


















































Presentation of Maharashtra Experiences by Medha Kotwal Lele, Aalochalla, Pune:

Medha shared her experience of working with women in the local bodies in Maharashtra .
•

Excerpts from the paper: The Panchayat Raj experiment in Maharashtra had propelled a

lot of optimistic outpourings from elected women representatives, NGO's working with

them and women's groups. But a critical look at the effect shows that women have benefited

only marginally by being elected into politics.

The issue before them is 'how to convert the dejure into defacto' because, a c10sta

examination exposes the fact that women do not have enough authority to be able to make a

difference. Their power depends on their ability to control resdurces, institutions and people

of their community. This does not go to say that the empowerment of elected women

representatives is a futile exercise.

Maharashtra has a history of social reform, and being an advanced state there is no dearth

for finances. The then C9ngress Government introduced the Maharashtra Panchayat Raj Act

that instilled a lot of optimism in those keen on decentralisation. Women welcomed

•reservation to the local.bodies and women with no political backing, money or a family

history of participation in politics stood for elections and won. Though the media

concentrated on highlighting the participation (or lack of it) of the hiwi brigades and the

panchayat pati's who were thrust into local governance, the Congress Government

encouraged the participation of Gram Sevika's, teachers and local level workers who had

knowledge of and access to all Governmental Schemes. There was an emergence of many

social workers working in slums and others living in slums that had the backing of the

Congress party won.

The change of governn\ent at the centre to the BJP/Shiv Sena combine created a dent in this

structure. The women's movement was further dampened with the influx of criminal

elements that enjoyed the support of the various Corporations. There cropped up many

differences in people's class/caste/political allegiences. The women's movement was thus

not prepared to take up the issue of elected women representatives and preferred to stay out

of politics. It was much later that organisations working with women on health and water
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The success stories should not lead one to conclude that the outcome of the
amendment has always been positive. Attempts to prevent capable women to enter
the Panchayati Raj institutions have increased. New preventive dimensions
emerged. These include kidnaps, forced withdrawals, illegal unseating, negative
networking, harassment, subjugation and oppression. In a MandaI close to the capital
of Andhra Pradesh, a woman was nominally placed in the role of president of a
Mandai and functionally, it is the husband who is the president. He went to the extent
of arranging for himself a chair next to that of his wife in her office. He goes through
all the records and puts his initials on the official papers which he desires to be
approved. The woman president, who was taught only to sign, fulfilled the formality
of signing after seeing her husband's initial. This practice uninterruptedly
continuedther. The members of the Mandai, other than the woman Sarpanch, officials
and villagers never questioned the illegality. The MandaI Development Officer, who
should function as the implementer of law allowed the practice to be continued. The
point is, the officials, who should function as change agents, with exceptions, have
become the perpetuators of male dominated political culture. jThe protectors of law
have become supporters of illegal practices.

One of the unhealthy practices in the state of Andhra Pradesh is the
constitution of All Women Panchayats to suit the needs of men. All Women
Panchayats emerged in states like Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, West Bengal,
Tripura. Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh. According available sources, there are thirty
All Women Panchayats in India. Maharashtra has the largest number of such
panchayats followed by Andhra Pradesh

tho/.-
It is well known that ~Committee on the Status of Women felt that one

pt.+rposefuI way encouraging rural women to enter politics is the constitution of All
Women Panchayats and recommended accordingly. The committee clearly stated that
the proposed statutory women's panchayats are not meant to be parallel organizations
to Gram Panchayats and that they are recommended as transitional measures to break
through the traditional attitudes in rural society. The committee hoped that the All
Women Panchayats would reduce inhibitions and encourage women to actively
participate in local bodies. Itshould be pointed out that long before the committee's
recommendations, some All Women Panchayats were experimented with in the state.
In the 70s, Mattupalli village in Kurnool District of Andhra Pradesh had an All
Women Panchayat. In Gandhinagaram, a village in Warangal District, an All Women
Panchayat was set up in 1981. The intention behind the formation of this panchayat
was definitely not encouraging women's participation in decision making. The major
factors contributing to the formation of this panchayat had been caste conflict, gender
conflict and a spirit of compromise in the final analysis. It had merely a superficial
stamp of 'all women' and the decisions remained those of the village leaders. In'the
period, following the implementation of the amendment, Andhra Pradesh had eight All
Women Panchayats. The formation of these bodies was not preceded by real
commitment.

INTERVENTIONS: The writer is closely associated with a few organizations, in the
state, working for awareness generation, information dissemination and training of
women in general and elected women in particular. These associations include
Ankuram, Young Women's Christian Association and Mahila Rajakiyadhikara
Vedika. She is the Joint Secretary of Mahila Rajakiyadhikara Vedika. The vedika
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and their responsibilities and capabilities. This provision of seats in the Local r
makes the women as well asthe society to move out from the traditional per!ep

track. This process has been initiated aiready. But in reality, despite several weaI!e

the elected women leaders are in position and discharging the earmarked res~onslil

with varying degree of success. This study makes an attempt to locate the pr"l

encountered by the women leaders and to find out the ways and means to facili.e

women leaders to discharge their role aiId function effectively in their domF .

•Women leaders cannot be treated as one entity. There are varie.s

women leaders and the problems associated with women empowerment vary fro.

segment to another segment of women leaders.l Intensity of intervention varies fro,. 0

group to another. What we find in this small write up is the problems and perspecti

of the women leaders who have been in the continuous struggle in establishing~h

position as leaders in the local body institutions. It cannot be generalizcd b~ t

observations would indicate the trend of women leadership position in the local '0
institutions.

Classification of the Women Leaders

Never in the Political history of Tamil Nadu that the institutions ofGovem!n

had such massive number of women in positions' as what we have been seei' i

Local Bodies at present. All the women leaders who are in position havetkl

volunteered themselves to contest in the election. It is a well known fact that they.r

driven to these position by an array of organisations, individuals and instituti~ns~

after assuming office women leaders have exhibited their distinctions in term. 0

their perception behaviour and performance. Their distinct functions are the result 0

a number of factors. Before going into the details of the substantive issue of ttei

perception, behaviour and performance we have to classify the category of leader!
• •

1. There are women leaders propelled by the male member of their family. •
There are women leaders oriented by the party.

There are women ~eaders recruited by the community. •There are wOmen leaders sponsored by their husbands with the support of ,e

political party.



~

!'
-1
-1
.J•<~

Of the five categories, a large number of leaders belong to the last category.

Third and fourth category forms the next largest group. The other two are having the

minimum numbers.The second and the third group are not having more number of

leaders yet their activities are drawing the attention of the people as they have support

base for their activities. All the other groups are having a wide variety of problems to

be tackled to discharge their role and responsibilities. This. classification is not exhaustive

but it is done on the basis of the experience gained in the training conducted to the

women leaders at various levels in Gandhigram Rural Institute sponsored by various
•funding agencies.The details are given below.

S.No. Trainee Category Sponsoring Agency Total
; No.of. Leaders

- Trained
1. / Gram Panchayati Presidents Population Foundation 075:0

Block Panchayati Presidents of India

District Panchayati Presidents

and ward members of

Dharmapuri&Dindigul Districts

2.t Gram Panchayati Presidents DANIDA 0245
and Vice Presidents Villupuram

& Cuddalore Districts .

3. Village Panchayati Presidents CAPART 0425
ofDindigul, Sivaganga,

Madurai, Ramnad districts

4. Village Panchayati Presidents Social Welfare Board 0825
ofTheni, Thiruvarur, Salem

Nammakkal, Virudhunagar

Dharmapuri

5. Chairperson of Town Panchayats Government of Tamil Nadu 2150
Municipalities of Sixteen

Districts Total 4395
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