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PARTICIPATION IN LOCAL SELF-GOVERNANCE AND EMPOWERMENT
OF SCHEDULED CASTE PANCHAYAT PRESIDENTS IN VILUPPURAM
DISTRICT, TAMIL NADU

ABSTRACT

The Government of India has introduced Panchayat Raj Institutions through the
enactment of 73" Constitutional Amendment Act, 1992. It aims to empower people
through participation in decision-making process and implement development projects
at the grass-root level. The Act institutes a policy of political reservations in local self-
government for the historically disadvantaged social group viz. Scheduled Castes (SC).
Viluppuram District is one among the Backward Districts in the State of Tamil Nadu
(Backward Regions Grant Fund Programme, 2009) having the highest SC population in
the State. The District has 1099 Panchayats of which 322 are reserved for the people
belonging to SC, which is high in number when compared with other Districts of Tamil
Nadu. The SC Panchayat Presidents’ participation in local self-governance and
functioning with their vested powers are pivotal for their empowerment. Therefore, this
study aims to understand whether Panchayat Presidents of SC communities are utilizing
their full power in administration as well as in implementing welfare programmes. The
objective of the study, in general is to understand the participation and empowerment of
Panchayat Presidents of SC community in local self-governance. The specific
objectives are (i) to know the socio-demographic profile of the respondents, (ii) to
understand the mode of entry into the local self-governance by the respondents, (iii) to
assess the level of administrative skills as perceived by the respondents, (iv) to know
the awareness about duties and responsibilities and its fulfillment by the respondents
and (v) to examine the challenges and barriers faced by the respondents in discharging
their duties as Panchayat Presidents. The present study is descriptive in nature. It
describes the level of awareness of Panchayat Presidents about their roles and
responsibilities in local self-governance and empirical data is generated about the
overall development of the panchayat. The research also highlights the various
problems faced by the SC Panchayat Presidents in their panchayat settings. The
required data is generated using self-administrated structured interview schedule. The
researcher has opted census method to cover entire Viluppuram District which is having
322 Panchayat Presidents representing SC. While approaching them for the study, the
researcher was able to get the informed consent only from 221 respondents. The

Xix



generated data is tabulated and analysis is made to fulfill the objective of the study.

The findings of this study will support to formulate necessary policies and development
programmes in the identified areas.

Key Words: Empowerment, Local Self-Governance, Panchayat Presidents,
Participation, Reservation, Scheduled Caste
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

“My idea of Village Swaraj is that it is a complete Republic Independent of its

Neighbours for its own vital wants...”
- Mahatma Gandhi

1.1. Introduction

Gram (village) panchayats are the backbone of India as the country depends on
the villages. India is one of the biggest democracies in the world. The village panchayat
provides decentralised governance at the grassroots level and the structure of panchayat
enables the development of the village in a democratic way. Panch means “five”, ayat
means “assemblies” and panchayat is an assembly of five persons elected by the
villagers. From ancient days villages are the central unit of administration. Panchayat is
the village administration system and process of governance which signifies the
government of a local body restricted within a geographical area. Traditionally, the
panchayat in the village settles the disputes arise between the villagers or individuals in
a community. India has 4000 years long practice of local self-governance which is very
much indigenous and has mention in various literatures and inscriptions (Georgekutty,
2003). Thus, the concept of panchayat or the local self-governance is neither new to

India nor borrowed from the Western countries.

Mahatma Gandhi, the Father of the Nation has believed that India depends upon
the villages for its development. The country can progress productively only when the
backwardness of the weaker sections of the society is removed and the economics is
reformed. In India the Scheduled Caste (SC) and Scheduled Tribe (ST), women and
other disadvantaged are considered as the weaker sections. The aim of village
panchayat is to protect the weaker sections by a representative belonging to their
community, but there was no participation of the weaker sections due to the
predominant caste system which existed in the country. To protect and ensure the
participation of the weaker sections in the democracy, Panchayat Raj Institutions (PRIS)
was framed in 1959. The basic philosophy behind PRIs is to ensure people’s

1



participation in the development programmes which is expected to unleash the arrested
process of change and development (Mishra & Singh, 1993). Though the PRIs exist for
a long time, it is observed that there are inadequate delegation of powers and lack of
financial resources (Harichandran, 1983). In addition, there are insufficient
representations of the weaker sections. To provide status and dignity to the weaker
sections the bill of the Constitution (Seventy-third Amendment) Act, 1992 was
introduced in the Lok Sabhaon 16 September 1991, as the Constitution (Seventy-
second Amendment) Bill, 1991 (Bill No. 158 of 1991) (Open Access Articles, 2014).
The bill has ensured the participation of the weaker sections at the grassroots level
democracy (local self-government), which is considered as an instrument of socio-
economic transformation. The involvement of people at the grassroots level is the most
important means of bringing about socio-economic development. Their participation
empowers them and involves them in the decision making process. A country can
ensure democracy only if there is participation from all the sections of the society in the
governance (Sarma, 2014). Therefore, the panchayat system enables and ensures
decentralization of democracy for socio-economic transformation. This chapter
discusses the various historical methods of governance system in India with emphasis
on the oppression and discrimination faced by SC. Broadly the policy, legislation and
programmes that empower the SC people through PRIs are also discussed. Additionally
it reveals the Constitutional provisions for participation and empowerment through the

local self-governance.

1.2. Panchayat Raj Institutions

In India, Panchayat Raj is the operational form of the concepts of independence,
self-governance and participation. This institution gradually has evolved as a natural
outcome of people’s effort for administering the basic civic services in the village. In
the Vedic period, panchayat meant a council of five people, which looked after civic
administration of concerned villages along with the functions of rural defence and
dispute settlement (Roy, 2012).

At the dawn of India’s freedom, most of the national leaders felt the need to
renew the concept of village panchayat at the village level as a machinery for fighting

poverty and empowering people at the grassroot level through democratic


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lok_Sabha

decentralisation. Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru felt the rationale for self-government from
two different contexts: (a) with a view to extend democracy at the grassroot; (b) in the
context of the need for empowerment of the people and ensuring their participation to
resolve India’s utmost problem of poverty eradication. Today almost all political

thinkers believe that PRIs are obvious for people-centric development of any nation.

The Panchayat Raj system is an avowed model for participation of people in
development administration at the village level. The system serves as a mechanism to
involve people in their own development and train leadership to assume higher
responsibilities and serve people efficiently. The prevailing data reveal that in some
States PRIs have ahieved tremendous progress and there by have won public
confidence. However, in many States, PRIs are faltering. This is due to the difference in

their leadership ability, management skill and political outlook (Roy, 2012).

Article 40 of the Constitution of India has enjoined upon the States to organise
village panchayats and endow them such necessary power as may enable them to
function as units of self-government. Some States have taken initiative, but most of
them have failed to deliver expected results due to lack of finance, lack of people’s
participation, poor representation of weaker sections and absence of any election for
long time. To do away with these problems, a radical reform was introduced in the form
of the 73rd Amendment. This has emerged as a big step towards filling the gaps in the
empowerment of people and village panchayats. It has oultlined the general framework

to be followed in every State in organising the Panchayat Raj system.

1.3. Scheduled Caste People in India

The practice of caste system is prevalent in India. There are four Varnas viz.
Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Sudras. In addition, there is a fifth category (i.e.
Panchamas) that entails the people not included in any of the above categories, but who
are still Hindus. They are SC and ST. The caste division is especially predominant in
the rural areas where the members of the dominant castes control majority of the
resources and are responsible for organizing local festivals, religious activities and

taking judicial decisions (Bryld, 2010).



The Indian society historically has hierarchical caste system which is a rigid,
and occupation-based, in which the relative place of a caste is determined largely by its
traditional occupation. In particular, those performing ‘unclean’ or ‘polluting’ tasks
have been regarded not merely as ‘low’ castes but as ‘untouchables’. The practice of
‘untouchability’ has resulted in great injustice to the members of the SC because they
are discriminated in every respect and denied ownership of productive assets i.e. land,
basic rights like education and equality which resulted in perpetuation of their extreme

socio-economic deprivation.

The 1931 Census has categorized certain castes as ‘Depressed Classes’.
Thereafter, the Government of India Act, 1935 has provided for notification of socially
disadvantaged castes as ‘Scheduled Castes’, and a list of such castes are accordingly
notified in the Government of India (Scheduled Castes) Order, 1936. The elections to
provincial assemblies in British administered areas are held in 1937 under the
Government of India Act, 1935 has reserved seats exclusively for SC candidates. The
Constitution of India, which came into effect on 26" January 1950, inter-alia, has
abolished “untouchability” and has provided several special safeguards for the SC, so as
to ensure that they are able to attain equality with the other social groups in the possible
time. These safeguards have resulted in the introduction of reservations in the elections
to the Lok Sabha and State Legislative Assemblies and reservation in the government

jobs (Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment, 2012).

Since Independence, the government has taken so many efforts to scale up the
social, economic and political position of SC and ST. It has attempted to deal with their
problems in three ways. First, there are numerous constitutional and legal provisions
aimed at removing discrimination against the SC and to grant them the same rights and
privileges as other citizens enjoy. Secondly, there are general development programmes
to aid landless agricultural labourers, slum dwellers in towns and schemes for low
income groups and special schemes for the SC. Thirdly, the government with the policy
of protective discrimination has ensured their representation in Parliament and State
Legislatures, their claim to jobs, education, scholarship, grants and loans
(Sachchidananda, 2007).



The 2011 Census has recorded nearly 20.14 crore people belonging to SC
category in the country. As per the 2001 Census, the number was 16.66 crores. The SC
population shows a decadal growth of 20.8 per cent, whereas India's population has
grown 17.7 per cent in 2011. There are around 9.79 crores of women among the total
SC population. In Nagaland, Lakshwadeep and Andaman and Nicobar islands no SC
have been recorded among their population. Though Uttar Pradesh has the largest
chunk of the total SC population 20.7% (41,357,608) ), Punjab has the largest share of
SC in its population (8,860,179) at 31.9 per cent. Himachal Pradesh and West Bengal
follow Punjab with 25.2 per cent and 23.5 per cent respectively. In Tamil Nadu, SC
account for about 25.5 per cent of the 9,475,475 population (Sivakumar, 2013).

The SC people’s control over the resources of the country is marginal, which is
less than 5 per cent but the total SC population in India is 16.6 per cent as per Census
2001. Close to half of the SC population lives under the Poverty Line (Navsarjan, 2001)
and even more (33.9 per cent) are illiterates (Census of India, 2011). Among the SC,
most of them are landless labourers who are engaged in agricultural work (Ravikumar,
2013). As per 2011 Census, the monthly income of 3.31 crore SC households (about 83
per cent of total SC households) is below INR.5000 (Pandathil, 2015). Less than 10 per
cent of SC households can afford to safe drinking water, electricity and toilets, which is
indicative of their deplorable social condition (Navsarjan, 2001). Moreover, SC are
regular victims of the worst crimes and atrocities, far outnumbering other sections of
the society. The vast majority of these crimes remain unreported owing to omnipresent
fear and crimes that are reported are often ignored by the police personnel or end up
languishing in the backlogged court system. According to National Crime Records
Bureau (NCRB), 2011 there were 39,401 cases registered under the Scheduled Castes
and the Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989 in India. The numbers
increased to 39,512 in 2012 and soared to 46,114 in 2013 (Menon, 2014).

The poverty of SC is a major problem coupled with atrocities against them. The
Tendulkar Committee in 2009 has admitted that 37 per cent of the people in India are
living below poverty line. The Saxena Committee (2009) has indicated that 50 per cent
of the people in India are living below poverty line. Around 80 per cent of SC and ST

are living below poverty line in India (Rosario, 2012).



1.4. Local Self-Governance and Mainstreaming of SC community in the
Pre-Independence period

The Panchayat Raj system is an old concept of local self-government practiced
in India. According to Joshi & Narwani (2011) the historical roots of the local self-
government in India can be traced from the ancient past, though its present pattern of
urban and rural bodies reflect a distinct impact of the British period. The history of the
Panchayat Raj in India can be divided into the following periods from the analytical

point of view:

Table 1.1. Period wise development of local self-governance in India

SI. No. Periods Years
1 Vedic Period 1500 BC to 500 BC
2 Epic Period 1000 BC to 600 BC
3 Ancient Period 2700 BC to 1001 AD
4 Medieval Period 1026 AD to 1756 AD
5 British Period 1757 AD to 1947 AD
6 Post-Independence Period 1947 AD to 1993 AD

Source: Joshi & Narwani (2011)

Historically, every village in the country had a Panchayat which was responsible
for finding the solutions to the local problems within the village itself. Panchayats or
the village councils are as old as India’s history and have been a part of tradition. In his
book, Discovery of India (1946), Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru has provided a fairly
exhaustive idea about the working of the village panchayats in the past India.
Panchayats have vast powers, both executive and judicial and its members are treated
with great respect by the King’s courtiers and the public. Land was allotted by the
panchayats. They have also collected taxes out of agricultural produce and paid the
village’s share to the Kings. Over and above the Village Panchayats or Village
Councils, there was a big panchayat to supervise and intervene, based on need.
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Hierarchically the people of SC are at the bottom in Indian social system. They
are characterized by two key words ‘pollution and poverty’. The stigma of pollution is
attached to the groups, presuming their past or present defiling professions with which
they eke out their livelihood. The stigma is life-long and cannot be eliminated by any
right of expiation. Even though most of them are no longer in the defiling professions,
the stigma still continues