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Introduction

In recent years, reputation of both parties and leaders are in a
state of disarray,. Parties and politicians have been accused of
eroding the democratic system by practicing and maximizing
their personal gains and influence. In short, political parties will-
fully pursue their own narrow political interest at the expense of
the greater common good. However, without their political or-
ganization and mobilization, the democratic system would not
have worked. Major transformations have taken place since
Independence in India’s party system. The writings on these in
fact examine and evaluate changes both within political parties
and the party system. At the centre of these change in the party
system is the rise of the BJP in India and in Karnataka. There-
fore an elucidation of party politics in India should begin with
an understanding of the role of political parties in democratic
systems generally.

Political parties are considered by many as intermediate or-
ganizations between the citizen and the state. They are regard-
ed as having an important place in a democracy, carrying the
weight of expectations and aspirations upwards from citizen to
state. Similarly they also take the responsibility of formulating
the public policy for the betterment of their citizens downwards,
from state to citizen. This in the words of political science is
known as interest articulation and interest aggregation. In this
process, they perform multiple functions and develop multiple
personalities.

Significance of Political Parties

Political parties are central to India political life. Their role in po-
litical mobilization, governance, the formulation and implemen-
tation of economic and social policy, ethnic conflict, separatist
movements. and the working of democracy has long been
the focus of analysis. Their centrality arises from the fact that
they are the key link between individual and state, and society.
Political parties provide the crucial connection between social
process and policy makers, and influence debates and policies
on issues affecting the interests of various social groups in the
political system.

As more and more people participated in the democratic pro-
cess, competitive politics and the party system have under-
gone a major change over the past two decades. The Con-
gress and the ruling BJP led National Democratic Alliance face
dissension at all levels extending from differences between the
BJP and organizations it is affiliated with, such as the Rashtriya
Swayam Sevak Sangh (RSS) and the Vishwa Hindu Parishad
(VHP), and between the party and its coalition partners.

To understand the significance and implications of these de-
velopments, many of which are spurred by electoral and politi-
cal change, it is useful to distinguish two important phases in
the development of the party system. Single party dominance,
moderate levels of political participation, and elite consensus
characterized the first phase. This has given way to a second
phase of greater democratization and the opening up of the
political system to non elite participants. The latter has resulted
in the unfolding of unexpected political patterns. These include
the replacement of the Congress system with multi party com-
petition, an intensification of party competition, the fragmenta-

tion of parties and emergence of coalition politics. Particularly
significant is the decline of single party dominance, the rise of
the BJP as the single largest party in Parliament, and the ad-
vent of coalition politics. Coalition governments have come into
their own because the last five parliamentary elections have
failed to produce a single party majority. Equally important is the
democratic upsurge amongst the hitherto underprivileged sec-
tions of society and their perceptible influence on the working
of democracy and political institutions. Two issues are particu-
larly vital. The fist concerns the effect of institutional variables,
principally, the electoral system and federalism, on the party
system. The second pertains to the role of social cleavages,
more precisely, the relationship between social cleavages and
political mobilization. These shifts raise number of questions
of general interest for students of Indian politics. What are the
conditions under which parties and party system change? How
has the party managed to cope with social change? How do
we understand the contemporary party systems and its impact
on democracy? Do these political parties have a set agenda?
Do political parties have different levels of operation? Do they
foresee development? Do they contribute to urban expansion
and growing expectations?

Current Status

The intensification of competitive politics has changed the
party systep1 from being a rivalry between national pm1ies
into one between alliances and coalitions of national and state
parties. The nineties have witnessed a succession of minority
or coalition governments. The Governments formed in 1989,
1990, 1991, 1996, 1998, and 1999 were coalitions of several
parties. The BJP led government formed in 1999 is he eighth
since 1989. In 1996, a fourteen party United Front government
was formed, which was supported by the Left parties. It retied
on the Congress to offer support from outside the government,
with the aim of preventing the BJP, the largest party in parlia-
ment, from coming to power. The minority coalitions in 1989
and 1996 were toppled when their supporters outside the gov-
ernment, the BJP and the Congress respectively, withdrew
support, whereas the 1998 coalition government fell after the
AIADMK, a member of the coalition, withdrew support. The last
two elections have seen the formation ‘of four successive gov-
ernments with a total of 25 parties contributing to governmental
majorities, either as coalition partners or as ‘supporters of mi-
nority governments from outside. Many small parties have ac-
quired disproportionate influence because the few seats they
held were crucial to forming a government. Even the smallest
of parties, even ones with a member or two. can drive hard
bargains with the larger parties, which need their support either
for a majority or to shore up regional bases. Party divisions
in Tamilnadu exemplify the process. With Dravidian ideology
in retreat, many groups that formerly supported the Dravidian
movement have formed parties of their own. The Maruma-
larchi Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam, Pattali Makkal Katchi, the
Tamilzhaga Rajiv Congress, ad Puthiya Tamizhagam are break
way groups from the DMK and AIADMK; the Tamil Manila Con-
gress broke away from the Congress party.

Trends in the last few elections suggest that a parliamentary
majority is difficult to achieve in normal elections. Notwith-
standing the BJP’s claim that it favors coalitions, .even if it wins
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a majority on its own, it’s long term political project demands a
decisive majority so that it can reduce its dependence on other
parties and can pursue its core policies. The Congress has not
been able to win an electoral majority since 1984.

Still, the party has not given up the hope of attaining a single
party majority in the Lok Sabha. Even some of the most ardent
Congressmen acknowledged at a brainstorming camp in Pan-
chamarhi in October 1998 that there are some regions, Tamil
Nadu, Uttar Pradesh, and Bihar, for example, where the Con-
gress has little alternative but to ally with state based parties, if
it wants to come to power. Yet, the central Congress leadership
perseveres with the policy of assailing regional parties as the
principal obstacle to single party rule.

While coalition governments have become the order of the
day, capacity to govern. Parties and politicians have changed
their loyalties so rapidly that sustainable coalition building has
proved impossible. The formation of four governments and
the necessity for three general elections after 1996 raised
ungainly apprehensions of instability and lack of governance.
The twelfth Lok Sabha lasted a mere thirteen months, arousing
anxiety about its impact on economic development. Political
stability remains elusive because of the shifting calculations of
rival parties in the political arena, which raises doubts about the
viability of coalitions In a situation of rapidly changing alliances.

Thus, Party politics in India has confronted numerous chal-
lenges. Not only has the Congress system destroyed itself, but
the fragmentation of the Congress coalition has triggered a new
emphasis on self-representation which raise questions about the
party system and its capacity to accommodate diverse interests,
and also form stable state and national coalitions. An important
test facing the polity is to evolve a party system or political par-
ties that can effectively articulate and aggregate a variety of in-
terests. This requires parties to project broader appeals.

The democratic ideal is strong parties with well developed
political identification, programmatic goals, and organization.
These are rare everywhere. In India, numerous small parties
have emerged principally s vehicles for influential and char-
ismatic leaders to gain power. Such leaders rarely advocate
the institutionalization of parties, because parties as institutions
constrain individual discretion and the personal power of char-
ismatic leaders. Leaders of such parties, some of which may
be little more than pressure groups, tend to avoid member-
ship of umbrella coalitions and aspire to wield direct power to
maximize their own influence and that of their constituencies.
Well developed parties often emerge from below. The growth
of the two communist parties and the from below. The growth
of the two communist parties and the DMK, AIADMK, Telugu
Desam, and SSP indicate this possibility. However these par-
ties are confined to a few states. Furthermore, not all parties
from below become institutionalized. On the contrary, leaders
like Mayawati in Uttar Pradesh, M.G. Ramachandran in Tamil
Nadu. N.T.Rama Rao in Andhra Pradesh showed no interest in
promoting the institutionalization of their parties. This is true of
national leaders too: Indira Gandhi destroyed the Congress as
an institution. The development of the Congress after the 1969
split was in sharp contrast to its organizational development in
there Independence period.

With all their deficiencies, India’s myriad political parties have
played a crucial role in organizing a competitive multi party
based democracy and in forming representative party based
governments. thus avoiding the challenges of non party, plebi-
scitary democracy, and strong executive leadership grounded
in populist authoritarianism. Parties remain the best means
of ensuring that government has a popular basis and social
conflicts are mediated and settled within a process of accom-
modation and compromise. Even frequent elections have not
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alienated the majority of voters: to the contrary, they appear to
give the mass of voters a sense of control over government.
None of this. of course. minimizes the seriousness of the dilem-
mas facing India’s political parties and the political system. The
overriding problem is the persistent inability of governments to
deliver on their promises, and the inadequacies of parties in
responding to the preference of all its citizens. Yet, despite the
erosion of the institutional edifice of democracy, which so pre-
occupies intellectuals generally, and political scientists in par-
ticular, the Indian electorate to judge by its 60 per cent turnout
in national elections appears satisfied with the extraordinary
range of choices that the parties offer.

There is consequently an urgent need for rebuilding, both
within individual parties and in relations among them. Since
his election victory in the last week of 1984, Prime Minister
Rajiv Gandhi had begun, somewhat hesitantly, the process of
rebuilding within the formal institutions of state. He had also,
at least for the time being, restored a modicum of civility to
relations between his ruling Congress-| party and the opposi-
tion, and this has in turn led to an improvement in relations
between the central government in new Delhi and opposition
controlled governments at the state level. Rajiv Gandhi had
also indicated, through scorching criticisms, that he was well
aware of the wretched condition of his own party. But he may
also have missed his opportunity to rebuild it. If that is indeed
true, then he could eventually experience the kind of vulnerabil-
ity that caused him and his mother before him to seek all out
confrontation with opposition parties. It could even lead civilian
elites to abandon hope in parties and in open, competitive poli-
tics. Now it is the turn of Mr. Rahual Gandhi and the generation
leaders like him in other parties too. It is however dependent on
time to find answers to the hopes of people in political parties.

Urbanization Process

Ever since 2500 BC, urban places have placed an important
role in the evolution of India’s cultural, political, economic and
social life. Throughout this long period 4500 years the propor-
tion of the country’s total population living in urban areas has
fluctuated between five and twenty five per cent. These statis-
tics, however, hide the more significant events of the rise and,
fall of individual cities and of systems of cities, which made
lasting impression south country’s cultural and social advance-
ment. The influence of cities, past and present, on our way
of life, cannot by any standards be considered as a simple,
one-dimensional process. On the other hand, the emergence,
spatial spread, growth and decline of cities, have meant dif-
ferent things at different points in time and space. There are,
in fact, not one but several processes of urbanization at work
at any given point in time and space. These processes are
interdependent and inter related, yet varied in terms of their
underlying causes and the manifestations of their impact. The
history of urbanization in India reveals, broadly, four processes
of urbanization at work throughout the historical period. These
are: a) the emergence of new social relationships among peo-
ple in cities and between people in cities and those in villages
through a process of social change; b) the rise and fall of cities
with changes in the political order; c) the growth of cities based
on new productive processes, which later the economic base
of the city; and d) the physical spread of cities with the inflow
of migrants, who come in search of a means of livelihood as
well as a new way of life. All these processes have been en-
riched by the influences of other world cultures; in particular
those form west Asia and Europe. This being the process of
urbanization, in the modern period, on one hand there is on
the other hand, a paradigm shift that is taking place in the for-
mation, functioning, and practices of political parties in India
today. As there is urban expansion one can see that there is
more political activity the indulgence of political parties seem to
be on an increase in all walks of life. This process has lead to
the debate about the role of political parties in the process of
Urbanization and hence the importance of this study.
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