Women representatives blaze a new trail in India's villages

Despite the odds stacked against them, women representatives elected to India's village councils (Panchayats) are not only making a remarkable contribution to the development and progress of their villages but also inspiring other women to take an active role in village affairs. 

By Bharat Dogra

________________________________________________________________________

RADHA Devi's mind was in a turmoil as she boarded the bus on her way back to her village. After all the villagers had reposed their full faith in her by electing her as the village Pradhan from a non-reserved constituency. Now if she failed to protect the interests of her village, people would say that a woman could not be firm enough. Officials were trying to take away the road which had been allotted by due legal process to her village (Mifhiberi, Dehradun district). Come what may she wouldn't allow that. The trust which her people had shown in her would be honoured. 

Next day a determined Radha again confronted the officials. Tell me exactly on what basis you have cancelled the road meant for my village – she asked again and again. Due her persistence, the relevant records had to be searched and placed before her. 

'Look,' she yelled triumphantly, pointing to a paper where fluid had been pasted to hide the name of the village that had been originally allotted this road. The paper confirmed what she had been alleging all along. 

Officials now tried to pacify her by saying that her village would surely get this road in next year's budget allocation. But Radha insisted on getting today's right today. Finally the officers had to relent and Mithiberi village got back its road. Now Radha was calm and content as she returned to her village, happy in the knowledge that she had successfully protected the interests of her village. 

It is this commitment to the trust reposed in her by villagers which not only enabled Radha to win the Pradhan’s election a second time from an unreserved constituency, but in addition paved the way for other women to such an extent that today six out of seven ward members in this village are women.

Hidden potential

The message which the village of Mithiberi has given to the nation is being repeated in several villages.  This message is – when women get a chance to come to the forefront of the village community life, the hidden potential of half of the population begins to be utilized and as a result the entire community benefits.

It is a fact that in our male-dominated society in many villages women could enter the electoral scene only because of legal obligation.  It is also a fact that even after the electoral victory in many villages their male-dominated families did not allow or encourage them to function independently.  What is more, the increasing role of money, liquor and criminal elements in Panchayat elections has been particularly detrimental to the election and smooth functioning of honest and independent women representatives.  But it is significant that despite all these problems many women representatives have been able to still make a significant contribution to the development and progress of their villages.  This writer spoke to about 25 women elected at various levels of the Panchayati Raj Institutions in three States – Uttar Pradesh, Uttaranchal and Chhattisgarh. Most of these interviews took place in the villages represented by the women, but in a few cases interviews had to be arranged in a nearby village or small town.  

This survey confirmed that numerous problems notwithstanding, the 33% reservation for women in the Panchayati Raj Institutions has begun to yield several good results.  Perhaps the most important development is that new opportunities have emerged not just for the women who get elected, but in several villages also for a significant number of other, ordinary women.  Wherever sympathetic, dedicated women Pradhans have been elected, the number of women seeking access to the Pradhan and the Panchayat for a redressal of their grievances has increased considerably.  When they see a woman Pradhan to whom they can talk in detail about their more intimate matters and who is sympathetic to them, then women are much more enthused to seek the help of the Panchayat in solving their problems.  As Maina Devi, Pradhan of Dhulkut Panchayat (Dehradun district), says,

'The ties of ordinary women, including tribal Buxa women, to the Panchayat have become much stronger compared to the time when this village had a male Pradhan. They 

come here to talk about their many-sided distress and problems, and I do my best to help them.' 

In addition, the active and successful functioning of women Pradhans and ward members creates wider conditions in favour of the active involvement of women in village affairs and several younger girls and teenagers aspire to play a similar role in a few years' time. 

Different priorities 

It has been frequently observed that women's development priorities can be quite different from those of men and the priorities of women are much more favourable for the welfare of the entire village community. In Chandan Panchayat (Raipur district, Chhattisgarh) many villagers to whom I spoke praised the various development works taken up during the tenure of Radhikabai as the village Sarpanch. But when I spoke to the 

Sarpanch herself, sheclearly said that ousting the liquor shop from her village and reducing the liquor addiction in the village were her most important contributions as village Sarpanch. This helped women to improve the nutrition situation in their families as well as to get rid of a lot of daily tension and frequent violence. This also helped several men to improve their health and livelihood prospects. 

Similar stories of women representatives prioritising anti-liquor efforts are heard in several other villages as well. In addition, education for girls, maternity help, women's health, toilets and drinking water frequently receive more support from women. In hilly villages, saving forests and ensuring fuel and fodder supplies also get higher priority from women.  Generally women accord more priority to nutrition and food security while men give more importance to maximizing cash earnings. 

Women representatives also accord higher importance to settling village disputes at the village level instead of allowing them to drag on for several years. They appear to favour compromise and consensus, and show higher ability to achieve these in spite of numerous divisions in these villages. Crimes against women get priority attention from them. As Sarla Thakur,  Pradhan of Prithivipur Khera village (Dehradun district), says,

'One reason why I could get more constructive support of villagers was that the time and money they spent on their disputes was reduced. We settled all disputes at the village level and so many villagers were saved from unnecessarily going to the police or court.' 

The trust of villagers gained in this way was used later to solve more sensitive issues like unjust marriages forced on young brides.  Sarla herself took the lead in arranging the marriage of a young girl whom she earlier rescued from a match the girl detested. 

In some instances the sound common sense of women representatives thought up solutions which won the praise of even their opponents. In Sultanpur Chilkana village (Saharanpur district) the newly elected representative Suraiya Begum was disturbed by a notice of the electricity department which demanded a lot of debatable dues from the village before providing more connections.  After giving the matter a lot of thought the Begum came up with a novel offer – we will pay you the dues if you first pay the rent of the pillars and other installations on the land of the village. This was no less debatable, but rather than create a new controversy which could spread to other villages, the officials decided to go ahead with the development work in Suraiya's village.  There was much street-level discussion as to how the Begum defeated the officials at their 

own game of extracting more funds. 

Although the election of women by itself can provide no guarantee for honest functioning of Panchayats, there is a general belief that women tend to be relatively more honest. Rekha Pundir, a woman trainer who knows many village Pradhans closely, says:

'Women don't have habits like drinking liquor or eating frequently in hotels, so the chances of squandering public funds are much less in their case.  By habit they are more careful in spending money.' 

Overcoming a double burden 

What is particularly heartening is to see women from very poor families overcoming the double burden of poverty and gender discrimination to emerge as successful elected representatives.  Rajjo is from a cobbler family in Sultanpur Chilkana.  After her election she successfully helped many poor families in getting ration cards.  In Chandan Panchayat, Radhikabai is from the family of a former bonded labourer,  the poorest of the poor.  She worked hard to obtain legal land titles for many released bonded labourers as well as other landless families.  Buxa tribals are generally considered among the poorest and most neglected sections of Uttaranchal society.  But Maina Devi is a Buxa tribal who has twice represented Dhulkut Panchayatas the Pradhan, making special efforts to help the poorest Buxa families.  In Chitrakut district (Uttar Pradesh) Kol tribals are the weakest section, but Booti Kol emerged successfully from one such family to play an active role in the Panchayat. 

These women have seen poverty from close quarters, so they have not only greater sympathy but.also more understanding of the problems of  the weakest sections.  Hence the solutions pursued by them are likely to work better. Reservation played a very important role in the emergence of these women as village leaders. 

It is also interesting to see the emergence of village leaders from very traditional families. In Sultanpur Chilkana village Suraiya Begum continued to observe purdah at least to some extent after her election.  But after making a few adjustments she could still establish close contacts with a large number of distressed women and helped them. 

However, it must be added that particularly in the case of successful representatives from poor families, the help provided by several voluntary agencies and training organisations such as Disha (Saharanpur), Pragati-RLEK (Dehradun), Released Bonded Labourers Organisation (Raipur-Mahasamund) and Samaj Seva Sansthan (Chitrakut) has been quite important. This help became important particularly at times (such as in the case of Booti Kol) when women representatives from weaker sections faced threats from criminal elements or powerful landlords. 

Recently the role of liquor,  corruption, violence and criminall elements in Panchayat elections has been increasing.  In these circumstances it is important for the government to provide security,  particularly to women elected representatives as well as women  candidates. Voluntary agencies and people's organisations should also extend their help for effective and fearless functioning of women representatives so that this path of social change is not impeded by corrupt and criminal elements. 

The above article first appeared in Mainsteam (Vol. XLI,  No. 27,  2l June 2003). 
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