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Abstract

Women have always been an integral part of India’s political
story, even if their contributions have not always received the
recognition they deserve. From the brave women who stood at
the forefront of the freedom struggle to today’s leaders shaping
laws, policies and public debates, their presence has quietly
but steadily transformed Indian democracy. Whether working
through mass movements, grassroots leadership, or national
decision-making, women have continually challenged social
boundaries and pushed the country toward greater equality and
justice.

Yet, their journey has not been easy. Deeply rooted patriarchy,
unequal access to education and resources and limited
opportunities within political parties have slowed their progress.
Despite these challenges, the last few decades — especially up
to 2025 — show a clear shift. More women are stepping into
political roles, voting in large numbers, leading local governments
and influencing public policies. Still, their representation in
Parliament remains far below what a true gender-balanced
democracy demands.

This research paper traces this complex journey by examining
the evolution, achievements, struggles and future possibilities
for women in Indian politics. Using insights drawn from reliable
books, government documents, academic journals, research papers
and trusted online sources, the study highlights how far India has
come and how much further it needs to go. The findings suggest
that promoting women’s political participation is not just a matter
of increasing numbers; it requires long-term structural reforms,
gender-sensitive political education and strong institutional support.
Empowering women in politics is essential — not only for equity, but
for creating a more inclusive, compassionate and effective political
system for future generations.
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Introduction

Women have always been a quiet but
powerful force in shaping India’s political and
social journey. Even long before they held formal
positions of authority, women were influencing
public life - through courage, community
leadership and unwavering commitment to
justice. From Rani Lakshmibai, who became a
symbol of resistance during the 1857 revolt, to
modern leaders like Indira Gandhi, Pratibha
Patil, Sonia Gandhi, Mamata Banerjee, Sushma
Swaraj and Nirmala Sitharaman, women have
consistently shown that political leadership is not
defined by gender but by vision and resilience.
Alongside these well-known names are countless
grassroots women - self-help group members,
panchayat leaders, activists and social reformers —
whose everyday efforts have strengthened India’s
democracy from the ground up.

Yet, despite their long history of courage
and contribution, Indian politics has largely
been shaped by men. For decades, women were
viewed more as supporters of the political system
— as voters or volunteers — rather than as central
participants shaping laws and policies. Although
independence brought hope for equality, progress
was slow and uneven. A major breakthrough
came in 1993 with the 73" and 74" Constitutional
Amendments, which reserved one-third of seats
for women in Panchayati Raj institutions. This
single reform changed the political landscape
dramatically by allowing millions of women,
many entering public life for the first time, to
take on leadership roles in their villages and
towns. Their participation showed that when
women lead, communities benefit through better
priorities in health, education, water access and
social welfare.
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By 2025, India has seen a remarkable rise
in women’s political participation — higher voter
turnout, stronger visibility in social movements,
increased cabinet roles and robust representation
at the grassroots. However, these gains stand
alongside persistent challenges. Women still
struggle with patriarchal mindsets, unequal access
to resources, gender bias in political parties, safety
concerns and limited representation in higher
political offices. Their journey is one of progress,
but also of hurdles that continue to hold back
their full potential.

This research paper aims to explore this
complex and evolving story. It analyzes the
contributions women have made, the obstacles
they continue to face and the changes required to
create a more gender-balanced political system.
By examining historical developments, present-
day trends and future possibilities, the study hopes
to highlight why women’s political leadership is
not only necessary for equality but also vital for
India’s social and democratic growth.

Review of Literature

Scholars studying women’s participation in
Indian politics highlight a journey marked by
meaningful progress but also lingering structural
challenges.

1. Historical contributions : Kishwar
(1998) emphasizes that women were active
contributors to the freedom movement,
shaping early political consciousness. Aziz
(2010) builds on this by examining the roles of
post-independence women leaders, showing
how figures like Indira Gandhi influenced
India’s political direction and global standing.

2. Representation in legislative bodies : Raj
(2017) points to the continuing gap between
women’s share of the population and their
representation in Parliament. Nussbaum
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(2000) stresses that this gap persists due to
structural and cultural barriers and argues
for stronger institutional reforms to make
political spaces more accessible to women.

3. Impact of Panchayati Raj Institutions
: Banerjee and Duflo (2011) show that
reservations for women at the grassroots
level have improved community-focused
policies, especially in health, sanitation and
education. However, Buch (2009) notes
persistent challenges such as resistance from
male counterparts and instances of proxy
leadership, showing that empowerment
requires both legal change and social
acceptance.

4. Contemporary trends : Election
Commission reports (2014-2024) reveal a
steady ruse in women’s voter turnout, often
surpassing men. Despite this, UN Women
(2023) reports that the percentage of women
in Parliament remains below the global
average, indicating slow progress in higher
political representation.

Overall, the literature suggests a mixed
reality : women have become more active as
voters and grassroots leaders, but their presence
in higher political offices remain limited. The
studies collectively point to the need for stronger
reforms, supportive institutions and shifts in
societal attitudes to ensure meaningful political
participation for women in India.

Objectives of the Study

1. To understand how women have
contributed to Indian politics across
different time periods : This study begins
by looking at the long journey of women in
politics — how they participated during the
freedom movement, shaped early democratic
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institutions and continue to influence policies
and public life today.

2. To trace how women’s political
participation has evolved up to 2025 :
This involves examining changes in voter
turnout, leadership roles, party involvement
and representation in various levels of
government to understand how women’s
presence in politics has grown over the years.

3. To explore the challenges that women
leaders still face : The study aims to
identify the real barriers — such as social
expectations, limited resources, gender bias,
safety concerns and lack of support — that
make it difficult for women to enter politics
or progress into leadership positions.

4. To examine the role of constitutional
provisions and political reforms in
empowering women : Special focus is given
to policies like the 73 and 74™ Amendments
and other reforms meant to create space
for women in governance and to assess
how effective these measures have been in
practice.

5. To offer meaningful suggestions for
strengthening women’s political
representation : Bas on the overall findings,
the study aims to propose actionable solutions
that can help ensure women are not only
present in politics but are able to participate
equally, lead confidently and shape decision-
making at all levels.

Hypothesis

This study begins with the belief that women’s
involvement in Indian politics has grown steadily,
yet their presence in higher leadership positions
is still far below what a balanced democracy
should reflect. Even though more women are
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voting, participating in local governance and
taking part in political activities, they continue
to face obstacles that prevent them from moving
into influential decision-making roles.

The hypothesis assumes that these limitations
are not due to a lack of ability or interest among
women, but because of deep-rooted social norms,
limited access to resources, gender bias within
political parties and unequal opportunities. These
factors often make it harder for women to enter
politics or rise through its ranks.

At the same time, the study proposes that
stronger institutional support, gender-sensitive
political training and well-designed reforms
can create real and lasting improvements. If
political environments become more inclusive
and supportive, women will not only participate
in politics but also lead with confidence and
authority.

In essence, the hypothesis suggests that :

*  Women’s political participation is increasing,
especially at the grassroots levels.

* Their representation in state and national
politics remains restricted by systemic
barriers.

*  Meaningful reforms can significantly enhance
women’s leadership and ensure a more
gender-equal political landscape.

Research Methodology

This study adopts a descriptive and analytical
research design, allowing the topic to be explored
from both a factual and interpretive perspective.
The descriptive aspect helps in presenting a clear
picture of how women’s political participation has
developed over the years, while the analytical
approach allows for deeper reflection on the
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reasons behind these trends and the challenges
that still exist.

The research is based entirely on secondary
data, gathered from a wide variety of reliable
sources. These include academic books, scholarly
journals, government reports, publications
from the Election Commission of India, online
research databases and trustworthy news
articles. By using the secondary data, the study
is able to bring together insights from multiple
experts and institutions, ensuring a well-rounded
understanding of the subject.

Main Discussion

 Historical Milestones of Women’s
Contribution : The journey of women
in Indian politics is rooted in the freedom
movement, where women did not wait for
opportunities — they created them. Long
before women held official positions, they
were already shaping the nation’s political
imagination.

Figures such as Sarojini Naidu, Aruna Asaf Ali,
Kasturba Gandhi and Annie Besant mobilized
thousands through their words, courage and
organizing power. Their leadership showed
that political participation is not about titles
but about strength and purpose.

After independence, Indira Gandhi emerged
as a global political force, leading India
through wars, reforms and major social
changes. Her leadership opened doors for
future generations of women.

These early contributions are the pillars on
which contemporary women leaders stand
today. They changed society’s belief about
what women can achieve in public life.

* Representation of Women in Indian
Parliament (1952-2024) :
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Table 1: Women’s Representation in Lok Sabha (1952-2024)

Election Year Total MPs Women MPs % of Women Source
1952 489 22 4.5% ECI
1984 544 43 7.9% ECI
2004 543 45 8.2% ECI
2014 543 66 12.2% ECI
2019 543 78 14.3% ECI
2024 543 74 13.6% ECI

Although women’s entry into Parliament
has grown slowly and steadily, it still reflects a
society where political leadership is seen as male-
dominated. The rise from just 4.5% in 1952 to
around 14% in 2024 is progress, but the numbers

«  Women in State Assemblies :

remind us that women are still underrepresented
when compared to the global average of 26%.

This gap shows the need for stronger political
pathways and support systems for aspiring women
leaders.

Table 2: Average Women’s Representation in Selected State Assemblies (2019-2024)

State % Women MLAs Source
West Bengal 14.6% State Election Commission
Bihar 12.5% Bihar Assembly Secretariat
Rajasthan 9.5% Rajasthan Assembly Reports
Uttar Pradesh 11% UP Vidhan Sabha Records
Tamil Nadu 7.1% TN Assembly Website

State-level representation reveals a mixed
picture. States like West Bengal and Bihar have
taken noticeable steps towards women’s inclusion,
while others continue to show slower progress.
The differences highlight how political culture,
party support and social attitudes vary across
regions.

Despite these variations, one common theme
is clear : wherever women enter legislative spaces,
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they tend to bring attention to social welfare,
health and education issues.

* Impact of 33% Reservation in Panchayati
Raj Institutions : The 1993 constitutional
amendments were a turning point for women’s
political empowerment. By reserving 33%
seats for women in local governance, India
enabled millions of women to experience
political leadership for the first time.
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Table 3: Female Representation in Panchayati Raj Institutions (2023-2024)

Level of Governance

Women’s Representation

Source

Gram Panchayat 46% Ministry of Panchayati Raj
Panchayat Samiti 43% MoPR Annual Report
Zila Parishad 41% MoPR Annual Report

Local governance is where women have
flourished the most. Many women leaders, who
may have never imagined entering politics, now
handle budgets, monitor schools and health
centers and solve community disputes.

This growth shows that when women are
given space and opportunity, they rise with
confidence and reshape local development
priorities.

e Contributions of Eminent Women Leaders

(Till 2025) :

National Leaders : Women at the national
level have shaped policies, diplomacy,
economic reforms and citizen welfare.

1. Indira Gandhi :
critical moments, including war and major

Her leadership during

reforms, redefined India’s political identity.

2. Pratibha Patil : Her election as India’s first
woman President was a symbolic victory for
gender equality.

3. Sushma Swaraj : Remembered for her
compassionate diplomacy and accessibility
to citizens.

4. Nirmala Sitharaman : As Defence Minister
and Finance Minister, she has played a major
role in shaping India’s economic and security
policies.

5. Sonia Gandhi : Influential in the passage

of landmark social welfare schemes like RTI
and MNREGA.
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State-level Leaders : Women chief
ministers have introduced strong welfare-oriented
and inclusive governance models.

1. Jayalalithaa :

schemes like Amma canteens.

Created accessible welfare

2. Mamata Banerjee : Known for her grassroots
leadership style and welfare programs.

3. Mayawati : Focused on social justice and
empowerment of marginalized groups.

4. Vasundhara Raje : Worked on administrative
reforms and women’s safety initiatives.

Grassroots Contribution : Perhaps the most
inspiring change comes from the ground. Millions
of women sarpanches and SHG leaders are taking
charge of sanitation facilities, maternal and child
health, school management, village development
planning and conflict resolution at community
level. Their leadership may not always make
headlines, but it has transformed daily life in
India’s rural areas.

* Challenges Faced by Women : While
progress is visible, women still face multiple
barriers such as :

* Deep-rooted patriarchy, which questions
women’s leadership capabilities.

+ Financial dependency, making it difficult to
fund election campaigns.

* Safety issues, including harassment both
online and offline.

Vol. X1, Issue II (October - 2025)
Impact Factor: 2.2 : IC Value:6.48



Upstream Research International Journal (URI])
A Peer Reviewed Refereed Indexed Journal

*  Proxy leadership, where men control decision-
making behind elected women.

* Low representation in party hierarchies,
limiting opportunities for advancement.

These challenges show that representation
alone is not enough — women also need supportive
political environments.

* Positive Trends Till 2025 : Despite
obstacles, several positive developments
reflect changing attitudes :

1. Women now vote as much as or more than
men in many states, showing rising political
awareness.

2. Increasing visibility of women in ministries,
diplomacy, security forces and policy think
tanks.

3. Growing educational opportunities, digital
access and social movements encouraging
young women to enter politics.

4. A gradual shift in society, where leadership
by women is gaining respect and acceptance.

These trends together mark a slow but steady
transformation in India’s political landscape.

Conclusion

The story of women in Indian politics is one of
courage, persistence and gradual transformation.
From the early days of the freedom struggle to
the diverse political landscape of 2025, women
have consistently stepped forward to lead,
inspire and shape public life. Their influence is
visible not only in national leadership and major
policy decisions but also in the small, everyday
changes happening in villages, towns and local
communities.

Even though the number of women in
Parliament and State Assemblies is still lower than
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what a truly balanced democracy should have, the
direction of change is encouraging. More women
are voting, more women are contesting elections
and more women are proving through their work
that leadership is not defined by gender but by
commitment and capability.

At the same time, real gender equality in
politics cannot be achieved on goodwill alone.
It requires strong institutional support, political
parties that genuinely promote women, safe
and inclusive work environments, financial and
educational empowerment and social attitudes
that respect women’s voices. When these
elements come together, they create a political
space where women can participate freely and
lead confidently.

Ultimately, the growing presence of women
in Indian politics is not just a win for women — it is
a win for the entire nation. Their leadership brings
empathy, balance and a deeper understanding
of community needs. Strengthening their roles
means strengthening democracy itself.

Suggestions

* Implement 33% reservation for women
in parliament and state assemblies : The
Women’s Reservation Bill has the potential
to reshape the political landscape by giving
women a fair share of seats in decision-
making spaces. Once implemented, it can
open doors for countless women who aspire
to serve the nation but currently lack the
platform or opportunity.

* Provide financial support and skill
training for women candidates : Many
women with leadership potential are held
back simply because they cannot afford
campaigning or lack political exposure.
Offering financial assistance, mentorship and
practical training — such as public speaking,
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digital campaigning and legal knowledge
- would empower more women to contest
elections with confidence.

Introduce gender-sensitive political
education in schools and colleges :
Changing mindset begins early. When young
people learn about equality, democratic values
and the importance of women’s leadership,
they grow up with a more inclusive outlook.
Such education can inspire more girls to
imagine a future in public services.

Strengthen laws and support systems
against harassment : Women in politics
often face threats, online abuse and character
attacks. Clearer laws, stricter enforcement
and quick-response mechanisms are essential
to create a safe environment where women
can express their views freely and participate
without fear.

Ensure equal representation in party
leadership committees : Political parties
must show commitment to gender equality
within their own structures. When Women are
included in candidate selection panels, policy
committees and leadership boards, they gain
real power — not just symbolic presence -
within political organizations.

Promote fair and responsible media
representation : Media has strong influence
over how society views women in leadership.
By focusing on their achievements, ideas
and governance rather than stereotypes or
personal details, media can play a crucial
role in changing public perceptions and
encouraging more women to enter politics.

Strengthen capacity-building programs
in Panchayati Raj Institutions : At the
grassroots level , many women leaders
are stepping into public roles for the first
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time. Providing them with ongoing training
in budgeting, planning, communication,
technology and law will help them lead more
confidently and independently, reducing the
chances of “proxy leadership”.
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