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The democratic republic of India boasts of a very vibrant party system, which has been in 

existence even before the Independence of the nation in 1947. The Indian party system has been 

very dynamic and has seen different phases historically, going from the period of Congress 

dominance, its decline, the subsequent phase of coalition politics and the contemporary period, 

which could be seen as the return of dominance under the BJP. The paper explores the 

transformations that have occurred in the Indian party system since the late 1980s, resulting in 

the rise of coalition politics, thus fundamentally altering the nature of governance and political 

competition. It further examines the evolution, functioning, and implications of coalition politics 

in India from 1989 to the present, arguing that coalition governments emerged as a structural 

necessity due to the decline of single-party dominance and the increasing salience of regional 

and identity-based politics. While coalitions have enhanced representativeness and deepened 

federalism, they have also posed challenges in terms of policy coherence, political stability, and 

governance efficiency. Using a descriptive-analytical approach, the paper traces key coalition 

phases, evaluates their performance, and assesses their continuing relevance in an era 

increasingly characterised by the dominance of a single national party. The study concludes that 

coalition politics, despite its limitations, remains an integral feature of India’s democratic 

landscape. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Indian political system has seen profound transformations 

since its inception as an independent republic in 1947, 

particularly in the nature and functioning of its vibrant party 

system. During the early two decades post-independence, Indian 

politics was characterised by the presence of One-Party 

Dominance, which Rajni Kothari famously conceptualised as the 

“Congress system.” The Congress as a single dominant party 

accommodated diverse social interests within a broad umbrella 

framework, and the opposition was relegated to the margins 

where it appealed to the like-minded section within the Congress 

to exercise its influence to shape policy (Kothari, 1964). This 

phase not only witnessed an era of conspicuous electoral 

dominance by Congress but also a relatively stable pattern of 

political competition, where opposition parties existed in a 

system with free and fair contestation but lacked any prospect of 

alternation of government (Manor, 1998). However, there was a 

gradual erosion of this dominant party system, first visible during 

the general elections of 1967, which further intensified through 

the 1970s and 1980s, setting the stage for a more competitive and 

fragmented political order (Brass, 1994). Finally, it was the 1989 

general elections that marked a landmark turning point, 

signalling the institutionalisation of coalition politics at the 

national level. From this period onward, there was no single party 

conspicuously in a position to secure the parliamentary majority 

on its own, thus necessitating the formation of coalition 

governments, fundamentally altering the nature of governance in 

India (Yadav, 1999). 

The emergence of coalition politics must be studied in the 

context of a broader process of social and political 

transformation undergoing in the Indian political system. The 

process of democratic deepening resulted in the political 

mobilisation of various sections of the population previously 

marginalised on the lines of caste, religion, language and 

regional considerations. The implementation of the Mandal 

Commission recommendations in the early 1990s further 

intensified identity-based politics, reshaping electoral 

alignments and weakening the pan-Indian appeal of national 

parties (Chandra, 2004). The growing assertion of sub-national 

identities demanding greater political and economic autonomy 

was also reflected by the simultaneous rise of regional parties 

(Hasan, 2012). These developments resulted in the subsequent 

“federalisation” and “fragmentation” of the Indian party system 

(Palshikar et al., 2014). 

In the backdrop of this context, the coalition politics emerged not 

merely as a contingent political arrangement but as a structural 

feature of India’s evolving democracy. It represented a radical 

shift from the highly centralised, single-party rule to a more 

negotiated and decentralised form of governance. While early 

coalition governments often proved to be unstable and short-

lived, over time, political actors eventually learned the logic of 

coalition-building. The successful completion of full-term 

coalition governments, particularly during the National 

Democratic Alliance (NDA) and United Progressive Alliance 

(UPA) periods, demonstrated that coalitions could provide both 

stability and continuity in governance (Arora & Kailash, 2013). 

The coalition politics has not been without its lacunae, and it 

came with its own set of issues, further complicating the political 

process. The process of decision-making necessitates consensus 

among diverse partners representing varying ideological 

orientations and regional interests, often resulting in 

compromises that shape policy outcomes in significant ways. 

Although such arrangements enhanced representativeness and 

inclusivity, they also raised concerns regarding policy coherence, 

administrative efficiency, and the dilution of leadership authority 

(Hasan, 2012). 

The trajectory of coalition politics in India has been far from 

linear. The 2014 general elections represent a notable departure, 

with a single party securing a clear parliamentary majority after 

nearly three decades. This development prompted debates about 

the possible decline of coalition politics at the national level. 

Nevertheless, such interpretations may be premature. Even in the 

context of renewed single-party dominance, coalition dynamics 

continue to operate in electoral strategies, state-level politics, and 

parliamentary interactions, indicating that the underlying 

structural conditions that gave rise to coalition politics remain 

largely intact (Yadav, 1999; Palshikar et al., 2014). 

Against this backdrop, this paper seeks to examine the evolution 

and dynamics of coalition politics in India since 1989. It adopts 

a descriptive-analytical approach to trace the major phases of 

coalition governance, identify key trends and patterns, and assess 

the implications of coalition politics for democratic 

representation and governance. By situating coalition politics 

within the broader transformation of the Indian party system, the 

paper aims to provide a nuanced understanding of its continuing 

relevance in contemporary Indian politics. 

 

2. Emergence of Coalition Politics in India 

The emergence of coalition politics in India was not an abrupt 

development but rather the outcome of long-term structural 

transformations in the political and social landscape. The shift 

from a dominant party system to a fragmented and competitive 

multiparty system reflects deeper changes in electoral behaviour, 

social cleavages, and institutional dynamics. This section 

examines the key factors that contributed to the rise of coalition 

politics in India. 

 

Decline of Single-Party Dominance 

The roots of coalition politics can be traced to the gradual decline 

of the dominance of the Indian National Congress, which had 

maintained a hegemonic position in Indian politics during the 

first two decades after independence. While the 1967 general 

elections marked the first major challenge to Congress's 

dominance at both the national and state levels, it was not until 

the late 1980s that this decline became structurally irreversible 

(Kothari, 1964; Brass, 1994). 

The weakening of the Congress system was accompanied by the 

rise of opposition parties and increasing electoral competition. 

Internal factionalism within the Congress, leadership crises, and 

the erosion of its broad social coalition further contributed to its 

decline. By 1989, the Congress was no longer able to command 

a parliamentary majority, leading to the formation of the National 

Front government with external support. This moment is widely 
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regarded as the beginning of the coalition era in India (Yadav, 

1999). 

 

Rise of Regional Parties 

A crucial factor underlying the emergence of coalition politics 

has been the growing prominence of regional parties in India’s 

political system. These parties, rooted in specific linguistic, 

cultural, and regional contexts, gained electoral strength by 

articulating localised demands and representing sub-national 

identities (Ziegfeld, 2016). The expansion of democratic 

participation and the deepening of federalism created space for 

such parties to emerge as significant political actors (Hasan, 

2012). 

Regional parties increasingly became indispensable in the 

formation of governments at the Centre, as national parties often 

lacked the numbers required to secure a majority on their own. 

Their role in coalition politics extended beyond mere numerical 

support; they actively influenced policy decisions and 

governance priorities. This development marked a shift toward a 

more decentralised and negotiated form of political power 

(Palshikar et al., 2014). 

 

Social Cleavages and Identity Politics 

The politicisation of social cleavages, particularly caste and 

community identities, played a pivotal role in reshaping India’s 

electoral landscape. The implementation of the Mandal 

Commission recommendations in 1990 significantly altered the 

dynamics of political mobilisation by empowering Other 

Backwards Classes (OBCs) and encouraging the formation of 

caste-based political parties (Chandra, 2004). 

This process contributed to the fragmentation of the traditional 

vote base of national parties, making electoral outcomes more 

competitive and uncertain. Identity-based mobilisation also led 

to the consolidation of regional political formations that were 

better positioned to represent specific social groups. As a result, 

coalition-building became a necessary strategy for aggregating 

diverse interests and securing electoral victories (Yadav, 1999). 

 

Electoral Fragmentation and Party System Change 

The combined effect of declining dominance, the rise of regional 

parties, and identity-based mobilisation led to increasing 

fragmentation of the party system. The number of effective 

parties in electoral competition increased significantly, reducing 

the likelihood of single-party majorities. Scholars have described 

this phase as the transition to a “multiparty system with coalition 

compulsions,” where political actors are compelled to form 

alliances both before and after elections (Palshikar et al., 2014). 

This fragmentation was not merely numerical but also 

ideological and social, reflecting the diversity of Indian society. 

Coalition politics thus emerged as an institutional response to 

this complexity, enabling the accommodation of multiple 

interests within the framework of democratic governance (Arora 

& Kailash, 2013). 

 

3. Phases of Coalition Politics in India  

Coalition politics in India have evolved through distinct phases, 

each reflecting changing configurations of political power, party 

strategies, and institutional adaptation. While early coalition 

experiments were marked by instability, subsequent phases 

demonstrated increasing maturity and durability. This section 

traces the major phases of coalition politics at the national level 

from 1989 to 2014. 

 

The National Front Era (1989–1991) 

The 1989 general elections marked the formal beginning of 

coalition politics at the Centre, with the formation of the National 

Front government led by V. P. Singh. This government was 

supported externally by ideologically diverse parties, including 

the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and Left parties. The 

arrangement reflected a strategic convergence against the 

declining dominance of the Congress rather than a cohesive 

ideological coalition (Yadav, 1999). 

However, the inherent contradictions within this coalition soon 

became apparent. The withdrawal of support by the BJP over the 

Ram Janmabhoomi issue led to the collapse of the government 

within a short period. This phase highlighted the challenges of 

sustaining coalitions based on external support and limited 

programmatic coherence. Consequently, coalition politics in this 

early phase were often associated with instability and political 

uncertainty (Brass, 1994). 

 

The United Front Governments (1996–1998) 

The 1996 general elections produced a fragmented mandate, 

leading to the formation of United Front governments under H. 

D. Deve Gowda and later I. K. Gujral. These governments were 

supported from outside by the Congress party, illustrating a 

pattern of coalition formation driven by political expediency 

rather than ideological alignment (Hasan, 2012). 

The United Front phase underscored both the possibilities and 

limitations of coalition politics. On the one hand, it demonstrated 

the growing importance of regional parties, which played a 

central role in government formation. On the other hand, the 

dependence on external support made the government vulnerable 

to shifts in political calculations, ultimately leading to its 

collapse. Despite its short duration, this phase contributed to the 

normalisation of coalition arrangements in Indian politics 

(Palshikar et al., 2014). 

 

The National Democratic Alliance (NDA) Phase (1998–2004) 

A significant turning point in the evolution of coalition politics 

was the emergence of the National Democratic Alliance (NDA), 

led by the Bharatiya Janata Party. Unlike earlier coalitions, the 

NDA represented a more structured and cohesive alliance, with 

a common minimum programme and pre-poll agreements among 

its constituent parties. 

Under the leadership of Atal Bihari Vajpayee, the NDA 

government (1999–2004) became the first coalition government 

in India to complete a full term. This period demonstrated that 

coalition governments could provide stability and effective 

governance if supported by institutional mechanisms and 

political consensus (Arora & Kailash, 2013). 

The NDA phase also reflected the strategic adaptation of national 

parties to coalition compulsions, including the moderation of 

ideological positions and the accommodation of regional 
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interests. This marked a transition from fragile coalitions to more 

durable alliance systems within the Indian party system (Yadav, 

1999). 

 

The United Progressive Alliance (UPA) Era (2004–2014) 

The United Progressive Alliance (UPA), led by the Indian 

National Congress, governed India for two consecutive terms 

from 2004 to 2014. The UPA period is often seen as a mature 

phase of coalition politics, characterised by relatively stable 

governance and significant policy initiatives, including rights-

based welfare programs (Singh & Saxena, 2013). 

The UPA government relied on both coalition partners and 

external support, particularly during its first term. While it 

completed two full terms, it also faced challenges related to 

coalition management, policy coordination, and allegations of 

corruption, which affected its political credibility in the later 

years (Hasan, 2012). 

This phase illustrated both the strengths and limitations of 

coalition governance. On the one hand, it reinforced the viability 

of coalition arrangements in a diverse society. On the other hand, 

it highlighted the constraints imposed by coalition partners on 

decision-making processes and leadership autonomy (Palshikar 

et al., 2014). 

 

4. Key Features of Coalition Politics in India  

Coalition politics in India has developed certain distinctive 

features that reflect both the structural characteristics of Indian 

society and the institutional dynamics of its political system. 

These features highlight how coalition governance has reshaped 

political practices, decision-making processes, and centre–state 

relations. 

 

Federalisation of Politics 

One of the most significant features of coalition politics in India 

has been the strengthening of federal dynamics. The increased 

participation of regional parties in national governance has led to 

a greater articulation of state-level interests at the Centre. 

Coalition governments have often depended on regional parties 

for survival, thereby enhancing their bargaining power in policy 

formulation and resource allocation (Arora & Kailash, 2013). 

This process has contributed to what scholars describe as the 

“federalisation of the party system,” wherein political 

competition and policy priorities are increasingly shaped by 

regional considerations. As a result, coalition politics has 

deepened the federal character of Indian democracy by making 

governance more inclusive and representative of India’s socio-

cultural diversity (Palshikar et al., 2014). 

 

Consensus-Based Decision Making 

Coalition governments operate through negotiation, 

consultation, and compromise among multiple political actors. 

Unlike single-party governments, which can rely on centralised 

decision-making, coalition regimes require continuous 

coordination among partners with diverse ideological 

orientations and political interests. 

This has led to the emergence of a consensus-based model of 

governance, where major policy decisions are often the result of 

deliberation and bargaining. While such an approach enhances 

democratic participation and reduces the likelihood of unilateral 

decision-making, it can also slow down the policy process and 

lead to diluted outcomes (Hasan, 2012). 

 

Policy Moderation and Pragmatism 

Coalition politics tends to moderate extreme ideological 

positions, as parties are compelled to accommodate the 

preferences of their partners. This often results in pragmatic 

policy choices that seek to balance competing interests. National 

parties, in particular, have shown a willingness to adjust their 

ideological commitments to maintain coalition stability. 

For instance, both major coalitions—the NDA and the UPA—

adopted common minimum programmes to ensure policy 

coherence among diverse partners. Such arrangements reflect a 

shift toward pragmatic governance, where ideological rigidity is 

often subordinated to political feasibility (Yadav, 1999). 

 

Institutionalisation of Alliance Politics 

Over time, coalition politics in India have moved from ad hoc 

arrangements to more institutionalised forms of alliance-

building. Pre-poll alliances, coordination committees, and 

common policy frameworks have become common features of 

coalition governance. This institutionalisation has contributed to 

greater predictability and stability in coalition arrangements. 

Political parties have increasingly adapted to the logic of 

alliances, recognising coalition-building as a strategic necessity 

in a fragmented electoral landscape. This has led to the 

normalisation of coalition politics as an enduring feature of the 

Indian party system rather than a temporary deviation (Palshikar 

et al., 2014). 

 

5. Challenges of Coalition Politics  

While coalition politics in India has enhanced representativeness 

and accommodated diversity, it has also generated a range of 

challenges that affect governance, policy-making, and political 

stability. These challenges stem from the inherent complexities 

of managing multiple actors with divergent interests within a 

single governing framework. 

 

Political Instability 

One of the most frequently cited criticisms of coalition politics 

is its association with political instability. In the early phases, 

particularly during the late 1980s and 1990s, several coalition 

governments were short-lived due to ideological 

incompatibilities and shifting political alliances. The dependence 

on external support further exacerbated instability, as 

governments could collapse with the withdrawal of backing by 

key partners (Brass, 1994). 

Although later coalitions demonstrated greater durability, the 

perception of instability continues to be linked with coalition 

arrangements. This instability can undermine policy continuity 

and weaken public confidence in governance (Yadav, 1999). 

 

Policy Paralysis and Decision-Making Constraints 

Coalition governments often face difficulties in decision-making 

due to the need for consensus among diverse partners. The 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Ind. Jr. of Mod. Res. and Rev PEER-REVIEWED JOURNAL               Volume 4 Issue 4 [Apr] Year 2026 
 

67 
© 2026 Arvind Kumar, Narender. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License 

(CC BY NC ND).https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 

 

requirement to accommodate multiple viewpoints can delay 

policy formulation and implementation, leading to what is 

commonly described as “policy paralysis.” 

In such settings, contentious reforms are frequently postponed or 

diluted to maintain coalition unity. This constraint is particularly 

evident in areas requiring strong political will and decisive 

leadership, where coalition dynamics may hinder swift action 

(Hasan, 2012). 

 

Opportunistic Alliances and Ideological Incoherence 

Coalitions in India are often formed based on electoral arithmetic 

rather than ideological compatibility. Parties with divergent or 

even conflicting ideological positions may come together to form 

governments, driven primarily by the objective of gaining or 

retaining power. 

Such opportunistic alliances can lead to a lack of coherence in 

policy direction and governance priorities. The absence of a 

shared ideological framework may result in inconsistent policy 

positions and weaken the credibility of the government 

(Palshikar et al., 2014). 

 

Leadership Constraints and Executive Limitations 

Coalition politics can impose significant constraints on political 

leadership, particularly on the office of the Prime Minister. 

Unlike in single-party majority governments, where leadership 

authority is relatively centralised, coalition leaders must 

negotiate with multiple partners and accommodate their 

demands. 

This can limit the autonomy of the executive and complicate 

governance processes. Key decisions often require extensive 

consultation, which may slow down administrative functioning 

and reduce the effectiveness of leadership (Arora & Kailash, 

2013). 

 

Increased Bargaining and Rent-Seeking Tendencies 

Another challenge associated with coalition politics is the 

increased scope for political bargaining and rent-seeking 

behaviour. Coalition partners, especially smaller parties, may 

leverage their pivotal position to extract concessions, including 

ministerial positions or policy benefits for their constituencies. 

Such practices can distort policy priorities and lead to 

governance driven by short-term political considerations rather 

than long-term national interests. This aspect has often been 

criticised as undermining the efficiency and integrity of coalition 

governance (Chandra, 2004). 

 

6. Changing Trends After 2014  

The 2014 general elections marked a significant turning point in 

the trajectory of India’s party system and coalition politics. For 

the first time in nearly three decades, a single party, the Bharatiya 

Janata Party was able to secure a clear majority in the Lok Sabha. 

This development led many observers to suggest that India had 

entered a new phase characterised by the resurgence of single-

party dominance, potentially signalling the decline of coalition 

politics at the national level. 

At one level, the electoral outcome of 2014 appeared to reverse 

the trend of fragmentation that had defined Indian politics since 

1989. The return of a majority government reduced the 

immediate necessity for coalition formation at the Centre and 

enabled more centralised decision-making. This shift was further 

reinforced in the 2019 general elections, where the ruling party 

secured an even larger mandate, consolidating its position within 

the national political landscape. 

However, a closer examination reveals that coalition politics has 

not disappeared but has instead undergone a process of 

transformation. Even in the presence of a dominant national 

party, alliances continue to play a significant role in electoral 

strategies. Pre-poll and post-poll alliances remain crucial for 

expanding political reach, particularly in states where regional 

parties maintain strong bases of support (Yadav, 1999). 

Moreover, regional parties continue to exert considerable 

influence in India’s federal structure. In several states, political 

competition remains highly fragmented, and coalition 

governments are still common. This indicates that while single-

party dominance may have re-emerged at the national level, the 

broader party system continues to exhibit characteristics of 

fragmentation and regionalisation (Palshikar et al., 2014). 

Another important dimension of the post-2014 phase is the 

changing nature of coalition politics itself. Unlike earlier periods 

where coalition governments were formed out of compulsion, 

contemporary alliances are often more strategic and 

asymmetrical, with a dominant party leading smaller partners. 

This has altered the balance of power within coalitions, reducing 

the bargaining capacity of smaller parties while enhancing the 

central leadership’s control over governance processes (Arora & 

Kailash, 2013). 

At the same time, the persistence of social diversity, regional 

disparities, and identity-based politics continues to generate 

conditions conducive to coalition formation. The structural 

factors that contributed to the rise of coalition politics—such as 

electoral fragmentation, regional aspirations, and the 

mobilisation of social cleavages—remain embedded within 

India’s political system (Hasan, 2012). 

Therefore, rather than indicating the end of coalition politics, the 

post-2014 period reflects its adaptation to new political realities. 

Coalition politics in contemporary India are less about survival-

driven alliances and more about strategic partnerships within an 

evolving party system. It continues to shape electoral behaviour, 

federal relations, and governance outcomes, even in the context 

of renewed single-party dominance. 

 

7. CONCLUSION  

Coalition politics has emerged as a defining feature of India’s 

political system in the post-1989 period, reflecting deeper 

structural transformations like political competition and social 

representation. The decline of single-party dominance, the rise of 

regional parties, and the increasing salience of identity-based 

mobilisation collectively contributed to the institutionalisation of 

coalition governance in India (Yadav, 1999; Hasan, 2012). 

Over time, coalition politics evolved from a phase of instability 

and experimentation to one of relative maturity and 

institutionalisation. The successful functioning of coalition 

governments, particularly during the National Democratic 

Alliance (NDA) and United Progressive Alliance (UPA) periods, 
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demonstrated that coalitions could provide both stability and 

continuity in governance, while also accommodating the 

diversity inherent in Indian society (Arora & Kailash, 2013). 

At the same time, coalition politics has been accompanied by 

significant challenges. Issues such as political instability in its 

early phases, constraints on decision-making, opportunistic 

alliances, and leadership limitations have raised important 

questions regarding the efficiency and coherence of coalition 

governance (Brass, 1994; Palshikar et al., 2014). These 

challenges highlight the inherent tensions between inclusiveness 

and effectiveness in a plural and competitive political system. 

The post-2014 phase, marked by the resurgence of single-party 

dominance at the Centre, has introduced a new dimension to the 

debate on coalition politics. While the return of a majority 

government has reduced the immediate necessity for coalition 

formation at the national level, it has not fundamentally altered 

the underlying dynamics of India’s party system. Regional 

parties continue to play a significant role, and coalition strategies 

remain relevant in electoral politics and state-level governance 

(Yadav, 1999; Palshikar et al., 2014). 

In this context, coalition politics should not be viewed as a 

temporary or transitional phenomenon, but rather as an enduring 

feature of India’s democratic framework. It represents a 

mechanism through which diverse social, regional, and political 

interests are negotiated and accommodated within the 

institutional structure of the state. The adaptability of coalition 

politics to changing political conditions underscores its 

continued relevance in contemporary India. 

In conclusion, the trajectory of coalition politics in India reflects 

the broader evolution of its democracy from centralised 

dominance to competitive pluralism, and from fragmentation to 

strategic coordination. While its forms and expressions may 

change over time, the underlying logic of coalition-building is 

likely to remain integral to the functioning of India’s political 

system. 
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