
Women Empowerment through Local 
Governance: A Case Study of Grassroots 

Leadership under Panchayati Raj 
Institutions 

Abstract 

Women's meaningful participation in local governance remains a 
critical yet underexplored dimension of inclusive rural development. 
While legislative mandates have expanded women's numerical 
representation in decentralized governance structures across the 
Global South, the translation of formal inclusion into substantive 
political agency and community-level development outcomes is 
neither automatic nor uniform. This paper examines how women's 
grassroots leadership within India's Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) 
can generate measurable improvements across multiple development 
domains. Grounded in Kabeer's (1999) multidimensional 
empowerment framework and decentralization theory, the study 
employs a qualitative case study methodology, drawing on secondary 
sources, policy documents, and publicly available governance records 
to analyze leadership practices and outcomes in Soda village, 
Rajasthan. The findings demonstrate that women-led governance, 
when institutionally supported, produces tangible gains in water 
resource management, sanitation infrastructure, educational access, 
and financial inclusion.  

 



 

Women participating in a local governance consultation forum, illustrating 
grassroots political engagement and collective decision-making in action 

 

The case further reveals that female leadership can actively reshape 
community participation norms, reinforcing accountability within local 
governance systems. Structural barriers, including patriarchal 
resistance, limited administrative capacity, and bureaucratic inertia, 
nonetheless constrain effectiveness, underscoring that 
reservation-based representation alone is insufficient for sustained 
empowerment. The study contributes an analytically grounded 
illustration of how educated women leaders operating within 
decentralized governance frameworks can function as catalysts for 
integrated rural development. The findings carry implications for 
institutional design, capacity-building policy, and the broader project of 
gender-responsive governance in developing country contexts. 
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Introduction 

The relationship between women's political participation and 
development outcomes has occupied a central place in gender 
governance scholarship for over two decades. Theoretical frameworks 
linking decentralization to improved service delivery and democratic 
accountability have long emphasized the importance of citizen 
participation at the local level (Ribot, 2002). Yet the gendered 
dimensions of this participation, who leads, under what conditions, 
and with what measurable effect, remain subjects of active scholarly 
inquiry. In India, the constitutional entrenchment of local 
self-governance through the 73rd Amendment Act of 1992 created a 
structural opportunity for women's political inclusion at the grassroots 
level, mandating a minimum one-third reservation for women in 
elected Panchayati Raj Institution (PRI) seats. Despite this legislative 
intervention, a persistent gap endures between formal representation 
and substantive empowerment. 

Existing research confirms that women's presence in local governance 
bodies correlates with greater prioritization of social welfare, health, 
water, and education-related expenditures (Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 
2004; Jha & Mathur, 2019). However, the conditions under which 
women leaders move from symbolic representation to transformative 
governance practice remain insufficiently theorized. Many studies 
focus on aggregate electoral data or survey-based attitudinal 
measures, leaving the micro-level dynamics of women-led institutional 
change underexplored. In particular, the pathways through which 



individual leadership agencies interact with structural constraints,  
patriarchal norms, bureaucratic gatekeeping, and resource limitations,  
to produce or impede development outcomes are rarely examined in 
depth. 

 

 

This framework shows how women’s leadership in decentralized governance 
drives empowerment and rural development outcomes 

 



 

This paper addresses that gap through an in-depth qualitative case 
study of Soda village in Rajasthan, where the election of a women 
Sarpanch in 2010 catalyzed a series of governance reforms with 
documented welfare implications. The study is guided by three 
interconnected research questions: first, in what ways did women's 
leadership within a PRI framework translate into concrete 
development interventions, second, what structural and normative 
barriers conditioned this leadership, and third, what theoretical insights 
does this case offer for understanding the relationship between 
gendered political agency and decentralized governance 
effectiveness? 

By situating the case analysis within Kabeer's (1999) tripartite 
empowerment framework, encompassing resources, agency, and 
achievements, and drawing on decentralization theory, this paper 
argues that women's grassroots leadership, when institutionally 
sustained, represents not merely a representation gain but a 
qualitative shift in governance orientation. The remainder of the paper 
is organized as follows: Section 2 reviews the theoretical and 
empirical literature; Section 3 outlines the methodological approach; 
Section 4 presents the case study findings; Section 5 offers analytical 
discussion; and Section 6 concludes with theoretical contributions, 
policy implications, and directions for future research. 

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

2.1 Decentralization and Democratic Governance 

Decentralization, the transfer of political authority, administrative 
responsibility, and fiscal resources from central to subnational 
governments, has been theorized as a mechanism for improving 
governance responsiveness, citizen participation, and public service 



delivery (Ribot, 2002). In democratic contexts, proximity between 
elected representatives and constituents is expected to generate 
stronger accountability relationships, incentivizing local officials to be 
more attuned to community needs (Oomen, 2008). India's three-tier 
PRI structure, established under the 73rd Constitutional Amendment, 
operationalizes this model by devolving planning and implementation 
responsibilities across village, block, and district levels. 

Empirical evidence on decentralization outcomes is, however, mixed. 
While local governance can enhance participation and responsiveness 
under favorable conditions, it may also reproduce existing social 
hierarchies and elite capture when institutional safeguards are absent 
(World Bank, 2001). This tension between the emancipatory potential 
and structural limitations of decentralization is particularly salient when 
viewed through a gender lens. 

 

2.2 Gender, Representation, and Governance 

The relationship between women's political representation and 
governance outcomes has been empirically examined across multiple 
decentralized contexts. Chattopadhyay and Duflo's (2004) seminal 
study of West Bengal and Rajasthan demonstrated that villages 
governed by women Pradhan invested more in infrastructure and 
services that women prioritized, providing causal evidence for the 
policy relevance of gendered representation. Jha and Mathur (2019) 
further documented that women-led panchayats exhibited stronger 
performance in health and education service delivery. Beaman, Duflo, 
Pande, and Topalova (2012) identified a normative effect: sustained 
female leadership altered community perceptions of women's 
leadership capacity, reducing gender bias over time. 



Despite these gains, structural constraints substantially limit women's 
effectiveness in local governance. Datta (2007) identified patriarchal 
household and community norms as primary barriers, often producing 
"proxy representation" in which male relatives exercise de facto 
decision-making authority. Administrative illiteracy, financial 
dependence, and inadequate training further diminish women leaders' 
capacity to navigate bureaucratic systems (Datta, 2007). 
Understanding how individual leaders overcome or negotiate these 
barriers is therefore essential for moving beyond aggregate 
representation metrics toward a more nuanced account of governance 
agency. 

 

2.3 Conceptualizing Women's Empowerment 

This paper operationalizes empowerment through Kabeer's (1999) 
framework, which identifies three interrelated dimensions: resources 
(material, human, and social inputs that enable agency), agency (the 
capacity to define goals and act upon them), and achievements 
(outcomes in individual and collective welfare). Applied to governance 
contexts, this framework allows for the disaggregation of 
empowerment into political, social, and economic domains.² Political 
empowerment refers to meaningful participation in collective 
decision-making. Social empowerment encompasses improvements in 
health, education, and community welfare. Economic empowerment 
denotes access to financial resources and livelihood opportunities. 
This tripartite lens provides the analytical architecture for interpreting 
the case study findings presented below. 

Methodology 



3.1 Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative single-case study design, a 
methodological approach that enables in-depth, contextually sensitive 
examination of governance processes within a real-life setting (Yin, 
2014).³ Case study methodology is particularly well-suited to research 
questions oriented toward process explanation, how and why certain 
outcomes occur, rather than frequency or generalizability across 
populations. Given the study's focus on the micro-level dynamics of 
women's leadership within a specific institutional context, this design 
is methodologically appropriate. 

 

3.2 Case Selection 

Soda village, Rajasthan was selected on theoretical grounds as an 
information-rich case exhibiting the phenomenon of interest: a 
documented instance of women's grassroots leadership within the PRI 
framework producing measurable development outcomes. The case is 
not proposed as statistically representative of Indian rural governance. 
Rather, it is treated as an illustrative case through which theoretically 
significant insights can be generated and examined.⁴ 

 

3.3 Data Sources 

Analysis draws on secondary literature, peer-reviewed empirical 
studies, policy documents relating to PRI governance and the 73rd 
Constitutional Amendment, and publicly available governance records 
pertaining to the Soda village administration. Documentary sources 
were analyzed thematically, with attention to governance 
interventions, leadership strategies, structural barriers, and community 
outcomes. 



 

3.4 Methodological Limitations 

The study's reliance on a single case necessarily constrains the 
generalizability of its findings. The particular characteristics of the 
Soda case, including the educational background and professional 
profile of the elected leader, may not be transferable to contexts where 
women representatives lack comparable resources or institutional 
support. Furthermore, the absence of primary data collection, 
including interviews or direct ethnographic observation, limits the 
ability to assess the subjective dimensions of empowerment and the 
lived experience of governance participation. These limitations are 
acknowledged as conditions for interpreting the analysis that follows, 
and they inform the directions for future research proposed in the 
conclusion. 

 

Case Study: Women's Grassroots Leadership in Soda 
Village, Rajasthan 

 

4.1 Contextual Background 

Soda village in Rajasthan presented, at the time of the study's focal 
period, a configuration of development challenges representative of 
broader rural deprivation patterns in northern India. These included 
severe groundwater depletion, inadequate sanitation infrastructure, 
limited road connectivity, poor healthcare access, and persistently 
high educational dropout rates, particularly among girls (Rajawat, 
2016). Financial exclusion was extensive, with limited access to formal 
banking services constraining household economic security and 



women's economic participation. These conditions aligned with 
documented patterns of rural underdevelopment in decentralized 
settings, where weak institutional capacity and historical neglect 
compound structural inequalities (World Bank, 2001). 

In 2010, Chhavi Rajawat was elected Sarpanch of Soda village. Unlike 
many rural elected representatives, Rajawat held postgraduate 
qualifications and professional experience outside the village — a 
profile that shaped both her governance approach and the nature of 
the barriers she subsequently encountered. Her leadership trajectory 
offers a useful, if specific, lens through which to examine how 
individual agency interacts with institutional structures in the PRI 
context. 

 

4.2 Governance Interventions and Development Outcomes 

Rajawat's administration pursued a cluster of targeted reforms 
addressing the village's principal development deficits. In the domain 
of water management, the administration oversaw the restoration of 
traditional water reservoirs and the implementation of rainwater 
harvesting structures, engaging community members directly in 
conservation practices. These interventions responded to a pressing 
material need while simultaneously reinforcing community ownership 
of natural resource governance. 

Sanitation infrastructure was substantially expanded through the 
construction of household and community toilets, supported by 
hygiene awareness campaigns that engaged women directly as both 
participants and advocates. This approach is aligned with research 
demonstrating that women leaders tend to prioritize sanitation and 
health outcomes more consistently than their male counterparts 
(Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2004). Road connectivity improvements and 



the installation of solar street lighting addressed both mobility 
constraints and safety concerns, with particular relevance to women's 
freedom of movement within and beyond the village. 

Educational interventions included physical upgrades to school 
infrastructure, the introduction of digital literacy tools, and 
community-level campaigns to reduce dropout rates. Financial 
inclusion was advanced through the establishment of formal banking 
facilities in the village and the formation of women's self-help groups 
(SHGs), which provided women with access to collective savings 
mechanisms and microcredit. These SHGs simultaneously functioned 
as platforms for women's economic participation and political voice, 
illustrating the interconnected nature of empowerment dimensions. 

4.3 Structural Barriers and Leadership Constraints 

The governance trajectory in Soda was not unimpeded. Rajawat's 
administration encountered resistance rooted in entrenched political 
interests, caste hierarchies, and gender-based skepticism regarding 
women's authority (Rajawat, 2016). These barriers are consistent with 
Datta's (2007) findings regarding patriarchal resistance to women's 
governance authority in rural Rajasthan and elsewhere. Bureaucratic 
delays in fund disbursement and administrative approvals further 
constrained the pace and scope of reform implementation. 

What distinguished the Soda case from instances of failed or 
constrained women's leadership was the combination of individual 
agency, including strategic negotiation with state-level bureaucracies 
and media engagement, with sustained community participation. The 
mobilization of community members as active stakeholders, rather 
than passive beneficiaries, created a form of distributed accountability 
that proved resilient to political obstruction. 

 



Discussion 

5.1 Theoretical Interpretation: Empowerment Across Three 
Dimensions 

The Soda case provides empirical grounding for each of the three 
empowerment dimensions identified in Kabeer's (1999) framework. At 
the political level, the Sarpanch's exercise of decision-making 
authority within the PRI structure represented meaningful political 
agency rather than proxy representation, a distinction with significant 
analytical and normative weight. Her engagement with state-level 
actors, management of inter-institutional negotiations, and 
mobilization of public accountability mechanisms all constituted 
expressions of substantive political empowerment. 

Social empowerment was evident in the measurable improvements 
across sanitation coverage, school enrollment, and healthcare access. 
These outcomes are consistent with the broader literature linking 
women's governance participation to prioritization of human 
development (Jha & Mathur, 2019). Economic empowerment operated 
through the financial inclusion mechanisms, banking access and SHG 
formation, that both enhanced household-level economic security and 
created infrastructures for collective women's economic participation. 

 

5.2 Decentralization, Accountability, and Gendered Leadership 

The case supports and refines decentralization theory's claims 
regarding local accountability. Ribot's (2002) framework posits that 
devolved governance improves responsiveness when local 
representatives are genuinely accountable to citizens rather than to 
superior bureaucratic authorities.  

 



 

A feedback loop connecting women’s PRI leadership, policy responsiveness, 
welfare gains, and accountability 

 

The Soda experience suggests that women's leadership may intensify 
this accountability dynamic under certain conditions: when women 
leaders have strong community legitimacy, administrative 
competence, and access to higher-level institutional networks, the 
accountability loop between governance and community welfare 
appears to function more robustly. This is not a deterministic claim, the 
evidence base is a single case, but it contributes a theoretically 
significant observation to the broader decentralization literature. 

 

5.3 Agency, Structure, and the Limits of Representation 

The barriers encountered in Soda also illuminate the structural ceiling 
above which individual agency alone cannot easily move. Reservation 
mandates brought women into formal governance roles, but could not 



themselves alter the patriarchal norms, bureaucratic cultures, and 
resource asymmetries that condition governance effectiveness.  

 

 

Conceptual diagram of structure–agency dynamics in women’s local governance 

 

This finding reinforces arguments in the gender governance literature 
that formal inclusion must be complemented by substantive 
institutional support, including training, mentorship, administrative 
capacity-building, and protection against proxy representation, to 
translate into genuine empowerment (Datta, 2007; Beaman et al., 
2012). 

 

Conclusion 



6.1 Summary of Core Findings 

This paper set out to examine how women's grassroots leadership 
within India's PRI framework generates development outcomes and 
what conditions shape that process. The Soda village case 
demonstrates that women-led local governance, when institutionally 
supported and community-engaged, can produce integrated gains 
across political, social, and economic empowerment dimensions. 
Governance interventions in water management, sanitation, 
education, and financial inclusion were not only materially significant 
but also reinforced participatory norms and community accountability, 
outcomes that extend beyond any single development sector. 

 

6.2 Theoretical Contribution 

The study contributes to existing scholarship in two ways. First, it 
provides an analytically structured application of Kabeer's (1999) 
empowerment framework to a PRI governance context, demonstrating 
the framework's utility for disaggregating and interpreting multisectoral 
governance outcomes. Second, it extends decentralization theory by 
examining how gendered leadership characteristics interact with 
institutional structures to shape accountability dynamics, a dimension 
of local governance effectiveness that quantitative studies of 
representation cannot fully capture. 

 

6.3 Policy Implications 

The findings carry concrete implications for governance policy in India 
and comparable decentralized settings. Reservation mandates, while 
necessary, represent a minimum condition rather than a sufficient 
mechanism for women's empowerment. Sustained investment in 



leadership capacity development, administrative training, mentorship 
networks, and protection against proxy representation are essential 
complements to numerical inclusion. Institutional frameworks that 
enable women leaders to engage effectively with higher-level 
bureaucracies, securing resource transfers and technical support, are 
particularly critical for resource-constrained village contexts. 

 

6.4 Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

The study's limitations are significant and warrant explicit 
acknowledgment. Single-case methodology precludes statistical 
generalization, and the distinctive profile of the Soda leader, educated, 
professionally experienced, and media-connected, may represent an 
enabling constellation of characteristics not widely shared among 
women elected to PRI positions. The reliance on secondary sources 
further limits access to the experiential and relational dimensions of 
governance processes. Future research would benefit from 
comparative multi-case designs that include women leaders with 
varying educational and socioeconomic profiles, as well as from 
primary qualitative data collection through interviews and participatory 
methods. Longitudinal studies tracking governance outcomes across 
electoral cycles would further illuminate questions of institutional 
durability and knowledge transfer. 
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Footnotes 

¹ Panchayati Raj Institutions function through a three-tier decentralized 
governance structure comprising the Gram Panchayat (village level), 
Panchayat Samiti (block level), and Zila Parishad (district level), each 
with distinct administrative and developmental responsibilities. 

² This operationalization draws directly on Kabeer (1999), who defines 
empowerment as an expansion in the ability to make strategic life 
choices, conceptualized across the interrelated dimensions of 
resources, agency, and achievements. 

³ Yin (2014) defines the case study as an empirical inquiry that 
investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth within its 
real-world context, particularly when the boundaries between 
phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident. 

⁴ The use of an illustrative rather than representative case follows the 
logic of theoretical sampling, in which case selection is guided by the 
conceptual significance of the case rather than its statistical typicality 
(Yin, 2014). 
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