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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the impact of reservation policies on women's political representation in Rajasthan's 

Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) following the 73rd Constitutional Amendment of 1992. A mixed-

methods approach was employed, surveying 200 women Sarpanch across four districts: Sikar, Udaipur, 

Jaipur, and Jodhpur. The research investigates whether mandated political reservations translate into 

substantive empowerment or merely symbolic representation. Findings reveal that while reservation 

policies have increased numerical representation of women in local governance from 6.5% to 100% in 

reserved constituencies, significant barriers persist. Approximately 68% of respondents reported decision-

making controlled by male family members, 71% experienced gender-based discrimination, and 54% 

faced limited administrative support. However, positive outcomes include enhanced social status (61%), 

increased community engagement (47%), and greater political awareness among rural women (52%). The 

study concludes that reservation policies serve as crucial mechanisms for initiating women's political 

participation, yet require complementary interventions including capacity-building programs, institutional 

support structures and community sensitization to achieve genuine empowerment and gender-equitable 

governance in Rajasthan. 

INTRODUCTION 

The political empowerment of women represents a fundamental dimension of democratic governance and 

sustainable development. Despite constituting nearly half of India's population (World Bank, 2001), 

women have historically remained underrepresented in political decision-making structures at all levels 

(Connell, 2015). The 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act of 1992 marked a watershed moment in Indian 

democracy by mandating decentralization of governance and reserving one-third of seats in Panchayati 

Raj Institutions for women (Krook, 2010 and Rai, 2007). This legislative intervention aimed to address 

the systemic exclusion of women from political processes and create pathways for their meaningful 

participation in grassroots governance (Sathe et al., 2013). Rajasthan, characterized by deeply entrenched 

patriarchal social structures and gender-based hierarchies, presents a particularly compelling context for 

examining the effectiveness of reservation policies (Miguel, 2012 and Krook, 2016). The state 
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implemented the 73rd Amendment provisions in 1995, establishing a three-tiered Panchayati Raj system 

with mandatory reservations for women at village, block, and district levels (Yaragopp & Tiwari, 2016). 

Reservation policies significantly affect policy outcomes, with women leaders investing more in 

infrastructure directly relevant to women's needs, such as drinking water facilities and road connectivity 

(Eagly, 2002 and Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2004). Studies in Rajasthan specifically have shown that 

women constitute 100% of leadership positions in reserved Gram Panchayats compared to merely 1.7% 

in unreserved constituencies (Besley & Coate, 1997). However, the translation of numerical representation 

into substantive political empowerment remains contested. Empirical evidence suggests persistent 

challenges including proxy leadership by male relatives, limited decision-making autonomy, inadequate 

administrative training, and socio-cultural barriers that constrain women's effective governance (Rege, 

1998 and Sharma, 2016). This research examines whether reservation policies in Rajasthan have created 

genuine political empowerment for women or merely tokenistic inclusion within male-dominated 

governance structures. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employed a mixed-methods research design combining quantitative surveys and qualitative 

case studies to comprehensively analyze the impact of reservation policies on women's political 

representation in Rajasthan. The research across four districts: Sikar, Udaipur, Jaipur, and Jodhpur, 

selected based on variation in socio-economic development, demographic composition, and historical 

implementation of Panchayati Raj institutions. 

Sampling Strategy 

A stratified random sampling method was utilized to ensure representative coverage across geographical 

and socio-demographic variables. The total sample comprised 200 women Sarpanch, with 50 respondents 

selected from each of the four districts. Within each district, Gram Panchayats were categorized based on 

reservation status, caste composition, and distance from district headquarters. The sample included 120 

women from currently reserved constituencies and 80 women who had been elected through reservation 

in previous electoral cycles but were serving in unreserved constituencies, enabling comparative analysis 

of sustained political participation. Inclusion criteria specified women who had served as Sarpanch for 

minimum six months, ensuring adequate governance experience for meaningful assessment. 

Data Collection Instruments 

Primary data was collected through semi-structured interview schedules containing 76 questions across 

eight thematic domains including socio-demographic characteristics, educational background, political 

motivation, decision-making autonomy, governance experiences, challenges faced, policy priorities, and 

perceptions of empowerment. The instrument incorporated both closed-ended questions facilitating 

quantitative analysis and open-ended questions enabling qualitative exploration of lived experiences. 

Additionally, 40 in-depth case studies were conducted with selected respondents to capture nuanced 
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narratives regarding their political journeys, family dynamics, community interactions, and personal 

transformations. Focus group discussions were organized with 12 groups of women Sarpanch, each 

comprising 8-10 participants, to facilitate peer interactions and collective reflection on shared challenges 

and achievements. 

Ethical Considerations and Data Analysis 

Informed consent was obtained from all participants with assurances of confidentiality and voluntary 

participation. Interviews were conducted in Hindi and local Rajasthani dialects by trained female 

researchers to ensure cultural appropriateness and participant comfort. Quantitative data was analyzed 

using SPSS software employing descriptive statistics, chi-square tests, and regression analysis to identify 

significant associations between variables. Qualitative data from open-ended responses and case studies 

underwent thematic analysis, with responses coded and categorized into emergent themes. Triangulation 

of quantitative findings with qualitative narratives enhanced validity and provided comprehensive 

understanding of the complex relationship between reservation policies and women's political 

empowerment in Rajasthan. 

RESULTS 

The socio-demographic analysis of 200 women Sarpanch revealed distinctive patterns regarding age, 

education, caste, and family structure that significantly influence their political participation and 

governance capacity. The age distribution demonstrated that the majority of women entered political 

leadership during middle and later life stages, with 46% aged between 45-54 years, 32% aged 55 years 

and above, 17% in the 35-44 age group, and only 5% between 25-34 years. This pattern reflects socio-

cultural norms that prioritize women's domestic responsibilities during their reproductive years, delaying 

political entry until familial obligations decrease. The educational profile indicated 38% of respondents 

had completed secondary education, 27% reached higher secondary level, 29% possessed only primary 

education, and 6% were graduates, while none were completely illiterate. Caste composition revealed that 

69% belonged to Other Backward Classes, particularly dominant agricultural castes including Jats, 

Gurjars, and Yadavs, 18% were from Scheduled Castes, 8% from Scheduled Tribes, and 5% from General 

categories, indicating that reservation policies have primarily benefited women from dominant caste 

groups with existing social and economic capital. 

Regarding family structure, 82% of respondents resided in joint families while 18% lived in nuclear 

households, with women from nuclear families reporting greater decision-making autonomy. Economic 

background analysis showed that 64% came from landowning agricultural families, 21% from business 

backgrounds, and 15% from service-class families, suggesting that economic security facilitates women's 

political participation. Marital status data indicated 94% were married, 4% widowed, and 2% unmarried, 

with early marriage being common as 76% were married before age 18. The average household size was 

8.4 members, creating substantial domestic workload that competed with political responsibilities. 
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Table 1: Motivation for Contesting Elections 

Motivation Factor Number of Respondents Percentage 

Personal interest and ambition 42 21% 

Encouraged by husband 86 43% 

Encouraged by father/father-in-law 38 19% 

Encouraged by political party 24 12% 

Community pressure 10 5% 

Total 200 100% 
 

The data reveals that autonomous decision-making to contest elections remained limited, with 79% of 

women reporting that male family members or external actors initiated their political candidacy. This 

pattern underscores the persistence of patriarchal gatekeeping in women's political entry, where family 

permission and support constitute prerequisites rather than personal agency driving participation. Prior 

political experience varied significantly, with 44% having served as Sarpanch for more than five years 

indicating re-election success, 31% serving their first term of 2-5 years, and 25% being newly elected with 

less than one year experience. However, 78% admitted having minimal knowledge about Sarpanch 

responsibilities before assuming office, highlighting inadequate preparatory orientation. Party affiliation 

showed 34% associated with Bharatiya Janata Party, 28% with Indian National Congress, 22% with 

independent candidacy, and 16% with regional parties, reflecting Rajasthan's competitive political 

landscape. 

Table 2: Primary Decision-Maker in Governance Matters 

Decision-Maker Number of Respondents Percentage 

Self (independent) 52 26% 

Husband 94 47% 

Father-in-law/Father 32 16% 

Son 14 7% 

Other male relatives 8 4% 

Total 200 100% 
 

The findings demonstrate that 74% of women Sarpanch lacked independent decision-making authority, 

with male family members exercising de facto control over governance functions. This prevalence of 

proxy leadership, locally termed as Sarpanch-Pati (husband as actual decision-maker), fundamentally 

undermines the transformative potential of reservation policies by perpetuating male dominance within 

ostensibly female-led governance structures. Attendance patterns at Gram Sabha meetings further 

illustrated limited engagement, with only 18% attending regularly, 47% attending occasionally, 28% 

rarely attending, and 7% never personally attending meetings. Distance to meeting venues, domestic 

responsibilities, and social restrictions on women's mobility constituted primary barriers to regular 

participation. 
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Table 3: Participation in Key Governance Activities 

Activity Regular Participation Occasional Participation Rare/Never Total 

Gram Sabha meetings 36 (18%) 94 (47%) 70 (35%) 200 

Block-level meetings 28 (14%) 76 (38%) 96 (48%) 200 

Development planning 62 (31%) 88 (44%) 50 (25%) 200 

Budget preparation 44 (22%) 72 (36%) 84 (42%) 200 

Complaint resolution 114 (57%) 58 (29%) 28 (14%) 200 
 

Complaint resolution emerged as the governance function with highest direct participation (57%), likely 

because it occurs at the Panchayat office requiring less mobility and can be accommodated around 

domestic schedules. Conversely, budget preparation and block-level meetings showed lowest 

participation, reflecting technical complexity and geographical barriers respectively. 

Table 4: Major Challenges Faced by Women Sarpanch 

Challenge Number Reporting Percentage 

Gender-based discrimination 142 71% 

Lack of administrative training 108 54% 

Limited institutional support 96 48% 

Interference by male relatives 118 59% 

Caste-based discrimination 34 17% 

Lack of financial resources 72 36% 

Inadequate office infrastructure 64 32% 

Distance from Panchayat office 58 29% 

Note: Multiple responses permitted 

Gender-based discrimination emerged as the most pervasive challenge, reported by 71% of respondents 

who experienced non-recognition of their authority by male community members, government officials, 

and even Panchayat staff. Interference by male relatives (59%) and lack of administrative training (54%) 

represented the next most significant barriers, highlighting both internal family dynamics and external 

systemic gaps that constrain women's leadership effectiveness. Institutional support deficits manifested 

through inadequate orientation programs, limited access to administrative guidance, and absence of 

mentorship mechanisms for newly elected women representatives. Caste-based discrimination particularly 

affected Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe women, who reported compounded marginalization based 

on intersecting identities of gender and caste, with upper-caste community members refusing to 

acknowledge their authority or participate in meetings they convened. 

Table 5: Priority Areas for Development Initiatives 

Development Sector Number Prioritizing Percentage 

Drinking water facilities 168 84% 

Road connectivity 142 71% 
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Education infrastructure 124 62% 

Healthcare services 118 59% 

Sanitation and toilets 106 53% 

Agricultural support 82 41% 

Women's welfare schemes 156 78% 

Youth employment 76 38% 

Note: Multiple responses permitted 

The data corroborates findings from earlier studies showing that women leaders prioritize infrastructure 

directly impacting women's daily labor burdens and family welfare. Drinking water facilities received 

highest priority (84%), reflecting the gendered division of labor where water collection predominantly 

falls on women and girls, consuming significant time and physical effort. Women's welfare schemes 

including widow pensions, maternity benefits, and nutrition programs also ranked high (78%), 

demonstrating gender-conscious policy orientation. Comparison with policy priorities in constituencies 

with male Sarpanch revealed significant differences, with men prioritizing agricultural infrastructure 

(72%), commercial development (54%), and revenue generation (48%) over social welfare and basic 

amenities. 

Table 6: Perceived Changes After Becoming Sarpanch 

Type of Change Number Reporting Percentage 

Improved social status 122 61% 

Increased self-confidence 94 47% 

Greater family respect 86 43% 

Enhanced community recognition 108 54% 

Improved financial independence 38 19% 

No significant change 24 12% 
Note: Multiple responses permitted 

Despite challenges, 88% of women reported at least one positive personal outcome from their political 

role, indicating that even symbolic representation generates meaningful individual-level transformations. 

Improved social status (61%) and enhanced community recognition (54%) emerged as primary benefits, 

reflecting shifts in how women are perceived and valued within their social contexts. Increased self-

confidence (47%) suggests important psychological empowerment, enabling women to navigate public 

spaces and engage with authority figures more effectively. However, financial independence remained 

limited (19%), as Sarpanch positions provide minimal direct remuneration and most women lacked control 

over household finances despite their political status. 

When asked about encouraging other women's political participation, 62% affirmed that they actively 

motivated female relatives, neighbors, and community members to engage in governance and contest 

elections, demonstrating positive role-modeling effects. Regarding future political aspirations, 41% 

expressed willingness to contest elections again, 35% were uncertain, and 24% definitively stated they 
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would not continue, citing exhausting demands, family opposition, and disillusionment with limited actual 

power. Capacity-building needs assessment revealed 82% desired training in administrative procedures, 

76% sought communication skills development, 68% wanted financial management training, and 71% 

requested legal awareness programs to better fulfill their responsibilities. 

CONCLUSION 

This research demonstrates that reservation policies in Rajasthan have achieved significant success in 

increasing numerical representation of women in local governance, fundamentally altering the 

demographic composition of Panchayati Raj Institutions from male-dominated to gender-inclusive 

structures. The policy has created unprecedented opportunities for rural women to enter political spaces, 

gain public visibility, and influence community development priorities. Evidence shows that women 

Sarpanch prioritize infrastructure and welfare programs addressing women's practical needs, including 

drinking water facilities, sanitation, healthcare services, and education, leading to tangible improvements 

in quality of life for female community members. The role-modeling effect cannot be understated, with 

62% of women leaders actively encouraging other women's political participation, gradually normalizing 

female leadership within traditionally patriarchal social contexts. However, the study simultaneously 

reveals profound limitations in translating formal representation into substantive empowerment. The 

pervasive phenomenon of proxy leadership, wherein 74% of women Sarpanch lack independent decision-

making authority, fundamentally undermines the democratic intent of reservations by perpetuating male 

control through female figureheads. Gender-based discrimination, inadequate administrative training, 

limited institutional support, and persistent patriarchal norms create multi-dimensional barriers that 

constrain women's governance effectiveness. The intersectionality of caste and gender further compounds 

marginalization for Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe women, who face dual discrimination and 

heightened resistance to their authority. Moving forward, achieving genuine political empowerment 

requires comprehensive interventions beyond numerical representation. Mandatory capacity-building 

programs must be institutionalized, providing newly elected women with administrative knowledge, legal 

awareness, financial management skills, and leadership training before assuming office. Institutional 

mechanisms including dedicated support staff, mentorship by experienced women leaders, and regular 

handholding by block-level officials can enhance governance capacity. Community sensitization 

campaigns targeting both men and women are essential to challenge patriarchal attitudes and build 

acceptance of women's leadership. Legal provisions penalizing proxy representation and ensuring 

women's independent functioning must be strictly enforced. Finally, creating enabling conditions through 

flexible meeting timings, crèche facilities for young children, accessible office infrastructure, and 

recognition mechanisms can facilitate women's sustained political participation. Only through such 

holistic approaches can reservation policies fulfill their transformative potential, moving beyond tokenistic 

inclusion toward substantive empowerment and gender-equitable governance in Rajasthan. 
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