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Unravelling the democratic tapestry: Elections in
India
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Abstract

Elections in India stand as a testament to the nation's commitment to democratic principles,
representing one of the most extensive and intricate electoral processes globally. Administered by the
Election Commission of India, these elections encompass various levels, including national, state, and
local bodies, providing a platform for the participation of over nine hundred million eligible voters.
This article explores the multifaceted nature of Indian elections, its past and present along with the
significance of elections in shaping India's political landscape, influencing policy-making, and
reinforcing democratic governance.
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1. Introduction

Elections in India, often hailed as the largest democratic exercise in the world, constitute a
cornerstone of the nation's vibrant political landscape. With a population exceeding 1.4
billion people, India's electoral process is an intricate tapestry woven with diversity,
complexity, and democratic fervour. This article delves into the multifaceted realm of Indian
elections, exploring their significance, evolution, challenges, and impact on governance
(Election Commission of India).

After gaining independence from Great Britain for five years, India has earned the rightful
title of "largest democracy in the world." After British India was divided into Pakistan,
which is primarily Muslim, and India, which is primarily Hindu, India gained its
independence in 1947 to become a democratic republic with separate executive, legislative,
and judicial departments that was based after the British parliamentary system (Smith, 2015)
1691

The journey of Indian elections traces back to its independence in 1947 when the nation
embarked on the path of democracy following centuries of colonial rule. The adoption of a
democratic framework was a watershed moment, empowering citizens with the right to
choose their representatives and shape the destiny of the nation. Since then, India has
witnessed numerous elections at the national, state, and local levels, marking a testament to
its commitment to democratic ideals (Sharma, 2020) [64],

The history of elections in India is a fascinating journey reflecting the country's evolution
from colonial rule to the world's largest democracy. From 1920’s the demand for self-rule
and independence from British colonial rule gained momentum. Political movements led by
leaders like Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru, and others lay the groundwork for India's
democratic aspirations. In 1935, The Government of India Act introduces limited elections in
British India, but these were not fully democratic as the electorate is highly restricted. Post-
Independence, India gained independence from British rule, marking the beginning of its
democratic journey (Chopra, 2018) [,

The Constituent Assembly drafted the Constitution of India, laying down the framework for
a parliamentary democracy and from 1951-1952, India conducted its first general elections,
establishing itself as the world's largest democracy. Over 176 million people participated,
electing members to the Lok Sabha and State Legislative Assemblies. After 1952, regular
elections were held at the national and state levels, with the Indian National Congress (INC)
emerging as the dominant political party under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru (Sarkar,
1983) 631,

A. Electoral Reforms and Developments

= 1950s-1960s: The Election Commission of India (ECI) was established as an
independent constitutional body to oversee elections and ensure their fairness (Jayal,
2019) (11,
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= 1966: Introduction of the "Open Ballot" system,
replacing the previous system of voting through ballot
papers marked in secret (Kashyap, 2008) 44,

1989: The National Front coalition government comes
to power, ending the INC's uninterrupted rule at the
centre (Singh, 1990) [8],

1990s: Economic liberalization and political reforms
lead to the emergence of coalition politics, with
multiple parties gaining prominence at the national and
state levels (Srinivasan, 2004) [,

2000s: Introduction of Electronic Voting Machines
(EVMs) to streamline the voting process and minimize
electoral fraud (Gill, 2007) [0,

2010s: Increasing use of technology for voter
registration, monitoring, and counting, along with
efforts to enhance transparency and accountability in
electoral processes (Vaishnav, 2017) [2,

B. Contemporary Era

2014: The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) secures a
decisive victory in the general elections, forming a
single-party majority government led by Narendra
Modi (Palshikar & Suri, 2014) 54,

2019: BJP returns to power with an even stronger
mandate in the general elections, further solidifying its
position as a dominant political force (Palshikar et al.,
2019) B8],

2020s: Continued focus on electoral reforms, including
campaign finance regulations, efforts to curb electoral
malpractices, and initiatives to enhance voter
participation and awareness (Vaishnav, 2020; Election
Commission of India, 2020) I3,

The history of elections in India is not just a narrative of
political contests but also a saga of the country's democratic
resilience and commitment to pluralism. From its inception
as an independent nation to the present day, India's electoral
journey reflects the aspirations, challenges, and triumphs of
its diverse populace (Guha, 2007; Jayal, 2019; Kothari,
2005) [32, 41, 45]

2. Electoral Process

The electoral process in India is overseen by the Election
Commission of India, an autonomous body entrusted with
the responsibility of conducting free, fair, and transparent
elections. Elections are held regularly to elect members of
the Lok Sabha, the lower house of Parliament, as well as
members of state legislative assemblies and local bodies.
The process involves voter registration, campaigning,
polling, and counting of votes, all conducted with
meticulous adherence to electoral laws and regulations
(Election Commission of India).

The electoral process in India is a comprehensive
framework that ensures the conduct of free, fair, and
transparent elections at various levels of government. Here
is an overview of the electoral process in India:
Pre-Election Phase

The Election Commission periodically reviews and
redraws electoral boundaries to ensure fair
representation based on population changes (Singh,
2004) 71 The Election Commission oversees the
process of voter registration, enabling eligible citizens
to enrol and obtain voter identification cards (Voter ID)
(Election Commission of India, 2021). Political parties
nominate candidates for elections after fulfilling
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eligibility criteria set by the Election Commission.
Independent candidates can also contest by filing
nomination papers (Pal, 2007) (571,

Election Campaigning

Candidates and political parties engage in campaigning
activities, including rallies, public meetings, door-to-
door canvassing, and media advertisements (Mehta,
2014) B2 The Election Commission imposes a Model
Code of Conduct to ensure fair campaigning,
prohibiting activities that may unduly influence voters
or disrupt public order (Election Commission of India,
2019). The media plays a crucial role in election
coverage, providing information about candidates,
parties, and electoral issues (Kapur & Zafar, 2016) 4,
Polling Day

Voters cast their ballots at designated polling stations,
which are set up across constituencies (Sharma, 2009)
51 Since the early 2000s, India has widely adopted
EVMs for voting, replacing traditional paper ballots.
EVMs are considered more efficient and tamper-proof
(Gill, 2007) B9, Voters are required to present valid
identification, such as Voter ID cards or other
government-issued documents, before casting their
votes (Election Commission of India, 2021). Voters
cast their votes by pressing the button next to the
symbol of their chosen candidate on the EVM. The vote
is recorded electronically and stored securely until the
counting process (Gill, 2007) %,

Post-Election Phase

After polling concludes, the Election Commission
oversees the counting of votes. Results are tallied and
declared for each constituency (Election Commission of
India, 2021). Winning candidates are declared based on
the plurality of votes received. The candidate with the
highest number of votes in a constituency is declared
the winner (Sharma, 2009) 1. In parliamentary
elections, the party or coalition that secures a majority
of seats in the Lok Sabha forms the government. In
state elections, the party or coalition with a majority in
the Legislative Assembly forms the government
(Kumar, 2017) 81, Elected representatives take an oath
of office, pledging to uphold the Constitution and serve
the interests of the people (Gupta, 2010) 31,
Post-Election Governance

Elected representatives participate in law making and
policy formulation in their respective legislative bodies
(Palshikar et al., 2019) B%. Legislatures provide

oversight of the executive branch, ensuring
accountability and transparency in governance
(Chhibber & Verma, 2014) [6 19 20 Elected

representatives serve as intermediaries between the
government and the electorate, representing the
interests of their constituents in policymaking and
governance (Jayal, 2019) ™. The electoral process in
India is a complex yet essential mechanism for
upholding democratic principles and ensuring the
representation of the people's will in governance.
Through periodic elections, citizens exercise their right
to choose their representatives and shape the future
direction of the nation (Press Information Bureau,
2019) (691,

3. Diversity and Representation
One of the defining features of Indian elections is the
diversity reflected in its electorate. With a multitude of
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languages, religions, cultures, and socio-economic
backgrounds, India presents a kaleidoscope of electoral
dynamics. Political parties vie for support across diverse
constituencies, often mobilizing voters based on regional,
linguistic, or caste identities. This diversity also translates
into the composition of elected bodies, ensuring
representation for various communities and interests (Paul,
2006) B9,

Diversity and representation are integral aspects of India's
electoral landscape, reflecting the country's rich cultural
tapestry and complex societal fabric. Here's how diversity
and representation manifest in Indian elections:

Cultural Diversity

India is home to hundreds of languages and dialects,
each with its own cultural nuances. Political parties
often tailor their messaging to resonate with diverse
linguistic communities (Brass, 1991; Mitra, 1999)
531, India is a secular nation with a multitude of religions
coexisting harmoniously. Elections often witness
political mobilization along religious lines, with parties
seeking to appeal to various religious communities
(Jaffrelot, 2012; Kumar, 2014) 37471 India's states and
union territories exhibit diverse cultures, traditions, and
socio-economic conditions. Regional parties play a
crucial role in representing the specific interests and
aspirations of their respective regions (Hansen, 1999;
Varshney, 2002) 34 741,

Social Diversity

Caste-based politics has been a significant feature of
Indian elections, with parties often fielding candidates
from specific castes to mobilize support. Representation
of marginalized communities, such as Scheduled Castes
(SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), and Other Backward
Classes (OBCs), is a key aspect of electoral politics
(Jaffrelot, 2003; Srinivas, 1952) [3 71 While women
constitute roughly half of India's population, their
representation in elected bodies remains
disproportionately low. Efforts are underway to
enhance gender diversity through reservation of seats
for women in local bodies and legislative assemblies
(Chowdhury, 2005; Palriwala & Neetha, 2015) [15 561,
Political Representation

India's political landscape is characterized by a multi-
party system, with national and regional parties
representing diverse ideological, regional, and interest-
based affiliations (Kothari, 2005; Brass, 2006) > 91,
Coalitions often play a crucial role in government
formation, especially at the national level. These
coalitions reflect the need to accommodate diverse
political interests and regional aspirations (Kapur,
2008; Basu, 2015) 3 31, with a significant proportion
of India's population being young, there is increasing
emphasis on youth participation and representation in
electoral politics. Youth-led movements and political
parties seek to address issues relevant to young voters
(Kumar, 2019; Verma & Kumar, 2017) [48-49.76],
Inclusive Governance

Diversity in elected bodies ensures that a wide range of
perspectives and interests are considered during policy
formulation and decision-making processes (Jain, 2010;
Chandra, 2004) [0 131 Elected representatives from
marginalized communities advocate for policies and
programs aimed at addressing socio-economic
disparities and promoting social justice (Chhibber &
Verma, 2014; Yadav, 2019) [16. 19 20 Representation
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facilitates the allocation of resources and
implementation of development schemes tailored to the
specific needs of diverse communities and regions
(Ahluwalia & Behar, 2017; Bhattacharjee & Goyal,
2019) 7,

Diversity and representation are at the heart of India's
democratic ethos, reflecting the country's pluralistic
identity and commitment to inclusive governance.
While challenges such as caste-based politics, gender
disparity, and regional tensions persist, efforts to
promote greater diversity and representation in electoral
processes are essential for fostering social cohesion and
equitable development (Paul, 2006) 59,

4. Challenges and Controversies

Despite its democratic fervour, Indian elections are not
without challenges and controversies. Issues such as
electoral fraud, malpractices, money power, and electoral
violence pose persistent challenges to the integrity of the
electoral process. Moreover, the influence of identity
politics, polarization, and communalism sometimes clouds
the electoral landscape, raising concerns about the quality of
democratic participation (Noronha, 2013) [,

Elections in India, despite being the largest democratic
exercise in the world, are not devoid of challenges and
controversies. Here are some of the key issues:

Electoral Malpractices

Electoral malpractices like vote-buying, bribery, and
corruption undermine the fairness and integrity of
elections (Birch, 2011) 1. The presence of candidates
with criminal backgrounds, including those facing
serious criminal charges, raises concerns about the

nexus between crime and politics (Chaturvedi, 2017)
[14]

Money Power

Election campaigns in India often involve exorbitant
expenditures, leading to concerns about the influence of
money power on electoral outcomes (Vaishnav, 2017)
[721, Transparency regarding campaign financing is often
lacking, making it difficult to track the sources of
political funding and expenditure (Association for
Democratic Reforms, 2019) [,

Identity Politics

Politicization of caste and religious identities for
electoral gains contributes to social divisions and
tensions (Jaffrelot, 2010) [, Communal tensions and
violence sometimes flare up during elections, especially
in sensitive regions, leading to social unrest (Wilkinson,
2004) 71,

Electoral Violence and Intimidation

Electoral violence, including clashes between rival
political groups, intimidation of voters, and attacks on
candidates, pose serious challenges to the conduct of
free and fair elections (Hoglund, 2009) [¥°1. Vulnerable
communities, including minorities and marginalized
groups, may face intimidation tactics aimed at
suppressing their participation in the electoral process
(Vaishnav, 2017) "2,

Election Commission’s Role

While the Election Commission of India (ECI) plays a
vital role in overseeing elections, there are occasional
concerns about its impartiality and effectiveness in
addressing electoral irregularities (Gillespie, 2013) 31,
Delays in addressing complaints and taking remedial
action against violations of the Model Code of Conduct
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raise questions about the timeliness of the ECI's
response (Shukla, 2013) [661,

Technological Challenges

Despite safeguards, concerns persist regarding the
security and tamperability of EVMs, raising doubts
about the integrity of election results (Pal & Farooqui,
2018) 1281, The spread of misinformation and fake news
on social media platforms can influence voter
perceptions and distort electoral outcomes (Chadwick
& Vaccari, 2019) [*2,

Voter Participation and Accessibility

Despite efforts to enhance voter participation, turnout
rates vary across regions and demographics, with
certain groups, such as urban youth and migrant
workers, often exhibiting lower levels of political
engagement (Banerjee & Walton, 2012) B, Inadequate
infrastructure, especially in rural and remote areas, can
hinder  voter accessibility and disenfranchise
marginalized communities (Kumar, 2019) [4&-491,
Post-Election Disputes

Disputes over election results and allegations of
electoral malpractice often led to prolonged legal
battles and political instability, undermining public
confidence in the electoral process (Vaishnav, 2017)
[72 Addressing these challenges requires concerted
efforts by all stakeholders, including political parties,
civil society organizations, and electoral authorities.
Strengthening accountability mechanisms, promoting
transparency in campaign financing, and fostering
greater civic awareness and participation are essential
for upholding the integrity and credibility of elections
in India (Kumar, 2018).

5. Impact on Governance

The outcome of Indian elections has far-reaching
implications for governance and policymaking. Elected
representatives, drawn from diverse backgrounds, play a
crucial role in shaping legislation, formulating policies, and
overseeing the functioning of government institutions.
Elections also serve as a barometer of public sentiment,
reflecting the aspirations, grievances, and priorities of the
electorate (Chhibber & Verma, 2014; Yadav, 2019) [16.19.20],
The conduct and outcomes of elections in India have
significant impacts on governance at various levels, shaping
policies, institutions, and the functioning of democracy.
Here's how elections influence governance in India:
Mandate for Governance

Election results provide a mandate for governance,
legitimizing the authority of elected representatives and
governments to make decisions and implement policies
(Verma & Kumar, 2017; Kapur, 2008) ['6. %31, Electoral
mandates signal the priorities and preferences of the
electorate, guiding governments in formulating policies
and agendas that address pressing socio-economic
challenges (Chandra, 2004; Bhattacharya, 2006) [*3 €1,
Political Stability and Continuity

Elections determine the composition of legislatures and
governments, influencing political stability and
continuity of governance (Chibber & Nooruddin, 2004;
Basu, 2015) [l Coalition governments, common in
India's multi-party system, require negotiation and
consensus-building among diverse political parties to
maintain stability and govern effectively (Sinha, 2005;
Basu, 2015) B,

Representation and Accountability
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Elected representatives reflect the diversity of India's
population, advocating for the interests of various
social, economic, and regional constituencies (Chhibber
& Verma, 2014; Varshney, 2002) [!6 19. 20. 741 Regular
elections provide opportunities for voters to hold
elected officials accountable for their performance,
ensuring responsiveness to citizens' needs and concerns
(Yadav, 2019; Brass, 2006) [,

Policy Formulation and Implementation

Electoral competition incentivizes political parties and
governments to be responsive to public demands,
leading to more accountable and citizen-centric
governance (Kapur, 2008; Chandra, 2004) [3 131,
Election outcomes may catalyse policy reforms and
initiatives aimed at addressing pressing issues such as
poverty alleviation, healthcare, education, and
infrastructure development (Hansen, 1999; Kapur,
2008) 34431,

Institutional Strength and Independence

The Election Commission of India (ECI) plays a crucial
role in ensuring the integrity and fairness of elections,
safeguarding the democratic process, and upholding
electoral standards (Jain, 2010; Gill, 2007) [0 301,
Electoral disputes and legal challenges often require
adjudication by independent judicial bodies, reinforcing
the rule of law and institutional checks and balances
(Chandra, 2004; Verma & Kumar, 2017) [13 761,

Social Cohesion and Inclusion

Elections provide opportunities for marginalized
communities, including Dalits, Tribals, women, and
minorities, to participate in governance and decision-
making processes (Kumar, 2019; Yadav, 2019) [9-501,
Electoral democracy fosters inclusivity and social
justice by empowering historically marginalized groups
and promoting their representation in elected bodies
(Chhibber & Verma, 2014; Palriwala & Neetha, 2015)
[16, 19, 20, 56].

Accountability and Transparency:

Electoral campaigns and political processes promote
transparency and  public  scrutiny, enhancing
accountability in  governance and  reducing
opportunities for corruption and malfeasance (Chandra,
2004; Gupta, 2010) 31 Independent media and civil
society organizations play a critical role in monitoring
elections and holding governments accountable for their
actions and policies (Gill, 2007; Jain, 2010) [0 401,
Elections are a cornerstone of democratic governance in
India, providing avenues for citizen participation,
representation, and accountability. By influencing
political leadership, policy priorities, and institutional
dynamics, elections shape the trajectory of governance
and the socio-economic development of the nation
(International IDEA).

6. Voting behaviour during elections

In the modern era of democratic politics, one of the most
often used expressions is voting. This phrase has even
become well-known due to democratic theory and practice’s
rising appeal. Every adult citizen in a democratic system, of
which there are many and still growing, expresses his or her
approval or disapproval of policies, programs, and policies
of political parties as well as the attributes of candidates
vying to be recognized as the representatives of the people
through the process of "voting." Voting, in its narrowest
sense, refers to the process of choosing representatives by
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ballot (Verba et al., 1995; Dahl, 1989; Lijphart, 1997) [’> 2%,
51]

Voting, as noted by Richard Rose and Harve Massavir
(2023) [611 serves up certain vital purposes. Firstly, it allows
people to choose their governors or major governmental
policies. Secondly, it allows people to engage in a reciprocal
and ongoing exchange of influence with office holders and
candidates. Thirdly, it helps to develop or maintain a voter's
allegiance to the current constitutional regime. Fourthly, it
helps to develop or maintain a voter's disaffection from the
current constitutional regime. Fifthly, voting has emotional
significance for individuals. Sixthly, for some people,
voting serves no purpose, meaning it has no meaningful
personal consequences.

Voter behaviour is impacted by several variables, including
religion, caste, community, language, money, policies, and
ideologies; other aspects include the poll's goal, the scope of
voting, and political trends. These factors are utilized by
political parties and organizations to prevail in the war at the
polls. Politicians, despite professing enlightened secularism,
are not above appealing to the religious and communal
sentiments of the populace, and taking advantage of
linguistic or financial advantages to gain an advantage in the
electoral contest. For the same reason, campaigns of
canvassing and appeals are launched in the name of specific
policies or ideologies (Chhibber & Verma, 2014) [16.19.20],

7. Conclusion

Elections in India embody the essence of democracy,
embodying the collective voice and will of its people. As the
nation marches forward on its democratic journey, the
conduct of free, fair, and inclusive elections remains
indispensable for upholding the principles of democracy and
ensuring accountable governance. Despite the challenges
and complexities, Indian elections stand as a testament to
the resilience and vibrancy of its democratic spirit, serving
as a beacon of hope for democratic movements worldwide
(Palshikar et al., 2014; Roy, 2019; Yadav, 2019) [54 62 551,
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