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GenderandPoliticsinIndia

Introduction

Asoundhumanminddesiresa‘flatworld’basedon‘merit’‘virtue’and

‘deed’,but,unfortunately,humanlifeandsocialstructureshavemadeliving

lifeworlds‘unequal’;intersectioningthroughcaste,class,culture,and,more

harshlythroughgender.Therealworldisnotperfect;ratherfullofbiases.The

constitutionalequalitydoesnotprovideallowancesfortheinequalitiesand

biasespertainingtoeachsocietyandimperfectnatureoftherealworld.Itis

imperativetounderstandroleofstateincorrectingtheseinequalitiesthrough

positivediscrimination.

State,AffirmativeDiscriminationandtheArticulationofWRB

Thestatei.e.‘individualwritlarge’worksasamanagerrespondingto
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allarticulated demands.The challenge in frontofstate becomes more

hauntingwhilstrespondingontwoessentiallycontestedconcepts—equality

and socialjustice.Ontheonehand,theconstitutionalidealof‘equality’

emphasisestotreateveryoneequallybeforethelaw irrespectiveofreligion,

caste,creed,race,andgender,ontheotherhand,risingdemandfor‘social

justice’atthecostofthesamecommitmentforequalitybeforethelaw;allare

mobilizingdeeplyinfacetofglobalization.Thevoicesforsocialjusticeare

morevocallyraisedby‘demos’whoareunabletogetdignifiedhumanlifein

the‘normalcourseofmobilizations’indemocracy.Thedemandforsocial

justiceinform of‘positivediscrimination’isnotnewinIndia.Theconstitution

makershaverespondedearlierfavorablyforpositivediscriminationaccepting

demands from large numbers ofpeople who had experienced social

discriminationthroughcenturiesonaccountofitspeculiarinstitutioncalled

thecastesystem

Turingtogender,womenrepresentalmosthalfofthepopulationof

everycountryintheworld,but,onaverage,theirrepresentationinparliaments

isonly16%.Thepercentagevariesfrom nationtonation;from zeroinSaudi

Arabiato56.3% inRwandain2010.InIndia,thelargestdemocracyinthe

world,thepercentageisonly11.23,firsttimecrossingthesingledigitmarkin

thehistoryofitsparliament.CanoneconsiderIndiaademocracyforwomen?

Democracyisbasedon‘equalrepresentation’and‘participation’,butwomen,

areunder-represented.Theirunderrepresentationinparliamentisconsidered

as a ‘democratic deficit’symbolizing unequalpowerrelations between

public/privatedichotomousspheresofthearchaicpatriarchalstructure.



3

3

Lookingintothepast,onecanfindthatwomenwerean“issue”for

Indiansocialreform movementassocialevilswereenshrinedwithwomen.

Thiswasidentifiedbythe‘civilizedBritishcolonizers’also.Aftersometime,

womenwereexpectedtofightforgreatercauseofIndianIndependence

ratherthanlookingforwomen’sright.EvenMahatmaGandhi,whoduringthe

yearsofcivilobedienceandfreedom strugglessaid,“Iwantwomentotake

theirproperplacebythesideofmen.Thetimingiswrong.Indiansneedto

struggleagainsttheBritish;thisfranchisecampaignwillwasteyourenergy.

Womenshouldusetheirenergieshelpingtheirmenagainsttheircommonfoe;

liberate yourselfand the men folk from the death-grip ofthe existing

governmentwhichisthegreatestofallsocialevilswithwhichsocietyis

cursed.”

To follow Gandhiji,women had actively participated in national

movementandprovedasanimportantsourceofstrength.Thismovement

hasledwomenrecognizeherabilitytodecisionmaking,courageand,more

importantlyequality.Itwasnotatallcontemplationthatwomenwillreturnto

theirprevioussilentandsecondarystatusinfreeIndia.Itwasassumedthat

womenwouldtakeuptheirrightfulplacebesidemenaspartnersinfreeIndia.

Manywomenwithdrew intotheirhomes,secureinthebeliefthattheyhad

usheredinademocraticrepublicinwhichthedreamsandaspirationsofthe

massofpeoplewouldbeachieved.

Even afterindependence,ittook manyyears forthe demand for

women’srightstocrystallize.Itactuallyhappenedunderexternalandinternal

pressures.Intheearly1960stheUnitedNationshadaskedthemember
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nationsto“preparereportsonwomen’sstatus.”Indiaprocrastinatedforyears.

Itrespondedonlyintheearly1970s,whentheUNdecidedtoobserve1975as

theInternationalYearofWomen.PrimeMinisterIndiraGandhinominatedthe

veteranfreedom fighterPhulrenuGuhafrom WestBengaltoprepareareport

ontheStatusofWomeninIndia.Thereport,TowardEquality,whichraninto

480pagesandisfrequentlytermedasthe“foundingtext”infeministcircles

wastabledinparliamentin1975.

However,itsrecommendationswerenotforpositivediscriminationin

favorofwomenbutacknowledgedthatwomen’spoliticalrightscreatean

illusionofequalityandpowerinIndiaforwhichthestateshouldbeactive.

Internally,women’sorganizationcampaignedagainstrape,domestic

violenceunnoticeablelaborandwomen’scontributiontoamalesociety.‘It

wasinthe‘secondwave’thatwomen’ssocio–economicposition,whichwas

thepreviousfocusofwomen’smovement,madethefirstsystematicshiftto

theprinciplesofpoliticalrepresentation’.Gradually,thereweremobilizations

for women’s grassroots level decision making power by women’s

organization.ThereportofCSWIadviceforwomenatgrassrootlevelshould

begrantedgreateropportunitytoenterintodecisionmakingprocessforums,

throughthefacilityofreservedseats.The73rd and74th amendmentsputa

33%reservationinplaceforwomenatthislevelandusheredoveronemillion

womenintopoliticsforthefirsttime.

Inthisway,externalpressureand internalpressureswithgrowing

successstoryofgrassrootslevelreservationaskedforarticulationforsame
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reservationinnationalandstateassemblies.Women’sReservationBill(WRB),

demandingaminimum quotaofa33%representationofwomeninparliament

andstatelegislature,asatestamenttomoreequitableandinclusivesystem

ofgovernanceinIndiaisarticulatedtosharepowerinIndiandemocracy.

TheArgumentativeJourneyofBill:ThePoliticsof‘PowerSharing’

inIndia

Thewomen’sReservationBill,atestamenttotherecognitionofwomen

asapoliticalcollectivethatrequiresfairrepresentationthroughquota,has

hadatumultuouslifespanandstillfloatsaroundthecorridorsofParliament,

patientlyawaiting definite action.Itwas introduced as the Constitution

Amendment (81st) Billon 12th September 1996 by the United Front

government,in keeping with its Common Minimum Program.The bill

proposestoreserveone–thirdofseatsintheHouseofthePeopleandthe

StateAssemblyforwomen.ItdemandstheamendmentofArticles330and

332oftheIndianConstitution,asub-reservationforonethirdofseats

reservedforwomeninScheduledCastes(SC)andScheduleTribe(ST),and

requiredarotationofseatsthataretobereserved.Seatstobereservedin

rotationwillbedeterminedbydrawoflotsinsuchawaythataseatshallbe

reservedonlyonceinthreeconsecutivegeneralelections.

Thebillfacedcontroversieswithinits24hoursintheLokSabha.The

effortistocompletelyunderstandtheargumentssurroundedoverWRBwhich

causethedeadlockanddelayinparliament.Theissueiscomplex;ifitwould

beeasyinblackandwhite,itsupposestobecomeanactbackintime.The
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firstcontroversyisheatedaroundpositivediscriminationperseasopponents

view itasinequalityinitself.Theygenerallyareunawareofthefacthow

societyisunequalforwomen.Thereisdifferencebetweenpoliticalequality

guaranteedbyconstitutionandsocialandeconomicinequalitiesinwhich

womenlivetheirlife.“However,evensomeofthosewhowereinitiallyagainst

theWRBhavebeguntorealizethat,evenasalastresort,itistheonlymethod

whichwillallowwomenafairaccesstopower”.Overall,thereisconsensus;

positiveactionsarenecessarytocreateopportunitiesforwomen.Thereal

contentiousfightisregardingexactprovisionsandproposedamendments.

Theideathattheconstituencywhichisreservedforwomenshouldberotated

hasbeencriticizedasillogicalandunproductivebothpoliticallyandpractically.

From a politicalpointofview,ministerwillgetless chance to nurture

constituencies;theywillnotgetsupportandlong–lastingreputationfrom

public.Practically,itwilldecrease continuation ofpolicy and strategy.

However,thisisbeneficialasMPswillbecarefultoworkwellwithinshort

spanoftimeandanyridiculouspolicywillnotfacedbypublicforlongrun.It

willworkasacorrectivemeasure.

Themajordisagreementisregardingsub-quotawithinquotaargument.

“Whistthesub-quotaforScheduleCasteandScheduleTribesisalready

providedwithintheWRB,somepartiesandindividualshaveraisedconcerns

forasub-quotaforwomenfrom OtherBackwardClasses(OBC)andfrom

Muslim communities”.Arguingthatwomenarenothomogenouscategory;

theyaredividedthroughcasteandclass.A homogenousreservationwill

benefittoeliteHinduwomenonly,therefore,againstthat,theoppositionasks
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forverticalreservationmainlyquotaforwomenfrom backwardcommunities

(OBC)andminorities(Muslim).

However,‘supportersofthebillcontendthattheWomen’sReservation

Billshouldidentifywomenina‘horizontal’manner,cuttingacrosstheother

verticalsegregationsuchascaste,classandreligion’(ShriNiteshKumar:

1996).Indeed,therehavebeensomewomenwhocameforwardclaimingto

representthevoiceofmainstream Muslim womenandmadeitclearthatthey

donotwantaseparatequota.Theywantwomeningeneraltobegiven33%

reservation(1998).Itwillbepoliticallysensitiveissuetoprovidereservation

onOBCsandreligiousgroundsinIndiandemocracyandwillopenanew

debateandproblem aboutpoliticalreservationinIndia.Actually,thoseparties

whoareaskingforreservationforminorityandbackwardclasses,theyhave

notactuallyshowedupanywelfareforthem.Theseallaretacticstonotto

sharepower.Thisdebatehasbecomeaneffectivestallingmethod.

To resolvetheissuealternativesareputforward.“Onealternative

proposed is thatthe politicalparties themselves take a voluntary,or

mandatory,quotaofwomenascandidatesateachelection.Inthisway,more

womenwillreceivepartybacking,helpingthem bothfinanciallyandincreasing

theirvisibilityascandidates.Thisistheideabehindthe‘AlternativeBill’,which

would require parties to nominate 33% ofits candidates as women by

amendingtheRepresentationofthePeople.

Theproposaldoesnotseem tobeeffectiveasitisbasedonmonopoly

ofpoliticalparties.Willpoliticalpartiesgivetickettowomenfrom winning
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constituenciesorwillfieldthem from onethatarelikelytobelost.Thereisno

assuranceofwomen’srepresentationduetopatriarchalsocialconditioning

whichbelittleswomenalways.Politicalpartiesaretheproductsofthesame

conditioning.Theissueofwomen’sproperreservationneedssomestrong

andpermanentsteplikeWRB.Byreservingseatsonlyforwomen,womancan

bechosenoveranotherwoman.Therefore,thecompetitionwillbebasedon

politicsandpolicies,andnotasagenderfight.

Further,thefeelingthatwomenshouldnotwinonthecostofmenhas

givenanotheralternativethatis‘dualmember’(onemenandonewomen)

electoratesin180constituencies.Whileanalyzingthisalternative,onecan

findthatthe180doublememberconstituencieswouldgeneratewomenonly

a24%ofreservationwhereasthedemandisfor33%.Thealternativenotatall

providesequalityasdemandedinWRBwhichinitselfisacompromiseasthe

demandisnotfor50%reservation.

Thesecondproblem withdouble-memberconstituenciesisthatonly

one–thirdofMPsareelectedfrom theseconstituencies.Thiscreatesan

inequalitybetweenMPs;thosethatindependentlyrepresenttheirdistrictand

thosethatsharethisresponsibilitywithanotherMP-thedoublemember

constituency.Theproposalofdoublememberconstituencieswillmostlikely

failto placesignificantpoliticaldecision-makingpowersinthehandsof

women,asthementhattheysharethem withwillbeexperiencedpoliticians

whoarereluctanttoallow theirwomenpartnersindependenceandequal

decision-making powers.This denies women the rightto independently

representan electorate.Furtherto this,italso adds to the negative
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impressionsofwomenasabalas,unabletostandaloneandincapableof

performingthefunctionofanMPintheirownright.

TheburdenonStateresourceswouldbeheightenedupthroughthis

alternative.Againstthat,theWRBisabetteroptionforensuringwomen’s

representationinIndiandemocracy.

Opponentsarenotbasicallyagainstwomen’sreservation;ratherthey

donotwanttosharepower.Someofthem areactuallyagainstwomen’s

empowerment.Theyarethosepeoplewhoconsiderwomenanobject,yet

theydon’tlike to be considered anti-feminist.The increase in women’s

numberinparliamentwilldecreasethenumberofmenthebody.Thiswillbe

like politicalsuicide forthem;demoralizing formen who have nurtured

constituenciesforlongyears.Noonehassurrenderedpowerinhistorywhy

shallonethinkthatpoliticianinourtimeswillsurrendertheirs.Theyareno

Gandhianswhowillsacrificetheirsmallinterestforabigvisionofdemocratic

governanceandempowermentofwomen.

GlobalLessonsandFutureStrategy

Whyarewomenstartlingabsenceinpolitics?Whatmeasurecanbe

takentoensurewomen’spoliticalparticipation?Althoughdemocracyhas

powertoincludewomen,yet,thesocialsetting,uponwhichthedemocracy

functions,isresponsibleforthelow levelofparticipation.Theneedisto

directlychallenge the socialstructure to make positive changes.NGOs,

women’s organization,both nationaland internationalinstitutions,even

governmentshavemadesignificanteffortstocorrectgenderimbalancein
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politics.Beijing conferenceon women and CEADAW (Convention on the

Elimination ofAllForms ofDiscrimination againstWomen)has greatly

influenced women’s participation. Apart that, various international

conferenceshaveagreedupontheneedforatleast30% representationof

womenindecisionmakingpositions.

Themostsignificantmethodtoensurewomen’spoliticalparticipation

isthesystem ofpoliticalquota.77countries(withconstitutional,electoralor

politicalparties’quota)haveadopteditasamethodofcompensatingforthe

discriminatorybarriers to politics faced bycertain categories ofpeople.

However,whilstsomecountrieshaveprogressedsubstantially,muchremains

tobedonetobridgethegapbetweenwomenandpolitics.By2010,only11

countrieshavereachedthebenchmark.TheseareRwanda(56%),followedby

Sweden (47%),South Africa (45%),Iceland (43%),Argentina (42),The

Netherlands(41%),NorwayandSenegal(40%),Denmark(38%)andAngola

andCostaRica(37%).Allthesecountrieshaveusedquotas,apartfrom

Denmark and Senegal,as atleastone method ofincreasing women’s

representation.

Apartfrom quotas,whatisneededistointegrategenderperspective

intopublicpolicymaking,implementationandplanning.Theneutralpolicies

arenotservingintoaccountwomen’sconcernsandneeds.Theideaisto

enhancegenderbudgetalsotoincreasegovernmentexpenditureinsocial

servicesgivingpriorityto“care”economywhichemphasizesoneducation,

health,familyandcommunityservices.
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Conclusion

Therehasbeenacutediscriminationongroundsof‘gender’inpatriarchal

India.WhatweneednowisdemocraticIndiawhichcanassurecompensatory

justicetowomen.Ifdiscriminationhasbeenonthegroundofsex/gender,

positivediscriminationshouldalsobeonthesamegrounds.Itmaynotbea

democraticprocessbutitcanbringdemocraticoutcome.Ofcourse,WRBis

nota bluntinstrument;butnothing bettercan assure women’spolitical

representation.Thelatestdevelopmentisthatthebillhaspassedthroughthe

RajyaShabha.Onecanbehopefulforthefuture,but,theremainingjourneyis

longtobetravelledbyWRB.Inreality,attherootofdemocraticsuccessis

socialengineeringwhichisaffectedthroughpoliticalbargaining.


