WOMEN IN ELECTORAL PROCESS OF INDIA- UNDER REPRESENTATION IN DECISION MAKING PROCESS


India, with a population of around one billion persons is the second most populous country in the world after China. Located in South Asia, the country is spread over an area of 3.2 million square km, which makes it the seventh largest country in terms of area. A federal, republican and democratic form of government based on the ideology and principle of secularism, socialism, justice, equality, liberty, brotherhood has been adopted in the country. As per the Modernization theory, both man and women are the integral parts of the social, economic and political set up of a state. Keeping this theoretical background in mind, this paper seeks to focus on the share of women in the electoral process of India.

India became independent in the year 1947. In all the elections held since independence, women had the voting rights. Women play a dual role in politics – as voters and political representatives. On the voting front, though adult franchise was granted in 1937, it was the progressive spirit that pervaded the making of the constitution that made it a reality. The Constitution of India guarantees equal rights to men and women as voters and citizens. Generally, in India, registration and participation of women as contestants is less than that of men (see Table). In recent past, records show that there has been an increase in the percentage of women who vote. Such participation owe a lot to the mobilization efforts for spreading the importance of women exercising their franchise made by political parties, NGOs, Action Groups and the general awareness among the community. Again, a note of caution is required; let it be assumed that political participation always indicates political awareness on the part of the woman voter. Usually, however, countries that do hold regular elections show an improved recognition of women as a political constituency and parties and candidates tend to adopt pro-women stances and appeal specifically to women’s votes, especially at the time of elections. This becomes very evident when we look at consecutive elections in the Indian context, wherein there is a growing consciousness of the need to woo the woman voter and the need to pay attention to the needs and issues of women, in the election manifestos of political parties.
Since Independence, due to exercise of their franchise, Indian women have been exposed to the political processes and are showing increasing awareness about not only lack of rights but also their utility. A majority of illiterate rural women are also politically sensitive and aware of the various issues confronting them. Women get easily mobilized in the political processes by the political parties who approach women very often for party issues and for short-term goals by winning elections, but not for long-term goals of bringing about social changes and gender equality in political power-sharing. In all the elections held since independence, women had the voting rights. The percentage of seats won against the seats contested is showing a declining trend only because the number of women contesting elections has increased sharply. However, it may be seen that voting by women in all tiers of Government has always been a feature of the Indian Polity since 1947. Due to the paternalistic family and male dominated political structures which do not provide space for women in decision-making bodies, women constituted 3.1% of the total contestants in 1996 election and did not occupy more than 6.10% of the total seats in the state legislative assemblies and Parliament. The number of women contestants in Parliamentary elections has not increased significantly over the years. Political parties are still reluctant to field women candidates at national level. In the early days of the Indian republic; the number of women representatives was a mere 22, which was a lowly 4.4% of the total seats in the Lok Sabha. The sixth Loksabha in the year 1977 saw an all time low of just 19 woman representatives. The twelfth Lok Sabha had 44 women i.e. 8.8% of the total.

The pattern of participation by women in the national elections is provided in the following Table 
PARTICIPATION OF WOMEN IN NATIONAL ELECTIONS
	Year
	Voting% of men
	Voting% of

women
	Total Seats Contested by women


	Seats won by women


	% seats won of contested seats

	Total Seats


	% of women members

	1952
	53
	37.1
	51
	23
	45.09
	499
	4.40

	1957
	56
	38.77
	70
	27
	38.57
	500
	5.40

	1962
	62.10
	46.63
	68
	35
	51.47
	503
	6.70

	1967
	66.70
	55.48
	66
	31
	48.43
	523
	5.90

	1971
	69.70
	49.15
	86
	22
	27.50
	521
	4.20

	1977
	65.62
	54.96
	70
	19
	25.70
	544
	3.40

	1980
	57.69
	51.22
	142
	28
	19.70
	544
	5.14

	1984
	63.61
	68.17
	421
	159
	28.30
	544
	7.90

	1989
	70.90
	43.90
	189
	28
	14.80
	525
	5.30

	1991
	52.56
	47.42
	307
	33
	10.75
	503
	6.60


Source: PIB, Government of India, 1998.

It can be perceived that though the voting percentage of women is increasing with the highest of 68.1% in 1984, the number of women in the Parliament is quite less. The percentage of seats won against the seats contested is showing a declining trend. However, voting for women in all tiers of Government has always been a feature of the Indian polity since 1947. This implies that women play the role of Spectator and not of active members of the decision making process. The trend has not changed even in the last five elections when the government has undertaken quite a lot of developmental and welfare schemes for women. 
WOMEN IN LOK SABHA

	Year
	No of total seats
	No of women contestants
	No of women elected

	1991
	524
	326
	37

	1996
	543
	599
	40

	1998
	543
	274
	43

	1999
	543
	284
	49

	2004
	543
	355
	45


Source: Election Commission of India
A recent "Times of India" report (February 1998) corroborates that "domestic responsibilities, lack of financial clout, rising criminalization of politics and the threat of character assassination" are making it increasingly difficult for women to be part of the political framework. Moreover, women politicians point out that even within the political parties, women are rarely found in leadership positions. In fact, "women candidates are usually fielded from 'losing' constituencies where the party does not want to 'waste' a male candidate 

As analysed by the Prasad Leela Devi (1992) – Even as early as the 19th century Indian women had begun to appear on the national scene in public and political activity. Women were not only being accepted in public activity but were organizing themselves to fight for their rights in different walks of life. Though women constitute nearly half of the population of the country, it was only after Independence that efforts were made to promote women’s participation in public life and that too can not be termed adequate. Though the Constitution of India provides for the Government to make special provisions to safeguard the interests of women as detailed in Article 15 (3) and Article 39, it has not made any provision for reservation for women in respect of jobs and political offices. However the 73rd and 74th Constitional Amendment Act mandated reservation of one-third seats in the village, block, districts, municipal elected bodies in India. As a consequence, women had not advanced much politically and economically. From the records available of the past 50 years, since the independence, it is seen that the strength of women in the political field as reflected in State legislatures remained at an average of 3 % to 5% of those elected. At the level of Parlaiment, the position of women members has varied between 5 to 7%.

WOMEN IN GOVERNMENT
	At all levels (%)
	At Ministerial levels (%)
	At Sub – Ministerial levels (%)

	5.8
	3.2
	6.2


It is seen that women in large numbers have come out against atrocities on women, in defence of their traditional control over crucial resources, water, forests, and land, mass literacy drives and other issues. They are also coming out in large numbers over ecological degradation, price rise or protests against police repression, etc. While there is the increased participation in grass root political movements, it is not getting translated into a growing share of women in the formal political structure of the country. Amongst the several reasons for such a situation is the growing money power and muscle power required to contest even the smallest of elections in India, the intimidation, violence and slander that a woman candidate has to face combined with the traditional male domination that seeks to keep her indoors. Narrow electoral arithmetic and the necessity of fielding a winning candidate makes most political parties shy away from fielding more than a token number of women candidates. And if they are fielded at all, kinship and affinity factors play a major role. It is very common to observe that the relatives of politicians are promoted and supported to emerge as politicians (FES, 1992). Increasingly, women have stood for elections and got elected as members of State Legislative Assemblies and the Parliament. However, at the national level there is only one woman Cabinet Minister and 8 Ministers of State in a Cabinet of 70.There is only one woman Governor and one woman Chief Minister.
 WOMEN REPRESENTATION IN THE RAJYA SABHA (UPPER HOUSE)
	Year
	Total seats
	No. of Women
	Percentage

	1952
	219
	16
	7.3

	1957
	237
	18
	7.6

	1962
	238
	18
	7.6

	1967
	240
	20
	8.3

	1971
	243
	17
	7.0

	1977
	244
	25
	10.2

	1980
	244
	24
	9.8

	1985
	244
	28
	11.4

	1990
	245
	24
	9.7

	1991
	245
	38
	15.5

	1992
	245
	17
	6.9

	1994
	245
	20
	8.1

	1996
	245
	18
	7.3

	1997
	245
	18
	7.3

	1998
	245
	18
	7.3


Source : Statistical Abstracts, 1998.
Some studies of Parliamentary participation indicate that women members participate more actively in `women’s issues’ – health, welfare, atrocities against women, crimes like dowry and violations of human rights. This participation is confined to the more articulate women. In issues such as defence, finance, politics, etc. their participation is relatively limited. The following table shows women’s representation in selected State Legislatures. The situation it appears has not improved much since the 1950s. 

WOMEN’S REPRESENTATION IN SELECTED STATE LEGISLATURES
	State
	Year
	Total
	Women

	Assam
	1996
	122
	6

	Haryana
	1999
	90
	4

	J & K 
	1996
	87
	2

	Himachal Pradesh
	1998
	68
	6

	Gujarat
	1998
	182
	4

	Kerala
	1996
	140
	13

	Meghalaya
	1998
	60
	3

	Punjab
	1997
	117
	7

	Pondicherry
	1996
	30
	1

	Delhi
	1998
	70
	9

	Nagaland
	1998
	60
	0

	Madhya Pradesh
	1998
	320
	26

	Tamil  Nadu
	1996
	234
	9

	Tripura
	1998
	60
	2

	Uttar Pradesh
	1996
	424
	20

	West Bengal
	1996
	294
	20

	Bihar
	1999
	324
	19

	Maharashtra
	1995
	288
	11

	Arunachal Pradesh
	1995
	60
	1

	Manipur
	1999
	60
	1

	Orissa
	1999
	147
	13

	Rajasthan
	1998
	200
	14


Source: Election Commission of India.

Analysis of trends of womens’ participation to contest elections to the State Legislatures indicate that there is a gender discrimination which is responsible for poor representation of women in India .Women’s role in decision making is one of the most important questions for consideration in the movement for their empowerment. The 73rd and 74th Amendments (1992) to the Indian Constitution have served as a major break through towards ensuring women’s equal access and increased participation in political power structures. This Amendment provided for reservation of one third of seats for women at level of local governance in urban areas. There is also a one-third reservation for women for posts of chairpersons of these local bodies. This amendment has initiated a powerful strategy of affirmative action for providing the structural framework for women’s participation in political decision-making and provided an opportunity to bring women to be forefront and centre of city development and develop new grass-root level leadership.
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