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Abstract:

Women’s representation in legislative bodies is a
key indicator of the depth and quality of democracy.
In Bihar, one of India’s most populous states with a
complex socio-political landscape, the presence of
women in the legislature has historically been low
despite women comprising nearly half of the
electorate. This essay explores the current status,
trends, challenges, and implications of women’s
representation in the Bihar Legislature, focusing
primarily on the Bihar Legislative Assembly
(Vidhan Sabha).

In the 2025 Bihar Assembly elections, women’s
representation increased marginally but remained
modest when compared to their overall share of the
population and voter engagement. Out of the 243
seats, 29 women were elected, making up around 12
% of the Assembly, slightly higher than the previous
term’s 26 women (about 10.7 %) but still far from
gender parity.

This incremental progress must be understood
against the backdrop of broader electoral dynamics.
Women voters in Bihar have achieved historic levels
of participation, with turnout often surpassing that
of men. For instance, women’s voting rates in recent
elections significantly outnumbered male turnout —
an unprecedented trend that highlights women’s
growing influence as citizens and participants in the
democratic process.

Yet, this strong electoral engagement does not
translate into proportional representation among
candidates or elected legislators. The number of
women contesting elections remains low, a
reflection of persistent structural and socio-cultural
barriers. Political parties continue to field relatively
few women candidates, and the overall success rate
for women contenders remains lower than that of
men. District-level data show striking disparities;
while some areas such as Nawada have notable
female representation, other districts have no
women legislators at all, underscoring regional
imbalances within the state.

The underrepresentation of women in the Bihar
Legislature has multiple implications. It limits the

diversity of perspectives in policy formulation,
especially on issues disproportionately affecting
women, such as education, health, safety, and
economic opportunities. Moreover, the absence of
substantive legislative voices may slow progress on
gender-inclusive policymaking, even though women
constituents are increasingly politically active.

Several factors contribute to this persistent gender
gap, including patriarchal norms, limited access to
resources and political networks, and party
strategies that prioritize “winnability” over gender
balance. Despite these challenges, the slow upward
trajectory in women’s legislative representation is
an encouraging indicator that political reforms —
including party nomination practices, candidate
support mechanisms, and possibly future legal
mandates for reservation — could further enhance
gender equity in Bihar’s political institutions.

I. Introduction:

Women’s representation in the Bihar
Legislature reflects both progress and persistent
challenges in achieving gender equality in political
participation. Historically, women in Bihar faced
significant socio-economic and cultural barriers that
limited their political involvement. However,
constitutional provisions such as reservation in
Panchayati Raj Institutions and the enactment of the
Nari Shakti Vandan Adhiniyam (Women’s
Reservation Bill, 2023) have created opportunities
for greater inclusion. In Bihar, women have held
important positions, including that of the Chief
Minister, yet their numerical presence in the
Legislative Assembly and Council remains
comparatively low. Recent elections have witnessed
a gradual increase in female candidates and elected
representatives, influenced by party strategies,
women’s movements, and state-driven
empowerment schemes. Despite these gains,
challenges such as patriarchal structures, limited
resources, political marginalization, and tokenism
continue to restrict substantive participation.
Strengthening women’s representation in Bihar’s
legislature is crucial not only for democratic
inclusivity but also for ensuring policies that address
gender justice, education, health, and social welfare.
The trajectory of women’s political representation in
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Bihar highlights the need for sustained reforms,
capacity-building, and cultural change to achieve
genuine equality in governance.

Key Factors Influencing Representation:

Party Ticket Distribution- Major political parties
often field fewer women candidates, limiting their
chances of electoral success.

Cultural and Patriarchal Norms- Deep-rooted
patriarchy restricts women's political visibility, with
many candidates facing resistance within families
and communities.

Pipeline from Local Governance- The 50%
reservation in Panchayati Raj Institutions (2006) has
created a training ground for women leaders, some
of whom transitioned to state politics.

Electoral Competition- Increased number of Women
contesting elections (up to 75% constituencies in
2010 had at least one woman contestant) reflects
rising aspirations, though success rates remain
modest.

Historical overview:

Early Years (1951-1970s)- In the first Bihar
Assembly (1951), 13 women were elected (4.7%).
In 1957, the number peaked at 30 (11.4%), but this
momentum declined in subsequent decades, often
falling below 5%.

Stagnation  Period (1970s-1990s)- Women's
representation remained marginal, with tokenistic
participation. For instance, in 1967, women formed
just 1.9% of the Assembly.

Revival Phase (2000 onwards)- The turn of the
century saw a modest revival. In 2000, 19 women
entered the Assembly (5.9%), followed by 25
(10.3%) in October 2005. The 2010 election was a
milestone, electing 34 women (14%), the highest in
Bihar's history.

Recent Trends (2015-2025):
2015 Assembly Election- 28 women MLAS (11%)
were elected.

2020 Assembly Election- The number dropped
slightly to 26 (10-11%). Despite progress compared
to earlier decades, this figure indicates stagnation
after the 2010 peak.

2025 Assembly Election- 28 women were elected in
2025 out of 243 seats, which is about 11.5% of the

Assembly. That is a small increase over 2020, when
there were 26 women MLAs (10.7%). A significant
portion of Bihar's 38 districts have no female
representation in the state assembly.

Significance of Women's Representation:

Policy Impact- Greater presence of women
correlates with increased focus on social welfare,
education, health, and gender-sensitive policies.

Democratic Legitimacy- Women's equal
participation ~ strengthens the legitimacy of
democratic governance.

Social Change- Women MLAs serve as role models,
inspiring political participation at community levels.

Challenges:
Low Nomination Rates- Women still constitute less
than 10% of total candidates in assembly elections.

Tokenism- Many women MLAs are relatives of
male politicians, suggesting family-based entry
rather than independent political careers.

Uneven  Geographical ~ Spread- Lack  of
representation in several districts weakens gendered
perspectives in policymaking.

Structural Barriers- Limited access to financial
resources, campaign networks, and political training
hinders competitiveness.

Gender discrimination- It is a persistent feature of
Bihar’s electoral landscape. Even though women
participate in large numbers as voters—often
outvoting men—this political presence does not
translate into equal representation or opportunities
within the electoral system.

Future Pathways:

The fast tract implementation of Nari Shakti Vandan
Adhiniyam (2023)- The Women's Reservation Bill
mandating 33% reservation in state legislatures,
once operationalized, will be transformative for
Bihar.

Capacity Building- Training programs, mentorship,
and political education can help grassroots women
leaders transition to higher politics.

Party Reforms- Political parties must institutionalize
a gender quota in ticket distribution.
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Awareness Campaigns- Societal sensitization is
essential to overcome patriarchal barriers.

II.  Conclusion:

The political representation of women in
the Bihar Vidhan Sabha illustrates both progress and
persistent inequality. From negligible participation
in the 20th century to double-digit representation in
the 21st, women have made significant strides. Yet,
stagnation around 10-11% highlights systemic
barriers. The coming decades, especially with the
implementation of legislative reservation, hold the
promise of a more gender-inclusive Bihar
Assembly. Achieving this will require sustained
institutional reforms, political will, and cultural
transformation to ensure women are not only present
in numbers but also influential in shaping Bihar's
governance.
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