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ABSTRACT

This article examines the impact of the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA) on women’s empowerment in Karnataka. MGNREGA has been instrumental in providing
rural women with access to wage employment, fostering financial independence, and enhancing their
socio-economic status. This study explores how the program has contributed to breaking traditional gender
roles, promoting community participation, and improving the quality of life for women in rural Karnataka.
The analysis also addresses significant challenges faced by women, such as wage disparities, lack of
worksite facilities, and administrative inefficiencies that impede the full realization of MGNREGA'’s
potential. Through a critical examination of both the achievements and limitations of the scheme, the article
provides a comprehensive overview of the regional dynamics influencing women's empowerment in
Karnataka and suggests policy improvements for maximizing the scheme’s impact.
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INTRODUCTION

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), implemented in
2005, stands as one of India's most significant social welfare programs aimed at alleviating rural
poverty and unemployment. By guaranteeing 100 days of wage employment annually to rural
households, the scheme has a direct impact on improving the livelihoods of marginalized
communities. One of its key features is its emphasis on gender equality, mandating that at least
one-third of the total workforce under MGNREGA should consist of women. This provision has
had profound implications for women's empowerment, particularly in rural regions like Karnataka.

Karnataka, with its diverse social and economic landscape, has witnessed both the successes and
challenges of MGNREGA. The program has provided women, especially from economically
disadvantaged and marginalized sections, the opportunity to gain financial independence, break
away from traditional gender roles, and participate in community-building activities. By
examining the role of MGNREGA in empowering women in Karnataka, this study explores how
the program has contributed to gender equality, enhanced social standing, and improved economic
conditions for women

However, while MGNREGA has undoubtedly contributed to women’s empowerment, it also faces
numerous challenges. Issues such as wage disparities, inadequate worksite facilities, social
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barriers, and administrative inefficiencies continue to hinder the full realization of the scheme’s
potential. This article seeks to critically assess both the successes and shortcomings of
MGNREGA in promoting women’s empowerment in Karnataka, providing a regional perspective
on the challenges and opportunities within the state.

The objective of this study is to offer insights into how MGNREGA has reshaped the socio-
economic fabric for rural women in Karnataka, drawing attention to both its transformative effects
and the areas requiring further intervention to ensure long-lasting empowerment.

The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), implemented in
2005, stands as one of India's most significant social welfare programs aimed at alleviating rural
poverty and unemployment. By guaranteeing 100 days of wage employment annually to rural
households, the scheme has a direct impact on improving the livelihoods of marginalized
communities. One of its key features is its emphasis on gender equality, mandating that at least
one-third of the total workforce under MGNREGA should consist of women. This provision has
had profound implications for women's empowerment, particularly in rural regions like Karnataka.

Karnataka, with its diverse social and economic landscape, has witnessed both the successes and
challenges of MGNREGA. The program has provided women, especially from economically
disadvantaged and marginalized sections, the opportunity to gain financial independence, break
away from traditional gender roles, and participate in community-building activities. By
examining the role of MGNREGA in empowering women in Karnataka, this study explores how
the program has contributed to gender equality, enhanced social standing, and improved economic
conditions for women.

However, while MGNREGA has undoubtedly contributed to women’s empowerment, it also faces
numerous challenges. Issues such as wage disparities, inadequate worksite facilities, social
barriers, and administrative inefficiencies continue to hinder the full realization of the scheme’s
potential. This article seeks to critically assess both the successes and shortcomings of
MGNREGA in promoting women’s empowerment in Karnataka, providing a regional perspective
on the challenges and opportunities within the state.

The objective of this study is to offer insights into how MGNREGA has reshaped the socio-
economic fabric for rural women in Karnataka, drawing attention to both its transformative effects
and the areas requiring further intervention to ensure long-lasting empowerment.

This article examines the impact of the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee
Act (MGNREGA) on women’s empowerment in Karnataka. MGNREGA has been instrumental
in providing rural women with access to wage employment, fostering financial independence, and
enhancing their socio-economic status. This study explores how the program has contributed to
breaking traditional gender roles, promoting community participation, and improving the quality
of life for women in rural Karnataka. The analysis also addresses significant challenges faced by
women, such as wage disparities, lack of worksite facilities, and administrative inefficiencies that
impede the full realization of MGNREGA'’s potential. Through a critical examination of both the
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achievements and limitations of the scheme, the article provides a comprehensive overview of the
regional dynamics influencing women's empowerment in Karnataka and suggests policy
improvements for maximizing the scheme’s impact.

MGNREGA: AN OVERVIEW

MGNREGA is designed to provide wage employment for rural households, with the objective of
enhancing livelihood security. The scheme offers at least 100 days of guaranteed employment per
year, targeting unskilled manual labor. Its key features include:

Employment Guarantee: Ensures job availability within 15 days of application.

Direct Wage Payments: Encourages transparency through direct bank transfers to avoid
corruption.

Women’s Participation: Ensures at least 33% of the workforce are women, making the scheme an
important tool for women’s economic empowerment.

ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT

In Karnataka, MGNREGA has become a vital instrument in enhancing women’s financial
independence. Many women, particularly from rural, marginalized, and economically backward
communities, have benefitted from the employment provided by MGNREGA. This has allowed
them to earn a steady income and contribute to their household economy.

Increased Participation: MGNREGA has significantly increased women’s participation in the rural
workforce, allowing them to earn wages and gain financial independence.

Case Study: Women in districts such as Tumakuru and Mysuru have reported an increase in
household decision-making power as they contribute to family income. Many have utilized
MGNREGA wages to invest in education, healthcare, and small-scale entrepreneurial activities.

SOCIAL EMPOWERMENT

By providing rural women with employment opportunities, MGNREGA has contributed to
breaking traditional gender roles. In Karnataka, where women are often confined to domestic
spaces, MGNREGA has opened avenues for them to participate in community-driven projects,
such as road construction, irrigation works, and soil conservation activities.

Changing Gender Norms: Participation in public works has helped women challenge societal
norms that confine them to domestic chores. This has not only improved their self-confidence but
also their standing within their communities.

Increased Social Mobility: With the rise of self-help groups (SHGs) linked to MGNREGA, women
have found support networks that help them address social issues such as domestic violence and
child marriage.
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POLITICAL PARTICIPATION AND LEADERSHIP

MGNREGA has also empowered women to participate more actively in local governance. In
Karnataka, the scheme has allowed women to engage in Gram Sabhas (village councils) where
community work is discussed and planned. This has encouraged greater political participation and
leadership among women.

Leadership Roles: Women leaders have emerged from MGNREGA worksites in Karnataka, taking
on roles in village councils and advocating for women’s rights and welfare.

CHALLENGES FACED BY WOMEN IN MGNREGA IN KARNATAKA

While MGNREGA has undoubtedly contributed to women’s empowerment, there are several
challenges that limit its full potential:

Wage Disparities and Payment Delays

One of the most significant challenges women face under MGNREGA in Karnataka is wage
delays and occasional wage disparities. Despite legal provisions ensuring equal pay, many women
report discrepancies in wages, as well as significant delays in receiving their earnings.

Impact on Livelihood: Wage delays undermine the economic security that MGNREGA aims to
provide, forcing women to rely on informal credit sources, often leading to debt.

Worksite Conditions

The lack of gender-sensitive infrastructure at MGNREGA worksites poses a challenge for women,
particularly those with young children. Many worksites lack basic facilities such as créches,
toilets, and drinking water, making it difficult for women to balance work and household
responsibilities.

Safety Concerns: Poor worksite conditions also raise safety concerns, deterring women from fully
participating in the scheme.

Social and Cultural Barriers

Despite the economic and social benefits of MGNREGA, deeply ingrained gender norms and
caste-based discrimination still persist in rural Karnataka. Women, particularly those from
marginalized communities like Dalits and Adivasis, often face social barriers that restrict their
access to MGNREGA jobs.

Exclusion of Marginalized Groups: Women from marginalized communities often face additional
obstacles, including caste-based exclusion, making it harder for them to fully benefit from the
scheme.
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Administrative Inefficiencies

Bureaucratic hurdles, such as delays in the approval of work projects and lack of awareness about
the scheme’s provisions, create challenges for women’s participation. These administrative issues
prevent the timely allocation of work and the effective implementation of the scheme.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR ENHANCING WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT
THROUGH MGNREGA

To fully harness the potential of MGNREGA in empowering women in Karnataka, several
improvements are needed:

Improving Implementation

Strengthening the implementation of MGNREGA by addressing administrative delays, ensuring
timely payments, and improving worksite conditions is crucial. More effort should be directed
toward building gender-sensitive infrastructure, such as providing créches, sanitation facilities,
and safety measures at worksites.

Increasing Women’s Participation in Governance

Encouraging women to take on leadership roles in local governance will ensure that their voices
are heard. By fostering women’s participation in decision-making processes, MGNREGA can
become a more effective tool for gender empowerment.

Capacity Building and Skill Development

Programs that focus on developing women’s skills beyond manual labor should be introduced. By
offering training in leadership, financial literacy, and entrepreneurship, MGNREGA can help
women transition into higher-paying jobs or become self-employed, further contributing to their
empowerment.

Promoting Inclusivity

Special efforts should be made to ensure that women from marginalized communities, such as
Dalits and Adivasis, have equal access to MGNREGA opportunities. This can be achieved through
targeted outreach programs and by addressing the social barriers that limit their participation.

CONCLUSION

MGNREGA has been a crucial tool for women’s empowerment in Karnataka, contributing to both
economic and social transformations in rural communities. While the scheme has provided rural
women with opportunities for financial independence and enhanced their social standing,
significant challenges remain. Addressing issues like wage delays, inadequate worksite
conditions, and social barriers is essential to fully realize MGNREGA’s potential in empowering
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women. By strengthening the program’s implementation and ensuring inclusivity, MGNREGA
can continue to be a powerful driver of gender equality and rural development in Karnataka.
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