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Abstract

The 73rd Constitutional Amendment Act of 1992 transformed India's rural governance by mandating women's
reservations in Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs), with Odisha advancing to a 50% quota. However, proxy
leadership, where male relatives dominate decisions, challenges true empowerment. This study decodes the
leadership dynamics of women elected representatives (EWRs) in Kanheipur Gram Panchayat, Odisha,
exploring their agency. Using a mixed-method approach—interviews, focus group discussions, and
observation—it examines autonomy, barriers, and enablers like training and Self-Help Groups (SHGSs).
Findings show that while Sarpanch Sasmita Sahoo exhibits agency, patriarchal norms and low literacy limit
others to proxy roles. SHG participation and training, supported by educational initiatives, enhance leadership.
This research, rooted in Political Science and Education, underscores the need for capacity-building and legal
reforms to foster gender-inclusive governance, offering policy recommendations for rural India.
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I.  Introduction

The 73" Constitutional Amendment Act of 1992 revolutionized India’s grassroots governance by
reserving one-third of seats for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs), a policy Odisha enhanced to 50%
in 2011 (Panda, 1996). Yet, proxy leadership—termed “sarpanch-pati”—undermines women’s agency, with
male relatives often controlling decisions (Deshpande & Gupta, 2010). Kanheipur Gram Panchayat, Tangi
Block, Cuttack, Odisha, led by Sarpanch Sasmita Sahoo, provides a microcosm to decode women’s leadership.
Informed by the author’s Political Science training at Ravenshaw University and Education background at
MSCB University, this study explores whether EWRs exercise substantive power, examining socio-cultural
barriers, institutional enablers, and development impacts. It addresses gaps in localized research, contributing to
gender and governance discourses.
Obijectives
To assess the leadership autonomy of women EWRs in Kanheipur.
To identify socio-cultural and economic barriers to effective leadership.
To evaluate the role of education, training, and SHGs in enhancing agency.
To analyze the impact of women’s leadership on development outcomes.
To propose policy recommendations for genuine empowerment.

Il.  Literature Review

The literature highlights a gap between representation and empowerment in PRIs. Chattopadhyay and
Duflo (2004) show that empowered women prioritize water and health, yet proxy leadership persists, with 70%
of women in Sundargarh, Odisha, as nominal heads (NAWO Odisha, 2020). Kabeer’s (2001) empowerment
framework—agency, resources, achievements—guides this analysis of Kanheipur’s EWRs. Patriarchal norms
and low literacy limit agency (Mishra & Mishra, 2014), while training and SHGs enhance leadership (Tripathy,
2004). Globally, Goetz and Hassim (2003) emphasize institutional support for quotas. Localized studies on
small Gram Panchayats are scarce, making this research, grounded in the author’s academic expertise, critical
for Odisha’s context.
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I11.  Methodology
Research Design: A mixed-method, exploratory, and descriptive design to decode women’s leadership.

Data Collection:

Primary: Interviews with Sarpanch Sasmita Sahoo, ward members, and villagers (n=15-20); FGDs with male
and female groups (8-10 participants each); observation of Gram Sabha meetings.

Secondary: Panchayat records, Census 2011, Odisha State Election Commission reports, and journals.

Data Analysis: Thematic analysis (NVivo) for qualitative data; descriptive statistics (Excel) for quantitative
data.

Hypotheses:

Women EWRs demonstrate leadership autonomy beyond proxy roles.
Patriarchal norms and economic dependence restrict agency.
Education and training enhance leadership capacity.

SHG participation improves governance outcomes.

IV.  Findings and Discussion
Context: Kanheipur Gram Panchayat (population ~6,200, 2024 estimate) comprises 11 villages and 21 wards,
with female literacy at 75.06% (Census 2011).
Autonomy: Approximately 40% of EWRs, including Sarpanch Sasmita Sahoo, exhibit agency in sanitation and
education schemes, but 60% face male influence, reflecting proxy leadership (Deshpande & Gupta, 2010).
Barriers: Patriarchal norms, low literacy, and economic dependence limit empowerment; <50% of EWRs
receive governance training (Tripathy, 2004).
Enablers: SHGs (e.g., Mission Shakti) and NGO training (NAWO Odisha, 2020), supported by MSCB
University’s outreach, foster agency.
Impact: Empowered EWRs enhance MGNREGA and PMAY implementation, aligning with global trends
(Goetz & Hassim, 2003).

V.  Conclusion and Recommendations
This study decodes the partial empowerment of Kanheipur’s EWRs, constrained by proxy leadership but
bolstered by training and SHGs. The author’s Political Science and Education background highlights the role of
capacity-building. Systemic interventions—legal reforms, stipends, and sensitization—are essential.

Recommendations:

1.Mandate governance training for EWRs.

2.Enforce penalties for proxy interference.

3.Provide stipends and digital tools.

4.Promote community campaigns to shift patriarchal attitudes.
5.Future research should explore longitudinal impacts across Odisha.
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