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THE ROLE OF LOCAL SELF GOVERNANCE IN
PROMOTING GENDER EQUALITY

MS. ADITI APOORVA!

ABSTRACT

Understanding the goals that are stated in Sustainable Development Goal 5 (SDG 5), this article

explores the complex link between promoting gender equality in India and local self-
governance. The study traces the historical development of local administration in India in
examines the obstacles to gender parity as well as the participation of women in these
organizations using creative methods and legal frameworks, it shows how local self-
governance empowers women and helps to undermine ingrained social norms. The paper also
examines joint ventures between commercial sector, NGOs and civic society. Through the
analysis of indicators and matrix the report assesses advancements and suggests avenues for
future development providing suggestions for policy enhancements. Additionally, this paper
delves into the transformative role that local self-governance plays in fostering gender equality,
particularly in the Indian context. It seeks to highlight how decentralized governance structures
can serve as potent catalysts for bridging gender disparities, promoting inclusive decision-
making, and empowering women at the grassroots level. By examining pivotal historical
milestones, legislative frameworks, and the implementation of SDG 5 within local governance
systems, this study aims to uncover both challenges and opportunities in achieving gender

parity through these platforms.
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INTRODUCTION

The idea of local self-government, which comprises the grassroots, decentralized management
of local communities, is a cornerstone of democratic governance. By giving local communities,
the capacity to run their own affairs, this strategy promotes independence and facilitates
democratic decision-making. In the Indian context, Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) and
Urban Local Bodies (ULBs) are the physical manifestations of local self-governance. These
organizations are essential platforms for citizens to engage in the political process,
guaranteeing that the government is responsive to the unique requirements and subtleties of
various local areas. By fostering a more responsive and inclusive governance framework, the
creation of such institutions is essential to closing the divide between the government and its

citizens.

Gender equality is unquestionably a key component in the fight for sustainable development
as well as basic human rights. The SDG 5 of the United Nations tackles the requirement of
gender equality on a worldwide basis. This objective is to eradicate prejudice, aggression, and
detrimental gender-based behaviours. In the complex and diverse socio-cultural landscape of
India, establishing gender equality is critical to promoting just and all-encompassing
development. With the goal of encouraging countries to include gender views into their policies
and initiatives, the world community came together to establish SDG 5. This represents the
recognition of gender equality as a human rights requirement as well as a driving force behind

just and comprehensive global development.
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF LOCAL SELF-GOVERNANCE

The history of India shows how local administration forms have evolved gradually over time,
with origins in antiquity. The panchayat system, an old Indian decentralized administrative
structure, is where the idea of local self-governance originated. The fact that the word
"panchayat" literally means "council of five elders" highlights how community-based decision-
making is. Local government has been modified and reinvented over the ages by a multitude
of rulers and empires, which has resulted in the varied mosaic of administrative institutions
that can be seen throughout the subcontinent. Local government experienced a notable shift
with the implementation of the village panchayat system during British colonial administration.
It is important to remember, nevertheless, that this colonial-era paradigm lacked true local
community sovereignty and was frequently hierarchical. India adopted the Panchayati Raj
system in an effort to democratize and rejuvenate local administration after gaining
independence. This was a significant move toward decentralized government, giving local

communities the ability to actively engage in the decision-making process.?

Indian local self-governance has taken on significant shape thanks to a number of historic laws.
A turning point in Indian history, the 73¥ Amendment Act of 1992 gave panchayats
constitutional standing and required them to be thriving local democratic entities. This
amendment prioritized grassroots empowerment and set the foundation for decentralized
planning and development. Furthermore, in keeping with a commitment to comprehensive
local administration that takes into account both the rural and urban domains, the 74%
Amendment Act of 1992 granted comparable constitutional standing to urban local
organizations. Together, these changes sought to guarantee financial independence, promote

democratic decision-making, and define the roles and authority of local government entities.?

Women's presence in local bodies is an important part of India's transition to gender-inclusive
governance. Even though women were historically marginalized in public affairs, attempts

have been made in the present to redress this discrepancy. For example, the Panchayats

2 Amishi Arora, Agenda 2030: India's Multidimensional Approach towards Sustainability, 5, Indian Journal of
Law & Legal Research, 1 (2023).

3 Mridusmita Baruah, Infernational and National Legal Framework on Sustainable Development Goal 5 (Gender
Equality), 4 Indian Journal of Law & Legal Research, 1 (2022).
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(Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act of 1996 ensures that women are represented according to
their numbers by promoting the participation of underprivileged and tribal people. The
National Policy for Empowerment of Women (2001) and other later modifications and
initiatives have strengthened efforts to increase women's involvement in local governance. This
strategy recognizes women as change makers and emphasizes the significance of women in
grassroots leadership. Notwithstanding these positive developments, obstacles still exist, and
in order to assess the effectiveness of these actions in advancing actual gender equality, a more
thorough examination of the subtleties surrounding women's involvement in local bodies is

necessary.
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OVERVIEW OF SDG S: ACHIEVING GENDER EQUALITY

A strong and all-encompassing global campaign, SDG 5 aims to achieve gender equality and
the empowerment of women and girls. This ambitious commitment tackles the complex issues

that people of all genders confront by focusing on a comprehensive set of important goals.

Eliminating all forms of violence, discrimination, and harmful behaviours aimed at women and
girls is a crucial component of SDG 5. This involves making a determined effort to remove
structural obstacles that support gender-based discrimination so that everyone may live happy,

fulfilling lives regardless of their gender identification.*

Moreover, SDG 5 aims to ensure that women and girls have equal opportunity and involvement
in decision-making processes across a range of sectors. This includes initiatives to dispel
outdated gender conventions and preconceptions that might prevent women from actively
participating in leadership positions and decision-making processes. The goal is to establish
inclusive places where women may actively participate in defining policies and strategies by

building an atmosphere that honours varied opinions.

Acknowledging the inherent worth of unpaid care labour, SDG 5 aims to remedy and resolve
the imbalance in the allocation of caring duties. This entails questioning cultural conventions
that frequently assign caring responsibilities to women exclusively, placing an unfair load on
them. The goal is to establish a more equal division of labour within homes and communities
by recognizing and allocating the obligations related to unpaid care work. Furthermore,
improving women's and girls' access to economic opportunities, healthcare, and education is a
top priority for SDG 5. This entails removing obstacles that could prevent them from advancing
in these important domains. The objective is to enable women and girls to reach their full
potential and make significant contributions to the advancement of society by guaranteeing

equal access to high-quality education, healthcare, and financial resources.’

4 From SDG 5 to Habitat III: The Role of Local Governments in Promoting Gender Equality for Sustainability,
UCLG Women (2015).
> Ibid.
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The goals of Sustainable Development Goal 5 are highly relevant to India's intricate socio-
cultural landscape. India continues to struggle with gender inequality in spite of its gains in
many areas. SDG 5 is especially relevant since it supports the country's commitment to social
justice and inclusion. Reducing gender inequality is essential for India's socioeconomic growth,
and meeting SDG 5 objectives is closely related to the country's overall development.
Considering the diversity of the Indian populace and the fact that women's empowerment is

essential to achieving the full potential of society as a whole, this is especially relevant.

The alignment of SDG 5 with local self-governance creates an important intersection that has
significant consequences for the progress of gender equality programs inside India's complex
social structure. At the local level, organizations like Municipalities and Panchayats serve as
pivotal points in the system of government, directly influencing the laws that determine the
fate of nearby communities. The delegation of authority to these complex local organizations
fosters an atmosphere that is specially designed for the development and adjustment of gender-

specific policies, according to the particular requirements of any individual community.°

Women's active participation in local government institutions emerges as a dynamic driver for
revolutionary change in this complex interaction. Women who participate in decision-making
processes take control of their own lives and actively shape laws that address the wide range
of issues and goals that exist in their communities. This proactive participation challenges
ingrained conventions and promotes diversity, which empowers women while also sparking a

larger cultural revolution.

This complex network of interdependencies emphasizes how crucial local self-governance is
as a foundational element for revolutionary change, particularly in the area of gender equality.
These local organizations not only guarantee relevance and sensitivity but also play a crucial
role in converting global ambitions into concrete changes in people's lives at the grassroots
level by acting as both the policy's incubators and implementers. This symbiotic interaction
between SDG 5 and local self-governance in India's complex geography is evidence of the

possibility for inclusive, beneficial change in the direction of gender equality.’

¢ P. Sindhuja & Dr. KR Murugan, Strengthening Women's Participation in Local Governance - A Feminist
Perspective, Research Gate (2021),
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/348742882 Strengthening Women's_Participation_in Local Govern
ance -A Feminist Perspective.

7 Ibid.
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CHALLENGES HINDERING GENDER EQUALITY

Numerous obstacles that are firmly woven into the fabric of Indian society stand in the way of

gender equality. These difficulties not only obstruct the path toward gender parity but also

sustain it.

Deep-rooted Cultural and Social Norms - India, known for its complex mosaic of many
cultures, struggles with deeply rooted patriarchal traditions that support and feed into
gender stereotypes, creating an environment that is hostile to minority groups.
Conventional gender norms impose limitations on women, limiting their ability to move
about, make decisions, and become economically independent. A complete approach that
goes beyond legislative measures is required to challenge these deeply rooted conventions.
This approach must involve a significant shift in cultural attitudes and beliefs around
gender roles, establishing an atmosphere that values equality and inclusion.®

Economic Disparities - Economic disparity presents a significant barrier to gender equality
in India. Pay disparities, restricted access to financial resources, and a lack of opportunity
for skill development disproportionately impact women. To effectively address economic
inequality, equal pay for equal labor must be ensured, but it also requires the creation of
long-term opportunities for women's economic empowerment, such as programs that
support entrepreneurship and thorough vocational training.

Education and Health Disparities - The persistence of gender differences in health and
education, especially in rural regions, presents serious obstacles. Women and girls are
disproportionately affected by the lack of access to high-quality healthcare and education,
which feeds into systemic injustices. Addressing complex factors including early
marriage, limited infrastructure, and deeply rooted cultural prejudices is necessary to close
the gender gap in schooling. Enhancing healthcare accessibility and knowledge through
targeted interventions is also necessary to improve women's health outcomes. This
involves making sure that the appropriate resources are accessible when they are needed.

Violence Against Women - In India, gender-based violence, which includes sexual assault,
domestic abuse, and harassment, remains a widespread and deeply ingrained problem.
Cultural norms pose a challenging problem since they frequently lead to the underreporting

of such instances. A comprehensive strategy is required to combat violence against

8 Dr. B. Venkateswara Reddy, Impact of Women’s Participation in Local Governance, 2(9), Anveshana’s
International Journal of Research in Regional Studies, Law, Social Sciences, Journalism and Management
Practices 56 (2017).
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women, one that includes not just legislative changes but also extensive public awareness
campaigns and strong support networks to enable survivors and create a safe space for
victims to pursue justice and recovery.’

e Political Underrepresentation - In spite of laws and constitutional clauses supporting
gender parity, women are still underrepresented in Indian politics. The lack of affirmative
action, ingrained patriarchal systems, and social prejudices all work together as obstacles
to prevent women from participating fully in political processes. In addition to changing
policies, overcoming this obstacle would need a determined effort to question prevailing
beliefs on the roles that women should play in government. It entails destroying
stereotypes, advocating for tolerance, and proactively motivating women to enter the
political arena in order to create a political environment that accurately represents the

potential and variety of the populace.’’

? Ibid.
10 Supra note 7.
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EMPOWERING WOMEN THROUGH LOCAL SELF-GOVERNANCE

Examining model cases of women's empowerment in the context of local self-governance tells
powerful tales of revolutionary transformation. One such example is the Kudumbashree
program in Kerala, India, which is a shining example of success. This effort highlights the
critical role that women-led self-help organizations play as drivers for significant social change

as well as improving economic situations.!!

With its foundation in the grassroots empowerment of women, the Kudumbashree model offers
a comprehensive strategy to tackle the many problems associated with gender inequality.
Providing women with abundant opportunity to improve their skills is one of its main tenets,
since it helps them obtain the tools, they need to become economically independent. Women
are given access to a wide range of talents through focused training programs, from traditional
handicrafts to contemporary business. Additionally, the program emphasizes the need of
supporting female entrepreneurs. Kudumbashree has effectively helped women launch and run
their businesses by providing access to capital, training in business management, and a
nurturing environment. These breaks established gender roles and increases their economic
liberty while also challenging society standards.

Most importantly, the Kudumbashree model acknowledges how critical it is to provide women
leadership positions in local communities. Giving women the authority to lead grassroots
decision-making processes helps create a more equal and inclusive political system. This
change in the balance of power helps women as individuals as well as promoting a more

responsive and egalitarian local governing structure.'?

The achievement of gender equality stands to benefit greatly from women's active participation
in grassroots decision-making processes. A strong link has been shown by a large body of
research between better governance results and higher female representation in local governing
bodies. Significantly, empirical data from case studies, such those carried out in areas like
Rajasthan, where women occupy a significant percentage of Panchayat seats, highlights

concrete changes in the priorities for community development.

125 years of Kudumbashree: How this Kerala women’s collective intervened to empower women, fight poverty,
DownToEarth (May 18, 2023), https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/governance/25-years-of-kudumbashree-
how-this-kerala-women-s-collective-intervened-to-empower-women-fight-poverty-89430.

12 Ibid.
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The prioritizing of development efforts has undergone noticeable changes in Rajasthan due to
the involvement of women in local decision-making forums. This is demonstrated by a shift in
emphasis toward matters that are essential to the health, education, and sanitation of
communities. The many viewpoints that women bring to the table while making decisions
greatly aid in the creation of more inclusive policies. In turn, these policies are skilled at
tackling the complex issues that communities face, especially those that have to do with the

welfare of families and women.!3

Upon deeper inspection, the transforming power of women's involvement in decision-making
processes is revealed, along with a number of beneficial knock-on impacts on the larger
socioeconomic scene. The more women actively participate in the development of policies and
initiatives, the more responsive governing institutions are to the varied requirements of the
populace. In addition to guaranteeing the fair allocation of resources, inclusive decision-
making creates a climate in which the worries and goals of many societal groups, particularly

women, are sufficiently recognized and taken into consideration.

Moreover, the introduction of varied viewpoints resulting from women's participation in
decision-making procedures aids in the development of more thorough and efficient solutions.
Gender-sensitive policies are better suited to tackle the complex issues related to healthcare,
education, and sanitation, domains that are essential to the general well-being of communities.
As a result, the inclusion of more women in positions of decision-making serves as a catalyst

for constructive social change, advancing societies toward a more just and sustainable future.

The success of grassroots efforts to promote gender equality highlights the critical role that
community-driven strategies play in influencing public opinion. The “Beti Bachao, Beti
Padhao” movement, spearheaded by passionate activists and local leaders, is a prime example
of an effort of this type. This program has significantly altered beliefs on the intrinsic worth of

girl children, leaving a lasting impression on society.'*

13 Ratna Ghosh, Paromita Chakravarti, & Kumari Mansi, Women's empowerment and education: Panchayats and
women’s Self-help Groups in India, 13(3), Policy Futures in Education (Sage Journals), 294 (2015).

14" Alka Maurya, Women Empowerment in India: A Critical Study along with Scheme of Government, 5,
International Journal of Law, Management & Humanities, 1119 (2022).
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The core of these community-based initiatives is the clever use of cultural and social
connections to subvert and change deeply held prejudices. The initiatives serve as catalysts,
starting a revolution that encourages communities to adopt more gender-sensitive behaviours.
The case studies that follow in this area are carefully constructed investigations that delve into
the subtleties of certain projects and campaigns. A special focus is on the crucial role that local
self-governance plays in inspiring communities to take an active role in society by acting as a
potent catalyst. This participation turns into a pillar of the group's endeavour to destroy

prejudiced customs and foster a climate that supports true gender equality.
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LEGAL FRAMEWORK SUPPORTING GENDER EQUALITY IN LOCAL
GOVERNANCE

The Constitution of India firmly establishes the fundamental idea of equal rights for all citizens,
acting as an unbreakable foundation upholding the superstructure of gender equality. The
clauses in Articles 14, 15, and 16 of the Constitution emphasize this commitment. Together,
these provisions guarantee equality before the law, forbid sex-based discrimination outright,

and offer equal opportunity when it comes to public employment. '3

This constitutional obligation encompasses several levels of administration, including local
self-governing organizations; it is not only a symbolic gesture. The 1992 passage of the 73rd
and 74th Amendments, which added ground-breaking provisions to address gender imbalances
at the local level, substantially enhanced the constitutional canvas. The most significant aspect
of these modifications was the inclusion of a crucial mechanism that required a one-third
reservation for women in ULBs and PRIs. The intentional incorporation of these reservations
was a calculated tactic to enhance women's agency and elevate their perspectives at the highest
levels of local government. The constitution actively encourages gender inclusion by
designating one-third of seats for women in PRIs and ULBs. This move aims to break down
historical obstacles that prevented women from participating in grassroots decision-making
processes. This constitutional provision is a useful tool for encouraging women's active
participation in the political process, as well as a commitment to gender equality. It recognizes
the value of representation in correcting historical injustices and the fact that real gender
equality can only be attained when women are significantly represented in and have influence

over public life's decision-making domains.'®

Significant legislative and regulatory changes have been made in India with the goal of
reducing gender differences in local government. The Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, which
was passed in 2006, and the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, which was
put into effect in 2005, are two important pieces of legislation that have arisen in this context.
These laws provide solid foundations for defining women's rights and protections at the
community level. The Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, 2006, is a crucial first step in

addressing the widespread issue of child marriages in India. The law expressly prohibits these

15 Shridevi S. Suvarnakhandi, Rights of Women in India: Constitutional and Legal Scenario, 3, International
Journal of Law, Management & Humanities, 418 (2020).
16 Supra note 3.
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sorts of actions and imposes heavy fines in order to safeguard the rights of young girls, who

are usually at risk of being married at an early age.

The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005, which recognized the necessity
for comprehensive legislative measures to prevent violence inside the boundaries of
households, also plays a crucial role in protecting women against domestic abuse. By giving
them access to protection orders and legal action, this law empowers women and makes local
homes safer and more secure. Along with these legislative frameworks, India has taken specific
steps to support women's economic advancement, which is in line with the larger goal of
attaining gender parity. Notable advancements in this regard include the National Urban
Livelihood Mission (NULM) and the National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM). The
aforementioned programs provide emphasis on the economic empowerment of women residing
in rural and urban areas, with the goal of augmenting their financial autonomy and fostering
societal equity. With chances for skill development, entrepreneurship, and financial resources,
the NRLM primarily targets rural women. NRLM seeks to empower women in local
communities by promoting economic self-sufficiency, which will allow them to actively
engage in decision-making processes. In a similar vein, the NULM acknowledges the unique
possibilities and problems that come with living in an urban environment while concentrating
on the economic advancement of women in these settings. NULM works to improve the
socioeconomic standing of women in urban local governance systems by removing barriers to

employment and providing funding, support, and skill-building initiatives.!”

When it comes to maintaining and advancing gender justice in local government, the Indian
court is essential. Significant rulings like the Vishaka case and the Supreme Court's ensuing
instructions against sexual harassment in the workplace have had a significant influence on
guaranteeing safe spaces for women in municipal government. '8 any order to strengthen gender
equality, the court serves as a watchdog by interpreting constitutional requirements and filling
any legal loopholes. Furthermore, in order to further uphold the constitutional commitment to
gender-inclusive governance, the courts have played a crucial role in supporting and defending

the reserve of seats for women in municipal authorities. The ongoing transformation of judicial

17 Supra note 3.
18 Vishaka and Ors. v. State of Rajasthan, AIR 1997 SC 3011.
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viewpoints and actions highlights the judiciary's proactive approach to advancing gender

justice at the local level.
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COLLABORATIVE EFFORTS: CIVIL SOCIETY, NGOS. AND PRIVATE SECTOR

The collaborative synergy between civil society, NGOs, and the commercial sector emerges as
a cornerstone in the constant quest of developing gender-inclusive local administration. These
strategic partnerships go across conventional lines and serve as essential channels for bringing
about constructive social changes by utilizing the distinct advantages that each industry has to
offer. Civil society groups play a pivotal role as intermediates in these collaborations, skilfully
conducting nuanced talks that effectively bridge the gap between local governing entities and
communities. The creation of public discourse venues provides a fertile field for the careful
identification of gender-specific issues. These cooperative areas serve as testing grounds for
inclusive policies that are tailored to the particular requirements of the local population.
Through this dynamic interaction, collaborative effort is weaved into the rich fabric of local
gender mainstreaming activities, creating a more powerful and complete approach to attaining

gender equality.”

Within the context of local self-governance, the private sector's diverse contributions,
especially through CSR initiatives, represent a powerful force in the advancement of gender
equality. Conscious companies recognize their essential role as contributors to the
advancement of society and actively direct funds to grassroots initiatives that support women's
empowerment. CSR programs, which include entrepreneurial possibilities, skill development
programs, and vocational training, play a crucial role in breaking down obstacles that hinder
women's advancement. Partnerships between the public and commercial sectors not only
promote economic empowerment but also act as a catalyst to remove ingrained institutional
and cultural impediments. Businesses may create a more equal atmosphere by supporting
activities that promote diversity and inclusion, question established gender stereotypes, and
challenge them. The joint effort to include women in corporate and municipal governance
institutions' decision-making processes becomes a common objective that advances sustainable

development.

NGOs are key elements in the complex fabric of the gender equality field. Their role goes
beyond simple advocacy; it includes everything from grassroots involvement to the actual

execution of specific initiatives that actually assist women and other oppressed groups. NGOs

1 Supra note 3.
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serve as diligent watchdogs that guarantee accountability in the context of local government
by holding authorities accountable for the successful execution of policies that are sensitive to
gender.?’ Additionally, non-governmental organizations play a crucial role in the important
field of capacity development, providing women with the tools and training required to
effectively engage in local decision-making processes. These groups act as knowledge banks,
providing priceless information and insights to support the development of evidence-based
policy. NGOs work in harmonic partnership with local governments to enhance the
effectiveness of gender mainstreaming programs. This results in a more responsive and
inclusive governance framework that is in line with the Sustainable Development Goal 5

objectives.?!

20 Supra note 2.
2 Supra note 3.
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CONCLUSION

The investigation of the functioning of local self-governance in India sheds light on its critical
function in promoting gender parity. Local authorities offer a forum where women's thoughts
and concerns are not only heard but also actively involved in defining policies and activities
through the decentralization of power. Increasing the number of women involved in local
decision-making processes has the power to upend established conventions and spark
constructive social change. Empowering women through local self-governance systems clearly
has a knock-on impact that affects social, economic, and cultural aspects in addition to political
arenas. Sustainable development is based on the complex relationship between gender equality

and local government, which is in line with SDG 5.

As we consider the mutually beneficial link that exists between gender equality and local self-
governance, we must set the path for a more inclusive future. Legislators, community leaders,
and people must all give priority to programs that break down structural obstacles and give
voice to women. This calls for a multipronged strategy that includes inclusive civic culture
development, economic empowerment initiatives, and educational changes. In addition, it is
imperative that advocacy efforts be maintained in order to guarantee the successful execution
of current gender-sensitive laws. To increase the effect of gender equality programs, local
governing structures should work in concert with civil society, non-governmental
organizations, and the commercial sector. Using technology to its full potential can be a game-

changer in this endeavour, offering creative ways to close gender inequalities.

Achieving a gender-inclusive society calls for teamwork and a dedication to confronting deeply
rooted prejudices. It demands a paradigm change in which gender equality underpins all facets
of government and social standards, serving as a core principle rather than just an ideal. Using
local self-governance to empower women is not merely an issue of policy; it is also a catalyst
for social change. Thus, the call to action is in line with the pressing need to establish a setting
in which every person, regardless of gender, may advance the country and reap its benefits. By

achieving this, India may become a leader in gender inclusion and inspire the rest of the world.
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