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* Republic of India: Emergence
~ of a Competitive Party System
~ and Civil-Society Space

Sandeep Shastri

The last three decades of Indian politics have seen a fundamental change in
the nature and structure of political competition. The states have become
the new centre of politics. The results of the 2014 national elections to the
lower house of Parliament underscored this point. This change is not the
by-product of any constitutional amendment or legal reform. It is a natural
corollary to the cut-and-thrust of political party competition. Since the last
decade of the twentieth century, India has witnessed the replacement of a
one-party dominant system by a competitive multi-party system.

This party system has a few distinct features. It was caused by the gradual
erosion of the support base of the Congress Party. The space vacated by the
Congress was not occupied by any one party but by several parties. The
principal opponents of the Congress Party, therefore, varied significantly
across the states. A natural consequence of this development was the emer-
gence of the states as the visible sites for political contestation.! Meanwhile,
the limited space to manoeuvre among civil-society groups in the political
domain made political parties the key players in the federal system. Recent
developments involving a segment of a civil-society movement transforming
itself into a political party and coming to power in one of the states is an
indicator of a new trend.?

Politics and Society

Since its independence in 1947, India has had a stable, federal, parliament-
ary democracy. Over the years, the broad institutional framework of gov-
ernment has remained largely unchanged, even as the reality of politics
has triggered significant developments across the political spectrum. In the
last six decades, the dynamics of politics has brought in its wake multi-
track changes: deepening of the democratic process,’ more intense electoral
competition,* expanding democratic space,’ power-sharing arrangements
in the working of the parliamentary system,® assertion of “state rights” in
the federal process,’ transformation in the nature of party competition and
politics,® and greater visibility of civil-society organizations and initiatives.’
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The Polity

The parliamentary system was part of the “legacy package” bequeathed
to the country by years of British colonial rule. Given the familiarity of \
the political elite with the working elements of parliamentary government
during British rule, a parliamentary system faced little serious competition
and emerged as the natural choice of the framers of the Constitution.' It
symbolized the legitimization of an existing organizational arrangement.
key architect of the constitutional edifice described the choice of the parlia-
mentary system as a vote for responsibility over stability.!! Having opted for
the federal system, the constitution makers decided to replicate the parlin-f
mentary system created for the federal government in each of the Union’s
states.

The country also consciously chose federalism. Given its large geograph c
size and the human diversity that had to be effectively represented, the
choice of a federal arrangement was enshrined in the Constitution. Although '
many observers have described India’s federal system as essentially ha ing
unitary features or at best quasi-federal features, scholars of Indian federal-
ism have asserted that when a country designs its federal system, it keeps in
mind its historical circumstances and specific requirements.'? Federalism
is rightly defined as a “question of degree.”* India, in this regard, is no
exception. : A

The federal scheme as represented in the Constitution places a premi
on the role of the federal government.' This was considered vital for en
suring the country’s unity and integrity. India’s states do not have their.
own constitutions.'? A single document details the constitutional provisions.
for organizing both the federal and the state governments. Given the fact
that independent India involved the coming together of territories that wert
part of British India and several princely states, an interim arrangement of
organizing states was worked out until a thorough reorganization of states
was undertaken. In 1956, when the states were re-organized, the union
consisted of fourteen states and seven Union territories.'® Today, there are
twenty-nine'’ states and eight Union territories. Since 1994, local govern
ment has been accorded a constitutional status as the third order of govern-
ment in the federal structure.

Elections for the lower houses of the federal Parliament and state legis-
latures are first-past-the-post (FPTP) elections. This is another British
legacy. In the recent past, especially with the emergence of a competitive
multi-party system, a debate has emerged on the need to reform the elector- 3
al process.'* Many have pleaded for an electoral system that more fairly rep-
resents the voter’s choice and prevents a “winner-takes-all” cascade. The
system does not provide for direct democratic checks (e.g., referendum,
initiative, or recall) in either the federal or state arenas. In most states, the |
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rural local-government system provides for a Grama Sabha (village assem-

bly which all adult villagers can attend) twice a year, in which the elected
representatives in the local arena are required to present before the Grama
Sabha the welfare programs implemented during the past six months.

The nature of the federal design as enshrined in the Constitution clearly
tilts the balance of power in favour of the federal government. The context
of the primacy of the federal government was the belief that the count ry’s
unity and integrity would best be protected by a well-endowed federal gov-
ernment. Several indications in the constitutional framework illustrate this
fact. The Constitution’s reference to India as a “Union of States” bears
testimony to this fact. Further, single citizenship (citizenship of only the
country and not the states), a single constitution, initiation of constitutional
amendments only by the federal government, a single integrated judicial
system, and an elite All-India civil-service system all point to the prepon-
derance of the role envisaged for the federal government. The Constitution
also has a special provision relating to emergency powers, under which
the federal government can take over the administration of a state on the
grounds of a “breakdown” of a state’s constitutional machinery.?” Even in
the distribution of powers between the different orders of government, the
decisive role of the federal government is delineated clearly. Though the
name of the federal upper house—the Rajya Sabha—translates to mean
“House of the States,” its membership and powers provide no proof of its
being a body intended to represent and protect state interests in the federal
arena.?! The few exclusive powers it enjoys are largely meant to endorse
initiatives that may be taken by the federal government on matters of inter-
governmental relations or intervention by the federal government in state
affairs.

The nature of the party system had a critical impact on the dynamics of
federal governance and federal-state relations. For three decades after in-
dependence (until 1977), the country was dominated by one political party
controlling the federal government. The Indian National Congress®? not
only monopolized federal power for the first three decades after independ-
ence but also was the dominant political force in most of the states during
this period.? In 1977, it was voted out of power to return once again in
three years (1980) with a decisive victory in the feden] elections. It re-
mained in power for close to a decade (until late 1989). Since 1989, in the
federal arena, the country has seen only coalition governments or minority
governments involving different political formations.**

Several factors contributed to the gradual eclipse of the Congress monop-
oly. The Congress Party had been in the forefront of the freedom movement
and was virtually unchallenged as the ruling party in the initial years after
independence. Over time, the party witnessed splits asinfluential leaders
left the party and formed their own parties due to idedogical differences
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or personality clashes. During the years of the freedom struggle and in the "
first decades after independence, the Congress had been a rainbow coali-
tion of different social groups. With increasing competition for power and
distribution of benefits of office, this social coalition experienced cracks.
The broad social base of the Congress began to erode, and new political
formations began to represent specific social interests. A linked develop-
ment was the rise of state-based parties as direct opponents of the Congress
Party. The polity has thus transitioned from a one-party dominant system
to a competitive multi-party system since the late 1980s. This development
also reflects the changing dynamics of party politics in the states. Many
observers would assert that the developments of the last two decades are
clearly an assertion of states’ rights and that the states are today at the cen-
tre of Indian politics. ‘

In the area of coordinating the delivery of public services and protecting ,‘
citizens’ rights, several civil-society organizations have been operatmg_-
across the country. In recent years, the media too has focused on the role
of civil-society groups in drawing attention to problems faced by ordinary |
citizens and their efforts in ensuring efficiency in service delivery and pro-
tection of basic rights. As a conscious effort, most civil-society groups have
maintained a distance from mainstream politics. In many cases, they have
sought to project their activities as visible and viable alternatives to main-
stream politics as pursued by the political parties. This has often placed
them at cross-purposes. Furthermore, given the fluidity of party organiza-
tions in the local arena, civil-society organizations have frequently stepped |
in to discharge the interest-articulation function that local party units were
expected to perform.

Social and Economic Structures

billion people, it is the second-most populous country in the world and
has the distinction of being the largest democracy. Given its multi-religious
complexion, secularism is enshrined as one of its founding principles. More |
than 80 percent of the population is Hindu. Muslims constitute the lar- \
gest minority, making up over 13 percent of the population. Christians and
Sikhs each account for around 2 percent of the population. There is a small
presence of followers of Buddhism, Jainism, Zorastrianism, and Judaism.

The caste system was a traditional form of social stratification. It still has
a critical influence in both politics and social relations.” Rather than repre-~
senting traditional hierarchies, it is today an important assertion of identities.
Caste is no longer associated with its traditional role but is now an 1mpon-l
ant marker for seeking political office and is often the basis of compemiu
politics. The government policy of reservations (i.e., affirmative action) in
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both the political domain and the fields of education and public employment
has resulted in the upward mobilization of the traditionally deprived social
groups. Political party support and competition often run along caste lines,
not so much as a result of people belonging to a similar caste but more due
to the commonness of the life experience shared by the people belonging to
a caste. 4

Diversity based on language has been an important dimension of Indian
society. The Constitution accords an official status to twenty-two different
languages. There are several more dialects spoken across the country. The
2001 census showed that as many as twenty-nine languages are spoken by
more than a million people. Another 122 are each spoken by over ten thou-
sand people. In the first round of state formation, the principal factor that
determined and defined the creation of states was the criterion of language.
Later, ethnicity was an important marker to justify the creation of more
states. Each constituent state has an official language that is the basis for
communication in the state. Hindi and English are the official languages of
the federal government.

India’s economy is considered the eleventh largest in the world in terms
of GDP (US$2.1 trillion in 2014) and the third-largest in terms of purchas-
ing power parity.?® In 1991, the government introduced major economic
reforms by opening up the economy and ushering in liberalization and pri-
vatization. In spite of the country making rapid economic strides, however,
more than 37 percent of the population lives below the poverty line.?

There are also significant economic disparities between the states. In
Bihar and Orissa, more than 40 percent of the population lives below the
poverty line, while the figures for such states as Punjab are significantly
lower. An analysis of states’ annual growth rates in the 2000s shows that
Gujarat (8.8 percent) and Haryana (7.4 percent) were far ahead of Madhya
Pradesh (3.5 percent), Uttar Pradesh (4.4 percent), and Bihar (5.1 percent).
The states with low annual growth rates are those with a larger population
share. Uttar Pradesh accounts for more than 16 percent of India’s popula-
tion. The less economically developed states seek greater fiscal support and
intervention from the federal government, whereas the states at the higher
end of the scale of economic development desire to benefit more from the
economic resources they generate for the country. Fiscal equalization re-
mains a matter of serious debate in the federal system.

General Aspects of the Party System

Political parties are classified as national parties, state parties, and regis-
tered unrecognized parties by the Election Commission on the basis of
their performance in the previous national election or state elections.*® As
per the latest direction of the Election Commission, there are currently
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tﬁi ;ain::?;x;l 1;:3:“, 132 state parties, and 1,737 registered unrecognized p
g ::Vn an’onnl ('Jonmu (INC) and the Bharatiya Janata Pag
vty o main na.t:onal parties, each leading a national allian
2 I Progressive Alliance (UPA), led by the INC, and the Natic

emocratic Alliance (NDA), led by the BJP. The UPA was in power at

federal level from 2004 to 20
14. The NDA i
and returned to power in 2014. 4 ol

politics.”® An issue that will be assessed later is the trend of increased voter
turnout for elections to the state legislatures as compared to elections for
(he lower house of the federal Parliament.”

The last election to the lower house of the federal Parliament, Lok Sabha,
held in 2014, saw the election of representatives from thirty-four different
political parties. This number has remained more or less stable over the last
four elections (since 1998). The traditional classification of political parties
Political Parties: A Histori ) by the Election Commission—national parties, state parties, and registered

rties: A Historical Overview \unrecognized parties on the basis of their vote share across the states—does
i;l::f; iohndcai gagrty syatens that developed: guring the e s , not permit a meaningful analysis of the nature and structure of party com-
ecades (1947-77) was characterized b . pu
“ y many as a one-party doming

system—the “Congress system.”* Duri i party domin
; ; uring this phase, the INC
ized federal power and was : s/ L monop

the dominant player i
th b yer in most of the states. U
C(fn{::riyn'l 2615) i l;nnmpal opposition to the Congress came from ¢
ist Party, a few socialist parties, the ivatizati '
i 7 3 pro-privatization Swatant
party, the right-wing Jan San i
gh, and a clutch of stat i

Th e and regional parti
statt:a jzzliscih:uenge to ;he INC emerged first with the 1967 electiong to
ative assemblies, when it was defeated i 3
in several states. The I}

was replaced by non-Congress i i :
; parties and alliances, many of whi :
ch '™
splinter groups of the Congress. This symbolized th; first wave of :

petition in federal elections.
The post-1989 phase of Indian politics is witness to the end of a one-party

dominant system and the clear emergence of a competitive party system in
{he federal arena. This is clearly evident in terms of the number of parties
pepresented in the Lok Sabha and from the analysis of the vote share of pol-
ftical parties. Since 1989, there has been a significant rise in the number of
political parties represented in the Lok Sabha. There has been relative sta-
bility in the number of parties that have been characterized as national par-
tes (in the range of six to eight during 1989-2014), while the total number
of state-based parties has increased sharply. If in 1989, representatives from
Jeventeen state-based parties were elected to the lower house of Parliament,
the number shot up to thirty-one in 2004 and stood at twenty-three in the
2014 elections. Similarly, the total strength of the representatives of all na-
tlonal parties has steadily declined, while the number of seats occupied by
those from state-based parties has increased significantly. The total number
of seats held by national parties in the lower house of Parliament declined
by nearly one-fourth during 19892014 (from 471 to 364 in 2004 and to
442 in 2014); there was a near fourfold increase in the strength of state-
based parties in the same period (46 to 174 in 2004 and 180 in 2014). The
yote share of the national parties, in the same period, declined by about
|5 percent. The beneficiaries were the state-based parties. These trends
point to the emergence of a competitive party system in the federal arena.
Since 1989, the federal government has had either a coalition government
or @ minority government.”® In 1989, the smaller political parties (those
other than the INC, BJP, and Communist parties) stitched together an
alliance (National Front) and came to power with the outside support of
poth the BJP and the Communists. The alliance did not last long and was
replaced by another coalition of smaller parties with outside support from
the INC. This, too, was in power for less than a year. In 1991, the INC
formed a minority government because no party secured a clear majority
~ In the federal elections. In 1996, the BJP came to power for only thirteen
days and resigned on not being able to prove its majority. It was replaced
by a thirteen-party alliance (mostly non-Congress and non-BJP) called the

;::)mpletmve party politics. Even though the INC tasted defeat on the | '
nal stage, it continued to be the domi i "
: inant player in politics and
to power in 1980. Until the late 1980 i odi

‘ ; s, Indian politics conti
acterized as competition betwe s
en the Congress and G '
The year 1989 marked i sty shera
an important watershed. Man it
: ; y observers woul
Ia-;lgl*;n.a that the fedex"al elections held in that year ushered in a compel: '
o (t)l-iarty system in the federal arena.* The developments since the e I
s have been characterized as s izi I
ymbolizing the decli f th '
and the emergence of a n i ey
ew trend in party competiti i ise ¢
the “third electoral s e e b e
ystem.”*? Clearly, the federal are i
te na has w
err:rgence of a competitive multi-party system N
I- - . ;
s inked (%e'velopment is the increase in voter turnout with the emerge "
i cc(;mpetmve party system on the federal scene. The 1990s were cha 'l
i I:::‘ lalls a decade of “democratic upsurge”** with increased participatioﬁ
1ally among socially and economi
: cally backward and
This upsurge seems i it vore
to have peaked in the mid 2000s, wi
elections in the range of 60 dridivnnyr
percent.”” The 2014 national electi :
s al elections saw a rec
i ;::;:ti:f 1?6.4 gercent. Further, the groups that significantly increased
ation during the 1990s now do d igni e
sl gurig oo not demonstrate significantly
er turnout as compared to oth i |
i irn other sections of soci
ny would argue that this is a result of the dynamics of liberal democratic
UG
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stive in the domain of apolitical action—social service, social empower=
t, rights movements, movements for social equity and justice, and the
. Women’s groups, Dalit" groups, and youth organizations can all be
ed in this context. Third, with economic liberalization and an increasing
segulatory role for governments, CSOs have emerged as “watchdog” agen-
4 to ensure the public accountability of different private players. With
increasing emphasis on outsourcing, CSOs have developed the com-
encies to perform certain functions hitherto performed by government.
ternational and multilateral donor agencies have also mandated CSO in-
yolvement in programs they fund. Finally, CSOs have been active in the
acquired som P ; . Juelo-economic development domain, especially in local arenas. They often
an((l:e b i;: :;tl?elgz;;r:::;g- hopes of the emergence of a bipolar all furge alliances within a state, and at times even across states, to be able to
It must be not : . Wit as an effective pressure group in the system. There are powerful trade-
leader (INC inot;(: Z::: ::;- 31(:1;;1:1,1; ::!S?hingji’h;ti::;:;vzfﬂt: aN “ v ‘nion groups and student bodies that ar‘e oflten afﬁliatc?c} with po}itical par-
all other political parties in the alliance are ik A - eNC ey, They are often seen as front organizations of political parties and are
the case of the UPA). This has also been an important f. e E QG i staes:
the shift in the “focus of politics” and “party Ca:piﬁ;tizif?;r?;p:fs}bh In a later section, there will be a special focus on three categories of
avena to the stites. ¢ lcass {80s: those involved in (1) cleansing the democratic process, (2) building
Wp o strong women’s movement, and (3) fighting for the right to informa-

Hon (RTT).

United Front. This survived in power for two years with outside suppe
from the INC. An election was again called in 1998, which saw the BJP

NDA alliance forming the government. This alliance won yet another § ‘
eral election called in 1999 and remained in power till 2004. The Cong)
!ed UPA assumed office after the 2004 federal elections and was voted b
into power in the 2009 elections. In the 2014 elections, the NDA led |
the BJP secured a majority. This was the first national election since 19 .
when a single party (BJP) secured a majority on its own, though it fo!
the government in alliance with its partners in the NDA. The UPA
NDA have each had relative stability of its core membership. There I
been cases of parties switching or leaving alliances, but the alliances

General Aspects of the Civil Society | f

The contemporary discourse on democratic politics lays special stress )
the need for a vibrant civil society. Traditionally, strategies for organizin
pec.)ple in domains and functions not directly connected to the state w
quite common. In post-independence India, public action by agencies othe
than the state was believed to be prevalent, though its capacity to reach ¢ |
to common people and address their concerns has been contested. In th

Yorritorial Dynamics of Party Competition

Warlier, we focused on the party system in the federal arena. Two issues
pulsed in that section need to be flagged in any dialogue on the territorial
lynamics of party competition. First, the emergence of a competitive multi-
party system in the federal arena is necessarily a by-product of the cut-and-
last two decade : siidei Ll g thrust of party politics and competition in the states. Many commentators
more visible anj:lJ :)?:eletegi ?:; ei‘o;i‘?l{i:rsgci-?:tzig;m;sarigssg,s’)ﬂ?:smb > have asserted that “the the_a_tre of po-litics has s.hift‘ed to the sPa'tes.”‘“ Second,
attention given to them. i | large segmen.ts of the political par‘nes operating in the political sysFem 'are
CSOs are believed to be active in a select set of domains. First, they hay : oday essentially statet-bast-ed parties. In effect, .every federal election 1s a

often been seen as vehicles for crafting an “alternative poiitics”’to tlZe \ mm tot.al of twet?t}r-mnc different e}e.ctoral verdicts across the states.
dominated and directed by the political parties. In that sense, they are s '} . A‘ review of pohtl_cal par.ty competition and the nature of‘ electoral cc.mt.ests
as arising and gaining visibility as they challenge the dom;nant politic lndtcatfad th%} i mcrfasmg -number. e so-callec.l R Comfn e
actors and choose to tread an alternative route to public action. The fo 1 pecognized) national” political paru.es have their supp.c)rF base ll'mited o
¢ rma= une state or, at the most, a few states in the country. This is especially true

tion of a new political party, Aam Aadmi P 39

“Common Peoples Party”), which wa:: . a;;i:AAP) (translated to mean i the phase of competitive multi-party politics. In the post-1998 phase of

acivil-societs mavement (I;Idia PP CI(,)rruprtigm)uP that emerged out of glectoral politics, the INC crossed the threshold of a 10-percent vote share
p i 3 on), is a recent example of ! : ! f P

those involved in “alternative politics” seeking to intervene in mainstrean i all the states only in the 2009 federal elections. Earlier, especially in big

politics. The success of the AAP, in the elections ' ger states such as Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, its vote share had plummeted
; ; to the state of Delhi and .
its subsequent forming of the government in the state, ushered in a il {0 less than 10 percent. In the case of the leader of the NDA alliance, the

ous debate on its impact on mainstr W) P, its vote share in the 2014 federal poll was more than 10 percent in only
eam politics, Second, CSOs have be en twenty of the twenty-eight states. In the 2014 poll, the Communist Party of
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India-Marxist (CPM) gained more than 10 percent of votes in only
states, whereas the Communist Party of India (CPI), Bahujan Samaj Pa
(BSP), and Nationalist Congress Party (NCP) secured more than 10 p I
cent of votes in only one state each. '

: These vote tallies raise the question of whether some of the parties ¢
sified as “national” are significantly different from those in the list of st .‘
parties. It is beyond a shadow of doubt that some of the “national” partit
are.r:najor political players in a few states, and, given the impact of §
politics on federal political dynamics, these parties could strongly infl
the shape and direction of federal politics. Yet their power in the feder
government is linked to their status and political influence in the states. '

What appears to have clearly emerged in the recent past is a nearly bipg ‘
alliance system in most of the states. This can be clearly concluded if on
looks at the 2014 federal poll as twenty-eight different elections held 1
twenty-eight*? different states. In the 2009 federal poll, in more than w\i'
lthe states (nineteen of the twenty-eight), the two major parties and alliane
in the electoral contest secured more than 80 percent of the valid |
polled. In another eight states, the two major parties and alliances sec
over two-thirds of the valid votes polled. In just one state there was a
multi-polar contest.*> Thus, India’s states have emerged as the true cent
of politics as evidenced by the bipolar alliance system that exists in most o
the states in a federal election. b

qus the typology of political parties assume a different dimension if
elections to the state legislatures are taken into account? It may also be u
ful to look at the voter turnout in a federal election and state elections. Since
1989? in every state, save Bihar, the voter turnout for the state legi.sla 2

elections has been higher than the voter turnout in the state for a w“

election.* |

A higher level of interest in state politics among voters may reflect

fact that the state governments are more closely linked to the prioritie

programs, and policies that directly affect the lives of common peop y

Strchhing the same logic, it could be argued that the highest intensity

participation should be in local-government elections. This, however, is not

true. The argument here is that the common citizens are aware of the nl-
ture of responsibility of the state government and the limited role of the
local government in spite of their being accorded a constitutional status |

A study undertaken in the early 2000s showed that citizens believed l:hn;f

the sFate governments should be responsible for delivering the public goods

considered important by the people.*® 1

T:l:\_is could also be linked to the fact that the cut-and-thrust of partyjl
politics is more sharply manifest in the states and the electoral choice be;
for_e t.he voter is articulated more visibly. In local elections, there is greater
fluidity in party affiliations (a point discussed below) because, in most
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puses, district party leaders “recruit” people at the lower level to volunteer
und work for the party, As a result, party affiliation at the levels below the
district are fluid because someone aligned to one party at the local level
may switch preference to another party simply because the leader he/she
|y aligned with at the district level
Jocal-body elections are fought on a non-party
gentivize active party identification in local arenas. The principal zone
of political contestation is the state;
arenas is clearly visible.

has a particular party affiliation. Also,
basis, which does not in-

thus, political contestation in these

While analyzing party competition in the states, Yogendra Yadav and

Suhas Palshikar argued that the state-party system is one of competitive
gonvergence.*® They went on to argue that there appeared to be four major

types of party

political competition: (1) bipolar convergence, wherein the

principal contest in elections to the state legislature is between two parties
(peven states); (2) multi-party—bipolarity, wherein the contest is essentially
hetween two alliances (seven states); (3) stable multi-polar convergence,
wherein the contest is between more than two effective parties with one
party emerging with a stable majority (eight states); and (4) fluid multi-
polarity, wherein there is clear multi-party competition in elections to the
state legislature (four states) 47 It is important to record that even in the last
are stable one-party and/or alliance governments.
it can be argued that most states have a
system. This can be gleaned from

cutegory of states, there
Looked at from another angle,
stable bi-party system or bipolar alliance
the fact that in twenty-two of the twenty-eight states, the ruling party/alli-

unce and the principal opposition party/alliance secured over two-thirds of
the votes in the last state elections. This is a reasonably high proportion of
polarization in a FPTP system. It implies that there is a clear polarization

of choice that voters make in the state elections.

Within different geographic regions,* the trajectory of state politics is sig-
nificantly different. At the end of the first decade of the new century (2010)
in the four states of southern India, the Congress was in power in one state
(Andhra Pradesh); in another, the BJP was the ruling party (Karnataka);
in a third, a regional ally of the INC was in power (Tamil Nadu); and in
the fourth, the Left Front was in power (Kerala). Further, during an elec-
tion to the lower house of the federal Parliament, the electoral verdict can
significantly differ from state to state within the same geographic region
and often involves a response to the government in power in the state itself.
If the 2009 national elections are taken as an example, in twenty-four of
the twenty-eight states, the voters endorsed a majority of the candidates
who hailed from the ruling party/alliance that was in power in that state. In
only four states the candidates of the ruling party did not do so well, and
this was clearly linked to the unpopularity of the state government in those
states. The same trend was witnessed in the 2014 national elections. This
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implies that state-party politics has a relative degree of autonomy and th
the principal stage of contestation is the states.

Across the twenty-nine states, there is a sharing of power among poli

- ernment take over the administration of the state in vie\; &f Pt:e ::::::
\own of the state’s constitutional mnchine,ry'. '? Cong.r —_ the ofernor’s
jent in the federal arena decided not to mmatehacrt;](;ld:ided o support
parties. In twelve of the states, the constituents of the NDA are in power, ommendation. More recently in Bnha?rf when t . Bihar. it desisted from
six of these states, the BJP has a single-party government. In two, the B 4 rebelling chief minister from an opl?osmon pa;: n{lmc nsti’tution' hence, a
is leading an alliance government; in another three, a party from the NI Initiating action in Bihar under Article 356 o ; . ﬂ(:e BIP and, who had
is in power. In one state, the BJP is a junior partner with another p r {ef minister who hailed from a party opposed to
that is not yet a part of the NDA (Jammu and Kashmir). In eight states tl ur majority support assumed office.
Congress is in power, and in one it is leading the ruling coalition. Betw: e
them, the two major national alliances are in power in twenty-one of
twenty-nine states. In one state the CPI(M) is in power; in seven state
other powerful state-based parties are in power.* r
Two more dimensions linked to the nature of party competition meg
attention. State parties and their leaders today play a vital role in feden
politics. As of early 2015, the third-, fourth-, and fifth-largest parties in t
lower house of Parliament were powerful state-based parties. In successis
federal coalition governments, they have played a major role in the form

Party Organizations in Federal Contexts
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Another trend is that this new party competition has created a legitimat
autonomy and political space for the state governments and parties. Untl
the late 1980s, there were several examples of abuse of legitimate constit
tional provisions by the federal government to undermine the autonomy "
states.’® This especially happened when a different party or alliance was i
power in the federal and state arenas. The abuse of constitutional provi
sions has declined dramatically since the 1990s. This abdication of ab
has little to do with any constitutional amendments but is more linked 1
the reality of politics. Even within the “national” parties, the state leader
tend to enjoy much greater autonomy compared to the past. This is a dis
rect corollary of the locus of power even in “national” parties being in
states. An example of the reluctance of the federal government to interfers
in the politics of a state was the political developments in Karnataka
more recently in Bihar. Karnataka had a BJP government from 2008 (
2013, and the state government did not have the best of relations with th
governor. On October 4, 2010, the governor recommended that the fede:
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The increasing fragmentation of political parties is another consequence
of the absence of clear organizational procedures and internal _der.noc'racy.
All the major parties have witnessed several splits during their lifetimes.
Many of the “new” parties of today are splinter groups that en?erged ‘fmfn
either national parties or other state-based parties. Most major splits lm
political parties are an expression of dissent against the party. leadersh}p,
a% exit seems to be the only honourable option for those who disagree with
the party’s leaders.

Most political parties—both national and state-based—choose the route
of nomination of party office-bearers by the high command or central
leadership of the party. This has serious implications in a. federal. st1fuc-
ture. The “national” parties are highly centralized in their funcuonm'g,
und the high-command culture is all-pervasive. As a result, the state units
of the “national” parties enjoy little autonomy and freedom. The state
lenders are often sensitive to the “political cues” from the party’s central
leaders. It is quite common in the “national” parties for the central leader-
ship to decide on who should be chief minister if the party cc.)mes to power
{n a state. It must be conceded, though, that given the shift in the ft.)cus. of
politics from the federal arena to the states, the state-party organization
of the “national” parties does have some room for political manoeuvre as
gompared to earlier decades. Yet, the acknowledgement of the supremacy

of the “national leadership” is something that state leaders cannot afford

ore.
m’;?hlz: situation is no different in the state-based political parties. They too
are stifled by a lack of internal democracy. The only diffe':rence bet'ween
them and a “national” party is that their central leadership is located in th,e
state itself! This, in fact, can be even more suffocating because the party's
supreme leadership is not far away in the federal capital but closer to home
ut the state headquarters. ot

A linked factor is the powerful influence of the personality of individ-
il leaders in shaping the political destinies of parties. Tk-le emergence of
powerful political dynasties across the political specltrum is seen as an f:x-
pected consequence. The next generations of political leaders 'c.ontestmg
(und winning) elections invariably hail from well-known political fam-
{lies and often carry forward the political legacy of their father or mother.
I'his has also weakened the grassroots organization of parties. .Loyalty of
party workers and cadres are not so much to the principles and u.:leology of
the party but to the leader who is often a godfather or mf)thf:r—llke figure.
Selection of candidates for election to representative bodies is often ma.de
by a small coterie of leaders who have the confidence of .tl.le top le:ladershlp.
T'his explains the frequent violent protests in many political parties at the
time of the announcement of the party candidates for a federal or.stlate
glection. It is not uncommon to find leaders (and their followers) quitting

a top-down structure with a hopeless lack of clarity below the district le
In such a situation, organizational elections end up being a farce and oft
involve a competition between leaders on how many people each could e
A trend seen in local government elections is the sponsoring of candidates by
those elected to Parliament and the state legislature. Those elected to lo
bodies are then responsible for galvanizing support for the leaders who ge
them elected when a national or state election takes place. A string of
lenges are a natural by-product of this development. Two of them merit a
tion. First, there is a near absence of intra-party democracy. The differenc
among them (political parties) in this regard are only a matter of degree
Second, most political parties lack transparency in procedures for selectin:
candidates for political office and in fiscal transactions.
A linked development is the emergence of a new player in politics—
Aam Aadmi Party. The AAP was created by a segment of those involved |
a citizen movement that fought against corruption in the political systen
under the banner of India Against Corruption. It was critical of mains
parties for their inability to cleanse the body politic of corruption and
being insincere in creating an ombudsman-like institution (Lok Pal)
check corruption. The movement against corruption and in favour of cre:
ing an ombudsman-like institution garnered tremendous support, especial
ly among the urban middle class. A section of the movement’s leadershi
decided to plunge into politics to challenge mainstream political ps
and demonstrate the possibility of alternative politics. It was in this contex
that the AAP was formed. Within a year of being created, the party ca
up with a spectacular performance in December 2013, in the state of Delhl
Delhi had a state government led by the Congress party and had been i
power for fifteen years. The leading opposition party in Delhi, the BJP, wa
also seen by many as a mirror image of the Congress (in terms of its weal
commitment to fight corruption and cleanse politics). The AAP emerged '
the second-largest party in an assembly where no party was able to se
a clear majority. It later formed a government with the outside support @
the Congress. The AAP asserted that it represented an alternative way @
doing politics. While its tactics and strategies have been embroiled in con
troversies, it has forced mainstream parties to re-look at their strategies an
think seriously in terms of reforming the party system.>® More recently,
February 2015, it won a spectacular victory in the state of Delhi by winninj
sixty-seven of the seventy seats in the Assembly. It is interesting that soo
after this victory, the party came down heavily on those who sought greate
democracy from within the party and expelled key founding members frox
the highest decision-making body. Many today ask whether the AAP re
represents an alternative way of doing politics or is just an alternative wi i
the existing mainstream political framework manifesting the same maladies
that plague all political parties.
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a_party on being denied the party ticket and joining en masse a rival party
simply on the promise of being nominated to contest. {
Political parties also lack transparency in terms of funding. A realistic

; R
party’s leadership is its access to large amounts of unaccounted funds that
help sust.am and run the party. Often, leaders selected to stand for pub
office raise their own resources and, once elected, cover up the costs an d
budget for future elections.

It is thus no surprise that when surveys ask common citizens to rank inst '

tutions on the basis of trust, political parties compete for space at the lo
end of the spectrum.’®

Territorial Dynamics of Civil Society

To c.apture the territorial dynamics of CSOs, it may be useful to report the
findings of important surveys on the awareness among common citize‘
abo.ut CSOs and their involvement in their activities. While CSOs may havi :
r'egls?tered their presence across the country, their impact on comm ity
life is a matter of animated debate.’” A survey done as part of the -»lf
and Society Project showed that very few people interact with comm | \
and voluntary organizations. The study asked respondents whether m"
was any organization in their area working on development and address-
ing the problems that they face in their day-to-day life. Two-thirds of the
respondents answered this question. Of those who answered the questi
close Fo nine out of ten opined that other than the government, no o
organization addressed such problems. Fewer than 2 percent of the re-
sPondems said that international or national non-governmental organiz: -
tions (NGOs) were working in their area and contributing to development,
Only 8 percent of respondents acknowledged that they were members of
any :asso'ciation involved with development activities in their locality.® This
finding is consistent with the findings of other large national surveys, in ,
cluding the National Election Studies.* ’
The presence of CSOs in local communities does not seem to have cap=
tured the attention of common people. Interviews with district local govs
Cfx?mcnt officials in Karnataka showed that CSOs are not very visible t
citizens. Even those who recognize their presence tend to see them as
extended arm of the federal or state government. While a slew of CSOs |
emerged in the local arena (especially catering to development initiati
and monitoring program implementation), their role vis-a-vis the governs
rr§ex?t m.achinery does not seem to be defined clearly. As a result, lines
distinction are blurred, and demarcation of roles remains hazy. ]

involved, directly or tangentially,
ness campaigns and movements.
them in order to undercut others. The alliances are often brokered on pref-
erences that are not even remotely connected to the goals they are meant to
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fact that a multiplicity of local actors is
in development initiatives or social aware-
Often alliances develop among some of

Adding to the challenge is the

achieve and the tasks they are required to focus on. There have also been
cases of CSOs coming together merely to ensure that the funds being al-
located by the government are within their “divisible pool” and not shared
with too many others. With multilateral funding agencies advocating a role
for CSOs to monitor and implement development schemes funded by them
(in order to ensure greater accountability), there is a mushroom growth of
CSO0s.

While CSOs strengthen the capacities of society to hold those in power
gccountable, ensure that citizens are accorded their due share of public
benefits, and secure their civic rights, there is a need for a clearer definition
of CSO roles and public accountability.

Civil-Society Organizations in Federal Contexts

o assess the nature of alliances that CSOs have across the federal polity
und analyze their relationship with political parties in the public domain,
we consider three important CSO initiatives that have had a far-reaching
jmpact on the political process.®’

The first example is that of the Association for Democratic Reforms
(ADR). The ADR was formed in August 1999 by academics from the
Indian Institute of Management (Ahmedabad) and National Institute of
Design (NID) to work toward strengthening democracy and governance by
focusing on ushering in fair and transparent election processes.® It brings
fogether several citizen initiatives spread across the country. Its Election
Watch Campaign at the time of federal and state elections is carried forward
through its nationwide network of CSOs.

The ADR’s first success was with regard to a public interest litigation (PIL)
that it filed in December 1999 seeking disclosure of the background (i.e.,
¢riminal, educational, and financial) of candidates contesting the elections.
"I'his PIL brought it into direct conflict with the political parties. The PIL cul-
minated in a landmark judgment of the Supreme Court in May 2002 and an
ardinance on electoral reforms promulgated in August 2002. Political party
Jenders cut across party lines and came together to pass a law in December
2002 to replace the ordinance. What the legislation provided for was disclo-
sure relating only to the criminal background of candidates but not to their
financial and educational background. The ADR challenged the new legisla-
tlon in court, and in a second landmark judgment issued in March 2003, the
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restored its earlier order. As g result of this initiative, candidates contestin provisions. v e 8 b
the elections are required to file an affidavit providing details of their ¢ These three cassniovide S g ol it
1nal, educational, and financial records. This was opposed by political part yome occasions, challenged po ; e AN
but has now become a part of the electoral process. It has led to a min Interests. The::e ave also cases

information being available in the public domain pertaining to the fiscal [ further public interests.

i ve

Many high-profile CSOs have developed national ?lethf; :?:g;;er

in the states. Alternatively, state-based QSOS ave A

::iinfc:rerrsl;z national alliances in order to pool theulil reso:nl'icce: ::()umability

i ing to the pu :

the constitutional provision for the reservation of one-third of seats in log o achieve a common goal.. %uezziinsrg';::t;zis U 8

bodies for women. The electorate is general, but the candidates for ) of the CSOs have been raise ? :e _Uire B A g st?n_

Seats are only women. This €xperiment is now more than twenty yea their importance but wou}c.i on Tyhesc: i O AL

old. Women’s organizations have been demanding the implementau'o dards of public accountability. om0y 1 £t sl Y
a similar provision in the Constitution for the lower house of the feder private or government sources a

A second example of a struggle led by CSOs is the Women’s Reservatig
Bill. A successful experiment carried out by local governments has be

government.
mainstream political parties expressed their support for women’s

vation, no concrete Step was taken to pass the bill into law. Women’s ¢
ganizations took up the cause, and women politicians across the po ..-_'
Spectrum supported the bill. The Constitutional Amendment Bill to .L

Impacts of Parties and Civil Society on Federalism

i : the nature of
b had a significant impact on
\ of recent decades has fOCESSes
; - po::;;itition on one hand and the cut-and-thrusthof fedex;:iil:pace o)
- ety © ' iculation of states’ rights has crea
Parliament and the elected state legislatures was passed by the Parliame on the other. "l"he_ assertwe. art:}c uCSOs, especially in local arenas. The Olp-
upper house on March 9, 2010 and awaits passage in the lower ho ; 4 more effective 19terv€i?llgges };cross regions has helped CSOs to galvanize
The successful passing of the bill in the upper house was due largely to t gectunity for creatcllng aui-ae greater visibility for their causes. . ”
sustained pressure exerted by women CSOs across the country and the n their resourCC; an ;n:scored that fundamental transformations 1!111 the Yo
1 ; € s L not 8
tional alliance they created, i necds to be un d party politics have been wroug
A third example of a successful CSO initiative, which became a natio; namics of federal governif:llf:;oaé;l fefo:ms and processes but by the stark
al campaign, is the Right to Information campaign started by Aruna much by ]egz-ll. A level, the political events of the last two de.ecades
along with other activists. A senior civil servant who resigned in order { feality of pomu.:s' e lism’ and federalized democracy in significant
take up a public cause, Roy helped establish in May 1990 Mazdoor Ki { have democratized 'felclie:aaltered the political landscape and C.rffa‘tf.:d nf:'.;vi
Shakti Sangathan (MKSS), which roughly translates to “Organization fo ways. On ano_ﬂ_lcr’ o d CSOs to act and gain greater visibility an
the Empowerment of Workers and Peasants.” The MKSS took on th ipaces f.or political parties ac i
Rajasthan government, which had cheated labourers of the wages due ¢ S‘N‘d‘b'l“Y: { decade of the twentieth century and the first de ¢
them during a famine in the mid 1990s. This sparked a movement deman The politics of thg laszentury placed state-based parties at the “tabl.e Od
ing the right to information (RTT), resulting in the federal Parliament fi #de of the twenty-first No longer are state-based parties characterize
ly passing the Freedom of Information Act in 2002, which was replaced & power” in the federal afen:i vision. State-based parties have the OP.POItuI%-
the Right to Information Act in 2005. Given Roy’s visibility and suce " huving.ahm‘;re’y ‘;ief::ll vision by making it the sum total of regional vi-
i Ity to enrich the na

| icipation i itions during the last two decades
Council (NAC) headed by the president of the INC. The NAC overse slons. Their participation ‘m.lfed?:cll ;c:‘l:::otr; A
the implementation of the policies and programs of the UPA governmen t Jius given them greater visibility . |
This case provides an interesting example of the impact of CSOs in shap policies. R A become: reglf)zflallz-ed
ing and monitoring federal government policies and welfare programes, | In contrast, the nationa fp R
must be added that the bureaucracy has created several roadblocks to th and have come to accept (often g
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did not make the distinction between party and government. Though n
consciously done, it had a regressive impact on the working of the fed
system.®* The emergence of a competitive party system has arrested th
trend. For long, the INC was not willing to accept the fact that it need
to form an alliance with like-minded parties to make a meaningful bid
power in the federal arena. Just prior to the 2004 federal elections, the p: !
accepted this reality, which placed it in a more comfortable position to
to power. The BJP’s leading the NDA and remaining in power for six ye
(1998-2004) was a result of its recognizing the need to accommodate .
itical forces and players. In order to make the alliance possible, the BJP hi
to place its pet themes on the back burner. While forming alliances in tf
states, the BJP had to be satisfied playing the junior partner in order to 0
solidate its foothold in the federal government. In the run-up to the 20
elections, the BJP nominated a sitting chief minister as its prime minister,
candidate who led the party to victory in the elections. It can be conte a.-
that the leadership factor (both the prime ministerial candidate, himself
chief minister, and the other BJP chief ministers) played a critical role
the party’s victory.* .
Yadav and Palshikar highlight the fact that “the emergence of states |
real and imagined political communities has intensified political regiona
ism without weakening the ties with the larger, national unit or suppre
ing the emergence of sub-regional communities.”” This maturity reflects
moving away from the “federal government promotes unity and integrit)
thesis that defined much of the politics of the early years after independenc
It is becoming increasingly apparent that the state leaders matter, ey
in federal elections. Political leaders realize the importance of consolida
ing their presence in the states and the leverage it then provides in fede:
politics. Narendra Modi, chief minister of Guyjarat for over a decade, beir
made the BJP’s prime ministerial candidate, leading the party to victory
and becoming India’s prime minister, is a visible indicator of the impor
ance of state leaders in national politics. The political career path
Rahul Gandhi, the youth leader of the INC, has chosen to follow refl X
this trend.*® Chief ministers of states are today often more important in fed:
eral decision-making as compared to those who are ministers in the federal
government. In both the NDA and UPA, the chief ministers are part of the
decision-making coterie in view of their political influence and stature,
the 2009 federal elections are taken as a site for analysis, it is found that
deciding whom to vote for, citizens tended to value state leaders much mor

than the federal leaders.® This trend was further entrenched with the 2014
national elections.
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The changing contours of Indian federalism open a window of oppor:
tunity for different political players to use federal platforms for more mean
ingful political bargaining and negotiation. As of now, political parties an
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role in federal politics. The unity and integrity of the nation is no longer
Fxclusive responsibility of the federal government but a joint responsibili
involving political forces in the states too. i
India’s party system continues to face serious organizational challeng
At the grassroots, parties have a very weak and fluid structure. This '-
resulted in a top-down rather than bottom-up organizational and
arrangement. Most political parties are plagued by a lack of internal dems
ocraf:y. As a result, the core leadership of the party is central to decision
making within the party. This has resulted in the emergence of influenti
and Powerful political dynasties in most political parties. A natural corol
]a'ry i1s the frequent splits in parties largely caused by personality clashes ane
_ciszerences with the leadership. It is thus not surprising that in gauging cit
1zens’ trust of political institutions, political parties occupy the lower
The t?mergence of the AAP needs to be viewed in this context. While i
promised an alternative to the mainstream politics, the developments in 1
nex.t 'few years will indicate whether it succeeds in projecting an alterna v
politics or merely becomes an alternative to mainstream political parties g {
fected by the same maladies.
Parties in India reflect the changing contours of politics across the coun:
'try. In significant ways, the emerging competitive party system reflects th
Increasingly assertive role the states have come to play in federal politict
The centrality of the role of state-based parties is also a natural corollary ¢
the dynamics of electoral competition and the deepening of the democrs i
process. The emergence of civil-society initiatives to articulate the voi
of common citizens to often challenge the inaction of political parties ha
helped improve the quality of democratic action and public accountability
Thfa .multiverse of Indian democracy is truly reflected in the working of
political parties and civil-society organizations and the nature of the ch “:‘
lenges they face in the federal political system. 9

Notes
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man-like authority. It came to power in the state of Delhi in January 2014 with the
support of the Congress party. It remained in power only for forty-nine days I ; |
‘s;llzse'que:‘lt election held in February 2015, it swept to power in the state ofy D —l
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