governance. The major arguments of this Unit are drawn from the chapter

Gender and Governance: Empowering Women Leadership’, written by

Mandakini Pant and Martha Farrell in the edited book Rajesh Tandon and

Mohini Kak.

4.2 OBJECTIVES

After going through the Unit, you should be able to:

• Know new discourse of representation and governance;

• Identify the issues in the engendering of governance ;

• Explain the factors constraining participation of women in governance;

• Comprehend the concerns for women’s participation and representation

in governance and

• Critique the relevance of ‘quota’ in addressing issues of women’s

representation in governance.

4.3 GOVERNANCE: MEANING

The term, ‘Governance’ refers to the act of governing. It describes the

mechanisms an organisation uses to ensure that its constituents follow its

established processes and policies. The term is used more abstractly as a

synonym for government as a geo-political government (nation-state), a

corporate government (business entity), a socio-political government (tribe,

family etc.), or any other type of government. This Unit focuses on political

government—the state.

Historically, particularly after the Second World War, governance was assumed

to be the responsibility of government i.e., the state. Democratic political

frameworks of governments suggested three independent and inter related

functions of state viz., legislative, executive and judiciary to ensure growth
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and equity to its citizens. The state in its role as provider, protector and

regulator entitled all its citizens a universal set of formal rights and equality

in rights and obligations; promoted economic growth, generated employment

for its citizens; ensured social justice by drawing policies in favour of

socially backward communities and protected all its citizens against the

violation of their rights.

The provisioning of universal rights and equality, however, did not translate

itself in substantive equality. They have not guaranteed equality of voice,

access or influence particularly for the poor and the marginalised citizens

who are extremely heterogeneous, fluid and have a diverse range of needs.

They have, in fact, to a large extent not benefited much from the citizenship

rights and in many cases, the special constitutional legal provisions given

to them. With liberalisation and corporate capitalism, the welfare function

of the state is further getting deteriorated. People are increasingly

disenchanted with existing oppressive socio-politico-economic conditions.

The deprivation and inequality and gaps between what has been enshrined

in the Constitutions of nation-states and ensured through legislations and

policy provisions and actualisation of those provisions reflects

unresponsiveness of the state towards its citizens. The gulf is invariably the

result of poor governance. See box below for understanding governance

crisis in India.

The governance crisis world over has necessitated new sets of economic

and political reforms. A new paradigm of governance has emerged.  In its

elementary meaning, governance in a society is not just responsibility of

state; it is the joint obligation of citizens and all institutions in a given

society, including institutions of the state in the legislative, executive and

judiciary functions. (Mohanty and Tandon, 2002)

The World Bank first introduced the concept ‘good governance’ into

development discourse. The bank’s experience of failure of its economic

policies in African countries led the Bank to attribute the failure to ‘bad

governance’ i.e. administrative inefficiency, corruption, lack of transparency,

etc. in these countries. The conceptualisation of ‘bad governance’ then led

to the conceptualisation of ‘good governance’ which includes parameters

like administrative efficiency, rule of law, accountability, and transparency.

The Bank, however, did not associate ‘good governance’ with any particular

political regime (Mohanty and Tandon, 2002).

The association between ‘good governance’ and democracy has been

vigorously pushed into the development discourse by the United Nations

Development Programme, human rights groups, and bilateral agencies or

official aid agencies. The UNDP Human Development Report, for instance,

premised on a rights-based approach to the development process, sets upon

enlarging choices of each person in a society to be an active and productive



252

Women and Electoral

Process
participant in development process. The public participation in influencing

decision-making, transparency, and accountability became the hallmarks of

good governance (Pant and Farrell, 2007).

Three underlying assumptions in the concept of governance are

clearlyevident. Firstly, Governance is about the structures and processes of

public decision-making on mobilisation and use of public resources for

common public good. Secondly, governance recognises plurality of domains

and actors viz., the state, markets and the corporate and civil society, in

influencing the participation of citizens in the systems and processes of

deliberation and decision-making at all levels and also to build their capacities

for sustaining human development.  State creates conducive politico-legal

environment for all citizens. Private sector generates jobs and income. Civil

society facilitates political and social interactions through mobilisations of

groups to participate in economic, social and political activities. Thirdly,

Governance is intricately woven around the active agency and participation

of citizens in their social, economic and political development. Governance

entails not only the efficient and cost effective public agencies for responsive

public services but also an active and meaningful participation of all citizens

including the poor, marginalised and the underrepresented people(Pant and

Farrell, 2007) .

Plurality of actors come together to coordinate and network with each

other through horizontal linkages which are both non-hierarchical and non-

bureaucratic and influence governance and development at various

levelsShylendra, 2009).

Table 4.1: Plurality of Actors under the new Discourse of Governance

Level State Market Civil Society

Global Multilateral Agencies Multinational International

(UN, WB, WTO etc.) Companies (MNCs) CSOs/NGOs

National National/Regional Domestic National/

Governments Companies/MNC Regional CSOs

branches and NGOs

Local Local Self Local Traders/ Local NGOs/

Governments businessmen CBOs/Citizens

(Source: H.S. Shylendra (Ed) 2009.  New Governance and Development. Challenges of

Addressing Poverty and Inequality. New Delhi. Academic Foundation. P.31).

4.4 WOMEN IN GOVERNANCE

Engendered governance implies explicit acknowledgement of gender equality

goals. Equal participation by both men and women in governance is essential

for a number of reasons, viz., Influence the allocation of scarce resources;
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Improve living conditions and promote the interests of women; Shift the

political focus towards issues affecting the quality of life of both men &

women by ensuring equitable distribution of productive resources and

opportunities for growth, giving visibility to reproductive roles of women in

policymaking and increasing women’s participation in the political

process(Commonwealth Foundation, 2004).

Women and men do not have equal social, economic and legal rights.( you

have read in  Block  3,  Unit 4 and also in MWG-002, Block 4, Unit 3).Women

still lack independent rights to own land, manage property, conduct business

or even travel without their husband’ consent. Women continue to have

poor command over a range of productive resources including education,

land, information and financial resources. They remain vastly

underrepresented in national and local government(World Bank, 2001) .

Amartya Sen urges to look at women as agents of change and not as passive

beneficiaries. Agency is the ability to define & articulate needs and priorities

and to act upon them. Female agency implies the role of women as a

member of the public and participant in economic, social and political

action(Sen, 1999). Let us read which are the limitations women face in

governance in the next section.

4.5 CONSTRAINTS IN PARTICIPATION

A noteworthy factor responsible for non-participation of women in decision-

making and governance is unequal gender relations. Gender relations and

power distribution between the sexes in both the private (personal) and

public spherescreate gender inequalities. Unequal gender relations,

reproduced across the range of inter-related institutions as household,

community, market and state, mediate the construction of gender identities

and synergistically determine the capacities to exercise independent agency.

Such relationships determine and influence the ways resources, roles and

responsibilities are allocated; values are assigned and power is mobilised.

Without any sense of power whatsoever, their participation in decision-

making is generally minimal not only in political sphere but also at home

and within the community.

You have already read about private-public concepts in MWG-002, Block 1,

Unit 4. It divides women and men have always hindered women to negotiate

in the public domain. The private domain is associated with the household,

reproductive work and femininity, whereas, the public domain is associated

with political authority, public decision-making, productive work and

masculinity. Women are either being criticised for their inadequacies or

patronised by men.Autonomy of women in family/household also influences

their status and ability to participate in governance. Development policies
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often conceptualise altruist, conflict free, harmonious households where

production, income, consumption are equally shared. Empirical studies, on

the contrary, have shown that far from being a unit where all resources and

benefits are pooled and shared equitably, the use of resources and labour,

distribution and output have to be constantly negotiated within the

households. Intra household relations are often conflictive. The bargaining

power is derived from options available to household members, the

perceptions of contributions by members to the household prosperity and

the degree to which members identify their self-interests within their personal

well-being. Although, the private domain of household is typically associated

with women, men are held responsible for the welfare and safety of all

members. Women’s bargaining power at the household is restricted typically

due to lack of access and control over resources, no autonomy in decision-

making, low self-esteem, low skills and education, restricted physical mobility

and eventually less power as compared to men.

Other intersecting hierarchies such as class, caste, ethnicity, religion, and

rural/urban locations further complicate gender inequality in governance.

In India, for example, women face hurdles posed by patriarchy, caste and

class when they enter the political domain.  Women from low caste groups,

despite reservations, seldom wielded any real political power due to the

strongly entrenched notions of caste and gender hierarchy. (Anandhi S,

2002) Studies have also shown that women elected representatives with no

economic entitlements were often under the control of those who owned

and controlled resources .Consequently, dependency curbed their

independent decision-making powers(Niranjana, 2002).The electoral systems

affect women’s participation in decision-making bodies. The majoritarian

system allows for the nomination of only one candidate per district, and

parties overwhelmingly in this situation choose a male candidate.

Political parties also play a critical role in advancing or impeding women’s

participation in decision-making bodies. Party leaders tend to treat their

female members instrumentally, to secure women’s votes and to involve

them in the party’s lobbying and organisational activities. Through the

process of candidate selection (where candidates are taken on by the party

for election), women face a number of obstacles. Men are often viewed as

more viable and better candidates and are given preference to female

candidates. Additionally, the pool from which political parties search for

candidates generally tend to be dominated by men, such as trade union

officials and local councillors.Even when women possess the characteristics

that make for good candidates, they often are not encouraged to step

forward to become candidates. Women are also less likely to present

themselves as candidates, often seeing themselves as lacking the skills

necessary to perform well in politics. Sometimes women hesitate to become

involved in party politics and show preference for participating in social
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movements which are less structured and more goal-oriented. Even after

selection as candidates, women seeking decision-making positions can be

constrained by different factors. This can include a lack of financial support

and time for campaigning because of difficulties in balancing family and

public life, of confidence about relevant skills, of fewer connections to

politically relevant networks. Additionally, the environment of political

institutions is not ‘gender-friendly’ and deters some women from considering

entering political life, for example, sitting times in parliaments, meeting

schedules of political parties and lack of childcare facilities. (DAW, 2005)

Stereotypes affect individual perceptions of the effectiveness of women as

leaders. Pre-existing social norms that associate leadership with men make

it harder for women to enter the political arena. The lack of exposure to

female leaders perpetuates biased perceptions of female leader effectiveness.

Regardless of competence, if women leaders are presumed to be ineffective

then it hinders their political participation.

Check Your Progress:

Explain the new discourse of governance.

Explain the influence of public-private divide on women’s public

participation.
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Women’s underrepresentation in development processes clearly underscores

the need for promoting gender equality in governance. Mainstreaming is not

just about adding a ‘women’s’ component into an existing activity.

Mainstreaming goes beyond increasing women’s participation… bringing

together the experience, knowledge and interests of men and women to

build upon the development agenda. Gender mainstreaming requires that

all policy, planning, implementation and resource allocation reflect the

interests and the views of both women as well as men(Alkazi et al, 2004).

Before the United Nations Decade for Women (1976-85), development

essentially had a welfare approach, addressing the practical needs of women

surrounding their reproductive role through delivery of food, family planning,

health care, etc. The Women in Development (WID) approach, ushered in

during the Decade for Women, was initially conceived as an equity approach.

This approach recognised women’s active role in the ‘development process

as reproductive, productive and community workers, and emphasised the

fulfillment of their strategic needs through direct state intervention. However,

due to its political nature, this approach was not very acceptable to

governments, and was soon replaced by an anti-poverty approach. The

efficiency approach sought to enhance women’s contribution to the

development process in order to ensure the efficiency and effectiveness of

project interventions, albeit it tended to assume that women’s time and

energy are elastic. The empowerment approach considered women’s improved

condition and position to be the ends in themselves. It focused on meeting

women’s strategic needs focusing on a bottom-up, self-reliant approach.

The equity and empowerment approaches together labelled as Gender and

Development (GAD) approaches because of their emphasis on strategic

needs. Gender and Development  changed the focus and interventions from

women as a target group to gender analysis of women and men’s roles and

relations as part of all development interventions, and to gender equality

as a goal of development (Alkazi et al, 2004) . More recently, a rights-based

approach sets the achievement of human rights and the creation of an

enabling environment in which human rights ‘can be enjoyed as the main

objectives of people-centred sustainable development, as well as the means

to achieve it. In this way, a rights-based approach transcends sectoral

concerns, and encompasses the concepts of welfare, anti-poverty, equity

and empowerment as facets of the rights of all people(Mahbub ul Haq

Human Development Centre, 2000).

The United Nations  summits on environment, social development, human

rights and population brought the issue of women’s rights to the forefront

of international development debates. A major breakthrough was in getting

women’s rights on to the mainstream human rights agenda. Women’s
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movements across the world mobilised and organised in the build up to the

Vienna Human Rights Conference in 1993. The recommendations made by

women’s rights groups were included in the Vienna Declaration and

Programme of Action. The mobilisation on rights continued in Cairo’s

Conference on Population and Development in 1994. The Beijing

conference saw major advances in pursuing women’s rights commitment.

It took forward the Cairo agenda and crystallised the core rights issues:

equal rights in law, entitlement to productive resources, right to education

and health, equal right to representation in decision-making, security and

freedom from violence. The Beijing Platform for Action, 1995 , provides

the comprehensive mandate for governments to ensure that gender equality

and women’s empowerment are actively addressed as core development

concerns.  It clearly mentions that without the active participation of

women and incorporation of the perspectives of women in all levels of

decision-making, the goals of equality and development cannot be achieved.

The Beijing Platform for Action, became the basis for civil society advocacy.

Many Non-Governmental Organizations and civil society groups used the

policy recommendations and agreements to lobby their own governments.

Complementing the Beijing Platform for Action,is the Convention on the

Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). It is one of the most

important international human rights instruments having a legal binding.

These two mandates have informed the most recently proposed Millennium

Development Goal (MDGs) that resolves to promote gender equality and

women’s empowerment to combat poverty, hunger, and disease and to

stimulate sustainable development.

Achieving equal participation in decision-making and governance is a high

priority according to the recommendations of World Summit on Social

Development. Addressing gender in governance requires states to create

space for women to participate at all levels. Its recommendations are

consistent with other International agreements such as Agenda 21. Agenda

21 is a comprehensive plan of action to be taken globally, nationally and

locally by organisations of the United Nations System, Governments, and

major groups in every area in which human impacts on the environment.

It represents a global consensus and political commitment at the highest

level on socio-economic development and environmental cooperation. One

of its commitments is allowing people to participate in decision making at

all levels; particularly empowering women and increasing their participation

in decision-making (Commonwealth Foundation, 2004).

4.7 POLICY MEASURES

The under-representation of women in political decision-making has important

consequences for the public policy agenda and for the articulation of women’s
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interests, as well as for the legitimacy of democratic bodies.  In the debate

on how to make women’s right to equality a reality, the terms positive

discrimination, affirmative action, quotas, and reservations are used

somewhat interchangeably. These terms refer to policy measures that are

intended to redress discriminatory practices or inequitable structures, both

in the economy and the political system.  Positive discrimination is the

broadest of these terms, used to describe measures that enable those who

have faced discrimination in the past. It could mean differential entrance

requirements or reserved seats. It differs from affirmative action which

encourages disadvantaged groups to enter the mainstream by mandating

equal opportunity and equal consideration. ‘Affirmative action’ means positive

steps taken to increase the representation of women and minorities in

areas of employment, education, and business from which they have been

historically excluded. Affirmative action does not usually involve quotas.

Reservation is the Indian term for quota systems, which work in different

ways to set aside or assure a minimum availability of access to disadvantaged

groups.  Reservation of seats in politics guarantees a minimum number of

women in elected office. It needs to be seen as a vital measure which

ensures women become part of the mainstream of politics and development

(InfoChange News and Features, 2010).Women represent half the population,

thereforehave the right to half the seats . Women have different experiences

(biological or socially constructed) that ought to be represented . Women

should enter into positions of power because they would engage in politics

differently, thereby, improving the nature of the public sphere.

Women are able to achieve solidarity of purpose to represent women’s

interests when they achieve certain levels of representation. ‘More women

must be nominated, because a few women in politics, a small minority of

less than about 30 percent, is unable to make a real difference’ .Women

are attracted to political life if they have role models in the arena. Women

and men have partly conflicting interests and thus men cannot represent

women. Feminist theorists suggest that the women in elected office are not

just ‘standing as’ women but also ‘acting for’ women as a group . Finally,

the equal representation of women and men enhances democratisation of

governance(DAW, 2005). Almost 60 countries around the world have

experimented with quotas. The circumstances of their adoption vary. In the

Scandinavian countries, which have long been the exemplars for women’s

participation in public affairs, quotas were adopted voluntarily following

political work by women’s organisations that wanted to consolidate a growing

presence of women in public life.

The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendment Acts of 1992 in India, by

mandating 33 percent representations of women in Panchayats and

Municipalities, ensured their entry in the domain of politics at the local

level. While Article 243G and 243W of the Constitution empowered State



259

Issues and Representation

and Governance
Legislatures to endow Panchayats/municipalities with such powers and

authority as may be necessary to enable them to function as institutions of

self-government, the provision of reservation for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled

Tribes and women (Article 243D and 243T) gave an opportunity to them to

hold formal positions of power and, in turn, participate in the decision

making process. Women not only have one-third membership, they also

head as chairpersons in one third of the Panchayats and urban local bodies.

The impetus for empowerment came from the State to ‘enable women to

make strategic life choices, organise and participate in and influence the

process of decision-making as per their needs and priorities’ (Deshmukh-

Ranadive,2005). Since Indian women by and large experience marginalisation,

deprivation and oppression vis-à-vis the existing power structures, it is

assumed that affirmative action will build a critical mass of local leadership

who will be active participants in the strategic decision-making process.

The political representation will give them the voice and a solidarity base

to change initial gender-based preferences and help in formulating democratic

policies. The constitutionally mandated Panchayats and constitutionally

mandated participation of women will change the power concentration.

The affirmative action adopted by the government of India providing for

reservation of not less than one-third seats in local self-governing bodies

has facilitated more number of women to participate in the decision-making

arena equally with men in these institutions. There is, however, no affirmative

legislation to enable women to participate in the higher levels of political

governance at the State and Central levels.

Check Your Progress:

Explain the Women in Development (WID) approach.
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women’s empowerment?

4.8 WOMEN : AGENCY OF CHANGE

In the last Unit, you have read about women’s repersentatives.Let us re-

visit on the same idea from governance point of view.Women elected

representatives are being exposed to processes of governance and

consequently getting a sense of intimacy with and control over governance

process. Exposure to the ways of governance has instilled in them a sense

of power and an independent identity. This may be seen as gains in terms

of the consolidation of the gender equality, though the gain has not expanded

over the years. A careful reading of the data, however, alerts us to the

limitations of the gender mainstreaming in governance. An analysis of issues

in the context of ‘Women Elected Representative’s; (WERs) in local self-

governance in India explains ways in which women are constrained from

exercising their leadership.

4.8.1 Feminisation of Leadership

Mandatory one-third reservation for women has increased their presence in

governance but their voices are silent. Many studies and findings show that

most of the ‘women elected representatives’ did not have previous

experience in politics. They lacked technical expertise, organisational and

communication skill. A small minority received training. They had little

awareness about rural and urban development/ administration affairs. New

entrants faced unfriendly environment in carrying out their duties attached

to their office. Vice-presidents, husbands, sons and male family members
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or others dominated them for planning and executing the powers of local

self-governance. The responsibilities to meet the household subsistence

requirements, mobility restrictions and limited support structures restricted

their social interaction and participation in local self-governance (Pant and

Farrell, 2007).

Domestication and seclusion ethics undermined their potential for holding

public office. Having no formal educational qualifications, being deficient

in information, skills and experience, they were dependent on men both

within household and the institutions of local self-governance in matters

relating to governance. Men exploited their naivety to their advantage. The

social image of women as housewives rendered the work of many women

elected representatives are invisible. Organisational resources are steered

toward quantitative targets i.e. increasing the number of women in leadership

positions. The engendering process has become ‘add women’ process without

questioning the basic assumptions, strategic objectives, or ways of working

towards institutional change for gender equality.

Women’s cognitive experiences about themselves and their role as elected

representatives reflect a given structural situation. Internalisation of

dominating ideologies and stereotypes about gender roles, values and

behaviour deterred women to take on active leadership roles.

Many women elected representatives described themselves as housewives

with no sense of independent identity. Low self-esteem has made them

passive, dependent on men in matters relating to governance(Pant and

Farrell, 2007).

4.8.2 Private and Public Patriarchy

Women elected represenatives are not looked as independent political agents.

Their participation is tokenistic. Study findings clearly indicate that systemic

patriarchy perpetuated the gender bias and powerlessness.. Constraints

within households directly influenced their capacity for public engagements.

Mobility constraints have prompted the men in their lives (husbands, brothers,

fathers, and fathers-in-law) to take up their job such as visiting Panchayat

Samiti offices at block headquarters. They became de-facto head or members

of panchayats and municipalities when ‘their’ women were elected.

Ambivalence about their public role as elected representatives and

dependency on male family members rendered their participation in

governance meaningless. They functioned as ‘add on’ who came to politics

only because of policy imperatives(Pant and Farrell, 2007).

Every day practices of Male Elected Representatives (MERs), Government

officials, as the study findings have indicated, construe men as the only

real political actors, thereby excluding WERs from actual exercise of power.
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(Pant and Farrell, 2007) When women make an effort to assert themselves,

local government functionaries (like panchayat secretary) prefer to deal

with the men-folk, instead of women elected representatives. The patriarchal

nature of local administration reinforces a sense of worthlessness among

these women. The masculinity of political processes, the adversarial

proceedings, subtle forms of coercion to conform to the central interests

of male elected represenatives the timing of meetings and sessions, the

pervasiveness of patronage etc. curb and control women leaders’ self-

determining behaviour. One common expression of ‘significant others’ in

the study has been women are unfit for public life because it is essentially

male in character. Public-private divide perpetuated by local governance

bodies prevent women from being full participants in these organisations.

The relegation of women to the private world of the household is so deeply

embedded in the institutions of local self-governance that even though they

have become elected representatives, political office continues to be the

preserve of men. Deeply ingrained gender relations construct women as

those whose voice is unreliable. Mostly cast as wives, daughters and sisters

under the care of men, they are not taken seriously as political

agents.(Pantand Farrell, 2007).

Through caste associations, membership to various groups and political

parties eased their entry into politics, such forms of civil society, however,

did not actually support their independent agency. They co-opted WERs for

their vested interests and created in them the feelings of being obliged to

them for their positions. Pro-active engagement of CBOs like women

collectives, on the contrary, enabled WERs to work confidently. Pant and

Farrell’s study findings have revealed that WERs associated with them were

more confident, articulate about their concerns and constraints. Continuous

interaction with them enabled them to deal with issues of women’s

empowerment, corruption and generating unity amongst people. (Pant&

Farrell, 2007)

4.8.3 Institutional Inadequacies

Women’s representation in local government structures does not automatically

result in their informed and effective participation in these structures. The

simplistic appeals for increased participation of women generally overlook

the institutional inadequacies such as the timings of meetings, problems of

quorum and procedures adopted for finalizing development plans and

projects, articulations of their priorities and issues in the meetings, the

quality of deliberations and manipulation of discussions by dominant groups,

rules for filing nominations and travel allowances, etc. Consequently, women

including the elected representatives, rarely attend local body meetings

and hardly ever articulate their priorities.
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Knowledge, training, and education as resources enable women to act their

agency. Empowerment as the processes of learning and action strengthens

self-esteem, analytical skills, competencies and political consciousness. The

marginalised and excluded citizens gain a sense of their rights and join

together to transform inequitable power relations of power and develop

societies that are more democratic. Women elected represenatives need to

be politically enlightened, not only about their rights and duties but also

about the nature of our constitution, democratic process and values, working

of democratic institutions, concept and the relevance of local body

administration—particularly the message of 73rd and 74th and reservation

of one third seats for women and various poverty alleviation programmes

and policies for women and weaker sections. Pant and Farrell’s study findings

reveal that those who received training were able to exercise their leadership

effectively. However, systematic orientation and capacity enhancement of

elected women has been largely ignored.

4.9 WOMEN’S REPRESENTATION: THEORIES,

CRITIQUE AND LIMITATIONS

There are  four distinct but interconnected dimensions of representation

viz., formal representation, referring to the institutional rules and procedures

through which representatives are chosen; descriptive representation,

referring to the compositional similarity between representatives and the

represented; substantive representation or responsiveness, referring to the

congruence between representatives’ actions and the interests of the

represented; and symbolic representation, referring to the represented

feelings of being fairly and effectively represented. While there are important

differences among the four dimensions, they are integral parts of a coherent

whole. Political theorists have, however, tended to overlook this conceptual

unity, treating the different dimensions of representation as separate concepts

(Pitkin, 1967). In the context of representation of women in political arenas,

we shall explore two theoretical strands viz., the theory of critical mass

and the theory of politics of presence.

4.9.1 Critical Mass Theory

The critical mass theory, based on descriptive representation, underscores

the importance of women’s presence in public/political/decision-making

bodies in a ‘critical mass’ in order to mobilise elected females to take into

account female interests and priorities. The expression ‘critical mass’ stems

from nuclear physics. It presupposes that a certain quantity is needed to

start an irreversible chain reaction to change a process. In political science

literature, the concept of critical mass is based on the belief that the form

of a public body will shape the processes and policies of that organisation;

that the election of an adequate number of female politicians will result

in governance more responsive to women.
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The origins of the critical mass proportions can be traced to the work of

Rosabeth Moss Kanter and Drude Dahlerup. Kanter argued that when women

are tokens they have ‘little choice about accepting the culture of dominants’,

in this case men and are unable to ‘act for’ women (Kanter, 1977). The

implication is that when the ratios of women to men change, these dynamics

will also change, purportedly for the better, thereby enabling women to act

for women. Drude Dahlerup applied Kanter’s theory of ‘tokenism’ to political

settings and thus became the first researcher to introduce ‘critical mass’

concept into political science thinking and general discourse. Feminist

researchers have made the case rather that whenever women are

inadequately represented, society as whole is denied the unique voice that

women may bring to public decision-making process. (Tandoh-Offin Patrick,

2011)

Quotas quickly bring a lot of women into the political arena for whom there

may have been no space earlier. With the introduction of the 33.3% quota

in India’s panchayats many of the women gained confidence and that social

relationships within the village began shifting as a result. Even if women

came in as token women, they still made a difference simply because they

formed a critical mass.

4.9.2 The Politics of Presence

The theory of ‘politics of presence’ is based on an argumentation that for

substantive representation to occur there is a need for descriptive

representation to begin with, at least concerning female interests. Anne

Phillips argues in her well-known book The Politics of Presence that it does

in fact matter who is a representative, and not only what is represented.

In most liberal democracies, representative democracy is mainly a matter

of what ideas are represented, without any concerns on who the

representative is. But Phillips argues that this does not then deal with the

exclusion that many groups today face, for example the exclusion of women

in politics. There are certain experiences that do affect certain groups, and

for the interests based on these experiences to be taken into account,

there is need of representation from these groups. Policies worked out for

one group will not be sufficient if there is no presence of this group during

the deliberation of the policies(Phillips, 1998).

Phillips argues for a combination of politics of presence and politics of

ideas, and gives four main reasons for the need of female representatives.

The first is the symbolic representation, in which the inclusion of formerly

excluded groups is important by showing these groups that they are

considered as equals, regardless of the outcomes. The second is that there

are many issues that have not been discussed before the election of

representatives, which makes the personal characteristics of the

representative an important factor to the choices the representative will
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make on these issues once they are discussed. The third argument is that

in order to change the pattern of representation, there is a need for

aggressive spokespersons for the formerly excluded groups in the public

arena to be able to change the existing power hierarchies. The last argument

is that there is a need for formerly excluded groups to be a part of setting

the agenda and changing the existing norms to ensure that their interests

will be included to begin with. Phillips claims that there should be more

female representatives due to the fact that women have had a history of

exclusion and discrimination, and that they have to be included in order to

change the ruling structures of representation. Phillips also argues that

there are certain issues where women share experiences, and even though

women do not have the same opinion on each issue and that there is no

certainty that a female representative will act on behalf of all women, it

is still more likely that she will act for women better than a male

representative would due to her shared experiences with women as a group

(Phillips, 1998). Phillips does not argue that female representation is a

guarantee of change, but rather increases the probability.

4.9.3 Critique

During later years, there has been extensive critique on both the theory of

politics of presence and critical mass theory. One of them is balkanisation

i.e. increased number of women will create coalitions among women. Sarah

Childs and Mona Lena Krook, for instance, argue that such a stand neglects

the possibilities that when the number of women increases, they become

more and more individualised and differentiated from each other. This will

only increase the division between groups and turn them against each

other. An increase in number of women might lead to men trying to obstruct

the women’s initiatives; that a lower percentage of women might be more

effective due to specialisation; and that an increase might lead to electing

women who might not feel interested in working for women’s issues. They

suggest that the research on substantive representation should change focus

from when women make a difference, to how the substantive representation

occurs, and from focusing on women on a macro level, to focusing on the

acts of specific women (Childs and Krook, 2006).  

Institutional sites are more conducive to women’s substantive representation

than the presence of women’s bodies in elected bodies. Individual

representatives may constitute one medium of representation, but other

sites, like women’s movements and women’s policy agencies, offer

alternative—and perhaps more effective—sites of representation. Because

‘women’s interests’ are best defined through collective processes of interest

articulation, the women’s group perspective is at best inadequately captured

within a single representative. In order to substantively represent women,

Women’s policy agencies must have resources and authority and ‘a degree
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of independence’ and women’s movements must not be coterminous with

the state so that they may criticise government policy(Weldon, 2002).

Quotas are limited in impact unless the incumbent women lawmakers have

the capacity to carry out their functions. Where training programmes and

support services have been available to new political entrants, the investment

has paid off both in the political and social spheres.  In India, for instance,

several Non Governmental Organizations have invested time and resources

to work with panchayat leaders and the results have been positive.  Civil

society institutions and structures play an important role in placing pressure

on politicians and institutions to support women’s entry into decision-making

positions and, once in office supporting their advancement of a gender

equality agenda in policymaking arenas. Civil society also contributes greatly

to developing a cultural environment that is favourable to gender equality.

The possibilities for women to participate in this way increase when there

is executive support for civil society involvement in politics (DAW, 2005).

Women politicians also need to have the support of powerful individuals,

groups, agencies and networks to forward their political careers and to

establish and widen their power bases once in positions of power. Without

both financial and socio-political capital, women will not be able to achieve

real political power. Thus, together with the understanding of the structural

impediments to their participation in decision-making, the emphasis should

be on how women strategise, struggle for and succeed in mobilizing these

assets to access and function in political arenas effectively.  Such an approach

would allow women to focus on the challenge of creatively building their

asset base by harnessing and leveraging non-financial forms of resources

(DAW 2005).

The quotas for women in politics, in the absence of good social infrastructure,

livelihood security and a no-tolerance mindset for gender violence, remain

cosmetic. Treating quotas as a panacea in the absence of other enabling

social investments leads to quota addiction, not empowerment or access.

Check Your Progress:

Name the key components of critical mass theory.
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and GovernanceWhat is the underlying assumption of the theory of ‘Politics of Presence’.

4.10   LET US SUM UP

In this Unit, we learnt about the concept of governance. We identified the

issues in engendering governance; understood the factors responsible for

non-participation of women in the decision-making processes; comprehended

the concerns to gender mainstreaming and examined the policy measures

towards engendering governance institutionally in the domain of state.  We

analysed the effectiveness of reserved seats in enabling agency of women

elected representatives in local self-governance institutions in India and the

issues in the agency of women leadership therein. Finally, we critiqued the

theoretical debates on women’s political representation.

4.11   GLOSSARY

Governance : Governance is the exercise of power or

authority—political, economic, administrative or

otherwise—to manage a country’s resources and

affairs. It comprises the mechanisms, processes

and institutions, through which citizens and

groups articulate their interests, exercise their

legal rights, meet their obligations and mediate

their differences.

Good governance : The term good governance refers to administrative

efficiency, rule of law, accountability, transparency

and public participation in influencing decision

making, transparency, and accountability.
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Private-public domain : The private domain associated with household,

reproductive work and femininity, whereas, the

public domain is associated with political

authority, public decision-making, productive

work and masculinity.

Women in Development: Ushered in during the Decade for Women, it was

(WID) approach initially conceived as an equity approach. This

approach recognised women’s active role in the

‘development process as reproductive, productive

and community workers, and emphasised the

fulfilment of their strategic needs through direct

state intervention.

Gender and Development: This approach focuses on gender analysis of

(GAD) approach women and men’s roles and relations as part of

all development interventions, and to gender

equality as a goal of development.

Gender Sensitive : The term Gender Sensitive Governance implies

Governance (a) increased participation of women in

governance institutions and decision-making

processes, freedom of association and space for

an active women’s movement (b) transparent

and accountable gender equity in the allocation

of resources and power (c) legislation of gender

equality and the promotion and protection of

women’s rights and (d) gender sensitive policies

and institutional structures.

Right based approach : This approach sets the achievement of human

rights and the creation of an enabling

environment in which human rights ‘can be

enjoyed as the main objectives of people-centred

sustainable development, as well as the means

to achieve it. It transcends sectoral concerns,

and encompasses the concepts of welfare, anti-

poverty, equity and empowerment as facets of

the rights of all people.

The Beijing Platform : It provides the comprehensive mandate for

for Action, 1995 (BFPA) governments to ensure that gender equality and

women’s empowerment are actively addressed

as core development concerns.

Positive discrimination : The term describes measures that enable those

who have faced discrimination in the past. It
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could mean differential entrance requirements

or reserved seats.

Affirmative action : The term refers to positive steps taken to

increase the representation of disadvantaged

groups in mainstream by mandating equal

opportunity and equal consideration in the areas

of employment, education, and business from

which they have been historically excluded.

Reservation : It is the Indian term for quota systems, which

work in different ways to set aside or assure a

minimum availability of access to disadvantaged

groups.  

The critical mass theory: It underscores the importance of women’s

presence in public/political/decision-making

bodies in a ‘critical mass’ in order to mobilise

elected females to take into account female

interests and priorities.

The theory of politics : It is based on the argument that for substantive

of presence representation to occur there is a need for

descriptive representation to begin with, at least

concerning female interests.

4.12   UNIT END QUESTIONS

1) Why is the new discourse of governance more inclusive? Why should

women participate in governance processes?

2) Discuss the effectiveness of reserved seats enable the agency of Women

Elected Representatives in panchayats in India.

3) Explain the term positive discrimination. How is it different from the

term affirmative action?

4.13   REFERENCES

Alkazi F. et al. (2004).  Gender on the Agenda: A Training Manual. New

Delhi. PRIA.

Anandhi S. (2002). “Interlocking Patriarchies and Women in Governance: A

Case Study of Panchayati Raj Institutions in Tamil Nadu”, in Karin Kapadia,

(edt).The Violence of Development. London. Zed Books.

Childs, Sarah and Krook, Mona Lena, (2006). “Gender and Politics: the State

of the Art”, Politics, 26 (1): 18-28.



270

Women and Electoral

Process
Commonwealth Foundation (2004). “Citizens and Governance Toolkit”.

London. Commonwealth Foundation.

DAW, 2(005). “Equal Participation of Women and Men in Decision-Making

Processes, with Particular Emphasis on Political Participation and Leadership.”

New York, Division for the Advancement of Women.  Department of Economic

and Social Affairs 2 UN Plaza. http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw,

accessed on 1st Jan, 2014.

Deshmukh Joy-Ranadive (2005). “Women in Self-Help Groups and Panchayati

Raj Institutions: Suggesting Synergistic Linkages.” Occasional paper no 40.

New Delhi. CWDS.

InfoChange News and Features (2010).  “Contextualising reservations for

women”. Infochange News and Features, April. http://infochangeindia.org/

governance/analysis/contextualising-reservations-for-women.html

Kanter, Rosabeth M. (1977). Men and Women of the Corporation. New York:

Basic Books

Mahbub ul Haq Human Development Centre. (2000). Human Development in

South Asia. Oxford University Press.

Pant, Mandakini and Farrell Martha (2007). “Gender and Governance:

Empowering Women Leadership”, in Rajesh Tandon and Mohini Kak (Ed)

Citizen Participation and Democratic Governance: In our Hands, New Delhi:

Concept Publishing Company.

Niranjana, Seemanthini (2002). “Exploring gender Inflections within

Panchayati Raj Institutions: Women’s Politicisation in Andhra Pradesh”, in

Karin Kapadia, (edt).The Violence of Development. London.  Zed Books.

Pant, Mandakini (2010). “Social Mobilizations and State”, in R. Mohanty,

Lisa Thompson and Vera Schattan Coelho (Ed) States of Mobilization?

Comparison of Modes of Interaction between States and Social Actors in

India, Brazil and South Africa. University of the Western Cape, South Africa:

African Centre for Citizenship and Democracy.

Phillips, Anne (1998). The Politics of Presence. Oxford. Clarendon Press.

Pitkin, Hanna Fenichel (1967).  The Concept of Representation. Berkeley:

University of California Press.

Sen, Amartya  (1999). Development as Freedom. Oxford, Oxford University

Press.

Shylendra H.S. (Ed) (2009).  New Governance and Development: Challenges

of Addressing Poverty and Inequality. New Delhi. Academic Foundation



271

Issues and Representation

and Governance
Tandoh-Offin, Patrick (2011).  Quota Laws, Representation of Women and

the Role of Civil Society Organizations. Clemson University. Strom Thurmond

Institute of Government and Public Affairs. http://clemson.academia.edu/

PatrickTandohOffin/Papers/607784/Quota_Laws_Representation_of_Women_

and_the_Role_of_Civil_Society_Organizations, accessed 3rd Jan, 2014.

Tandon, Rajesh and  Mohanty Ranjita (2002). Civil Society in Governance.

New Delhi. Samskriti.

Weldon, Laurel S (2002). Protest, Policy and the Problem of Violence Against

Women: A Cross-national Comparison. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh

Press

World Bank (2001). Engendering Development through Gender Equality in

Rights, Resources and Voice. New York. Oxford University Press

4.14   SUGGESTED READINGS

Pant, Mandakini and Farrell Martha (2007). “Gender and Governance:

Empowering Women Leadership”, in Rajesh Tandon and Mohini Kak (Ed)

Citizen Participation and Democratic Governance: In our Hands, New Delhi:

Concept Publishing Company.

Niranjana, Seemanthini (2002). “Exploring gender Inflections within

Panchayati Raj Institutions: Women’s Politicisation in Andhra Pradesh”, in

Karin Kapadia, (edt).The Violence of Development. London.  Zed Books.

Phillips, Anne (1998). The Politics of Presence. Oxford. Clarendon Press.

Sen, Amartya  (1999). Development as Freedom. Oxford, Oxford University

Press.


