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vc!. l 'pOLITICAL PARTIES IN INDIA ANO T 

A COMPARATIVE ANAL~~ UNITED STATES: 

This paper attempts to provide structural and l . · Ramesh Kumar 

in India and the United States that operate unde ~~ct!onal aspects of tho political part/ 

social mores and politioal ethos prevalent in tr e,r ownpeculiar democratic tradiliones 

f 
t h ·1 US , wo countnes Ind· I s, 

form o gove_mmsn w 'e ,s a federal po/it h . , ,a ias a parliamentary 

political parties of t~e _tw~ countries because;,; th:nie .
these differences impact on the 

party s.vstem and m md,a there is 8 mufti-part s ntted Sl~t~s there prevails 8 two

loose organizational structure's while national Y 1~~tem. P~M,~al parties in US have 

knit organizational set-up from national to districi: ~cal parties m India possess well

the presence of $A9Cial interest groups in the ~n~rs: t:'~ge /eve!. It also highlights 

favours from political parties, while such groups have yest to ma aeks"' wthh,~h seek to curry 

Ind' Wh "/ ert' th h v e,r presence feltln 

~a. 18 ass . mg -~' t ere ~re more differences than commonalitiea between the 

Indian ~ Arne~cal pol,t,cal parties, a plea is made for increased interaction between 

the poltt,~al pa~e~ of t~e two countries for mutual advantage and strengthening the 

democratic mst1tut1ons m other parts of the globe. 

Democracy seems to Be the order of the day, particularly when the United States, while 

inaugurating its version of Nev/World Order, had called upon the non-democratic developing 

countries to switch over to democratic form of government by introducing political reforms along 

with economic rerorms, to be able to receive international economic assistance. In the aftermath 

of the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the United States, emphasis on democracy again became the 

idiom of American foreign policy. The wave of democracy swept across many developing countries 

in the post-Cold War period, which has been termed as 'third wave' of democratic transition, 1 

Which encompassed within its fold 81 countri~s during the period, thereby raising the number of 

countries practicing multi-party elections to 140 out of a total of 200. 

• · eems to have cast a much wider 

However, the phenomenon of 'deepening democracy s . . 

n t · have been experiencing what 

e Wherein not only the newer but also the older democracies 
c 

1 
1 

• f d mocracy and good governance 

ou d tle termed an 'inner wave' in favour of the deepening O e . 1 . · se 
in th • d mocratic countries, the c ass1c ca 

b 
. eir local arenas.2 More remarkably, even the non- e f ter forms of democratic 

eIng Ch· de moves to os 
ina, and some Arab countries, have ma t· gimes at the national Jevel. 

Participaf . . .. g non-democra 1c re . 

i 
ion rn local arenas, while ma1ntain1n . ceived serious academic 

he diffi . 1 • 9 countries have re . . 

erent waves of democratization of deve opin I is as a macro-h1stoncal 

as Well . . . bJ. ected to ana ys 
Poht1cal attention and have been su nt with multi-party system, 

Pheno f rm of governme , 

h 
menon . In other words democracy as a O . St tes and European Union are 

as co ' d Un 1ted a . 
me to stay as a global phenomenon an . nd other types of assistance 

encour . . . . ate economic a 
t aging these countries by providing adequ 

o help the m sustain democracy. . nal parties has also 

. ational as well as reg10 . t 

!II . With the spread of democracy,. the role of n t·ons formation of the govern men 

.-.Sgu • . · the elec 1 , th 

"'led tn'lmense ti'lniflcance for participation in rt' s for the success and smoo 

al'ld dis h -. . osition pa ,e 
c arge their functions as responsible opp 
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funct_;oning of democracy and its institutions like parliament, state legislatures etc. There is 

denying the_ fact political parties constitute the raison d'~tre of successful democracies. They 

serve ~s a lrnk between the ruler and the ruled. The party in power is entrusted with the task 

of running the government in accordance with the programmes and policies envisaged in its 

Manifesto and the opposition parties serve as a watchdog on the actions of the government t 
f 0 
. ind out its shortta:is and make the people aware about them. The opposition party is always 

1n look out for cm opportunity to dislodge the ruling party from the seat of power through the 

electoral process, whereas the ruling party becomes conscious about its rivals' tactics and 

tries to rectify its policies to retain power. In this manner political parties play significant role 

in strengthening the process of democracy and consolidating the foundations of democracy. 

It is against this backdrop that an attempt has been made in this paper to provide a comparative 

analysis of political parties in India and United States. 

Political Parties in India 

The Indian political parties are categorized into two main types - national level parties 

and state level parties. The national parties are those political parties, which participate in 

different elections all over India. For example, Indian National Congress, Bhartiya Janata 

Party, Bahujan Samaj Party, Samajwadi Party, Communist Party of India, Communist Party 

of India (Marxist) and some other parties. State parties or regional parties are political parties, 

which take part in different elections but only within one or two states. For example Shiv Sena 

participates only in Maharashtra, Telegu Desam in Andhra Pradesh, Akali Dal in Punjab, 

Dravida Munnetra Kazagham (DMK) in Tamil Nadu and there are other such state parties. 

There are some small communist parties who participate only within one state. Some states 

have more than one state party. 

Some of the political parties have their origin from before India's independence, for 

example, Indian National Congress, Forward Bloc, Akali Dal, National Conference and some 

other parties. Some of these parties were either social or political organization before India's .l 
independence and they became political parties after India's independence. But many of the 

present parties were established after India's independence. Members, who split from larger 

parties, established some of these parties. For example split in the Indian National Congress 

in late 1960s led to the formation of Congress (0) and in 1978 to the emergence of ~ongress 

(S), and Communist Party of India (Mc:1,xist) was established after the split in Communist 

Party of India in 1964 and there are other such examples. 

A glance at the Indian political system, since the inauguration of its republican constitution 

in 1950, presents an exciting scenario of party system in a developing democratic polity. ft was 

a conscious experiment to opt for adult franchise in a society which was not only illiterate but 

also abysmally ooor. The country has seen more or less orderly electoral process covering 14 

Lok Sabha elections. Barring a few aberrations, the elections have, by and large, been conducted 
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1 .. al parties m n ,a an e United Stat 

J pol1t1c 
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• 'l fully with active political participation. There . . 
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j peace 
. . ,s no denying that am--=- -- ,_. 

1 . pendence decades has seen the. political suprem · . . rod of the post-

/ ,nde 
acy of the Congress at th C 

f ·cein 1977 and 1989-non-Congress opposition too h b e entre. However-

1 twi 
. as een voted to power 

1 The party system in India has varied from time t t· 

1 

o rme In the beg; · • 

! arty dominant system, briefly a two-party system and b · nnrng it was a one-

P 
. 

su sequently a multi-part 

.
1
1 moving towards chaos wrth no semblance of a 'system' P rty . . . . Y system 

. 
· a polrtrcs m Indra has passed 

·J through different phases of development characterized as foll . ( ) 0 
. 

f 

ows. a ne-Party-Domrnance 

system (1952-1977), (b) Coalition Model at Centre (1977_79) ( ) R . 

f 

, c evrval of One-Party-

/ 

Dominance System (1980-1989) and (d) Multi-party system (1989 onwards). 

(a) One-Party-Dominance System (1952-77) 

I 
j 

From 1952 to 1967, the peculiar party system generally described as the one-party 

dominant system prevailed in India as only the Congress was voted time and again with an 

overwhelming parliamentary majority on plurality of votes in democratically contested elections. 

It coincided with the premierships of Nehru, Shastri and Pre-1969 Indira Gandhi. 
i 
I 

!
1 

The first general elections, under Nehru's leadership, attracted worldwide interest. The 

! Congress, by virtue of being a pioneer in the freedom struggle, became an increasingly effective 

election winning machine. In 18 out of 22 state assemblies the Congress had absolute majority. 

The second general elections in 1957 came at a time when Nehru's influence and power was 

at its zenith and before various economic political and internal troubles could assume critical 

proportions. The Congress occupied 365 seats in the Lok Sabha whereas the next largest 

party, the Communists occupied only 34 and the independents numbered only 135. This 

impregnable po$ition of the Congress was largely attributed to Nehru's immense popularity 

among the masses. 

The third Lok Sabha elections in 1962 came at a time when India's relations with China 

deteriorated abruptly and the country faced serious economic difficulties. The p~st-Nehru 

elections took on a different character because the great leader, who had lost pu_bl1c esteem 

becau 
h h I Lal Bahadur Shastri succeeded 

· se of defeat in Sino-Indian war, was no longer at t e em. . . 

Nehru In J . . ft h had assumed the office, Shastri died and 

Mr · · anuary 1966, wrthrn two years a er e 

s. Indira Gandhi became the Prime Minister. 

Th 
c gress party with massive mandates 

e first three general elections were won by fhe on . . . 

because of th f . . the charismatic leadership of Nehru which 

. · e ollowmg reasons: First, there was · 
. • t th 

acquired th 
di the Congress had orgarnzat,ons a e 

e form of personality cult. seoon Y, . 

9_ rassroots le I . . . th interests and requ,rement of the masses. 

Th· . ve whrch helped ,n assess,ng e 1 · d b 

1rct1y du . 
f the congress was partly exp aine Y 

th .' ring the first three elections, the success 0 

e SplJttin f 
9 ° the opposition votes. 
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Anti-Congress wave swept the 1967 election for the first time in the post- independence 
period. The dominant party's strength in Parliament too was reduced. Acf~ed to this, the 
formation of non-Congress coalition governments in some north Indian states fled a considerable 
impact on the nature of the federation. The coalition experiment came in progress in different 
Indian states, like in West Bengal under the leadership of Ajoy Mukherjee on 25 February, 
19673 in Orissa under the leadership of R.N. Singh Deo on 8 March, 19674, in Haryana under 
the leadership of Rao Birendra Singh on 24 March 19765, in U.P. under the leadership of Ch. 
Charan Singh in April 1967 and in Bihar under the leadership of Mahamaya Prasad Sinha, 
B. P. Shashtri, Daroga Prasad Rai and on 18 December 1970 under the leadership of Karpoori 
Thakur.6 

Above all, the Congress was faced with leadership problems during the period 1967-69, 
in the absence of a leader who could command undisputed loyalty. In order to attain her 
objective of retaining power as well as reasserting her authority within the Congress Party, 
Indira Gandhi used Machiavellian strategy and tactics. She did not hesitate to take populist 
measures like nationalization of fourteen private banks, abolition of the privy purses which 
were being paid to the former princes, and nationalization of coal mines etc. These steps went 
a long way in projecting Indira Gandhi as a dynamic leader. It led to refurbishment of the image 
of the new Congress and emergence of Indira Gandhi as the saviour of the poor. 

With the 1971 parliamentary elections, Mrs. Indira Gandhi was able to assert her authority, 
encompassing many features of the pre-1967 era. However, it also tncluded some notable 
differences or significant modifications of the first phase. A major difference in the.new model 
was the collapse of the competitive mechanism within the dominant party. The Congress split 
and the emergence of Indira Gandhi's leadership destroyed the balance oHhternal faciional 
competition. Factional bosses were suppressed and crushed. Such a combination of the 
monopolistic dominance of the Congress led to a steady erosion of the 'openness' of the 
system and there emerged an authoritarian concentration of power, resulting ultimately in the 
imposition of emergency. 

(b) Coalition Model at Centre (1977-79) 

In the post-Emergency period in early 1977, Indian politics underwent fundamental 
changes when different national political parties, i.e., non-Congress (I) parties like Bhartiya 
Jansangh, Bhartiya Lok Dal, Socialist Party and Congress for Democracy fought election 
under the umbrella of Janta Party and formed a National Coalition Government under the 
leadership of Morarji Desai on 24 March, 1977.7 For the first time in India, a two-party system 
seemed to gain salience and it was in existence from 1977 to 1979 when only two parties -
the. Janata and the Congress accounted tor over 80 percent of votes and seats. Had this trend 
continued, the two-party system would have prevailed in India. But the developments of 1979 
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rb on it. The emergence of two-party system was mer,:1" "'" ?utcome of specific ut a cu 
P tances and a matter c. f mutual con'ienience. ore.urns 

The coalition could not continue more than 28 months due to tug-of-war among the 
ditterent leaders of the Jan ta Party and the country was left to have fresh mandate "This way, 
coalition Government became a game of self 1sh, opportun,!>t power hungry and unscrupulous 
politicians who had to look aher noth,ng but their personal interests.6 This scenano gave nse 
to the notion that parliamentary government and coahlton arrangement could not go hand in 
hand v 

(c) Revival of One-Party Dominance (1980-89) 

· Toe fail of the Janata government paved the W"Jy for an astoond1ng ~ctory for the Congress 
at the 1980 poll$ and the return of Indira Gandhi as the Prime M1m11er Hav,ng a&sumed office, 
she adopted the same old style -placing total reliance on smau coterte . e:dens1ve use of 
medfa for personality protection, and def erring of orgamzat,onal eleetfons tn the party Her 
acilOn now seemed to be. calculated one, aiming at presentmg her as a leader who was 
genume\y concerned about the welfare of the Hindus. 

In the 1980s there was an increasing tendency towards a mu,u-party s;stem. which 
became evtdent from the fact despite the rule of Congress at the Centre neN oppos1t1on 
paroes were being estab\1shed in the states Towards the closing years cf 19S0s nearly half 
of \he states of Indian Umon slipped out of the hands of the Congress Ar,d f1na~1, . m the 1984 
electt0ns. Raj,v Gandhi got unprecedented mandate mainly on accoun: of v-.1'at 1s known as 
·sympathy vote · 

He had earned considerable goodwill by initiating peace p_roces~s of po!it·c.al disputes 
through negotiations But hIs honeymoon with democratic functioning was Dnef, he was soon 
overwhelmed b't the establishment and slipped into authontanan groov-es H,s peace 1rntiat1ves 
had backfired The Pun1ab accord was violated for secunng electoral goins in Haryana but the 
Congress lost credibility in both the states Apart from the endunng Sikh msurgency. which 
defied with impunity. the two~year old President's rule in Pun1ab was imposed by Ra11v Gandhi 
to 'combat terrorism.' In terms of electoral politics, the Sikhs 1n Pun1ab and the Kashmiri 
Muslims were not to be a significant factor. but Rajiv government's inability to restore normi31c:y 
in these two trouble spots was a fall out on national politics 

(d} lhltl .Party System or Coalition System (1989 onwards) 

The elections of 1989 were held in an environment charged with emotions variously 
aroused by the anti-corruption campaign. anti -S1ktl r",ots, murder of Mrs. Gandhi and terrorist 
threats to national unity and integrity'. In spite of the disturbed atmosphere, 1rnpos1tion of 
emergency was totally ruled out because of bitter experience in the past which re5ulted in the 
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overthrow of Indira Gandhi's govemment. However, restlessness among the peopte was gtOWlng 

fast and factors like poor leadership, sycophancy and abuse of the media for highfighting the 

sacrifices of one family to the total negligence of other equally illustrious leaders arOUNd Inti 

- government sentiments among the masses. 

In the ninth General Elections no party get a majority and in 1989 VP. Singh became 

the Prime Min~ster with this support of BJP and Left parties from outside. In August 1990, L.K. 

Advani said that he was withdrawing the support of BJP. V. P. was forced to resign in November 

1990. Chandrashekhar became the new leader with the split in the party and he became 

Prime Minister on 6 March 1991 wtth Congress supporting it from outside. Wtthdrawal support 

by the Congress resulted in the ouster of Chandrashekhar government and in the subsequent 

Lok Sabha election in May-June 1991, P.V. Narshimha Rao became Prime Minister with the 

support of All India D.M.K. (AIAD MK), Muslim League, Kerala Congress (Mani), Janta Dal 

(Gujarat) and Sikkim Sangram Parishad. Rao lost credibility even though he also obtained 

support from Telugu Desam and Jharkhand Mukti Morcha and somehow pulled the Government 

to a full span of five years.10 

In the 1996 General Elections, again no party got the absolute majority and the then 

Election Commissioner submitted a list of party-wise figures to the President of India on 15 

May 1996. The President first invited Vajpayee to form the ministry. On 16 May Vajpayee was 

sworn in as Pr,me Minister. This Ministry failed within 13 days and on 27 May Vajpayee 

resigned. On 1 June 1996 Deve Gowda, belonging to Janta Dal, formed the government with 

the support of the Left Front and the Congress. Deve Gowda Ministry got the vote of confidence 

on 11 June 1996. He was overthrown and succeeded by I.K. Gujral. 

But even Gujral could not last long. The Congress knew that the voters would be angry 

1f it again withdrew support forcing on the nation another election in less than two years. Yet 

they had their own compulsion. Sitaram Kesri was responsible for bringing down Gujral 

Government on the issue of the Jain Commission Report and the alleged role of the DMK. 11 

After the 12th General Elections, the President had to make a choice and BJP was the 

single largest party and its pre-poll alliance also was the largest. The Sarkaria Commission 

had expressed itself in favour of an alliance of parties formed prior to the elections as against 

any alliance formed after the elections. The President invited Vajpayee to form the Government 

Vajpayee Government had survived the confidence vote but it seemed that while the stands 

taken by parties like AIADMK. Trinamool Congress. Samata Party. TOP and NC coutd help 

the BJP led coahtion government to prod ak>ng, the scenario was not congenial to provide the 

nation with a 'Cohesive Coalition. 12 In 1999 Prime Minister Vajpayee led a coalition government 

consisting of 22 constituent partJes.13 

The general etections of May 2004 saw a new set of power equations which had no 

l 
I 
1 
·j 
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lear precedent in our polttical history. The NDA which had brought th II d c . d f . . e po ate forward fell far 
h rt of the required number an or the first time since 1996 th 8 P . s o · e " slipped to the second 

S
lot in the House of the People. Result was that Congress formed th 

1 
•• 

e coa 1t1on government followed by strong bloc Left, RJD, LJSP and a few other parties 14 Vie ed. b - · w in road perspective 
the federal coalition governments have not only come of age butt k d . . ' . . , 5 . • a en eeper polttrcal roots 
as well in the Indian polity. The ongo~ng success of coalition experience in India suggests 
that coalition government at the Centre 1s inevitable because return of one rty 

1 
• . . -pa -ru e rs almost 

out of question as regional parties are more ambitious and strong enough to disallow re-
emergence of such a phenomenon. Given a serious attempt and reform, coalition governments 
can, in fact. contribute to a more democratic and federal governance. 

However, the immaturity of coalition system, particularly in India's context, is detrime~tal 
to the stability and national interests of the country, especially at a time when the coutry is 
surging ahead in race for becoming a reckonable force in the international community. The 
withdrawal of Left parties support to the UPA coalition has rendered the UPA to survive on 
crutches and it can collapse any moment thereby forcing an early elections on the people. 
However, it is for the first time in the annals of independent India's history that a foreign policy 
issue- lndo-US civil nuclear deal will be the main electoral plank for almost all political parties 
in the forthcoming Lok Sabha elections. Another salient outcome of these developments is 
that anti-.Congress stance either of the Left Front or the BJP has diluted over all these years.16 

Broadly speaking, formation of a coalition government takes place as a sequel to the 
inability of a single party to command a majority in the legislature. A conibination of some 
political groups or parties is 8$58ntial to command the majority. These politiqal parties or 
group$ join together to form a government. They do not lose their separate identity. They 
agree to a common minimum political economic and social programme and when differences 
ar1se, any group or party is free to withdraw from the coalition. The term 'coalition' is derived 
from the Latin word 'coalition' meaning to grow together. In the political system it implies that 
some political parties or groups will oome together and form alliance or temporary union in 
order to exercise control over political power. In the Encyclopedia of Social Sciences, Prof. A. 
Ogg define$ coalition ~s a "co-operative arran8ernent under which dist'.n~t po~i!~cal parties or 
at an event$ members of ~uch parties unit~ to form a government or Mm1~try. 

A coalition i~ thus an alliance between two or more hitheMo separate_or _even h~stile 
QfQijps <>r pijfti~s formed i~ order tc;> ~ITY cm the government ang ~har~ the pnnc,p~I affairs of 
th~ s~te. A CQglition government is formed when more than one political party or Qroup comes 
together or, the basis of common understanding or agenda. This government _can ha~e a 
f · · - · · .. h f ur types· left dominated, nght rarnework within which all the parties function. Coaltt,on as O 

· . d · · • th rtion system of government 1s oni1nated centre dominated and amorphous. In India e coa t f tr th 
the outco~e of the failure of the Parliamentary system to satisfy the norm o ge ing e 
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abso\ute majority of seats in the Lower House to form the government Therefore. the coahtion 
system has emerged from the parliamentary system and is a dir.:erent manifestation of the 
same. Prof. Rajni Kothari apt1y sums u.p coalition ts nothing but a marriage of convenience.111 

Factionalism, defection. corrup1ion. leadership conflicts. ideological ambiguity etc 
continue to be the inherent weaknesses of almost all the parties in Indian political system 
But they have also contributed to a definite change in the ~vel of political soc1afi2abon, interest 
articulation . interest's aggregation and political communication However, there have been 
periods of political stagnation. uncertainly and ,nstab,lity m the poHhcal system India is a 
developing democracy where democratic traditions ar-e evolvmg w,th the passage of tirne and 
judicial verdicts . It w111 take some ttme for the p0l,t1cal par1,es to mature and come to the level 
and political standard of their counterparts in the Unrted States and Western Europe 

Politicai Parties in USA 

After Britain , which ,s regarded as the home of democracy Uruted States s& considered 
as the citadel of democracy when~. though there are m any pohtJCal partJ.es . but two-party 
system has come to rule the roost for about two centuries It is tnteresnng to observe that 
many of Amenca·s 'Found,ng Fathers detested the thought of pobtlcat pan,e-s They nursed the 
apprehension that such pa.roes would be more mterested in contenoing wtlh e:ach other than 
in working fof' the common good They wanted indtV1dua1 o~ns to vote totrovldual ·candadates. 
without the interference of orgamzed groups - but this was not to be 8y the dosmg part of 
the eighteenth century. there had developed dtfferent views for the cououys proper polrt~cal 
course. Those who held these opposmg views tned to wm supPort f1X' u,.., cause by comming 
together . The supporters of Atexander Hamilton. which took the name ·Feoerabst' ta"oured a 
strong central government that would support the ,nte.rests of commerce and mdus,tr; On the 
other hand , the followers and supporters of Thomas Jefferson . who were ·aob-Federausts' 
assumed the name Democratic Republicans . w ho accorded preference to a decentralized 
agrarian republic in which the federal government had hm,ted power 

By 1828, the disappearance of the Federalists paved way for emergence of the ·Whigs 
The advent of presidency of Andrew Jackson in 1828 proved instrumental in sphting the 
Democratic-Republican party Jacksonians became the Democratic Party and those following 
the leadership of John Qunicy Adams became the 'National Republicans .· Following the split 
in the W higs Party during the civil war ofr the 1850s . the Republican Party go t further boost. 
Assumption of presidency by Abraham Lincoton in 1860 provided \e-g itimacy to the Repubfican 
Party as an afternative to the Democrats. By then, parties were well established as the 
country's dominant political organizahons, and party allegiance had become an important part 
o f most peop le's consciousness 
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rwo-Party System 

Thus was born two-party system in United States, which is still in existence today. The 
Republican and Democratic ha~e been the main two national parties in the United States. • 
Many minor or third political parties appear from time to time. They tend to serve a means to 
advocate policies that eventually are adopted by the two major political parties, i.e. the 
abolishment of slavery, and child labor laws. Some of these third political parties such as the 
socialist Party, the Farmer Labour Party and the Populist Party for a few years had considerable 
local strength, then faded away. 

Most officials in America are elected from single-member districts and win office by 
beating out their opponents in a system for determining winners called first-past-the-post
the one who gets the plurality wins, (which is not the same thing as actually getting a m::3jority 
of votes). This encourages the two-party system. 

Another critical factor has been ballot access law. Originally voters went to the polls 
and publicly stated which candidate they supported. Later on, this developed into a process 
whereby each political party would create its own ballot and thus the voter would put the 
party's ballot into the voting box. In the late nineteenth century, states began to adopt the 
Australian Secret Ballot Method and it eventually became the national standard. The secret 
ballot method ensured that the privacy of voters would be protected \hence government jobs 
could no longer be awarded to loyal voters) and each state would be responsible for creating 
one official ballot. The fact that states legislators were dominated by Democrats and Republicans 
provided an opportunity to possible discriminatory laws against minor political parties, yet 
such laws did not start to arise until the first Red Scare that hit America after First World War. 

State legislators began to enact tough laws that made it harder for minor political parties to 
run candidates for office by requiring a high number of petition signatures from citizens and 

decreasing the length of time that such a petition could legally be circulated .19 

Another factor is the parliamentary system. Third parties thrive under the parliamentary 
system in which governing coalitions are formed after elections. The United States is not a 
parliamentary system, and indeed, in the United States, it could be said that coalitions are 

formed before elections under the umbrella of party organizations 

It should also be noted that while the overwhelming majority of elected officials do 

~dentify with a political party, the political parties of the United States are much more 

individualistic than in other political systems (i.e. in a parliamentary-system). More often than 

not, Party members will "toe the line .. and support their party's policies, but it is importar'lt to 
note th t . . d t ·th the opposition ("cross the . a they are free to vote against their own party an vo e w, . . 
aisle") if a particular policy is counter to the priorities and interests of their c~nst1tuen~s. 

Recent examples of this can be seen in such highly controversial matters as Social Security 
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reform, the federal budget, and some environmental policies. 

"In America the same political labels - Democratic and Republican - cover virtually 

all public officeholders, and therefore most voters are everywhere mobilized in the name of 

these two parties," says Nelson W. Polsby, professor of political science, "Yet Democrats 

and Republicans are not everywhere the same. Variations - sometimes subtle, sometimes 

blatant-in the 50 political cultures of the states yield considerable differences overall in what 

it means to be, or to vote, Democratic or Republican. These differences suggest that one may 

be justified in referring to the American two-party system as masking something more like a 

hundred-party system."20 

Durjng the second half of the 20th century the overall political philosophy of both the 

Republican Party and the Democratic Party underwent a dramatic shift from their earlier 

philosophies. From the 1860s to the 1950s the Republican Party was considered to be the 

more classically liberal of the two major parties and the Democratic Party the more classically 

conservative/populist of the two. 

This changed a great deal with the presidency of F. D. Roosevelt, whose New Deal 

included the founding of Social Security as well as a variety of other federal services and 

public works projects, which helped to revitalize the country following the onset of the Great 

Depression in 1929. Roosevelt's success in the twin crises of the Depression and Second 

World War led to a sort of polarization in national politics, centered around him; this combined 

with his increasingly liberal policies to turn FDR's Democrats to the left and (to a lesser 

extent) the Republican Party further rightward. 

During the 1950s and the early 1960s both parties essentially expressed a more centrist 

approach to politics on the national level and had their liberal, moderate, and conservative wings 

equally influential within both parties. From the early 1960s, the conservative wing became 

more dominant in the Republican Party, and the liberal wing became more dominant in the 

Democratic Party. 21 1964 presidential election heralded the rise of the conservative wing among 

Republicans. The liberal and conservative wings within the Democratic Party were competitiv~ 

until 1972, when George McGovern's candidacy marked the triumph pf the liberal wing. This 

similarly happened in the Republican Party with the candidacy and later landslide ele~tion of 
Ronald RectQan in 1980, which marked the triumph of the conservative wing. 

By the1980 election, each major party had largely become identified by its dominant 
politi~I orientation. Although strong showings in the 1990s by reformist independent Ross 

Perot pushed the major parties to put forth more centrist presidential candidates like Bill Clinton 

and Bob Dole, polarization in the congress was cemented by the Republican takeover of 1994_ 

Liberals within the Republican Party and conservatives within the Democratic Part and 
the Democratic Leadership Council neoliberals have typically fulfilled the roles of so-called ~iticaf 
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. ks radical centrists, or brokers of compromise between th tw . . 
avenc , . . . . . . e o maJor parties. The 

rn 150 helped their respective parties gain in certain regions that might t d. . Y 
have a . no or manly elect a 
member of that party; the Republ_1can Party has used this approach with centrist Republicans 

t·ons of2006 sent many centrist or conservative Democrats to state and ieder 11 . 1 · 
Elec 1 • a eg1s atures 
including several, notably tn Kansas and Montana, who switched parties. 

organizational Structure 

Unlike in some countries, American political parties are very loosely organized. The two 

rnajor parties, in particular, have no formal organization at the national level that controls 

membership, activities, or policy positions, though some state affiliates do. Thus, for an American • 

to say that he or she is a member of the Democratic or Republican party, is quite different from 

a Briton's stating that he or she is a member of the Labour party. In the United States, one can 

often become a "member" of a party, merely by stating that fact. In some U.S. states, a voter 

can register as a member of one or another' party or vote in the primary election for one or 

another party, but such participation does not restrict one's choices in any way; nor does it give 

a person any particular rights or obligations with respect to the party. A person may choose to 

attend meetings of one local party committee one day and another party committee the n_ext 

day. The sole factor that brings one "closer to the action" is the quantity and quality of participation 

in party activities and the ability to persuade others in attendance to give one responsibility. 

Party identification becomes somewhat formalized when a person runs for partisan 

office. In most states, this means declaring oneself a candidate for the nomination of a particular 

party and intent to enter that party's primary election for an office. A party committee may 

choose to endorse one or another of those who is seeking the nomination, but in the end the 

choice is up to those who choose to vote in the primary, and it is often difficult to tell who is 

going to do the voting. 

The result is that American political parties have weak central organizations and little 

central ideology, except by consensus. A party really cannot prevent a person who disagrees 

With the majority of positions of the party or actively works against the party's aims from claiming 

party membership, so long as the voters who choose to vote in the· primary elections elect that 

Person. Once in office, an elected official may change parties simply by declaring such intent. 

At the federal level, each of the two major parties has a national committee, Democratic 

National Committee and Republican National Committee, that acts as the hub for much fund

raising and campaign activities, particularly in presidential campaigns. The exact composition 

of these committees is different for each party, but they are made up primarily of representatives 

from state parties, affiliated organizations, and other individuals important to the party. However, 
the national committees do not have the power to direct the activities 0f individual members of 
the Party. When a party controls the White House the President is party leader and controls 
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the national committee. Otherwise the leadership is diffuse. 

Both parties also have separate campaign committees which work to elect candidates 

at a specific level. The most significant of these are the Hill committees, which work to elect 

candidates to each house of Congress. State parties exist in all fifty states, though their 

structures differ according to state law, as well as party rules at both the national and the 

state level. 

Political Pressure Groups 

Special interest groups comprise business organizations which favor low corporate 

taxes and restrictions of the right to strike, whereas labour unions will support minimum wage · 

legislation and protection for collective bargaining. Other private interest groups - such as 

churches and ethnic groups - are more concerned about broader issues of policy that can 

affect their organizations or their beliefs. 

One type of private interest group that has grown in number and influence in recent 

years is the political action committee or PAC. These are independent groups, organized 

around a single issue or set of issues, that contribute money to political campaigns for U.S. 

Congress or'the presidency. PACs are limited in the amounts they can contribute directly to 

candidates in federal elections. There are no restrictions, however, on the amounts PACs can 

spend independently to advocate a point of view or to urge the election of candidates to office. 

PACs today number in the thousands. 

According to Michael Schudson: "The number of interest groups has mushroomed, 

with more and more of them operating offices in Washington, D.C., and representing th.emsetves 
. 

. 

directly to Congress and federal agencies, many organizations that keep an eye on Washington 

seek financial and moral support from ordinary citizens. Since many of them focus on a 

narrow set of concerns or even on a single issue, and often a single issue of enormous 

emotional weight, they compete with the parties f9r citizens' dollars, time, and passion."22 

The amount of money spent by these special interests continues to grow, as campaigns 

become more and more expensive. Many Americans have the feeling that these 'tVealthy 

interests -whethercorporations or unions or PACs organized to promote a particular/point of 

view - are so powerful that ordinary citizens can do little to counteract their influence. 

Comparative Analysis 

The political parties in India and the United States operate under their own peculiar 

democratic traditions, social mores and political ethos prevalent in two countries. Unlike 

India, United States does not have a parliamentary form of government. Rather it is a federal 

polity. Thus, political parties in both countries are different from each other. There has been 

two-party sy5tem prevalent in the United States for about two centuries and it is well..entrenched 
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evolved as yet. National and regional parties ha th . ' ia no such culture 
n . . ve eir front organizations th t 

link between the business organizations religious a serve as 
. . , groups and other segments R t 

developments in I nd1a have demonstrated that like th US f . . . · ecen 
. . e , oreign policy issues have also 

strated assuming added importance and entail te potential of h. th .. 
pus mg e coahtion government 

at the Centre on the verge of collapse. This is amply clea f th . 
. . r rom e ongoing developments 

between the UPA ahance and the Left parties on the issue of Ind LJS · ·i o- CIVI nuclear deal. 

. Undoubtedty,_there are more differences than commonalities between the political parties 

of India and the United States, but the issues that are emerging in India are non-traditional 

keeping in consonance with India's growing international stature where foreign policy issues 

are prone to have salience over domestic issues. Political parties in the United States are 

acustomed to this type of political scenarion but it is a new experiment for the Indian polity 

qand it may take some time for the Indian political parties to adapt to the emerging trends and 

become adept in handling them. Such a scenario taking place in the Indian polity will bear a 

sort of semblance with the US polity. 

Conclusion 
. 

India and United States are wortd's largest democracies and both are committed to 

strengthen democratic traditions and consolidating democratic institutions so that there prevails 

?eaee, stability and prosperity in the world. As more and more countries are opting for democratic 

form of government, these countries require assistance to carry on their task of building 

democratic institutions. Besides, United States has assumed unto itself the task of ushering 

rn democracy in Iraq and Afghanistan. It is in this field that national political parties of india can 

play important role by establishing party-level relations with their American counterparts and 

team from each other through encouraging exchange of visits by party functionaries, scholars, 

and holding jointly seminars and colloquims etc. to promote cooperation among the political 

Parties of the ~o countries. Academicians drawn from educational institutions and concerned 

NGOs can also play significant role in this regard. 

Notes: 

1 · The term 'third wave' here is borrowed from Samuel P. Huntington <1992}, The Th_!! w=on 

in the late Twentieth Century. Norman. OK: University of Oklahoma Presa. See · · "·~·
00 

, 
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