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Abstract 
A Turning point in India’s democratic history occurred in 1992 with the 73rd Constitutional Amendment, 

which established Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) and mandated the reservation of one-third of seats for 
women. This reform aimed to enhance women’s representation and empower them in grassroots 

governance. Over the past three decades, women now comprise about 46% of elected representatives in 
PRIs, positioning India as a global leader in gender-inclusive local governance. However, it is crucial to 

recognize that women’s participation is influenced by local social, economic, and political dynamics, 

necessitating a deeper understanding of these interconnected factors in PRIs. 

Notwithstanding these developments, there are still important concerns regarding the degree to which 

descriptive representation results in meaningful empowerment. Although there is evidence that female 
leaders have had a good impact on government objectives in sectors including sanitation, water, health, and 

education, obstacles still stand in the way of their full decision-making ability. Their autonomy and efficacy 

are nonetheless hampered by entrenched patriarchal norms, the use of proxy leadership, a lack of training 

opportunities, rotating seat reservations and a lack of digital literacy. 

The contribution of PRIs to women's empowerment in rural India is critically examined in this review 

study. It summarizes the body of research, assesses societal and institutional obstacles and examines the 
revolutionary possibilities of grassroots women's leadership. The study emphasizes that although PRIs have 

created previously unheard-of opportunities for women to participate, empowerment is still unequal and 
dependent on structural changes, capacity-building, and encouraging community settings. The paper adds to 

larger discussions on decentralization, gender equality, and inclusive governance by examining both 

successes and limitations. 
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1. Introduction  

A significant change in India's political environment was brought about by the 73rd 

Constitutional Amendment Act (1992), which institutionalized Panchayati Raj Institutions 

(PRIs) and decentralized governance. Notably, it incorporated gender inclusion into the 

structure of local self-government by requiring that one-third of seats in PRIs be set aside 

for women (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2021). It marked a revolutionary step towards 

grassroots democracy by including reservation for women in such rural local bodies (Jayal, 

2006). This historic law resulted from the understanding that active participation is 

necessary for sustainable rural development, particularly for women, who make up about 

half of the population of the country yet are still underrepresented in decision-making 

((Kumar, 2010)).  

Since this amendment the involvement of women in PRIs has increased dramatically. As 

per the official report, women currently make up roughly 46% of all elected officials in 

India’s three levels of local government (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2021). Some of the 

states such as Bihar, Rajasthan and Kerala have further extended this quota to 50% 

reservation, which reinforcing the role of women in grassroots governance (Kumar & 

Ghosh, 2024). With this shift, India became one of the largest experiments in 

institutionalized gender inclusion in local democracy worldwide(Beaman et al., 2009).  

Before this constitutional amendment, women’s participation in local governance was 

minimal and largely symbolic. Women were relegated to home roles and effectively barred 

from political arenas by traditional patriarchal systems and sociocultural impediments 

(Datta, 1998). There were intermittent attempts to incorporate women in municipal bodies 

prior to independence, but these initiatives lacked constitutional support and were not 

carried out in a systematic manner. Women's potential in governance was gradually 

acknowledged in the postindependence era, leading to the National Perspective Plan for 

Women (1988–2000), which specifically called for women to be reserved in local 

authorities (Jayal, 2006). 

It is still debatable, nevertheless, how descriptive representation numerical presence can be 

translated into substantive representation effective involvement and decision-making. 

Although reservation has given women a political platform, scholars contend that their 

autonomous exercise of power is nevertheless limited by patriarchal restrictions, a lack of 

administrative experience, and deeply ingrained gender stereotypes (Agarwal, 2001). 

The implementation of Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) with mandatory women’s 

reservation represents one of the world’s largest and most ambitious experiments in 

affirmative action for political participation. India now hosts over 1.45 million elected 

women representatives across the three-tier Panchayat system, making it a global leader in 

women’s participation in local governance (Ministry of Panchayati Raj, 2021). This 

unprecedented inclusion has sparked critical debates about whether such reforms have 

fostered genuine empowerment or have remained confined to mere numerical 

representation (Pandhare, Bellampalli, & Yadava, 2024). The significance of this study lies 

in its examination of three decades of women’s engagement in PRIs, analysing both the 

quantitative rise in representation and the qualitative dimensions of empowerment. 

Evidence from contemporary studies indicates that women leaders have contributed 

meaningfully to local development, particularly in areas such as education, health and 
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infrastructure (Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2004). Nevertheless, entrenched patriarchal 

attitudes, structural inequalities, and institutional barriers continue to restrict their 

autonomy and decision-making capacity. Understanding these dynamics is vital for 

formulating policies and institutional reforms that not only expand women’s political 

participation but also strengthen democratic governance at the grassroots level. 

 

2. Literature Review  

2.1 Early Studies: Symbolic Participation and the Seeds of Change (1990s) 

The initial phase of scholarship on women in Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) largely 

revolved around documenting their entry into local governance and assessing whether 

reservations translated into meaningful participation. In one seminal work “And Who Will 

Make the Chapatis”, carried out one of the first comprehensive analyses of Maharashtra's 

all-female Panchayats. She emphasized that although women's representation in public 

office was a historic move, structural injustices, a lack of capacity building, and ongoing 

patriarchal oversight limited their efficacy. Nevertheless, by demonstrating how women's 

sheer participation in government challenged conventional gender conventions, this early 

era planted the seeds for grassroots feminist discourse (Datta, 1998). 

In parallel, researchers also emphasized the larger socioeconomic background by 

connecting women's lack of economic independence and land rights with their involvement 

in governance. It was also emphasized how access to resources and education must be 

combined with institutional improvements in order to ensure empowerment. Thus, by 

warning that descriptive representation does not always entail substantive empowerment, 

these early works set the tone for discussions to come (Agarwal 2001). 

2.2 Experimental Evidence and the Question of Effectiveness (2000–2010) 

During early 2000s, the researchers looked into whether women’s involvement in politic 

resulted in quantifiable policy changes or not. The most significant contribution has been 

made by Chattopadhyay and Duflo in the year 2004 where it was shown that female leaders 

had a considerable impact on policy priorities. The Panchayats headed by women made 

greater investments in public amenities such as drinking water, roads and sanitation that are 

directly related to women’s everyday lives. The said study offered solid proof that 

reservations might alter grassroots development paths and were more than just symbolic 

(Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2004).   

On the other hand, one study offered a more comprehensive view of governance, 

emphasizing how constitutional revision, albeit revolutionary, lacked sufficient procedures 

for educating and enhancing the ability of female representatives. The research also 

revealed a contradiction in governance, whereas women made significant contributions to 

political arenas, the institutional framework frequently failed to adapt to their unique 

requirements (Mathew, 2003).  

Another study (Beaman, Pande & Cirone 2009) extended this line of inquiry by examining 

the “role-model effect”. As per the findings, adolescent girls' expectations were raised and 

parental prejudices against their daughters' choice of study and employment were lessened 

when they were exposed to female leaders. This bolstered the argument for long-term 

societal change through reservations by demonstrating the impact of women's political 

involvement across generations. 
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However, sarpanch Pati (husbands serving as de facto decision-makers) was a phenomenon 

that weakened women's autonomy and upheld patriarchal domination in official institutions 

(Nambiar, 2010). These early 2000s research collectively highlighted affirmative action's 

revolutionary potential as well as its drawbacks. 

2.3 Mid-2010s: Between Empowerment and Structural Constraints 

During the mid-2010s, scholars increasingly focused on the nuanced challenges of 

translating women’s descriptive presence into substantive empowerment. It was found that 

many elected female representatives lacked independent agency and were forced to defer to 

make relatives or party leaders for decision-making, even if they were widely represented. 

This demonstrated the continued use of “proxy politics”, highlighting worries that 

ingrained patriarchal attitudes cannot be destroyed by formal improvements alone. 

However, empirical data showed that different states had different results. Women leaders 

participated actively and independently in some states, such as Bihar and Kerala, but trailed 

in others because of a lack of institutional support, low literacy rates and inadequate 

training (Ghosh, Chakravarti & Mansi (2015). This supported the idea that women’s 

empowerment through PRIs was heavily context-dependant, influenced by civil society 

involvement, educational attainment and regional sociopolitical factors.  

2.4 Contemporary Perspectives: Achievements, Debates, and Future Directions 

(2020s) 

In recent years, research has moved towards a holistic evaluation of three decades of 

women's reservation in PRIs, integrating gendered, institutional, and developmental 

viewpoints. It has been highlighted both accomplishments and blind spots. With more than 

1.45 million elected representatives, they acknowledged that India currently leads the world 

in women’s grassroots engagement, nevertheless, they also pointed out that women’s 

achievements are still underappreciated and that their leadership is frequently written off as 

symbolic.   

 Similarly, one study carried out a comparative analysis of rural India and came to the 

conclusion that while PRIs have helped women become more socially, economically and 

political empowered, the extent of this change differs greatly between states. While 

patriarchal hostility and a lack of training continue to hinder women's success in other 

regions, states with robust institutional backing and civil society action have seen more 

significant results. 

The literature over the past three decades reveals a paradoxical trajectory. Early studies 

identified the symbolic entry of women into local governance as a breakthrough yet 

cautioned against structural constraints. Empirical works in the 2000s validated women’s 

capacity to influence developmental outcomes and inspire future generations, but 

simultaneously exposed proxy politics and patriarchal resistance. Mid-2010s scholarship 

further confirmed that empowerment is uneven and conditional on local contexts, while 

contemporary studies recognize India’s global leadership in women’s political participation 

but highlight persistent limitations in achieving substantive gender equality. 

Most recently, a study analysed women’s role in improving health, education, and 

infrastructure outcomes in rural communities. Their findings suggest that while women 

leaders have been instrumental in shaping developmental priorities, systemic issues such as 
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bureaucratic inertia, gender stereotypes, and limited resources still prevent them from 

exercising full authority (Panda & Agarwal, 2021). 

 

3. Discussion and Thematic Analysis 

3.1 Descriptive vs. Substantive Representation  

The number of women in local administration has undoubtedly increased as a result of the 

Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) reserving seats for them. This descriptive portrayal was 

intended to serve as a springboard for substantive empowerment, in which women hold 

positions of control and make decisions. The difference between influence and presence, 

however, continues to be a crucial topic of discussion. According to early research, 

women's admission into PRIs frequently led to symbolic participation, with male family 

members or local leaders controlling the decision-making process (Datta, 1998). On the 

other hand, experimental data showed that when given the freedom to act independently, 

female leaders can drastically change the goals for development. As an illustration of 

gendered preferences in policymaking, Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004) discovered that 

councils led by women made greater investments in public goods like drinking water and 

sanitation. Similarly, Beaman et al. (2012) showed that adolescent girls' goals were 

cultivated and prejudices were lessened when they were exposed to female leaders. These 

results imply that whereas descriptive representation is guaranteed by reservations, 

substantive representation depends on societal approval and structural support. 

3.2 Structural and Institutional Barriers 

Women's leadership in PRIs is nevertheless limited by long-standing institutional and 

structural hurdles, even in spite of the constitutional mandate. In remote tribal regions and 

difficult-to-access rural locales, a significant structural obstacle exists in determining if the 

elected female representative is exercising her own autonomy or simply serving as a proxy 

for male family members or community leaders. This issue undermines the fundamental 

goal of political reservation, as it continues to reinforce patriarchal dominance within 

institutional frameworks instead of promoting authentic involvement of women in decision-

making processes. Women's autonomy is still being undermined by patriarchal societal 

norms, which frequently lead to “proxy politics” in which spouses or other male relatives 

de facto govern elected positions (Nambiar, 2001). Sarpanch Pati is an example of how 

informal exclusion and official inclusion can coexist. Furthermore, the absence of training 

programs and insufficient capacity-building activities hinder women representatives' ability 

to participate in development planning or bureaucratic processes (Mishra, 2019). Because 

leaders are frequently removed before they can solidify their positions and develop 

administrative skills, rotational seat reservations further sabotage continuity (Ghosh, 2015). 

In the current governance environment, digital illiteracy has also become a significant 

obstacle, especially when e-government platforms play a bigger role in providing services 

(Pandhare et al., 2024). When taken as a whole, these institutional constraints show that, 

despite their revolutionary power, constitutional amendments are insufficient on their own 

without further actions to remove structural barriers. 

3.3 Intergenerational and Social Impacts 

Women's involvement in PRIs has produced social and intergenerational changes in 

addition to direct governance results. Empirical research has shown that the exposure of 
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female leaders affects social norms, a phenomenon known as the “role model effect”. 

Beaman et al. (2012) demonstrated that exposure to female sarpanches decreased gender-

based occupational preconceptions, inspired girls to pursue higher education, and raised 

parents' expectations for their daughters. Similar results have been documented in 

comparable contexts, where increased acceptance of women in public life and changes in 

home decision-making have been associated with female political participation (Khanna, 

2019). Furthermore, welfare topics like health, education, and sanitation are frequently 

given top priority by female leaders, which helps to boost human development metrics 

more broadly (Chopra, 2015). The experience of a tribal woman panchayat chairperson 

demonstrates that men actively resist women’s political advancement due to a deep-seated 

fear of sharing power. They impose stricter conduct standards on women's public 

interactions while exempting themselves from these expectations. However, as women 

increasingly take on public roles, they are decisively reshaping societal norms, compelling 

men albeit often with reluctance to make room for women in political life. This marks a 

significant generational shift in attitudes towards gender and governance (Buch, N. (1999). 

Women's experience in new panchayats: The emerging leadership of rural women 

(Occasional Paper No. 35). Centre for Women's Development Studies). These generational 

changes demonstrate the transformative power of women's involvement in local 

governance, not only for policy outcomes but also for fostering long-term cultural change 

and upending long-standing gender hierarchies. 

3.4 Regional Variations & Comparative Insights 

There is significant geographical diversity in the efficacy of women's engagement in 

Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) throughout India. More independent and successful 

women leaders have resulted from the implementation of extra steps by states like Kerala, 

Bihar, and Rajasthan, such as improved capacity-building programs, local women's 

federations, and community mobilization (Mishra, 2019; Ghosh, 2015). On the other hand, 

women representatives frequently operate primarily under male supervision or in "proxy" 

roles in governments with less institutional backing, low literacy rates, and enduring 

patriarchal attitudes (Nambiar, 2001). 

Comparative research shows that sociocultural and economic factors, in addition to local 

governance frameworks, influence these differences. Beaman et al. (2012), for example, 

observe that long-term exposure to female leadership in some districts has a quantifiable 

influence on views on gender roles, while the impacts are negligible in areas without such 

reinforcement. 

India's experience stands out from the rest of the world due to its scope and legal assurance 

of women's involvement. India is still one of the biggest trials in institutionalized gender-

inclusive grassroots democracy, even though nations like Rwanda and Nepal have 

implemented comparable quotas in local governance (Kumar & Ghosh, 2023). According 

to comparative insights, a combination of culturally sensitive implementation, supporting 

governance frameworks, and numerical representation is necessary for policy success. 

3.5 Policy Gap 

The complete empowerment of women in PRIs is still hampered by a number of policy 

loopholes, despite thirty years of progress: 
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1) Training and capacity-building: Although reservations ensure jobs, many women are 

not formally trained in budgeting, administrative processes, or digital governance 

technologies, which restricts their ability to make decisions (Pandhare et al., 2024). 

2) Rotational Reservation Policy: Women may not be able to develop their leadership 

abilities and institutional knowledge if reserved seats are rotated, which can break 

continuity (Ghosh, 2015). 

3) Proxy politics and patriarchal resistance: As evidenced by the ongoing erosion of 

autonomy caused by enduring social norms and practices such as sarpanch Pati, numerical 

representation by itself is insufficient to overthrow long-standing gender hierarchies 

(Nambiar, 2001; Datta, 1998). 

4) Insufficient Digital Inclusion: As e-governance platforms become more prevalent, 

women are unable to fully participate in decision-making and service delivery due to digital 

literacy gaps (Pandhare et al., 2024). 

5) Intersectional Barriers: There is a crucial policy blind spot as there is little study on 

how gender interacts with caste, class, and minority status to impact empowerment (Parwez 

& Bharti, 2015). 

To ensure that women can exercise real substantive influence in local governance, closing 

these disparities calls for a multipronged strategy that includes digital inclusion, capacity-

building programs, institutional reforms, and social awareness campaigns. 

 

4. Research Gaps and Future Directions  

Even though there has been a lot of research on women's involvement in Panchayati Raj 

Institutions (PRIs) over the last thirty years, there are still a number of important gaps in 

empirical data and policy-focused studies. To increase the effectiveness of gender-inclusive 

local governance and direct future research, it is imperative to identify these gaps. 

4.1 Limited Longitudinal Studies  

The majority of current research is cross-sectional, examining women's involvement at one 

particular moment in time. Longitudinal studies examining the long-term effects of female 

leaders over several election cycles are scarce, particularly in the context of the rotating 

reservation system. Assessing the long-term efficacy of PRIs requires knowing if 

empowerment persists or dwindles as quotas change (Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2004; 

Mishra, 2019). 

4.2 Intersectional Analyses 

The majority of women are seen as homogeneous in current literature, which frequently 

ignores the ways in which gender interacts with caste, class, religion, and minority status to 

influence participation and empowerment (Parwez & Bharti, 2015). Investigating the 

disparate outcomes for women from oppressed communities such as Dalit, tribal, and 

Muslim women in local governance structures requires research that takes an intersectional 

perspective. 

4.3 Digital Governance and Technology Inclusion 

Research on how digital literacy gaps limit women's involvement in PRIs is lacking as 

India transitions to e-governance and digital service delivery. There are very few studies 

examining how technology either supports or undermines women's agency, autonomy, and 

decision-making (Pandhare et al., 2024). 
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4.4 Evaluating Policy Implementation and Capacity-Building Programs 

Although research identifies deficiencies in training and capacity-building as impediments 

to women's empowerment, thorough assessments of current government and non-

governmental organization initiatives to improve women's abilities in budgeting, policy 

implementation, and governance are lacking. Policy adjustments could be informed by 

research evaluating the most effective training approaches (Ghosh, 2015). 

4.5 Comparative and International Perspectives 

There is little comparative research comparing India's experience with quota systems in 

other nations, such Rwanda, Nepal, or Bangladesh, despite the fact that India's PRIs offer a 

distinctive form of institutionalized women's representation. Comparative analysis could 

reveal contextual difficulties, creative solutions, and best practices for boosting women's 

meaningful empowerment (Kumar & Ghosh, 2023). 

4.6 Future Research Directions 

In light of these gaps, future research should try to: 

 To determine whether women's empowerment is sustainable over time, do panel and 

longitudinal research. 

 Use intersectional frameworks to assess how marginalized women are affected 

differently. 

 Examine how technology use and digital inclusion might improve involvement in 

government. 

 Determine how empowering female representatives in Panchayati Raj Institutions 

(PRIs) to adopt traditional leadership practices can help achieve the goals of the Seventy-

Third Constitutional Amendment, especially in Tribal areas. 

 Analyse training and capacity-building initiatives' efficacy by connecting them to 

quantifiable governance results. 

 To place India's PRIs in the worldwide context of women's political representation, 

conduct cross-national comparative research. 

Future studies can help formulate evidence-based policies by filling in these gaps, 

guaranteeing that women's involvement in PRIs results in real empowerment, better local 

governance outcomes, and long-lasting gender equality at the local level. 

 

5. Conclusion and Policy Implications  

Examining thirty years of women's involvement in Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) 

reveals both significant achievements and ongoing challenges related to gender-inclusive 

local governance in rural India. A pivotal moment came with the 73rd Constitutional 

Amendment in 1992, which ensured that women would occupy at least one-third of the 

seats in PRIs. As a result of this reform, India now boasts more than 1.45 million female 

representatives, establishing the country as a global leader in women's grassroots political 

participation. However, the true inclusivity of women's political engagement in PRIs 

remains obscured by various local social, economic, and political dynamics. 
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5.1 Key Insights  

Descriptive vs. Substantive Empowerment: Although reservations ensure women's 

presence, there is still an unequal distribution of how this is translated into actual decision-

making and policy impact (Datta, 1998; Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2004). 

Structural and Institutional Barriers: Women's autonomy and effectiveness in governance 

are restricted by patriarchal norms, proxy politics, rotating seat policies, and inadequate 

training (Nambiar, 2001; Ghosh, 2015). 

Social and Intergenerational Impacts: Gender norms, teenage girls' goals, and community 

development agendas have all benefited from exposure to female leaders (Beaman et al., 

2012). 

Regional and Contextual Variations: Depending on literacy levels, civil society 

involvement, and support from local governance, women's leadership effectiveness differs 

between states (Mishra, 2019; Kumar & Ghosh, 2023). 

5.2 Policy Implications  

The following legislative measures are suggested in order to improve women's substantive 

empowerment in PRIs: 

Programs for Capacity-Building: Put in place organized instruction in leadership, computer 

literacy, budgeting, and governance practices. 

Digital Inclusion: Encourage women-accessible e-governance programs, particularly in 

underserved and rural areas. 

Increasing Institutional Support: Create systems that guarantee women have real decision-

making authority and lessen proxy politics. 

Legislative Safeguard: New legislation that imposes penalties on individuals who represent 

an actual candidate in the role of “Proxy Sarpanch,” ensuring accountability and integrity in 

the electoral process. 

Long-Term Community Engagement: Support community-based awareness initiatives to 

strengthen women's agency and confront long-standing patriarchal beliefs. 

Intersectional and Regional Focus: Adapt policies to meet the needs of women in states 

with less developed institutions and in marginalized populations. 

5.3 Final Remarks  

Even while India's PRIs have given women previously unheard-of chances to participate in 

politics, empowerment is still dependent on more extensive institutional, social, and 

structural changes. PRIs may transform from a platform for numerical inclusion to a 

catalyst for true empowerment by addressing capacity gaps, promoting digital literacy, and 

tearing down patriarchal obstacles. This will support fair, inclusive, and efficient local 

governance. 
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