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Socid Justice, Panchayati Rg and \Women
Empowerment

INTRODUCTION :

The Condgtitution of India is the best
known for its magnificent socid treetise, begins
with the glorious preamble which guarantees the
key-concepts as liberty, equdity, justice and
fraternity to theentire people of the country. These
expressons postulate an unwritten pledge that
everyonewill do justiceto oneancther especidly
for the common man — for the man on the sireet
and in thefarm, for the driver of the bullock-cart
and for other suppressed and neglected sections.
This was the reason why the Founding Fathers
had chosen to prefer justice to Liberty, Equality
and Fraternity for placement in order; again socid
justice was assigned a preferentia place over
economic and palitical*. Otherwisetheexpresson
in the preamble — “We the people of India

.. give unto our-selves this
Constltutlon” Ioses its meaning and import, as
much asthe promisein Article 38 — (The State)
shdl drive to promote the welfare of the people
by securing and protecting aseffectively asit may
asocid order inwhich justice—socia, economic
and politica shdl inform al ingtitutions of nationd
life

Thus, Socid Judtice in a comprehensve
sense must penetrate in depth and permeete inits
widest spectrum to all aspect of socia life,
induding the sigmatized untouchability and the
so-caled membersof the Backward classes. The
concept of Socia Justice must take within its
sweep the objective of removing dl inequalities
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and affording equa opportunitiesto dl citizensin
socia and economic affairs. Our country isnot a
utilitarian State, but a Democratic Republic with
committed to welfarism. The problems
enumerated above which concern the
overwhemingly large number of the ditizens, could
never be successtully tackled unlessthe State uses
its most effective amdliorating devices againgt
socio-economic and socio-legal instrumentdities
that necessarily calls for a total reform for
bal ancing economic structure and thereby relieve
the body-poalitic of the tenson.? In the process,
the new era of Socid Judtice in the Democratic
Republic of Indiacould be surely ushered, when
our condition favoursintroduction of democracy
at the grass-root level i.e., the creation of
Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) which
embodied in Article40 of the Condtitutior?. The
basic conviction that Village Panchayats could
play animportant rolein the socid transformation
and implementation of development programmes.
In this paper, an atempt has made how far the
Village Panchayat contributed for achieving the
empowerment of women.

CONSTITUTIONAL COMMITMENT
TOWARDS REPRESENTATION :

The women of India have been torch-
bearers of its democratic advancement sncethe
timethat Gandhiji gavethemadarion cal toleave
their courtyards and emerge as equa partnersin
the progress of the nation. Women fought
shoulder to shoulder with men in the freedom
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movement and they have shouldered more than
their fair share of hard work in the task of nation
building. This gives them the legitimeacy to play
an important role at the grassroot level. Indeed,
the equality guaranteed by the Condgtitution of
India, demands active political participation by
women whichisintegrd to the wholeissue of the
progress of women.

Issues of equdity and rights for women
were aways clamed as crucid components in
date policy. Much of the judtification for rights,
judtice and equdity for women came from the
need for ‘emancipation’ or ‘liberation’ of women.
When the language of empowerment gained
currency in the nineteen eighties, the clams
changed and to some extent the means by which
empowerment was to be brought about. The
inditutiona reform envisaged in the governance
agenda involved the incorporation of an
‘empowerment’ component, more in terms of
cgpacity building’.

The late nineteen nineties and the period
thereefter saw ardlying of forcesamong women's
groups on the issue of reservation for women in
elected bodies. Thestruggleto enhancewomen’s
representation in elected bodies which had first
emerged in the 1920s and 1930s had been
revisgted in the 1970s by the Committee on the
Satus of Women in India while examining the
political status of women. The Towards Equdity
report drew attention to the deeply entrenched
discriminatory structures that inhibited women's
representation in political bodies, and to the fact
thet the number of women legidaorswasdedining
asaresult of the reluctance of politica partiesto
field women candidates. The Committee
recommended one-third reservation for women
in elected bodies at the Panchayat level. A
demand for increased representation of women
wasmade aganinthelate 1980s, but thewomen's
movement’ scritique of the government’ sNationd
Perspective Plan for Women, emphasized
reservation up to one-third in grass-roots bodies

for local-salf government — to throw up ‘new
leadership frombelow’ —and rejected reservation
in State Assembliesand Parliament. The Nationa
Perspective Plan for women issued by the
government in 1988, under pressure from the
women’ smovement, recommended a 30 percent
reservation of seats for women at the Panchayat
and Zilla Parishad levels. In 1993 the 73 and
74" Amendment Acts provided constitutional
recognition and status to loca eected bodies in
villages (the Panchayats) and cities (the
Municipdities), respectively. Apart from putting
in place ingtitutions of local governance and
decentralizing power structures, the amendments
a o sought to degpen democracy by ensuring that
hitherto excluded socia groups like Women,
Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes
(ST) are adequately represented in these bodies.
Theamendmentsprovided, therefore, reservations
for dl these socid groups, with the condition that
no less than a third of the seats (including those
reserved for women belonging to the SC and the
ST communities) be reserved for women.®

STATE SUPPORTED COMPONENTSON
WOMEN EMPOWERMENT :

Reservation of women can be a
temporary sort of relief, for which the Government
of India has incorporated a speciad ‘Women
Components' under the Ministry of Rural
Development. Under this women components,
various programmes have lunched viz.,
Swarnjayanti Gram Swarojgar Y gjana (SGSY),
thelndiraAwasY gjana(IAY), theNationd Socid
Assgtance Programme (NSAP), the Restructured
Centrally Rural Sanitation Programme, the
Accderaed Rurd Water Supply Programme, the
Integrated Rural Development Programme
(IRDP), the Development of Women and
Children in Rural Areas (DWCRA) and the
Jawahar Rojgar Y gjana (JRY) etc.

Ministry of Women and Child
Deve opment a so hasbeenimplementing various
schemes towards both economic and sodal
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empowerment of women. Swayamsiddha isthe
flagship scheme of the Ministry of Women which
ams at holistic economic empowerment. |t
includes the Support for Training and
Employment Programme (STEP) for Women
and ams to upgrade their incomes by updating
their skillsin thetraditiona sectors. The Ministry
has also set up support systems like working
women hostdsand crechesto hdp womeninther
struggle towards economic empowerment.
Swadhar and Short Stay Homes have been set
up to provide shelter and care servicesfor women
in distress. Besides the above, the special
intervention Kishori Shakti Yojana (KSY) and
Nutrition Programme for Adolescent Girls
(NPAG) are being implemented for adolescent
girls, usng the Integrated Child Development
Services (ICDS) infrastructure. These
interventions focus on school dropouts, girls in
theagegroup of 11-18 years, to meet their needs
of saf-development, nutrition, hedth education,
literacy and recregtiond skill formetion.®

Most of the above schemes focus on
dleviation of poverty and generation of self-
employment for women.

THE STATE OF ODISHA —ASA TORCH
BEARER

It is 9gnificant to discuss here that after
the good number of ddliberations, discussonsand
recommendationsof various Committees’, Indian
Parliament has able to enact 73 and 74"
Congtitutiond Amendment Act in the year 1992
in which across the country today, there are
edtimated to be more than one million women in
al threetiers of PRI. Bringing these women into
politicswas an act of postivediscrimination.® In
this connection, it may be said that Odishaisfirst
date to streamline the Panchayati Rgj and Local-
sdf Government Inditutions by enacting the Orissa
Gram Panchayat Act, 1964, the OrissaPanchayat
Samities Act, 1959 and the Orissa Zilla Parishad
Act, 1991, to make democracy participatory and
not the arigtocracy of afew nitpicking intellectuas.
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These acts have been extensvely amended to
bring it in conformity with the provisons of the
Condtitutiond Amendment Act, 1992. Whenthe
amended GP Act came into force consderable
speculations were made about the ability of
women in peforming their duty or making any
meaningful contribution to improve village
adminigration.

Obvioudly illiteracy, poverty, lack of
awareness and communication skill, family
respongbility with the prime responsbility of
earning livelihood was cited as hurdles for
women's participation. Perpetuation of male
dominance through kin and traditiond high caste
leadership wered so dluded to deter the objective
of restructuring village level adminigration. The
percelved incgpability of women in the public
activity spawned primarily fromthethreat tomade
dominance. Therefore, women outside the kin
category were de-motivated to contest after the
natification for the holding panchayet eection was
issued. But the unwillingness of high caste young
educated women to participate in the eection
facilitated tribal women without political
background to enter the Gram Panchayat. Infact,
the disadvantages of women werereflected in the
absence in medtings, slence during the meetings,
lack of interest in articulating community problems
and proxy control. But in subsequent dections
the consensus method of selection of women
candidates has been replaced by contest in few
areas and women have been trying to make their
presence vishle?®

INSTANCES OF SELF EMPOWERMENT

Theimpact of the various developmenta
policies, plans and programmes implemented by
the government over the last sixty years has
brought forth a perceptible improvement in the
socio-economic status of women.  Although the
entry of women to Panchayat Offices was
negatively viewed, yet thewomen representetives
have become assertive, courageoustointeract on
certain community issues which mark the sign of
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their empowerment.  Sarapanchs and Naib
Sarapanchs have given up their fear and shyness
to speak on issues related to the villages. They
vigt officesdong with themde membersand ther
relatives to appraise the officials about their
problems like agriculture, revenue, banking and
other dlied community problems. Coming up of
Sf-Help Groups has facilitated the leaders of
the group, some of whom are representing the
ward, to listen to the problems of the group
members. They are regular in attending Gram
Panchaya meseting after the incentive dlowance
came into force. Participation in demondiration
against sale of liquor, displacement and
congregeting for forest preservation indicatesthat
thesewomen are self empowered aswell ashave
motivated others to participate in community
iSsues.1

The community issues like health,
sanitation, education, childcareetc., are not solely
dueto thewomen office bearers of the Panchayats.
Rather, it was acooperative effort of thevillagers
especially among women, which cannot be
ignored.

CONCLUSION

For participative democracy, it istruethat
empowerment of women should be fully dive at
the grass root level. For ensuring rural
development as well as eradication of rural
poverty in asustainable manner at the grass root
level, establishing good governancein Panchayati
Rg system should be aprerequidite. In order to
achieve the good governance in rurd sector, the
Government (both Centre and State) should
attempt to delimit the bureaucratic pressure, to
promote loca leadership, to remove structura
deficiencies, to raise morefinancia resourcesand
at the sametime establishing “ SOCIAL AUDIT”
in al PRIs network is also one of the best
opportunity for shaping the concept of “Bharat
Nirman”, “Shining Indid’, “Fed Good’ and this
is not possible without participation and
empowerment of rural downtrodden women.
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