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Abstract

The quality of a democratic system depends largely on the extent
to which marginalized groups participate in governance. Dalit
women constitute one of the most disadvantaged sections of
Indian society, facing discrimination based on caste, gender, and
economic status simultaneously. Although Maharashtra has a
strong legacy of social reform, the effective political
representation of Dalit women remains limited. This research
paper examines the current status of political empowerment
among Dalit women in Maharashtra, the barriers to their
participation, the impact of reservation policies, their role in local
self-governance institutions, and measures required for
meaningful empowerment. The study reveals that while structural
barriers continue to restrict their authority, education, self-help
groups, and leadership training have initiated gradual

transformation and Political Realities.
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India is the world’s largest democracy, founded on principles of equality and social justice. However, social
hierarchies continue to influence access to power and decision-making. Dalit women occupy a position of
“triple marginalization” - they are women, belong to Scheduled Castes, and are often economically
disadvantaged. Understanding their political participation is therefore essential to evaluating the
inclusiveness of democracy.

Mabharashtra has historically been a center of social reform movements led by Mahatma Phule, Savitribai
Phule, and Dr. B. R. Ambedkar. Despite this progressive heritage, Dalit women’s presence in political
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institutions remains constrained by social and structural inequalities. Studying Maharashtra offers valuable
insight into both opportunities and persistent challenges in the political empowerment process.

2. Objectives of the Study

1. To understand the nature and level of political participation of Dalit women in Maharashtra.
2. To identify social and economic barriers affecting their political empowerment.
3. To examine the impact of reservation policies in local self-governance institutions.
4. To suggest measures for strengthening leadership development among Dalit women.
3. Hypotheses

e Reservation policies have increased political entry but not necessarily effective power.
o Social discrimination limits decision-making authority.
e Education and collective organization accelerate empowerment.

4. Research Methodology

This study is descriptive and analytical in nature. It relies on secondary data sources such as government
reports, Panchayati Raj records, documents of women’s commissions, and academic studies. Qualitative
analysis has been used to interpret trends and patterns related to political participation and empowerment.

5. Concept of Political Empowerment

Political empowerment goes beyond electoral representation. It includes:
o Effective participation in decision-making
e Ability to influence policies
o Leadership skills
e Awareness of rights
e Social legitimacy
True empowerment occurs when women exercise independent authority rather than symbolic presence.

6. Social Background of Dalit Women in Maharashtra

A majority of Dalit women in Maharashtra reside in rural areas. Their literacy levels are lower than the
state average. Many work as agricultural laborers, daily wage earners, or in the informal sector. Patriarchal
norms often restrict their mobility and public engagement. These socio-economic conditions directly
influence their political participation.

7. Panchayati Raj and Political Participation

The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments mandated reservations for women in local governance.
Maharashtra provides up to 50% reservation in many local bodies, including reserved seats for Scheduled
Caste women. This has significantly increased their numerical presence as Gram Panchayat members,
Sarpanches, and Panchayat Samiti representatives.
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However, the phenomenon of “proxy leadership” is widespread. Elected women representatives are often
controlled by male family members who make decisions on their behalf. This indicates that while formal
representation has improved, substantive empowerment remains limited.

8. Representation at State and National Levels

Participation of Dalit women at higher political levels — State Assemblies and Parliament — remains
extremely low. Party politics requires financial resources, networks, and organizational support, which are
often inaccessible to Dalit women. As a result, their political influence is largely confined to local
governance.

9. Analysis of Barriers

A) Social Barriers

Caste discrimination, social exclusion, and lingering untouchability practices hinder leadership acceptance.
B) Economic Barriers

Election campaigns require financial resources, which many Dalit women lack.

C) Educational Barriers

Limited knowledge of governance structures, laws, and administrative processes reduces effectiveness.
D) Cultural Barriers

Traditional gender norms discourage women’s public participation.

Political Barriers

Limited party backing and exclusion from decision-making networks.

10. Role of Self-Help Groups (SHGs)

Women’s self-help groups have played an important role in building confidence and collective identity.
Through financial savings, group meetings, and leadership roles, women gain organizational experience
and political awareness. SHGs serve as informal platforms for political learning.

11. Government Schemes and Their Impact

Various initiatives aim to enhance women’s participation:
o Reservation policies
e Leadership training programs
e Dalit welfare schemes
o Livelihood and self-employment programs

These programs increase awareness and self-confidence, but uneven implementation limits their
effectiveness.
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12. Case Observations

In several districts, Dalit women Sarpanches have improved water supply, sanitation, school facilities, and
healthcare services. Areas with NGO support and leadership training show stronger outcomes,
demonstrating the importance of capacity building.

13. Discussion

Political empowerment is a long-term transformative process. Legal provisions ensure access, but social
acceptance and institutional support determine real authority. Education, awareness of rights, and collective
solidarity help challenge structural barriers. Without social change, reservation may remain symbolic.

14. Conclusion

The political empowerment of Dalit women in Maharashtra is evolving but incomplete. While
representation has increased, independent decision-making power is still constrained by social hierarchies
and economic limitations. Sustainable empowerment requires structural reforms, education, and supportive
institutions.

15. Recommendations

Mandatory leadership training for elected women representatives

Legal literacy programs on governance and rights

W N =

Financial assistance for contesting elections

4. Integration of political education within SHGs
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