India's election results empower women there
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This month's state assembly elections in India has been welcomed as a vote for democracy but has also resulted in the consolidation of female politicians in prominent positions. 

Women are now increasingly becoming a permanent part of India's political landscape. Though political empowerment of women has still has a long way to go, there is a gradual gender power shift in Indian politics even at the grassroots level.


KRISHNAN: In the southern state of Tamil Nadu, Jayalalithaa, a former movie star who goes by one name swept aside the current government in a bitter fight fuelled by corruption allegations. She was sworn in as the state's chief minister for a third time.

And in the eastern state of West Bengal, the determined 56-year-old Mamata Banerjee emerged as the "giant killer", ending 34 years of Left Front rule on a single point agenda of doing away with Marxist misrule. She stormed the red bastion and crushed the Communist Party of India (Marxist), one of the most successful communist parties in the world.

There have been 13 women chief ministers since India's Independence in 1947 and the list has just become bigger.

So what has been the message from the latest elections? Is the gender balance in politics that is skewed towards men in India, changing?

Psephologist G V L Narasimha Rao explains.

RAO: All these women chief ministers who are ruling their respective states, together if you add all these states they account for nearly half of India's parliament. So I think it is an important trend and all these chief ministers have been propelled to power not because of anybody's mercy, and these are leaders in their own right and they are actually responsible for bringing their respective parties to power in these states. So it is a very encouraging sign.

KRISHNAN: The other important female politicians include Sheila Dikshit, the chief minister of the capital, Delhi, and Mayawati, who runs the most populous state of Uttar Pradesh. 

Sonia Gandhi, the president of the Congress party which is in government right now, remains the most dominant single politician in the country.

The president of India is also a woman, Pratibha Patil and so is the parliament speaker Meira Kumar. 

Sociologist Dipankar Gupta has an interesting observation.

GUPTA: Well in a way it is interesting that so many women are around and especially holding important positions. But I do believe that women are very good as inheritors of political mantle and leadership of their dead ancestors, husbands. I feel that as a woman the chances of breaking the mould are much better. Because in a sense, a woman because she is an outsider in the world of men�. seen as an outsider, when the woman changes the rules of the game in a charismatic kind of way, it is easier to accept in the minds of most people than when men do it.

KRISHNAN: Female representation in politics could change faster if the government gathers its nerve and brings in the women's reservation Bill. It is a bill which is still pending and proposes to provide thirty three per cent of all seats in the Lower house of Parliament of India, the Lok Sabha and state legislative assemblies, reserved for women.

But Shabnam Hashmi, a social activist believes that women are making a difference in the panchayats. These are local self-governments at the village or small town level that constitutes the basic unit of administration.

HASHMI: More and more women are coming at the grassroots level especially the panchayats. That is going to change the politics of the country in a big way, at the policy level. Definitely women's entry into politics is going to bring a major change, 50 per cent reservation for women at the grassroots level.. we are seeing that women are coming up, they are taking responsibilities. Women are asserting themselves and they are taking charge of the politics of the country.
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