


Chapter 6
PARTICIPATION OF WOMEN IN POLITICAL ACTIVITIES

The term political participation refers to the involvement or the activity of
citizens of a society to influence the decision making process of the government.
Political participation encompasses participation at all levels and across all forums
including participation in the formulation and implementation of the government
policy. It implies sufficient and effective representation in all decision making bodies.
Women’s participation in politics is not only important to seek solution to their
problems, but also their position and contribution to society. Political participation
helps women fight against their own fears and feelings of inadequacy, inferiority and
inequality. This chapter attempts to access the level of political participation of the
women and its impact on their empowerment in the context of the three villages.
Political participation is a composite measure of various political activities. Therefore,
for the purpose of analysis it comprises political Awareness, Vote Casting, Campaign
Activities, membership in Political parties and voluntary organizations, contesting

elections. These are being discussed here.

Participation in Voting

In a democracy, voting is the most important and regularized political act which
determines the sovereign will of the people. It is the most obvert and elementary, the
simplest and less frequent form of political activity that does not require much time
and efforts on the part of the participant. In a democracy voting participation reflects
the involvement of citizens in electoral process. Though voting does not require much
knowledge, initiation and motivation, it assumes great importance and exerts a greater
pressure and impact on electoral politics because it not only determines who holds
elective office but also its results affect both the government as well as the electorate.
The Indian constitution irrespective of sex, colour, caste, religion, language etc.
guarantees voting right to every citizen of India who are 18 years of age. In order to
find out the extent of participation of women in voting, information has been sought
from them by asking whether they cast their vote in elections. Besides it is also
attempted to know the extent of the influence of father/husband/ male family

members on their choice of vote.
The following table shows the participation of respondents in Vote Casting:
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The table shows that in the three villages, most (95.24%) of the respondents
cast their vote in Panchayat elections, over four fifths (88.83%) in the elections for
Legislative Assembly seats and over two thirds (67.93%) in the elections for Lok
Sabha. In Panchayat elections all the respondents from Chari Gaon and Balijan Gaon
and most (91.93%) of the respondents from Randhanijan Gaon cast their vote. This
shows a higher level of voting participation in Panchayat elections as compared to
Assembly and Parliamentary elections and the difference is quite significant. It is due
to the fact that Panchayat elections are held at the local level where women are
directly concerned about the election of their representatives and vice-versa and also it

brings immediate benefits.

The following table shows the vote-casting choice among the respondents for

a candidate or political party:
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The table shows that over two fifths (45.84%) of the respondents cast a vote of
their own choice while over one fourth (27.55%) execute the choice of their male
family members. While they cast vote of the respondents, nearly three fifths (56.29%)
from Chari Gaon, over one third (35.48%) from Randhanijan Gaon and over two
fifths (43.83%) from Balijan Gaon cast a vote of their own choice in the elections.
This shows that development enhances choice of vote casting as the difference
between the choice among the respondents from Charigaon and Balijan Gaon

(relatively developed) and Randhanijan (relatively backward) indicates it.
Participation in Campaign Activities

Like voting, campaigning is also an important part of the electoral process
through which different political parties and party activities can influence the election
outcomes. It is also the obvert but one of the more active mode of political
participation that requires time and efforts as well as initiation and motivation on the
part of the citizens who participate in it. Unlike voting, campaign activities are more
difficult and complex that demand active, conscious and tactful participation and also
these activities have more collective effect upon the decision making process than
voting. According to Nie and Verba (1998) “campaign activities differ from the actual
act of voting in that they represent ways in which an individual can increase his/her
influence over the electoral process by influencing the votes of others, the selection of
candidates and/or the information of campaign issues”. Thus, participation in
campaign activities is an important index of political involvement of people in the
electoral process as it exerts a good deal of pressure on leaders and/or decision

makers.

In order to find out the extent of participation of women in campaign
activities, the respondents were asked the questions pertaining to the campaign
activities such as door to door campaigning within village, campaigning outside the
village, distributing pamphlets, preparing/sticking posters, addressing/attending public
meetings, collecting funds, persuading friends/neighbours to vote etc., keeping in

view the local ways of electioneering and the local political culture.

The following table shows the participation status of the respondents in political

campaign activities:
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Political Awareness

There is a close link between political competence, efficacy and political
participation. Generally, people who are politically more aware are also said to be
politically more effective and participate more in political activities. However,
awareness is a by-product of information because a better informed person would be
more aware and will participate more in politics than the less informed ones.
Realizing the importance of political information and awareness in political
participation an attempt is made to find out the sources of political information of the

respondents and their level of political awareness.

The following table shows the participation status of respondents in the

meetings called by Gaon Panchayat leaders:
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The table shows that over three fourths (78.38%) of the respondents were
aware about the provision of reservation of seats for women in local bodies while over
two fifths (40.14%) of them were aware about the percentage of reservation for
women. Nearly three fifths (57.95%) of the respondents knew the name of the
Member of Legislative Assembly of their legislative constituency while about two
fifths (35.62%) and nearly one third (30.16%) of the respondents knew the name of
Prime Minister and President of India respectively. It indicates that the respondents
were more aware about their local political leaders than the P.M. and President of

India due to their interest.
Membership in Political Parties and Voluntary Organizations

Another important and active mode of political participation that demands
much time and efforts as well as active initiation on the part of the citizens is
membership in various political parties and voluntary organizations. This mode of
political participation is also termed as co-operative mode of political participation.
Generally, people involve in a wide range of formal or informal groupings or
organizational activities not only to deal with social and/ or political problems but
also to influence policy making process. It is one of the most important mechanisms
through which citizens’ preferences are combined and made known to the decision or
policy makers. However, apart from interest articulation and interest aggregation, the
main purpose of political parties is the acquisition of political power by enabling
political recruitment to and participation as decision makers. They provide an
opportunity to party members to be elected as leaders and install them as decision-
makers to play an effective and vital role in the political system. Thus, political party
as an active or executive member is perceived to be an indication of deep involvement

in politics.

On the contrary, voluntary organizations are mainly formed to promote the
social, economic and general welfare of a particular group or community by providing
them an institutional source to voice their demands and grievances. These
organizations articulate the interest of their members and influence the decision
makers by making demands and thus account for greater political interest. In fact,
being an important agent of political socialization, voluntary organizations not only

shape the political orientation of an individual but also increase the inclination to be a
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political participant. Thus, membership in voluntary organizations is a stepping stone
for greater and active participation in political affairs. In order to ascertain the extent
of their participation in political parties and voluntary organizations, the respondents
were asked questions regarding their membership status and level of membership.
However, in the present study only formal and active membership is taken into

account.

The following table shows the membership of political parties among the

respondents:
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The table shows that all the women respondents having membership in
political parties were village level ordinary members of different political parties.
There was no woman holding a position in the party and the membership at the
district and state levels. Over a half (53.18%) of the respondents were having
membership in Indian Congress Party followed by Assam Gana Parishad (a regional
party of Assam), constituting nearly one fourth (24.09%) of the respondents. Over
half of the respondents from each village were members in Indian Congress Party. It
was found that SGSY programme impact on taking membership in political parties by
the respondents. The members of SHGs get a platform to develop their personality,
communication skills, knowledge about current affairs of the world etc. which

influenced them to become a member of political party.

The following table shows the status of membership in social organizations

among the respondents:
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Thus, it appears that membership of women in social organizations is higher
than in political parties. It was because active involvement in political parties is more
complex and time-demanding activity than participation in social organizations.
Moreover, in some instances politics is taken as men’s domain and the family

members do not allow women to participate in party politics.
Contesting Elections

In a democratic system, contesting election is the highest and most active as
well as serious mode of political participation which demands enough time and efforts
as well as energy and motivation than the other modes of political participation. A
person contests an election to get into the government to become the real decision-
maker. Thus, this mode of political participation is very much motivated by interest
and power factors. In order to find out the nature of participation of women in
elections there were identified the women who have so far contested one or other
election, the basis for contesting elections and the changes that have taken place in

their status after contesting elections.

The following table shows the status of contesting elections among the

respondents:
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All of these had contested Panchayat elections for the first time and once.
They got the chance to contest in the elections because of the reservation of seats for
women. The low level of participation of women in contesting elections is because
contesting election owes to the most complex nature of the political activity which is
not simply a matter of choice rather conditioned by the availability of funds, party
support, opportunity and above all the interest of women. Besides, there are number
of factors responsible for the low level of participation in the election. The nomination
of candidate depends on the decisions of the executive body of political parties which
selects the candidate mainly on the basis of the standing of the candidate in the party,
the popularity level of the person in the constituency, the possibility of winning the

election.

The following table shows the respondents and type of the panchayat elections

they had contested:
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Impact of Political Participation on Women’s Empowerment

Political participation is no doubt an important indicator affecting women’s
empowerment and status. Almost all of the respondents who have so far participated
in one or other form of political activities report that they have noticed a gradual

change in their status in society.

The following table shows the empowerment impact of political participation

among the respondents:
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The table shows that nearly three fourths (69.59%) of the respondents feel that
political participation helps them improve their communication skills and social
outlook, over three fifths (61.75%) of the respondents say that by participating in
political activities they were able to develop their personality, over two fifths
(45.84%) of the respondents tell that it helps them participate in decision making at
family and community level and over two fifths (41.33%) of the respondents find that
they were able to assert their position in the family and societal level. By village,
about three fourths (74.17%) of the respondents from Chari Gaon say that political
participation helps them improve their communication skills and social outlook and
from Randhanijan Gaon it was over three fifths (61.29 per cent) of the respondents.
Nearabout four fifths (78.08%) of the respondents in Balijan Gaon tell that it helped

in changing their personality.

Now, not only they assert their position but also enjoy the power to participate
in various decision-making processes at the family and societal levels. They are also
able to bring different issues related to women in public sphere. The inclusion of
women in the political power structure and their proportionate participation will thus
not only bring gender issues to the forefront but also help in correcting the existing
gender differences leading to women’s empowerment and advancement in society.
Through PRIs, over a million women have enrolled in political life. Political
participation is no doubt an important indicator affecting women’s empowerment and
status. Women members of Panchayat are gradually learning to adjust to the new
political conditions. The political knowledge of women is increasing and gradually a
sense of confidence is instilled in them, as they are now aware of the problems being
faced by their locality. Reservation of seats for women in Panchayat or in parliament,
however, is only the first step to ensure that a number of women will be involved in
decision-making process of the government. Almost all of those respondents who
have so far participated in one form or other of political activities said that they have
noticed a gradual change in their status in society. Therefore, it can be concluded that,
an increased political participation of women will not only ensure political parity and
equality with men, but would also serve larger issues concerning women, i.e, self-

assertion and empowerment.

In sum, however, the journey on the path of political empowerment of

women is not without difficulties. Some of the problems as the roadblocks in their
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journey towards empowerment are such as illiteracy, poverty, male dominance, lack
of knowledge, household work and agricultural field related work, cultural limitations
of being a women etc. To improve the level of political participation of women, some
measures should be taken. First of all, the family members particularly males must
support and co-operate women by sharing their family responsibilities and
encouraging and initiating them to take active part in politics. Above all, there is a
need to develop political interest and awareness among women, because until and
unless women themselves develop a favourable attitude towards politics and take
active interest, it would be quite impossible to improve their role in politics. Elected
women representatives in PRIs need to be intensively trained to develop skills, build
capacity and manage knowledge that can help them generate adequate confidence to
participate effectively in decision making process as well as occupy decision making

positions.

The following suggestions are being put forth for the success of political

empowerment of rural women:

1. Emphasis should be given on women’s education. Education is a major factor
in bringing about far-reaching changes in political empowerment of women.

2. The attribute as self confidence, ability to speak out in public, organising skills
etc. should be improved by the elected representatives to perform their role
effectively.

3. Gender discrimination should be abolished towards participation in politics by
adopting appropriate mechanisms.

4. Political awareness of women needs to be improved by organising
programmes frequently.

5. Political parties should come forward to nominate more women in elections
and to give them opportunity to take part in party’s decision making bodies.
This should be made largely mandatory.

6. Finally, women have to involve in PRIs in order to empower themselves as a
strong body of concerned citizens. Women members of PRIs should be given

special training.
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