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It is around a decade now, since we have been debating the 

issues relating to reservations for women in Parliament and 

State legislatures. Everybody would agree that the issues 

relating to women need urgent attention, but nobody appears to 

agree on the same thing in the same sense and a proverbial 

devil apparently lies in the details. Equality in every sense of 

the term is available under the constitution, there are provisions 

for special treatment of women, 33 percent reservations in local 

self governance bodies have also been provided for and some 

states have already started providing 20/30 percent reservation 

for women in government services. However a few questions 

of fundamental importance remain to be properly articulated 

and answered, i.e. Does a quota for women bring about social 

change? What is the relation between caste and class? Do 

quotas bring to prominence people who otherwise would never 

have attained governance positions? Would men/political 

system have fared differently in the absence of quota system? 

Shall the reservations for women lead to eradication of social 

evils against women? Are the political institutions in the 

country in a quandary as they are at the moment, in a position 

to transform the social standard in favor of women? Shall it 

have any short term or long term impact on the functionality of 

the system as a whole? This paper is an attempt to address 

some of such un-articulated and un-answered questions relating 

to the cause of women. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

When India is raring to emerge as the economic powerhouse of the world 
aid engine of growth of the entire Afro-Asian region in the globalised 
village and the world is awakening to the call of enlightened feminism, 
Indian women-hood still wallows in the slime of primordial misogyny.1 

Woman who conceives, nurtures the foetus, gives birth, nurses the infant 
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and makes him worthy for human civilization, fosters and chisels its 

future with her own blood, is discriminated against, treated as an 

economic drain, exploited or dispensed with as a non-person because she 

crushes her family with marriage and dowry expenses. Her birth is 

greeted with silence, nay with sorrow whereas a boy arrives to the sound 

of conch shells.2 This is only the beginning of a host of crimes and 

injustices perpetrated against the womenfolk. 

The process starts even before she takes birth and continues till she is 

buried in the grave. The list of crimes amaranthine as they are, vary from 

simple harassment, physical and mental to eve-teasing and sexual 

harassment at work place, to rape and bride burning, cruelty and wife 

beating and so on. The worst aspect is that these crimes are committed 

within the four walls of the house where she is supposed to have her 

emotional roots. This and many other crimes are committed despite the 

existence of hosts of constitutional guarantees of equality and dignity, an 

assurance that the state shall not discriminate against any citizen on the 

grounds of religion and race, caste, sex, place of birth etc.3 Article 14 

guarantees all kinds of equality including equal voting rights and political 

participation to both men and women. As reflected in the preamble, the 

Indian Constitution is firmly grounded in the principles of liberty, 

fraternity, equality and justice and contains a number of provisions for 

the empowerment of women. Women's right to equality and non-

discrimination are defined as justiciable fundamental rights and there is 

enough room for affirmative action programmes for women. Equality of 

opportunity in matters relating to employment or appointment to any 

office under the State is also a fundamental right.4 The Directive 

Principles of State Policy stress on the right to an adequate means of 

livelihood for both men and women equally,5 equal pay for equal work 

for both men and women,6 provision for just and humane conditions of 

work and for maternity relief.7 Directives for promoting harmony and 

renouncing practices derogatory to the dignity of women are also 

provided for in the Indian Constitution.8 The political rights of women 

are recognized without any discrimination, or distinction and they have 

the right to participate in decision making at all levels equally 

2 Shobha Saxena,  Crimes against Women and Protective laws, Deep and Deep 
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whh men. The right to constitutional equality has been supplemented by 

legal equality by the passage of a number of Acts through which the 

traditional inequalities with respect to marriage, divorce and property 

rights are sought to be eliminated. However, in spite of these 

constitutional and legal provisions, the ground reality is that women have 

not obtained adequate and proportionate representation in the legislative 

and other decision-making bodies. 

There is certainly a need for women's more effective role in decision-

making processes for the democratic and constitutional assurances of 

equal citizenship and rights in the Indian Constitution to become a reality 

at die operational level. Citizenship is linked to political participation and 

representation. Lack of ability and opportunity to participate in the 
political system implies a lack of full membership in the system. For true 

equality to become a reality for women, the sharing of power on equal 

terms with men is essential. But the reality is that women continue to be 

marginally represented even in areas where the various policies have a 

direct impact on them. There is still a great gap between constitutional 

guarantees and the actual representation of women in the political system 

in India. 

2.  EXISTING STRATEGIES: THE LIMITATIONS 

The million dollar question, to begin with is, how do we ensure that 

women play an effective role in the decision making process at the 

political level? It has been proposed and argued more than once that 

providing quota for women probably would do the trick. 73r and 74' 

Constitutional amendments have already been implemented and have 

initiated the experimentation on women's role in political decision 

making process at the lowest level of Indian Democracy i.e. Panchayati 

Raj and Municipality levels. One has to concede that at least in absolute 

terms if nothing else, the political representation of women has 

substantially increased in the wake of implementation of 73rd and 74th 

Constitutional Amendments. However that has not led to an overall 

improvement in the political decision making process in terms of role of 

women. Therefore there are certain vital questions that I intend to raise 

here, Does a quota for women bring about social change? What is the 

relation between caste and class? Do quotas bring to prominence people 



48 SCHOLASTICUS 

who otherwise would never have attained governance positions? Would 

men/political systems have fared differently in the absence of quota 

system? Shall reservation for women lead to eradication of social evils 

against women which we had referred to earlier? Are the political 

institutions in the country in a quandary in an attempt to transform the 

social standard in favor of women? Shall it have any short term or long 

term impact on the functionality of the system as a whole? These and 

many such questions need to be answered for balanced analysis of the 

implications of women's reservations in proper perspective. 

I do not answer these questions on either side. However I propose to 

make an argument that mere political representation may not serve the 

ultimate goal of women's empowerment, if that is the goal of the system. 
The line of argument adopted here is to highlight the limitations and 

drawback of the state intervention to affect social change and ensure that 

women's participation in socio-economic and politico-legal life of the 

country is ensured. Thereafter I move on to lay bare the strategies for 

future to ensure that women get their ultimate due. This goes without 

saying that the purpose of reservation for women is not to increase 

employment opportunities for women, nor even to improve their 

economic condition, but the basic purpose of reservation is to give them a 

chance to participate in the affairs of the community and in decision 

making process and thereby enhance the sense of participation so that 

others may emulate them and move ahead in the ladder of socio-political 

power game. Apart from this it also entwines a notion of historical 

restitution or reparation to offset the systemic and cumulative 

deprivations suffered in the past.9 

It may not be out of place in this context to mention that right since the 

beginning of 19th century when we launched our struggle for national 

rejuvenation, the issue of social reform in general and emancipation of 

women in particular has been the prominent issue in every agenda that we 

have formulated for guiding our struggle. An important and noteworthy 

point in this context is that the fight for social reform and emancipation of 

women was fought at two levels, i.e. social and political. On the social 

front the struggle was against social evils such as sati, polygamy and 

emphasis on widow remarriages and women's education.10 These efforts 

for removal of social evils were re-inforced by 

9 Jayanti Alam, Ideology of Oppression under secular Constitution, Mainstream, Vol- 

XXXVI, No 40, New Delhi, 1998. 
10 Prem Arora, Comparative Politics and Indian Political System, Cosmos Bookhive Pub, 
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the instrumentalities of law such as Sati Prohibition Act, Widow 

Remarriages Act etc. The stalwarts of early reform movements 

emphasized on social reform as a pre-condition for political reforms.11 

The later reformers, however, relied more on affecting social reforms by 

using the instrumentality of the State rather than work upward from the 

grassroot level transforming the social scenario as a ground for initiating 

reform at the political level. 

This tradition of using the instrumentality of the state for social reform 

continued in the post-indpendence period and a host of social reform 

laws, like Sati Abolition, Child Marriage Prohibition Act etc. joined the 

statute books. Now once again we are attempting to uplift women 

through a new legislation. What has been forgotten in the process is that 

legal remedies for social ills can work upto a point. Beyond that it 

depends on the extent of acceptability of value system in the society at 

large. Human history is witness to a process of social development 

preceding the development of political institutions and the development 

of rules of governance. Unless the acceptability of the political 

institutions and rules of governance is "deep and comprehensive" no 

force can really implement it. 

In fact this concept is also the basis of modern democratic governance. 

Mahatma Gandhi conclusively proved that the ruled can not be governed 

without its consent. This is not an argument for status quo or an apology 

against social transformation. The point is that for affecting social 

change one has to see first that favorable conditions are created and 

institutions developed for the purpose. Political institutions are 

essentially the tools of governance.12 What we have been trying is to use 

political institutions and instrumentalities of the state for social 

transformation and the history of last few years is proof enough that we 

have miserably failed in that. My submission is that the causes for the 

present ills of political governance are the in-appropriate usage of the 

institutions, i.e. using certain institutions for purposes for which they are 

; Ibid 
" Swaminathan S Ankaleshwar Ayer, Institutional Barriers of Reforms, Times of India. 
New Delhi, September 20, 1998. 
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not meant. This in a word is a systemic aberration. Unless we correct it 

there is no hope of overcoming the present ills of our polity. 

What is even more disconcerting is the fact that the institutions we have 

emulated are essentially western in origin whose acceptability in our 

system is neither "deep and comprehensive" nor is it spread evenly in all 

the sections of our population. It may be noted in this respect that the 

socio-political institutions do not develop in vacuum. They have strong 

cultural resonances. Their structural combinations are highly complex 

and determined by history, culture and tradition. Their roots lie deep in 

the ethos and social behavior of a particular system.13 If one wants to 

emulate the institutions of the system alien to one's ethos and culture, 

tradition and convention there has got to be a long indigenization process 

and some kind of an acceptability developing on a large scale. This is not 

the case with India. 

On the contrary, here people have developed abhorrence or a grudge 

against the state and its institutional structure as a result of long drawn 

struggle for political independence. And by emulating the institutions of 

the same system we have brought in an inherent contradiction in the 

sense that now we are called upon to respect and abide the dictates of the 

same system against which we were called upon to wage a struggle 

earlier. This led to the development of a paradigm wherein the 

individuals' relation with the state is of an adversarial character and not 

that of willing cooperator. 

The new welfare state, dispenser of goods and services and provider of 

employment etc. has used the master-key of political/state intervention 

for all socio-economic issues though the particular problem may not 

concern the political domain. Burdening the state system with the things 

it cannot solve, to my opinion, leads to some sort of dysfunctionalism of 

various structures of the state system on the one hand and on the other 

various kinds of frustrations develop. In contrast to this we have had 

various social institutions which did not allow politics to dabble in its 

affairs and concentrated on issues of social development and social evils. 

Such institutions did not only flourish quickly but also developed a 

strong grip over public mind. Brahmo Samaj, Prarthan Samaj and Arya 

Samaj etc can be cited as some of the examples. Within the life time of 

an individual these institutions developed a strong grip over public mind 

and contributed towards social development and eradication of social 

evils. 

13 Ibid, n. 12. 
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The state system no doubt brought in many a social reform, but they are 

at the most facial and superficial and their acceptance level in the social 

arena is neither deep and comprehensive nor distributed evenly in all the 

sections of society. On the other hand, political reforms whenever 

brought about at the instance of social reform movement or social 

institutions, have been both deep and comprehensive. 

3.  WOMEN'S RESERVATION 

Women's reservation is a way of seeking women's emancipation by way 

of state intervention i.e. affecting social reform by the instrumentality of 
the political system. On the basis of the above analysis it may be argued 

that this measure for women's upliftment is neither sufficient nor 
purposive but is merely a political face-wash. There is nothing to suggest 

that bringing 180 women in the parliament might benefit the women in 

general. Studies have compelling evidence to suggest that ascendancy of 

women to political eminence does not necessarily lead to the beneficial 

deal in favor of women. Rajasthan and U.P. where women chief ministers 

have ruled for a substantial period of time have not changed power 

equations in favor of women. Mrs. Indira Gandhi was at the apex of 

Indian political scene for almost two decades. Smt Bhandarnaike and then 

her daughter Mrs Chandrika Kumartunge had dominated the political 

scene of Sri Lanka and the political scene of both Pakistan and 

Bangladesh has been dominated by women politicians like Benazir 

Bhutto, Begum Zia and Shiekh Hasina Wajed. One may meaningfully 

raise a question whether this has brought in any significant change in the 

lot of South Asian women. The answer is evidently and categorically a 

big NO. 

Added to it is the fact that women political leaders even when they are at 

the apex of political/state organization do not necessarily favor women 

centric policies for the dynamic of power structures is different. The 

reason for the low influence of women-centric policies in the formal 

political structures and decision making levels, seems to lie in the 

compulsions of competitive elections and the quest for power by the 

political parties in a multiparty democracy. Increasingly the compulsions 

of the political parties due to narrow majorities, precarious coalitions and 
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hung parliaments have made the question of power rather than that of 

representation the determining factor. Women's issues and women's 

participation and representation are encouraged only within the 

parameters of power and are constrained by the basic objectives and 

interest of the parties either to capture power or survival, if in power. 

Further it must be understood very clearly that even if women's 

reservation may bring about a swift quantitative jump in legislatures, it is 

unlikely to improve the overall quality of the governance in the country 

and benefit the women in any significant manner. The argument that the 

participation of a few in the decision making process might give a sense 

of participation to a large section of women presumes that public 
institutions are resources at the disposal of their members for altering the 

distribution of power in the directions that they consider desirable.14 

While this does not serve the purpose of empowerment to any significant 

extent, this leads to the displacement of objectives of the institutions and 

wastage of public resources. This also entails the question of efficiency 

of the system as a whole. 

These points have never been discussed in the debate over reservations in 

general and women's quota in particular. When we talk of one third of the 

public offices to be filled on the basis of reservations, this point needs a 

thorough debate. Article 335 of Indian Constitution speaks of 

maintaining consistent efficiency of administration while fulfilling the 

demands of underprivileged sections of society, but in the debate over 

reservations this article never figures in the agenda anywhere. The reason 

appears to be simple. Here we take care only of a particular community 

and its share in the cake of national resources, not as individuals and 

members of a whole political system whose efficiency is our concern. 

4.  AFFIRMATIVE ACTION PROGRAMME OF US 

This may be contrasted with a similar system prevalent in USA, by the 

name of "Affirmative Action Programme, title VII, which provides the 

package of principles for affirmative action is nothing like quota system 

in India. It specifically makes it clear that affirmative action will not in 

any case mean the lowering of qualifications and undermining the 

merit.15 Interestingly there has all along been unanimity on the point 

through the entire spectrum of political class of USA. Here in India for 

14 Andre Betielle, Power and Authority, Times of India, New Delhi, April 19th 1994. 
15 Deepankar Gupta, Question of Quotas, Times of India, New Delhi, September 26' 

1998 
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filling up of reserved quotas we continuously bring down the merit and 

even minimum qualifications too can be dispensed with as has been held 

by the Supreme Court in the Case of State of Kerala v. N.M.Thomas16. 

5.  PANCHAYATI RAJ EXPERIMENT & RESERVATIONS 

A lot has been written about 73rd and 74* amendments and it has been 

claimed that the experience gained by the Indian Republic in the process 

justifies reservation at the higher reaches of India's political system i.e» 

the state legislative assemblies and the Parliament. One might re-call in 

the late 50s when Panchayati Raj System was launched in Rajasthan at 

the recommendations of Shri Balwant Rai Mehta Committee, it appeared 

that Rajasthan would emerge as the pioneer of a big revolution. But the 

scheme was stillborn for 18 years when the elections for Panchayati Raj 

institutions were first held in Rajasthan.17 It has not been more than one 

and half a decade since elections were held on the basis of 73rd and 74th 

amendments. It would be pre-mature to term it as a successful 

experiment. It would take decades before one can make a definite and 

meaningful statement about the usefulness and longevity of systems 

initiated by 73rd and 74th amendment. 

It may be noted that women's reservation shall have its own logic of 

operation. So far no scheme has been devised and proposed to operate it. 

According to the information provided by the National Commission for 

Women the new scheme shall be modeled on the scheme already 

operative at Zila Parishad and Panchayat levels. Reserved constituencies 

of women shall be selected through a draw of lots which means that they 

shall keep on changing with every election.18 Thus no one including 

women who get elected once from a particular area will have any 

incentive to nurse their constituency because there shall be no knowing 

which constituencies shall be earmarked for the women next. At a time 

when political accountability is already at a discount this measure shall 

lead to further deterioration of the situation and there shall be no 

incentive to be accountable to the constituency concerned. 

16 AIR 1976 SC 490 
17 Mangal Bihari Women's Reservations: An analysis, Rajasthan Patrika, Bikaner, May 
27th 1997 
18 Madhu Kishwar, Women's Reservations, Hindustan Times, New Delhi, Jul 19th 1998 
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It may also be noted that once the special constituencies for women are 

earmarked it shall be highly unlikely that any political party shall field 

additional women candidates. Women shall forever be pitched against 

women and they will view each other as rivals rather than as potential 

allies to work with on issues of common concern.19 This in a way would 

ghettoize the women. We shall have no scene like we witnessed 

sometime back in Parliament wherein women, irrespective of party 

allegiance gathered and raised their concerns unitedly. 

There already exist multiple levels of reservations in jobs and legislatures 

like SCs, STs, OBCs, BCs, AJGAR, KHAM and so on. By opting for 

women's reservations we are going to create further divisions in the 

society. Women's reservation bill has been aborted thrice and has been 

hanging fire for more than a decade in the Parliament precisely for this 

reason, i.e. whether reservations for women should be provided on the 

basis of their caste and communal identity? 

It may be noted that during the debate on women's reservations Mr. G.S. 

Banatwala, had demanded that there should be comprehensive 

reservation both for men and women to give proportional representation 

to OBCs, Dalits and minorities.20 In fact this was the precise language 

used by Mr. Mohammad AH Jinnah during the round table conference 

while demanding a fair representation for Muslims. One might venture to 

guess in which direction we are moving. One might fruitfully remind 

oneself that the special subcommittee of Sardar Patel, Dr. Ambedkar, 

Pandit Nehru, Dr. Rajendra Prasad and Sh. K.M. Munshi formed on 

minority problems had rejected both separate electorate and reservation, 

saying these might disrupt the whole conception of democracy.21 Patel 

wrote "Although the abolition of separate electorate had removed much 

of the poison from the body politic, the reservation seats for religious 

communities it is felt, leads to a certain degree of separatism and was to 

that extent contrary and an exception to a secular and democratic state." 

Pandit Jawahar Lai Nehru, while responding to a speech by Begum 

Rasool, against reservation in the Constituent Assembly had observed "I 

think that doing away with this reservation business is not only a good 

thing in  itself, good for all concerned    more specifically for the 

20 Zafar Agha, Pulled and Pushed, Hindustan Times, New Delhi, Jul 19th 1998. 
B. Shiva Rao, The Framing of India's Constitution: Select Documents (Govt of India 

Press 1968) 
2 B. Shiva Rao, The Framing of India's constitution: Select Document (Govt of India 
Press 1967) 
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minorities, but psychologically too, it is a very good move for the nation 

and the world. It shows that we are really sincere about this business of 

having secular democracy."23 Contrary to the sentiments of founding 

fathers of Indian Constitution we have kept the juggernaut of reservation 

moving and enlarged it with the passage of years. 

6.   STRATEGIES FOR FUTURE 

What is the way out then? No body disputes that if the country is to 

march confidently into the new era of equality and prosperity and take 

long strides in the matter of development, the lot of women has got to be 

improved. There is certainly a need for women's more effective role in 

decision-making processes for the democratic and constitutional 

assurances of equal citizenship and rights in the Indian Constitution to 

become a reality at the operational level. After all citizenship is linked to 

political participation and representation. How the goal of emancipation 

of women is to be achieved is a matter on which there has to be a 

thorough debate. It must be recognized that boosting women's political 

participation needs to go beyond raw numbers to encompass the complex 

relationship between power, poverty and participation. Women want to 

and should be able to participate in the decisions that affect them, their 

families and their communities. 

First of all it must be accepted that the issue of women's development is 

basically a social issue and for finding out the solution and changing the 

social standards in favor of women the fight has to be at the social level. 

State intervention, because of its adversarial character with the social 

system, entails some kind of a backlash and forecloses the chances of 

social transformation. It is comparatively easier for the people at the apex 

of the political system to pass this or that legislation rather than waging 

an intensive struggle for changing social norms in favor of women. They 

naturally choose the easier path. But in this process they give rise to so 

many contradictions which are not only difficult to manage but stop the 

growth of social organism. 

Ibidn.21 
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It is not that the state at no place can prove to be useful. But the initiative 

has got to be at the social level. It has got to be accepted that the state is 

not equipped to effect social transformation overnight by passing this or 

that legislation for that merely changes the formal rules of the game 

whereas the informal rules, traditions, conventions and ethos of the 

people are equally important for bringing about change in the thought 

process of the people. 

Education naturally has to play a big role. We will have to remind 

ourselves that the state of Kerala which has achieved the best results in 

matters of status of women and population control, is the first fully 

literate state of the Indian Union. Evidently success has been achieved by 

the instrumentality of the education. 

Secondly, we have to realize that during the last 50 years of our 

independence, we have not tried to cultivate the spirit of enterprise and 

individual initiative. American democracy from the very beginning is 

individualistic and enterprising in character. The Horatio Alger story of 

rising from rags to riches, the tales of how the west was won by sheer 

individual persistence and determination and accounts of early settlers 

who refused to allow status considerations of the old world to nestle in 

the colonies are all part of the popular lore that most Americans hold very 

dear. 

It is not that we do not have our Horatio Algers. We have them in 

millions. Millions of refugees who crossed over from what is now the 

territory of Pakistan, without any aid from the state rose to prominence 

and within a few decades, they were the star performers of Indian 

Economy. It shall be very difficult to find such rags to riches stories 

anywhere else in the world. A thousand case studies of such miracles 

could show the way for our millions. But we do not celebrate excellence. 

What we do is that we put a premium on inefficiency and teach our 

people to look towards the state succor in times of crisis. The state 

system provides the crutches to the socially handicapped and the result is 

for all to see. This part of our population with crutches has got atrophied 

forever and anon refuses to grow. In the 7th decade of our independence 

and standing at the gate of a new era of economic prosperity, we shall 

have to change our perspective of 

24 Andre Betielle, Power and Authority, Times of India, New Delhi, April 19th 1994 
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development and growth or else we may atrophy another body part of 

our social organism. 


