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19.0 OBJECTIVES 

This unit deals with the nature of the party system in India. It aims at familiarising 
the student of Indian politics with tlie fundamental features underlying the evolution 
of the party system in the post-independence period. After studying this unit, you 
should be able to: 

Understand the nature of the party system in India and identify its various 
characteristics; 
Analyse the changing nature of tlie party system and explain the emerging patterns; 
and 
Discuss the socio-economic and the political factors underlying the changing 
nature of party politics. 

19.1 INTRODUCTION 

Indian party system is unique. It does not fit in any kind of classification that is 
generally used to categorise the party systems. Tt is defined by the singular nature 
of Indian politics on tlie one hand and the nature of the state-society relationship on 
the other. In the last two decades, there has been a substantial change both in the 
nature of politics as well as in nature of relationship between the state and the society. 
One of tlie very important manifestations of change is visible in the context of the 
politicisation of greater ~ i i~~nbe r  of people, especially those belonging to the less 
privileged sections of society. That explains the change in the nature of the party 
system as well. The distinctive features that defined the party system of India in the 
fist two decades after independence are no more to be seen at present. 

In order to understand tlie present nature of the party system, it is important to trace 
its I~istory and to refer to its political logic in the context of the changing state-society 
relationship. Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU



Party System and Elccfions 
in  India 19.2 NATURE OF PARTY SYSTEM - FIRST TWO 

DECADES AFTER INDEPENDENCE 

19.2.1 Evolution from Political Centre 

Rajni Kotliari has argued in his 'Politics in India' that the party system evolved from 
an identifiable political centre. This political centre, carved during the nationalist 
movement, was comprised of the political elite sharing common socio-economic back- 
ground i.e. educated, urban, upper-caste people belonging mainly to middle and upper 
classes. 

The common social background o f  the elite resulted in the homogeneity that became 
a defining feature o f  tlie political centre as well as o f  t l ie party system. The ruling 
party and the opposition, both coniing fro111 tlie same social background, shared the 
social perceptions and converged on many issues. A consensus, therefore, existed 
within the system around the basic values. 

The Indian National Corigress was the institutional ma~iifestation o f  this political 
centre. Not only was it an important expression o f  the nationalist movement but was 
also a dynamic political organisation that formed the indigenous base for the political 
system. Accommodating almost all-political groups o f  political importance, it provided 
a very crucial political space for political negotiations and bargaining. 

19.2.2 Dominant Party System: Basic Characteristics 

1) The party system during the first two decades after independence was termed 
as the Single Dominant Party system. I t  was a multi-party system where the 
ruling party played an overwhelmingly dominant role. Although a number o f  other 
mlitical parties existed and operated politically, yet the central space o f  politics 
was occupied by the Indian National Congress only. The dominance o f  the 
Congress was determ hied by its immense organisational strength as well as its 
capability to capture large number o f  seats both in the Union Parliament and the 
state legislatures. 

2) Dominance o f  tlie Congress as the ruling party did not niean absence o f  com- 
petition. The numerous parties in opposition provided competition. Yet, such 
competition did not result in effectively clialle~iging the dominant position o f  the 
ruling party. Morris-Jones aptly described this phenomenon as 'dominance CQ- 

existing with competition but without a trace o f  alteration'. In electoral terms, it 
implied that although a number o f  opposition parties entered the electoral arena 
but none o f  them singly or in combination could secure substantial nuniber o f  
seats to replace the Congress as the ruling party. These parties were fragmented 
and poorly represented in the Unio~i and the state legislatures. Congress contin- 
ued to return i ts candidates in large numbers, in fact, in proportionately large 
numbers tlian the votes polled in its favour. 

3) Due to their inability to provide an alternative to tlie ruling party or even to. 
cliallenge its position o f  dominance, the opposition parties did not play tlie tradi- 
tional role o f  opposition. On the contrary, their role was limited to that o f  
coristaritly pressurising, criticising tlie ruling party. The parties in opposition, 
therefore, operated as the parties o f  pressure. 

4) .One o f  tlie important features o f  the Congress party that helped it to sustain its 
position o f  do~nina~ice was its capacity to represent divergent social groups and 

\ 
interests. As it drew its support from different sections o f  society, i t  played the Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU



role o f  a great umbrella party. During the nationalist movement it had accom- 
modated diverse groups into its fold and had stressed on the need for their unity 
within the same organisational structure, I t  had therefore assumed the character 
o f  a broad coalition. In the post-independence period, it continued to absorb the 
dominant social elements and balance different interests that helped it to maintain' 
its unchallenged position o f  power. Through its accommodative and adaptive 
politics, it could curb the role and relevance o f  opposition. 

5) Being a plural party representing diverse interests and ideologies, the Congress 
had a number o f  factions. O f  these, some were relatively more dominant and 
played important role in the decision making o f  the party. Others were the 
dissident factions. several of these factions of the Congress were also ideologically 
closer to some o f  the opposition parties. The reason for this being, that almost 
each o f  the party in opposition had been a part o f  the Congress at one time or 
the other and while choosing to form an independent party outside it, had left a 
faction of similar ideological orientation within it. Therefore, there always remained 
continuity between the politics o f  the Congress and that o f  the opposition parties. 
This continuity made it possible for the opposition parties to put pressure on the 
Congress and influence i ts decision making. 

6 )  The party system, therefore, worked on the basis o f  a consensual model. I t  was 
a politics o f  broad consensus round the political values shared by all the political 
actors whether operating from within the ruling groups or from the opposition. 
Ideological divisions within the Congress or outside it were blurred. 

19.2.3 Centrality of Congress 

Due to the unique position of dominance o f  the Congress party, it was known to be 
the Cental institution o f  Indian politics. 'The Centrality o f  Congress was reflected at 
various levels: 

i) At one level, it occupied the most central space o f  electoral politics, thereby 
monopolising it and not allowing other parties to seriously challenge its position 
o f  power in the centre and the states. 

ii) At another level, its centrality was outlined in its occupation o f  the pivotal space 
between the state and society. Representing diverse interests o f  society,. it re- 
mained the most important formal mediating institution o f  the state. It therefore, 
provided the most crucial space for political negotiations and bargaining. 

iii) At the third level, the,centrality o f  the Congress was reflected in its ideological 
standpoint. Being an un~brella party it had space for all kinds o f  ideological 
groups. Hence, it pursued a 'centrist' ideology even when it contained ideologi- 
cal viewpoints o f  the 'left' and 'right'. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 1 

Note: i) Use the space given below for your answers. 
I 
i 

ii) Check your answers with the model answers given at the end o f  this tinit. 

1) What was the socio-economic background o f  the political elite at the time o f  
India's independence? 
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