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ABSTRACT

Women’s empowerment in India is shaped in part by their participation in political life, which enables
access to decision-making, public institutions, and collective authority. Political participation—understood
as more than voting or candidature—can serve as a pathway to empowerment, but its effects remain
contingent on the nature of engagement and the responsiveness of political structures. The relationship
between participation and empowerment has evolved over time: from early involvement in nationalist
mobilisation to institutional reforms that expanded women’s presence in local governance. While these
developments have opened new spaces for leadership, structural barriers, limited autonomy, and
institutional inertia continue to constrain substantive influence, particularly at higher levels. Where
participation is supported by enabling conditions such as internal party reform, capacity-building, and
civic education, it holds the potential to reshape gendered hierarchies and advance women’s
empowerment across material, social, cognitive, and institutional dimensions.
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Introduction

Women’s empowerment in India is a multidimensional process involving the enhancement of
women’s agency, autonomy, and equal access to opportunities across social, economic, cultural, and
political spheres [1,2,3]. Among these, political participation is particularly critical, as it enables women
not only to exercise their constitutional rights but also to influence collective decision-making and public
policy [4,5]. It extends beyond the formal act of voting or contesting elections to include representation in
deliberative bodies, presence in governance structures, and access to state mechanisms that affect
collective life [6]. Participation thus becomes a means for shaping the conditions under which
empowerment can be meaningfully realised and sustained. [7,8]

The Indian state has affirmed these principles in law and policy, including constitutional
commitments to equality and affirmative action [9]. Yet, formal rights have not consistently translated into
institutional presence. Women remain underrepresented in legislative bodies at both national and state
levels, and where present, often face structural constraints on decision-making authority. Patterns of
participation reflect persistent disparities shaped by social norms, party systems, and learned political
skills. [10-14]

Over the past three decades, however, institutional reforms—particularly at the local
government level—have altered this landscape. Decentralisation and reservation policies have facilitated
the entry of millions of women into elected office, creating new spaces for public leadership and
administrative engagement. [15-18]
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Political participation continues to shape the conditions under which women in India negotiate
access to authority, resources, and institutional visibility. [19] Its empowering potential lies not in mere
inclusion, but in the extent to which it enables sustained influence, accountability, and independent
agency within political structures. Where this translation has occurred—most visibly at the local level—
the effects have extended beyond governance to shift social expectations and gendered hierarchies.
Elsewhere, structural and institutional constraints continue to limit both presence and power. The
relationship between participation and substantive equality remains contingent, shaped by broader socio-
political arrangements that determine whose voice counts, on what terms, and how that has evolved over
time. [4,14,20,21]

The Trajectory of Political Participation and Empowerment

The relationship between women’s political participation and their broader empowerment in
India has developed through a layered and historically situated process. Each phase in India’s political
evolution has shaped, and in turn been shaped by, the position of women within its institutional
structures. Participation and empowerment have advanced not in isolation or opposition, but in a mutually
reinforcing manner—each deepening the other across time. From early interventions during the freedom
movement to constitutional reforms and contemporary institutional mechanisms, this trajectory reveals
how gendered inclusion in political processes has been both a driver and a measure of progress in
women’s social status. [7,8,14]

Early Foundations: Nationalist Mobilisation and Political Imagination

The emergence of Indian women into public political life began in the colonial period, most
visibly during the nationalist movement. Participation in mass civil disobedience campaigns, protest
actions, and political organisations offered a route for women to engage with state and society beyond
domestic roles. Leaders such as Sarojini Naidu, Annie Besant, Aruna Asaf Ali, and Kasturba Gandhi
became prominent figures within the national movement, while women’s organisations like the Bharat
Stree Mahamandal (1910) and the All India Women’s Conference mobilised around education, suffrage,
and social reform. [22-24]

Although mediated by the broader nationalist leadership—often within gendered boundaries—
women’s participation in this period helped reframe political engagement as a legitimate domain for
women. The symbolic elevation of leaders such as Besant and Naidu to the presidency of the Indian
National Congress, though exceptional, embedded the concept of women’s leadership into the emerging
democratic imagination. This initial entry into political life contributed to shifts in public discourse around
women’s capacities and laid the groundwork for institutional inclusion post-independence. [22-25]

Constitutional Recognition and the Limits of Formal Equality

The Constitution of independent India, enacted in 1950, marked a formal departure from colonial
exclusions by establishing universal adult suffrage and guaranteeing legal and political equality
regardless of sex. Articles 14, 15, and 15(3) laid the basis for gender parity under law, while the Directive
Principles affirmed the goal of equal opportunity and protection. These provisions constituted a significant
normative commitment to gender equality and, by extension, political empowerment. [26]

However, formal guarantees did not immediately translate into substantive participation. The
initial decades after independence saw persistently low representation of women in legislative bodies. In
the first Lok Sabha (1952), women held approximately 4% seats of the total—and this figure remained
largely stagnant for several decades [27]. Social norms, family expectations, and party-level gatekeeping
limited the number of women contesting or winning elections, particularly at state and national levels.
Although leaders such as Sucheta Kripalani and Indira Gandhi held prominent offices, their success
remained the exception. Many reached power through dynastic pathways or in political circumstances not
generalisable across the wider female electorate. As a result, their visibility often did not lead to systemic
shifts in women’s political access or representation. [22,28]

Yet during this period, key legal reforms began to expand the basis for women’s rights and
indirectly reinforce the legitimacy of their participation. The Hindu Code Bills (1950s—60s), for instance,
addressed personal laws governing marriage, inheritance, and property, creating a more equitable legal
framework. Institutional mechanisms like the National Commission for Women, established in 1992, were
intended to monitor and advance women'’s status within the polity, even if their direct influence on political
representation remained limited. [22,29,30]
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Mobilisation and Review: Reassessing the Status Quo

By the 1970s, it had become evident that legal equality had not yielded proportional gains in
women’s social and political standing. The “Towards Equality” report, released in 1974 by the Committee
on the Status of Women in India, marked a significant inflection point [11]. It documented gender
disparities across sectors and emphasised the stagnation in political participation. The report’s findings
galvanised the women’s movement, which began to reassert demands for structural reform and political
inclusion. This period also saw renewed activism on issues of violence, discrimination, and legal
accountability, reinforcing the idea that empowerment required more than formal rights—it required
institutional presence and participatory capacity. [29,31,32]

Within this context, political participation was increasingly recognised not just as a democratic
right, but as a necessary condition for addressing the broader structures that perpetuated gender
inequality. Women’s organisations began to articulate demands for affirmative action in political
institutions, and the groundwork was laid for more substantial interventions. [5,22,32]

Decentralisation and the Expansion of Political Access

The 1990s marked a decisive shift with the passage of the 73rd and 74th Constitutional
Amendments, which introduced reservations for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions and urban local
bodies, respectively. These provisions mandated that no less than one-third of all seats, including
leadership positions, be reserved for women, and several states subsequently expanded this to 50%.
This reform fundamentally altered the political landscape by facilitating large-scale participation of women
in elected office—most for the first time. [33,34]

Women have come to hold approximately 42—50% of seats in many states. This translated into
over 1.3 million elected women in local governance roles across the country. Significantly, this included
women from Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward Classes, creating a structure of
cross-sectional political access not seen at higher levels of governance. [35]

Participation at the local level had both instrumental and symbolic consequences. It provided
exposure to administrative processes, increased women'’s interaction with state institutions, and created
avenues to influence development decisions—particularly in domains such as water management,
education, sanitation, and welfare delivery. In many cases, women developed autonomous political
identities despite initial reliance on male relatives or intermediaries. While challenges such as inadequate
training, limited financial autonomy, and sociocultural resistance remained, the decentralisation of power
made political engagement both more accessible and more relevant to the everyday concerns of women.
[4,36]

This shift at the grassroots level constituted a major departure from earlier forms of political
empowerment that were mediated through elite pathways. It also demonstrated that institutional design—
through quotas and decentralised frameworks—could effectively correct gender imbalances in
representation and support broader empowerment outcomes. [17,18]

Persistent Disparities and New Legislation at Higher Levels

In contrast to the expansion of participation at the local level, representation at the state and
national levels has remained limited. As of the mid-2020s, women hold only 13—-15% of seats in the Lok
Sabha and similar proportions in Rajya Sabha [27]. The underrepresentation reflects continued structural
barriers, including party-level selection biases, campaign financing constraints, and prevailing gender
norms regarding leadership and authority. [37]

Efforts to institutionalise parity through a national quota began as early as the 1990s with the
Women’s Reservation Bill, first introduced in 1996. After decades of debate, a version of the bill—the
Nari Shakti Vandan Adhiniyam—was passed in 2023. It mandates one-third reservation for women in the
Lok Sabha and state legislative assemblies, but its implementation is contingent on the completion of the
next national census and subsequent delimitation, which may delay its operationalisation until 2029 or
later. [38,39]

The trajectory of women'’s political participation in India thus reflects a movement from symbolic
presence in elite leadership roles to broader institutional integration through structural reform. At each
phase, the relationship between participation and empowerment has been mediated by legal frameworks,
institutional design, social movements, and political will. Political engagement has not only reflected shifts
in women’s societal position but has often served as the mechanism through which these shifts were
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achieved. The cumulative effects of this trajectory underscore the potential of political participation to act
as a conduit for broader empowerment—shaping access to authority, resources, and voice—while
remaining sensitive to the institutional and social conditions under which such gains are realised.
[17,36,40]

While representation alone cannot guarantee empowerment, political participation has created
meaningful openings across material, cognitive, social, and structural dimensions: access to state
mechanisms has enabled some women to influence resource allocation; visibility in public office has
shifted social expectations in select contexts; and engagement in governance has fostered political
awareness and procedural competence. These effects, however, remain uneven and contingent, defined
by institutional responsiveness, support networks, and the broader socio-political environment in which
women exercise authority. [4,18]

Conclusion

Despite these shifts, the political domain remains a contested space for women. Participation
has expanded, but the capacity to act with influence and autonomy is still constrained by entrenched
hierarchies and institutional inertia. The challenge now is less about formal inclusion and more about
securing substantive power—shaping not just who is represented, but how and to what effect.

Gendered norms continue to limit women’s mobility, constrain independent candidacy, and
shape expectations of public leadership. Where participation exists, it is often mediated through family
ties or party structures that provide limited autonomy. Electoral violence, credibility deficits, and financial
constraints further inhibit entry and performance, particularly in competitive or high-profile contexts.
Institutional responsiveness remains inconsistent, and women frequently encounter resistance within
party hierarchies and administrative systems, curtailing agenda-setting power even where representation
is achieved.

Addressing these limitations requires action at multiple levels. Internal party reforms—including
gender-balanced candidate selection and leadership development mechanisms—are necessary to
embed representation within institutional practice. Capacity-building through targeted training, financial
and logistical support, and access to political networks can enhance the effectiveness of elected women.
Early civic education and the responsible use of digital platforms may also widen the base of informed
and active women participants, provided infrastructural and social barriers are accounted for.

When such reforms move beyond numerical presence and enable women to act with autonomy,
continuity, and institutional legitimacy, political participation can support lasting empowerment. It can shift
not only policy priorities but also the distribution of authority, access to state mechanisms, and
perceptions of gendered competence. Under these conditions, participation becomes not simply a means
of inclusion, but a process through which material conditions, social roles, cognitive agency, and
institutional structures are reshaped.
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