
I Congress in power in the Centre for the first time, after the sixth general elections t 
I held in 1977. This had the effect of further bringing about substantial changes in the 

nature of the party system. The position of the Congress party further declined and 
its organisational structure was further weakened. It was no more capable of integrating 
varied social groups. Its organisational structure was fast decaying due to lack of 
inter-party democracy, on the one hand, and its insensitivity towards the changing 
context of civil society, on the other. Although it was still the only major institution of 
political bargaining (and the only party capable of capturing power and retaining it in 

i the Centre, at least for another decade), yet its position of power was very precarious. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 3 

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

ii) Check your answers with the model answers given at the end of unit. 

1) What was the outcome of the 1967 elections at the state level? 

....................................................................................................................... 

2) What was the impact of Congress split on the party politics of India? 

....................................................................................................................... 

3) What was the major change brought out by the 1977 parliamentary elections? 

19.5 LOSS OF CENTRP&LITY OF CONGRESS AND 
EMERGING PARTY SYSTEM 

It was in the period starting with the 1989 parliamentary elections that the Congress 
was displaced from its position of centrality. Such displacement of Congress from the 
position of the centre has various implications: 

1)' Firstly, Congress has ceased to be the dominant political party. It is no more the 
single major political party that dominates the political scenario. A number of 
other political formations have also had their effective presence. For the last two 
decades, there has been an ascendance of non-Congress political formations. 
The major non-Congress formations that have been playing a crucial role in 
Indian politics include the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the Left Parties, and a 

Nature of Party System in 
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Party System and Elections number of other national and regional parties. The central political space, earlier 
i n  India dominated by the Congress party, is now being shared by a number of politicai 

parties. 

The loss of centrality of the Congress, in another perspective implies a decline 
in its capacity to represent a consensus. It is no more capable of acco~nmodating 
varying interests. As the nature of state-society relationship has changed and 
consequently emerging interests have been sharpened, the societal co~iflicts and 
contradictions have become more pronounced. The central space needed for 
defusing such conflict is not available with the Congress. The traditional methods 
of co-option or bargaining that helped it to deal with the conflicting interests do 
not work any more. 

3) The decline of Congress has not led to the emergence of an alternate national 
party tliat could o~cupy the central space. In other words, tlie single party 
dominant system has not bee11 substituted by a two-party system. The rise of the 
BJP in tlie early eighties had led some analysts to hope tliat it might work as an 
alternate national party and that there miglit develop a bi-party system with a 
direct competitio~i of power between the Congress and tlie BJP. Yet, it could not 
be possible. While tlie Congress continued to decline from its position of strength, 
the BJP could riot attain the majority on its own. 

4) Failure of tlie large national parties like the Congress and the BJP to get majority 
of seats in Parlia~nent has brought liumerous smaller parties to tlie central stage 
of Indian politics. The large parties have been depending upon these smaller 
parties for the fonnation of governments. Instead of single party majority 
governments, we have been having minority coalitions. In 1991, tlie minority 
government of Congress was installed [which attained majority subsequently]. 
The 1996 Parliamentary elections led to the for~nation of a minority coalition of 
thirteen parties of tlie United Front, supported by Congress and the Left Front. 
This coalitio~i was replaced in 1998 by another coalition led by the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP). The 1999 Parliamentary electio~is again resulted in tlie 
coalition government of the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) with BJP as 
the largest membef of tlie coalition. 

19.6 CONTEMPORARY PARTY SYSTEM 

19.6.1 Contemporary Party System - Party System at the Central Level 

1) The party system as it is operating at present is based upon multiplicity of 
politicpl parties. As already observed, since 1989, there has been a definite 
increase in the number of political parties entering the political arena. Numerous 
regional and small parties have filled in the vacuum created by the Congress. The 
strength of the major national parties has been decreasing and that of the smaller 
parties has been increasing. The composition of Parliament since 1989 is a reflection 
of the changed party scenario. 

2) The kind of the pwy  system that is available at present is not hegemonic but 
conyetilive with sufficient scope for alternririon. However, due to the inability 
of any single party to attain majority, the alternation takes place not between the 
individual parties but between the groups of political parties. 

3) The compulsion of the electoral mathematics and the requirement of coalition 
governments have resulted in the politics of alliance. Alliance takes place among 
a number of political parties that come together for co~itesti~ig elections and 
forming the government. Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU



4) The politics of alliance has liad a number of co,iisequences for the nature of party Nature of Party S ~ s t e l  
l g d k  politics. The contpetitive political space lras been widened with greater number 

of political parties having a bearing on power politics. Rather than one party 
hegemonising power (as in  case of pre-1967 level of politics), or even two or 
three parties making serious claims on political power, there are a number of 
political parties which enter the political arena. As part of tlie one or the other 
alliance structure, these numerous political parties have a serious stake in the 
process of elections and in tlie formati011 of government. Politics of alliance, 
therefore, has its direct consequence on the nature of government. Governance 
is based upon a wider clispersal of power among the alliance partners. 

The nature of alliance to begin with, was simply on the basis of exigencies of 
power politics. Gradually, over the period a pattern seems to have evolved in this . 

context. Rather than tlie alliances formed after the election, now there is almost 
tlie accepted practice of having pre-poll alliances. Initially, alliances were amorphous 
with me~iibers having come together without ally common objectives, except the 
one related to power. But of late, tliere has been some kind of effort at 
drawing some conrmon ntirtintunr progrcmrme acceptable to all partners of the 
alliance. 

6) Acceptance of common programme among the alliance partners does not necessarily 
mean that the alliance partners share cornillon ideology. Ideological cohesiveness, 
in fact, does not characterize the nature of alliance. Ideological positiorl of the 
parties that come forward to join an alliance, at times, is quite paradoxical. What 
causes these ideologically dissimilar parties to form an alliance is the logic of 
political power. Otherwise, these are non-icleological political fronts. 

7) The politics of allia~ice has led to tliepolcrriscition ofpcirties. In tlie initial years, 
such polarizatio~i took tlie shape of tliree allia~ice structures. Political parties, in 
the period after 1989 seemed to be organizing themselves around tliree poles, tlie 
one led by the Congress, the second led by the BJP and the Third, which was 
termed as the Third Front/United Front. 'l'he third pole was later weakened. 
Comprising of the Ja~iata Dal, tlie Telgu Desam, the Left Parties and many other 
&ional and state parties, it liad been successful in forming the government in 
1989 but it could not sustain either its unity or its political strength for long time. 
It was very soon fragmented and its number in the Parliament was substantially 
reduced. Many of the parties representing the Third Front regrouped around the 
Congress or tlie BJP. The way alliances have been formed in last few Parliamen- 
tary elections, there has emerged a bi-polcrrify. The Congress and the BJP are 
the two parties around which varied political parties have been grouped in recent 
elections. 

8) The contemporary pcrrty systenr is (i reflection of tlre complexity ant1 tlte 
Iteterogeneity tlrcit prevciils witlr tlte Inclicr~t sociefy. It is a represen tat ion of tlie 
diversity of political interests and opinions. It also reflects the wider reach of the 
participatory politics that has politicized diverse groups and articulated their politi- 
cal voice. This extensive nature of politicizatio~i has resulted in an accommodative 
nati~re of party politics. The power politics is no more dominated by tlie big and 
Iiegemonic parties. On the contrary, there is sufficient importance of smaller 
parties. As partners in multiparty governance, tliese small parties have developed 
tlieir bargaining power. That is the reason that tliese parties not only share power 
but also get a voice in tlie political decision-making. As represe~itatives of diverse 
groups including hose who have been hitherto excluded from power politics arid 
minorities, tliese s~nal ler parties also he1 p create more democratic political space. 

9) Seen from this perspective, there is a greater fehralised context of party 
system. This federalized context has been provided by the complex relation be- Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU


