International Journal of Allied Practice, Research and Review
Website: www.ijaprr.com (ISSN 2350-1294)

Journey of Gender Inclusivity in Indian
Democracy

Dr. Renu Poonia
Associate Professor
OSD (Training) in Election Department, Jaipur, Rajasthan, India

Abstract: This article examines the evolution of gender inclusivity in Indian democracy, highlighting the historical
trajectory of women's participation from the juvenile independence era to the present. It explores key legal amendments,
including the enactment of gender-sensitive laws and policies designed to enhance women's political representation. The
article also delves into the efforts of the Election Commission of India (ECI) in promoting gender equality through
reforms and initiatives aimed at increasing female voter engagement and candidacy. By analyzing these components, the
article provides a comprehensive overview of the progress and ongoing challenges in achieving gender inclusivity within
the Indian democratic framework.
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l. Introduction

India’s journey toward gender inclusivity in elections is a complex and evolving narrative
marked by both significant achievements and persistent challenges. The country, with its rich
tapestry of diverse cultures and traditions, has seen a gradual shift towards recognizing and
addressing gender disparities in political participation.

I1. History of Women's Participation

The Government of India Act, 1935 granted limited franchise to women. The
participation of women Pre-Independence was around 0.2% to 1%. Soon after Independence, the
founding fathers of Indian Constitution granted equal right to vote to all irrespective of caste,
creed, gender, religion or socio-economic status under Universal Adult Franchise. Now, seven
decades and 17 General Elections later, women's participation has exceeded that of men and
stands at more than 67% in 2019 National General Election.
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The constituent assembly formed to draft the Constitution of India, had 15 women like

Sarojini Naidu, Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, Durgabai Deshmukh, Hansa Mehta, Leela Roy and
Begum Aizaz Rasul.In the First General Election of 1951-52, a total of 27,527 booths were
reserved for women voters all over India.
Registering in Electoral Rolls for first time, many women identified themselves as ‘A’s mother',
or 'B's daughter'. The then Election Commission strongly objected; making it mandatory for
women to register by their own name, not as relation to a male family member. 78 million
women voters participated in the First General Election of 1951-52.

I11. Encouraging Trends

India's journey began with the advent of the Constitution in 1950, which laid the
groundwork for democratic governance and aimed at ensuring equal rights for all citizens.
Despite this, gender parity in political representation was a distant goal. The first major step
toward inclusivity came with the reservation of seats for women in local government bodies
through the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments in 1992. These amendments mandated a
33% reservation for women in Panchayats (rural local bodies) and Municipalities (urban local
bodies), marking a landmark move in involving women in grassroots politics. Out of about 2.5
million representatives in local bodies, more than 1 million are women. At present, there are 78
elected women representatives in the current Lok Sabha. Some amendment bills are in pipeline-

* Through the 112th Constitutional Amendment Bill brought to the Parliament in 2009,
50% reservation is to be given to the women in the Urban Local Bodies, not passed yet

* Women Reservation in Higher Bodies Bills have been brought in the Parliament to
provide 33% reservation to women. One Bill was passed in the Upper House of
Parliament (Rajya Sabha) in March 2010 to provide 33% reservation of seats for Women
in the Lok Sabha. Not implemented yet.
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WOMEN ELECTED IN LOK SABHA ELECTION OVER THE YEARS

While the reservation in local bodies opened doors, it often led to token representation
rather than substantive political power. Many women elected through these reservations were
viewed as placeholders for male relatives rather than as autonomous political leaders.

Despite these constitutional provisions, the path to gender inclusivity faced numerous
hurdles. Societal norms and gender biases often limited women's participation in political
processes. Traditional patriarchal attitudes viewed political roles as male-dominated, while issues

such as lack of education, economic dependence, and limited access to resources further
marginalized women.

IV. Voluntary Code Of Parties

In recent years, there have been notable strides in promoting gender inclusivity. The
increasing presence of women in leadership roles across various political parties has been a
positive sign. Additionally, the rise of women-centric political movements and parties has further
underscored the growing role of women in shaping political discourse.

The General Elections-2019 saw a record number of women candidates, though the
overall representation still fell short of equitable participation. Political parties have gradually
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recognized the need to include more women, driven by both electoral strategy and societal
pressures. Some parties have begun reserving a certain percentage of tickets for women, aiming
to increase their representation in legislative bodies.

Benefits of Woman Inclusion-

To the Society

> Touch the Margins of the Society
> Cut across social barriers

> Bring together disparate groups

To the Political Party

> In India, women candidates enjoy more Win ability or Conversion Ratio
(Candidature to Electoral Winner) (11.6% against 6.6% for men)

> Some political parties have fared very well, in applying the Voluntary Code for
Female Participation

> 78 woman MPs (Members of Parliament) out of 543 (14.36%) in the current 17th
Lok Sabha (against the global average of 22.4%)

> Out of 8, three national parties in India led by woman leaders
> Women wings exist in all major parties

> An all-women political party was created in 2007 (United Women Front party)

V. Elector Gender Ratio: Criterion to measure gender inclusivity

In 1971, the Elector Gender Ratio or the number of female electors to 1000 male
electors was 910. In contrast, Lok Sabha Elections 2019 witnessed an Elector Gender
Ratio of 926. India has witnessed increase in Female Electors from 7.8 carors (1951) to
43.1 caror (2019) which in percentage is 452.56%. The rise in the elector gender ratio in
India is a commendable indicator of progress towards gender equality in the democratic
process. This positive trend reflects a growing recognition of women’s vital role in
shaping the nation’s future, as more women are actively participating in elections and
exercising their voting rights. Enhanced voter registration drives, targeted outreach
programs, and increased political awareness have contributed to this rise, bridging the
historical gender gap in electoral participation. As more women engage in the electoral
process, they bring diverse perspectives and priorities to the forefront, enriching the
democratic discourse and contributing to more representative governance. This shift not
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only empowers women but also strengthens the foundation of democracy by ensuring that
the voices of all citizens are heard and valued.
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V1. Case Studies

6.1 Dadal Women Created History

Dadal is a backward village of Rajasthan and Backwardness of Dadal is indicated
by the low female literacy rate (38.73 %) of Jalore district, to which it belongs. Dadal
women had not voted in any LS Election before 2014. Un-written dictated for decades
that women would not vote. ECI undertook sustained voter awareness until the poll day.

Outcome - 47.77 % women exercised their franchise on poll day and the tempo is
continued in Parliamentary Elections — 2019.
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6.2 Milestone Achieved by Bridging the Gender Gap

Female Turnout exceeds Male Turnout in Parliamentary Elections 2019 - 67.18%
(against 67.01% for Males) {+0.17 Point Gap} From -16.71in LS 1962 gender gap has
not just closed but also reversed to +0.17 in LS 2019

This feat has been possible due to various interventions by the Election
Commission of India to encourage more women to vote.

2019 had the most women candidates Voter turnout finally equal for men and women
Female participation has been increasing since independence Female participation has been increasing since 1962
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VII. Endless Efforts

SVEEP (Systematic Voters' Education and Electoral Participation) - an Information-
Motivation-Facilitation (IMF) programme seeks to bring voters to the polls by:

* INFORMING them of the importance of their vote, and

+  EMPOWERING them with Assured Minimum Facilities (AMF) at polling station
«  ENCOURAGING ethical participation in elections

» IDENTIFICATION of gaps and low voter turnout areas

« STRATEGIZING of targeted interventions

SVEEP is a wider terminology includes 360 degree communication for voters' education
and awareness. It includes-
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e Convergence of various Government Departments like Panchayati Raj Institutions,
Agricultural Institutions, Anganwadi/ ANM centres and other grass root institutions
of Government Departments

e Establishment of Centres for Information Dissemination as well as use of Print,
Electronic and Social Media

e Electoral Literacy Clubs- ELCs were launched in 2017 to engage with Future Voters,
New Voters, Communities & Organisations, and Government Institutions &
Corporate Houses.

The motive of ELCs is to educate voters about the electoral process
through engaging, interesting activities conducted in a neutral & non-partisan manner.

» Voter /awareness /forum in Departments, Private Organisations and Institutions
> Electoral Literacy Clubs (New Voters) in Colleges and Universities

» Electoral Literacy Clubs (Community) or Chunav Pathshala for those outside
formal education system

> Electoral Literacy Clubs (Future Voters) in Secondary and Sr. Secondary Schools

e Web Radio- Hello Voters- Radio is one of the most popular media for voter outreach
initiatives. Web Radio Hello Voters is a 24x7 online web audio streaming platform
that airs content from SVEEP teams across the country.

e SVEEP campaigns seek the participation of women voters, no matter where they
relocate to so they can 'carry their vote wherever they go'.

e Audio Visual Campaigns- Reaching out through: National and local TV channels
Adverts in cinema halls, Local song and dance troupes Nukkad Natak (Street plays),
Mass Mobilization, Rallies, Human Chains, Oath Ceremonies,Women Centric
Messaging, Women-focused campaigns, Media or symbols that women easily
identify with Innovative awareness initiatives using vernacular language & folk
imagery, Voting messages on gas cylinders- targeting women home-makers in rural
India.
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e Women Managed Polling Stations- These Polling Stations are managed by an all-
female staff to encourage women voters to head to the polls.

e Door-to-Door Campaigns with the help of ASHA, Anganwadi Workers, Shiksha
Mitras etc. Deploying women volunteers and women campus ambassadors

e Ensure amenities at Polling Booths- All Polling Stations are mandated to have
Assured Minimum Facilities such as:
» Separate queues for women
» Separate toilets for men and women

Priority voting to women

Drinking water and shade

vV YV Vv

Child care facilities and créche on site

Way Forward

Despite progress, significant challenges remain. The underrepresentation of women in
national and state legislatures highlights a persistent gap in gender parity. Socio-cultural barriers,
economic constraints, and political dynamics continue to impede women's full participation in
elections.

Women have not yet achieved equal representation even in ticket distribution due to a
combination of entrenched societal norms, political resistance, and structural barriers. Deep-
rooted patriarchal attitudes often perceive politics as a male-dominated arena, leading to limited
opportunities for women. Political parties, driven by electoral calculations and traditional biases,
frequently prioritize male candidates who are perceived as more likely to win. Additionally,
women face systemic obstacles such as inadequate political mentorship, insufficient financial
resources, and a lack of support infrastructure. These factors, combined with insufficient legal
and policy reforms to enforce gender parity in ticket distribution, contribute to the continued
underrepresentation of women in the political landscape.
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Addressing these issues requires a multifaceted approach. Strengthening legal
frameworks, enhancing support systems for women candidates and fostering a political culture
that values gender equality are crucial steps. Continued advocacy for the Women’s Reservation
Bill and other legislative measures can play a pivotal role in creating a more inclusive political
environment.

VIII. Conclusion

The journey of gender inclusivity in Indian elections reflects a blend of incremental
progress and enduring challenges. While there have been significant strides in increasing
women’s participation and representation, achieving true gender parity remains an ongoing
endeavor. The commitment of political leaders, civil society, and the electorate will be essential
in shaping a more equitable and inclusive democratic process in India.

Women are the Future of Democracy and Democracy is the reflection of Electoral
Literacy!
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