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From Unipolar, Multipolar to Bipolar
Representation?: The Evolution of India’s
Party System and Its Democratic Practice

Der Yuan Wu
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Abstract

As the most populous democratic country in the world, India has
practiced democracy for over half a century. India has been characterized
with high levels of poverty, a recent rise of violence related to elections
and religious issues, as well as a deeply divided society, which have
frequently been regarded as unfavorable to democratic stability. That
situation constitutes a complex subject worth studying. Meanwhile, the
evolution of a party system demonstrates the considerable extent to which
democracy has been practiced in India. This paper aims to explore the
development of the Indian party system and its main characteristics. This
paper begins by sketching the historical development of the Indian party
system and introduces and discusses five major national parties. Further,
it analyzes five stages of Indian party politics that transformed India’s
government from a unipolar to a multipolar system and today toward a
bipolar system. Moreover, the paper categorizes Indian party
development in terms of changes in party interaction style, scope of
represented ideologies, quantitative changes in parties and vicissitudes of
national vs local parties. In conclusion, this paper reflects upon Indian
democracy in relation to freedom/competition as well as compromise/
accommodation.

Keywords: Indian party system and party politics; catch-all party; plural
society; consociational democracy; freedom and competition
in democracy; compromise and accommodation in democracy.



