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1.1 ABSTRACT 

India’s electoral system, though democratic, is suffering from a variety of 

problems that may be related to structural inadequacies. Therefore, this two-part 

position paper examines 1. current conditions through research on candidates, and   

2. general theoretical issues and suggested solutions. In the research portion of the 

paper, data was collected from the most recent Andhra Pradesh State Assembly 

Elections and analyzed to determine money, muscle and family power advantages. 

Using both verified and anecdotal sources, the majority of major candidates were 

found to have at least one of these advantages. In addition, data was examined on the 

family connections of the winners of all bye elections in the state to determine trends 

over time. The trends found overwhelmingly show an increase in family power in 

recent decades to alarming levels in all parties.  

The theoretical portion of this paper examines comparative electoral systems to 

further explain the Indian electoral system’s problems in terms of these problems as 

well as the issues of minority party and women’s representation. The MMR system 

as used in Germany is explored as a possible solution.  
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1.2 Introduction 

 

In many ways, India’s efforts at democracy have been an amazing success. 

Despite low levels of literacy and human development, vast social divisions, and a 

massive population, India has remained relatively stable, peaceful, and democratically 

governed. However, due to the pressing (and often divisive) concerns of the many 

demographic groups in India and the increasing distrust that the electorate has for its 

leadership, major reasons for concern about Indian democracy still exist.  

At the heart of these issues is our electoral system, which, though it is not 

responsible for all of the ills of our political system, plays a major role in creating the 

conditions and parameters we vote within. Indian elections are evaluated in the “F irst-

Past-the-Post” system used in Great Britain and a number of other countries. This paper 

examines how this system impacts the choices available to voters and resulting 

assemblies in the context of the India system in a way which is neither conducive to 

political accountability and good governance, nor sufficiently representative of the 

nation. Part 1 is a research paper exploring the conditions in India directly through the 

specific example of the Andhra Pradesh state assembly, and supporting evidence from 

other states. Part 2 is a position paper focuses on the impact of different electoral systems 

in general, and the effects of the FPTP system in India in particular. Possible solutions 

are suggested and tailored to Indian conditions. 
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Part 1: Money, Muscle, and Family:  A Study of MLAs and Runners -up in Andhra 
Pradesh 
 
 
2.1 Background and Hypothesis 
 
 Though by many counts, the number of candidates contesting in India is 

increasing, the sense among voters and party leaders seems to be one of frustration at the 

narrow range of choices available. Though anyone can contest, the pre-requisites for 

winning a seat, winning a major party’s nomination, or even winning back one’s deposit 

are daunting, and often available only to a select few. This privileged club includes, 

depending on the constituency, major-moneyed interests, leaders of powerful local 

factions, and members of major political families.  

MONEY POWER 

 According to a recent study by CSDS, money is a key factor in Indian elections. 

Although the 122 candidates studied ranged from “Super Rich” to “Lower Middle” class, 

All major parties preferred to back the richer candidates who could fund their own 

election expenses (Kumar et. al., 85). When the relative success of these candidates is 

examined, the real advantage of money power becomes clear. Of the candidates who 

secured their deposits by winning at least one sixth of the votes, 87% were Very Rich or 

Super Rich. In addition, these two groups, representing between 1-2% of the Indian 

public together, dominated the elections as winners and runners-up in most cases (Yadav, 

website). Of the winners themselves, in 23 out of 24 constituencies, the seat went to a 

Super Rich, Very Rich or Rich candidate (Kumar et.al. , 81). The Super Rich had an 

incredible success rate- 7 out of 10 candidates won. The following table details these 
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findings, listing by number and percentage of candidates in each vote and income 

category. 

Fig. 1: Economic status of the candidates and votes secured  

Vote Per  Cent Economic Status 
Up to 5% 5.1-10.0% 10.1-15.9% 16% and above 

Total 

Super Rich    10 
100.% 
19.6% 

10 
100% 
8.2% 

Very Rich 4 
13.3% 
6.8% 

1 
3.3% 
16.7% 

3 
10% 
50.0% 

22 
73.3% 
43.1% 

30 
100% 
24.6% 

Rich 12 
40% 
20.3% 

4 
13.3% 
66.7% 

2 
6.7% 
33.3% 

12 
40% 
23.5% 

30 
100% 
24.6% 

Upper Middle 7 
87.5% 
11.9% 

  1 
12.5% 
2.0% 

8 
100% 
6.6% 

Middle Income 25 
89.3% 
42.4% 

 1 
3.6% 
16.7% 

2 
7.1% 
3.9% 

28 
100% 
23.0% 

Lower Middle 11 
84.6% 
18.6% 

1 
7.7% 
16.7% 

 1 
7.7% 
2.0% 

13 
100% 
10.7% 

N/A    3 
100.0% 
5.9% 

3 
100% 
2.5% 

Total 59 
48.9% 
100% 

6 
4.9% 
100% 

6 
4.9% 
100% 

51 
41.8% 
100% 

122 
100% 
100% 

(Source: Kumar et al. , 83) 

 Altogether, a direct relationship between relative monetary status and success rates in 

elections is evident. 

 

 

 MUSCLE POWER 

  Muscle power in elections is possibly an even more alarming factor in Indian 

politics. Across the country, we find trends of increasing numbers of candidates and 
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elected officials with criminal backgrounds. According to one newspaper in 1997, at least 

40 members of the Lok Sabha and about 700 of the 4000 plus legislators in various states 

were “either history sheeters or had been charge sheeted in criminal case” (Asia-Online, 

15 Sept 1997).  

A number of estimates corroborate these findings. In Gujarat, 139 candidates 

were listed by the Gujarat Election Watch Committee as having criminal records 

including charges or convictions in a state with 182 constituencies ( Gujarat Election 

Watch report, 1). After excluding trivial and frivolous charges, one in six major party 

contestants was a documented “criminal.” In Uttar Pradesh, as many as one-third of 

legislators have criminal records (Chopra, 329). In Andhra Pradesh, Lok Satta published 

a list of 45 candidates during the 1999 election that had criminal records, after excluding 

trivial and unsubstantiated charges. Informal estimates, however, suggest that most major 

candidates in the area of Rayalseema have criminal connections (interview, Satish 

Chandar). In Maharashthra, all parties recruited record numbers of criminals in recent 

years, as criminal associations of politicians increasingly are a political asset rather than a 

liability. (Chopra, 329).   Indeed, in many cases, candidates admitted to their criminal 

activities themselves, and the public was largely aware of their illegal activities (Gujarat 

Election Watch report, 1). Even so, they were still elected, to the detriment of the 

economic and political situation of the state. 

Crime then, seems to have become an advantage in the Indian political system, 

and almost necessary in some areas. According to one academic, “The practice of 

inducting such elements is not limited to any particular state or a political party. In 

varying degrees, all parties have played by the same rules” (Chopra, 329). These rules, in 



 9

the tough First-Past-the-Post climate of India, include “no-holds-barred fights, including 

black money, criminal gangs, continuous aggressive confrontations between parties” and 

polling irregularities including booth capturing, bribery, and voter intimidation, all of 

which benefit from criminal connections (Muthamma; Kashyap ed., 44). 

After elections take place, the problems continue. The average citizen suffers a 

number of consequences due to the activities of these ‘lawbreaker- lawmakers’ as these 

MLAs and MPs award themselves “the lion’s share of civil contracts, loans, from 

cooperative banks, and cutbacks on other major projects” (Gujarat Election Watch 

Report, 1). Though public sentiment is “overwhelmingly” in favor of cleaner 

government, the “voter is left with little choice since both parties persist in putting up 

criminals” in these states (1). 

 FAMILY POWER 

 These two political assets, commonly referred to as “money power,” and “muscle 

power” therefore, are well documented and generally understood to be harmful to society. 

Family power, however, is possibly even more prevalent, but it is overlooked as a more 

innocent factor, and a natural outgrowth of politics.  While some family members of 

politicians may indeed be better suited for politics due to exposure to the issues and 

pressures of the job, the presence of so many political family descendants in our 

assemblies suggests that self- interest and greed are at work as well. In the process, the 

talent and policy positions of the candidates are ignored.  

The combination of these factors- muscle, money and family, ensures that anyone 

outside the current power structure who is interested in reforms is at a great disadvantage 
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in our system. Because, as Yadav describes, “a democratic system presupposes equal 

opportunity to all,” we must note these factors and seriously cons ider their impact (78). 

My hypothesis, therefore, based on these former studies and anecdotal evidence, 

was that most MLAs in Andhra Pradesh, and to a lesser extent, runners-up, enjoyed the 

advantage of money, muscle or family power. To showcase family power even further, I 

hypothesized that most bye-elections would be won by relatives of the former MLA.  
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2.2 METHODS 
 
 THE SAMPLE 
 

This  research focuses on state politics as the primary political battleground in 

India. National politics presents an unclear picture of the limitations of India’s political 

system because the action is at the local and state levels. According to many reformers, 

“it is there that the future analysis of Indian Politics must concentrate” (Roy and Wallace, 

53). Andhra Pradesh is used as the sample, because of easily available data. While this is 

a limited sample, and therefore not necessarily indicative of national trends, it is 

corroborated by the data already collected about money and criminal factors in the 

studies cited earlier, and by anecdotal evidence across India. Indeed, if a similar study 

was undertaken across the country, some states, such as Bihar, may be found to have 

higher incidences of these trends. 

For the “Key Political Players” section of the study, every fifth constituency 

(based on the election commission’s numbering,) was sampled to account for regional 

differences and other variables. In each of these selected constituencies, the current MLA 

is examined as well as the candidate who received the second highest number of votes in 

the last general election. Both the winner and runner-up are important to study because 

they define the realistic range of choice available to the voter in a First-Past-the-Post 

system. For the “Bye Elections” section, all of the bye-elections in the history of Andhra 

Pradesh are examined to assess the relationsnip between the former MLA and the 

candidate who took his/her place.  
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Data was collected from a published profile of all MLAs in Andhra Pradesh (Rao, 

Srinivas; Telugu Tirpu, 2002), interviews from political correspondents and state level 

party leaders, and questionnaires answered by Lok Satta district representatives. While 

some of the sources may have a general bias against current politicians and the current 

system, the data in fact probably underestimates the number of politicians with monetary 

and criminal connections, due to incomplete information. In addition, it does not account 

for distant family connections-such as cousins or distant in- laws- which may have been 

unclear. 

The study of electoral politics involves multiple kinds of information, including 

general knowledge, public perception, and hidden or obscured data about candidates’ 

personal backgrounds. Because this study is concerned with electoral system reform, it is 

primarily concerned with data based on the knowledge and perceptions of the voters, 

rather than facts hidden from public view. The importance here is given to what occurs in 

Indian politics despite the knowledge of the voters. The fact that known criminals, he irs 

of political dynasties, and rich industrialists with monetary interest in being MLA’s are 

elected is part of the anomaly of the First-Past-the-Post system of elections in India. 

DEFINITIONS 

For the purposes of this study, “direct family connections” are primarily defined 

as either parent, child or spouse. In a handful of cases, they also include in- laws or 

cousins. This information is determined by common knowledge, as most candidates 

consider a family background in politics to be to their advantage, and do not hide this 

information. 
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Money power includes people who have been publicly labeled as “very rich” 

industrialists or agriculturalists with large landholdings or multiple businesses. A separate 

category has also been specified for “personal interest” money power, such as those 

candidates who stand to gain directly from government patronage. These are the 

candidates who are contractors by profession, or have been involved in excise activities. 

The numbers of both of these categories are probably underestimated here because some 

of this information is unclear, and the candidates themselves have reason and resources to 

conceal their assets.  

Criminal Power is somewhat more difficult to define due to the scale and variety 

of offenses. For the purposes of this study, general allegations of corruption are not 

included because the practice is so widespread and difficult to prove that it is difficult to 

quantify. In addition, powerful political leaders can conceal illegal activities more easily 

than most groups. Therefore, criminal power includes candidates with proven or charge 

sheeted  cases of violent crime, land-grabbing, corruption, and so on, as well as widely 

acknowledged allegations. Indeed, some these allegations may not be completely 

factually accurate, but they are believed by voters and the general public, and therefore 

important. These typically include major faction leaders or those who were involved in 

high profile crimes, but were not necessarily convicted. 
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2.3 RESULTS 
 
 
Key Political Players -MLAs and Runners-up 
 
 Only the two highest polling candidates are important in First-Past-the-Post 

elections due to the tendency in these systems towards a two party system. While minor 

parties and independent candidates exist in India, they are barely relevant, as they rarely 

gain seats (except in the case of a major political upheaval or replacement of one of the 

main parties, such as the rise of TDP in 1984.) Therefore, they usually only serve to take 

votes away from the major candidates in small numbers, causing indirect victories of the 

candidate who is farther aligned ideologically.      

 A survey of the MLAs and runners up from the most recent elections in Andhra 

Pradesh illustrates this phenomenon. Though a large number of parties exist in the state, 

almost all of the major contenders are belong to only two parties, TDP and Congress.  

Figure 2: Percentages of major contenders in each party 

 

 

46%
47%

2%
3%1%

1% Com. I

BJP

CPM

INC

TDP

independants
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Major parties, minor parties and independent candidates alike, however, generally 

come into power through either family connections, money power, or criminal power. A 

majority of current MLAs and most recent runners-up shows this tendency, and the 

numbers are probably underestimated because of unreported earnings and crimes. 

 

Figure 3: Background of major contenders 

67%

33%
Money, crime and
fam
None

 

 
 

The most important of these factors in this data range is family connections, 

which appears in 34 percent of the cases in total, with 40% of the MLAs and 28% of 

runners-up displaying this advantage. Though crime and money power have been studied 

elsewhere and found to be even more prevalent than described here, even this incomplete 

assessment shows 36 % having major financial resources and/or gains from political 

office, and 24% are well known to have criminal connections, or participate in criminal 

activity themselves. The following graph  shows these percentages and overlaps. 
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Figure 4: Background of major contenders - breakdown 

Crime
9%

Crime+Fam
6%

Family
19%

Fam+Money
9%

Money
18%

Money+Crime
6%

None
33%

  Of the candidates under the category of money power, almost half  were 

contractors by profession. Of the total number of candidates, these candidates with 

known “personal interest” money power comprised 17%. 

Another trend that appeared in examining the characteristics of major political 

players in Andhra Pradesh is that of disproportionately small numbers of both women 

and minority religions. Women were a total of only 6% of MLAs and runners-up, though 

they made successful candidates in the few times that they were major candidates, 

winning in 5 out of 7 cases. 
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Figure 5: Gender of major contenders  

94%

6%

men

women

 

 

Likewise, only one Christian and two Muslim candidates were in this sample, 

forming less than 3% of the total, though the population of these groups together make up 

more than 10% of the state.  

Bye-elections  
 
 Bye-elections are a particularly strong indicator of oligarchical trends because 

they occur at the moment of power vacuums and power shifts. Of the 151 bye elections 

which took place since independence in Andhra Pradesh, most occurred either because of 

the death of the former MLA or because the person resigned the post in order to accept 

another one, either in a separate constituency, or at the Lok Sabha level. A small number 

occurred because of party shifts in power, criminal convictions or other miscellaneous 

reasons.  

In either case, a direct family link between the former MLA and the elected 

replacement in the same constituency has become more and more common as politicians 

have increasingly treated political office as a matter of inheritance and family property.  
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Fig7: Numbers of related and unrelated successors in bye elections  
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By examining this data, the oligarchical nature of the electoral system becomes 

clear. In addition, this trend shows the national tendency to treat political office as a  

lucrative business racket rather than a position of public service and responsibility given 

by voters to the person most competent.   

Fig.8:  Seats going to relatives of former MLAs in bye elections  
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2.5 Implications- Party powerlessness, and lack of talented lawmakers  

Initially, democracy seems that it should be a natural check to antisocial elements 

and elitist rule. However, according to professor P.V. Indresan, “In theory, every citizen 

is free to contest and is free to succeed. In practice, however, the candidate chosen by the 

dominant party is the winner.” (Indresan; Kashyap ed., 37). However, based on 

interviews of spokespersons in  the Andhra Pradesh BJP, TDP and Congress parties, the 

political party leadership  itself remains troubled by these trends, and claims only a 

secondary responsibility for this problem. Indeed, party leaders themselves have much to 

lose by nominating criminals or family members of politicians rather than their own party 

cadre to office. Why then, do they continue to do so? 

In the words of a major party spokesperson in Andhra Pradesh, a party must 

“sponsor a winning horse” in any constituency where it wishes to come to power (source 

withheld). Indeed, as seen by the previous evidence, in many constituencies, money, 

muscle or family power are what define these “winning horses.” As each of these factors 

becomes an established advantage in an area, they appear in the candidates for both major 

parties in that area, as seen with money power in Coastal Andhra, and factions in 

Rayalseema. Meanwhile, parties must make their own ideology secondary, and instead 

“they say at least, let us win” (Satyanaran Rao, interview).  According to the 

spokesperson of another major party, party leaders in every party know that “if we stick 

to the rules of the game and we keep losing, and they [the other parties] keep winning, we 

undermine our own position” (source witheld). Even when parties try not to give the seat 
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to a powerful person with questionable motives, he can threaten to run from the 

opposition party, or as an independent, which forces the party to lose the seat altogether. 

The voters also participate in the problem. Certainly in a society where the people 

“prefer to take bribes than vote for an honest candidate” parties can hardly be blamed for 

following the wishes of voters (source withheld). Because of the “sympathy factor” in 

death related bye-elections, parties can hardly afford to allow a politically qualified 

candidate contest in elections rather than a relative of the diseased with “no political 

work” (Satyanarayan, Rao, interveiw). All interviewed party members agreed that these 

trends are “very bad for democracy” as well as the goals of their own parties. However, 

when the difference in winning control of the state is only “a few thousands” of votes in 

key districts, parties with a chance for winning act in predictable ways (Prabakar, 

interview). “Winability” becomes the key factor in every constituency, overwhelming 

concerns of ideology, personal integrity, or party loyalty because, in the Indian “FPTP 

[first past the post] system, there is a desperation to somehow win the election in a 

constituency by all means fair or foul, as each seat becomes critical in the legislative 

numbers game to form a government.” (Narayan; Kashyap ed., 252) 

In the process, the national image and integrity of the party becomes secondary to 

the “no-holds barred” race in the local constituency (Muthamma; Kashyap ed., 44). 

Therefore, candidates can engage in corrupt practices locally-- such as bribery, 

intimidation, or booth capturing to win votes-- but are not held accountable to the voters 

outside of their own districts who might disagree with these practices. 

Though trends of money, criminal and family power do not directly determine the 

overall quality of candidates, or the quality of their intentions in running for political 
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office, they do suggest a climate that does not encourage representation or good 

governance. While candidates who are very rich, have a background in illegal activity or 

come from political families may have the capacity for public services, they are likely to 

have other primary motivations to run for office. According to one study of such 

motivations, almost a third of all MLAs in West Bengal reported tha t their family 

background was the main reason they entered politics, rather than any concern for policy 

or ideology (Chopra, 330). 

The large amount of money needed to run a political campaign also creates 

disadvantages for honest politicians. First, because current limits on campaign 

expenditure are nearly always broken by candidates by the necessities of elections, 

“everybody starts his career in the legislature with falsehood” by lying about these 

expenditures (Satyanarayan Rao, interview). Second, in order to recover this vast 

expense, many treat their election as an “investment” and use their power in office to 

recover the lakhs or crores spent (Satyanarayan Rao, interview). 

In addition, the huge degree of personal gain to be had in politics further drives 

selfish interests. According to the party spokesman for a leading party in Andhra Pradesh, 

“the system generates a demand for political activity among criminals and moneyed 

interests “ who would normally have no interest to sit in legislatures” because they are 

possibly “the least interested in making laws” in our society (Prabaker, interview). 

However, because of the immunities and protections available for politicians, these 

elements often “need politics to protect their interests” (Prabaker, interview). In addition, 

politicians in India get public attention and respect, “more so than any group, except 

perhaps film actors” (source withheld). 
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After all of the family legacies, corruption, anti-social elements, moneyed 

interests and so forth are accounted for, the actual job that candidates  are elected for is 

undermined. According to Chopra, the majority of MLAs reported that they felt “they 

were not effective in their job. Many said it was a complete waste of time” (156). 

In the process, talent, leadership and aptitude for lawmaking are no longer criteria 

for electing officials. Instead, qualities such as honesty and integrity are actually 

hindrances to run for public office, because it has become “impossible to be elected by 

adhering to law and propriety.” (Narayan, Continuity and Change, 50) Those actually 

concerned with the affairs and the policies of the nation are “repelled” by the ugly 

political process, and further kept out by economic constraints. (50) In fact, even the 

political leaders who were interviewed for this paper are currently unable to run for office 

because of the high cost of elections today. 

Currently in India, the electoral system shuts out anyone who does not have 

significant support from any specific constituency, regardless of possible widespread 

popularity and knowledge of governance. Because constituency support today often 

happens through bribes, family connections, or muscle power, this means that those who 

are talented but not well connected are kept out of the political process. A few of these 

knowledgeable but unconnected candidates can be brought through back door means into 

the Raja Sabha or win through “accidents of fate”, as seen in the case of Manmohan 

Singh, M.G.K. Menon, Y.K. Alagh, Raja Ramanna, and a handful of others (Narayan, 

“Continuity and Change”, 50). Even these candidates however, are vulnerable to defeat 

and parties have little interest in supporting them. Other drawbacks for these candidates 

exist as well. Manmohan Singh, despite his qualifications, had to lie about his state of 
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residence in order to win a seat, which compromised his ability to work as a legislator 

and subjected him to demeaning criticism. At the state level where no upper house exists, 

such candidates have almost no chance at all.  

The adversarial and personal politics that has come to define the Indian system, 

then, takes its toll on the welfare of the nation. Policy is passed and executed with little 

deliberation by poorly qualified people. Because all major parties are facing these kinds 

of problems, elections are largely meaningless, and “the change of players has little real 

impact on the nature of governance” (Narayan; Kasyap ed., 224). Though different 

parties may gain and lose power,  “zero sum politics translates into zero sum governance” 

(Ritchie and Hill, 11).  

As parties are focused on winning each constituency through such means, debate 

on policy is ignored. All parties have manifestos and stated ideologies, but  “none of the 

parties seems to have done any thinking on how their procla imed objective can be 

fulfilled” (Ghosh, 14). Indeed, “the manifestos are themselves prepared by some 

professional writers rather than the leaders of the political parties. As a consequence, the 

common voter hardly knows anything about the major issues…when he casts his vote” 

(Dubhashi; Kashyap, 89). For example, “universalisation of elementary education, and 

health and drinking facilities for all are the most important matters for common people, 

but they have never been electoral issues” (89). Instead, “all the campaigning” in recent 

times has been was “personality or power oriented” while on the vague issues of 

“development, national pride, security, secularism, etc” there “seemed to be hardly any 

differences among” parties (Kashyap 5). 
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Voters are quite aware of “this remarkable inertia,” and they are understandably 

jaded. (Narayan; Kasyap ed. 251) This apathy then feeds the system further: 

“citizens [are] convinced…that there is no real long term stake involved in 
electoral politics. Therefore many poor citizens are forced to take a rational 
decision to maximize their short-term gains. As a result, the vote has become a 
purchasable commodity for money or liquor…[or a]sign of assertion of primordial 
loyalties of caste, religion, group, ethnicity, region, or language.” (251) 

 

With the collusion of party leadership constrained by the requirements to win 

seats, voters disillusioned by their choices and tempted by short-term gains, candidates 

with the chance  to supplement their considerable wealth and power with more wealth 

and power, and while, ironically, MLAs themselves feel powerless to actually produce 

effective legislation, the political future for India seems bleak indeed. However, “the 

limits of political possibilities are drawn and redrawn as much by human imagination and 

agency as by the external world of causality and structures” (Yadav, 206).  Rather than 

assigning blame to various quarters and resigning ourselves to India’s fate, we must 

examine the system itself to determine ways to discourage these destructive tendencies 

and encourage real governance, accountability, and cohesiveness. We need, then, “a 

change in the rules of the game, and citizens cannot be content with a mere change of 

players” (Narayan; Kashyap ed., 244). 
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PART II: A New Electoral System for India 

 
 

3.1  FPTP vs. PR: an Introduction to Comparative Political Systems  

 India’s current electoral system is the simplest and the oldest in the world, 

inherited from Great Britain and shared by several other former British Colonies such as 

Sudan, the United States and Canada. In this system, known as first-past-the-post or 

Westminster system, multiple candidates contest for a single seat in a specified 

geographic area determined by population size and other political considerations. The 

candidate who wins the most votes wins the seat, and therefore all representation for that 

district. In most countries with this kind of system, including India, the definition of the 

“most votes” does not have to be a majority of the votes cast. The resulting assembly is 

made up of the winners of each of these separate local elections.  

 While this system is historically more familiar, a majority of countries in the 

world and almost all Western democracies use some form of Proportional Representation 

(PR). The philosophy behind PR is that of ensuring that votes are represented 

proportionally by seats in the legislature. Generally, this means that the numbers of 

members in the general assembly of each party accurately reflect the proportions of 

voters who supported that party.  While this can happen in a number of ways, most 

systems use a List System where parties vie for a percentage of the vote in large, multi-

seat constituencies, and are awarded a percentage of of seats based on their percentage of 

votes. The seats are filled with candidates based on a party-specific list of candidates. 

 Some countries use a combination of both systems to elect candidates, known as a 

Mixed-Member Representative system. Here, a set number of voters are given two 
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votes- one for a candidate in their constituency, and one for a party. A percentage of 

representatives is then drawn from regular FPTP constituency elections and the rest come 

from the party lists based on the percentage of popular support each party receives.  

While this is a mixed system in terms of elections, the final result is considered a 

proportional system because the inequities resulting from the FPTP seats are fully 

compensated by the list seats, and the final numbers of each party reflect their percentage 

of voter support. FPTP and PR have a number of natural differences in terms of the 

impact they have on the politics of any country. A few of these include: 

a. Complexity- FPTP is simpler for both voters and a country’s administration.  

PR can produce complicated ballots, and election officials must consider a 

number of variable in terms of devising a system, including threshold levels, 

formulas for translating votes into seats, and the size of constituencies.  

b.Party divisions-FPTP countries tend to produce two-party systems alternating 

between leading and opposition status, while third parties wither away. PR 

countries tend to produce multi-party systems and coalition governments.    

c.Legislative body structure  -FPTP systems tend to over-represent the majority 

party, under-represent the opposition, and almost ignore anyone else altogether. 

The two parties tend to alternate in and out of power based on the votes changing 

in a few key constituencies. PR systems represent all parties in proportion to the 

votes cast, and relative degrees of power between parties change incrementally 

and gradually rather than completely. 

d. Geographic focus- FPTP elections are entirely based on individual 

constituencies, so political issues tend to be localized into “parish-pump” 
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concerns specific to very small geographic areas, with direct lines of 

accountability between constituency and representative (Deverger, 348). PR 

elections widen the scope of political issues, discussing issues concerning an 

entire state or nation, with direct lines of accountability between voter and party.  

e. Vote Wastage –FPTP elections “waste” a large number of votes. This is 

because the number of votes with which a candidate won is unimportant, as is the 

number of votes gained by any losers in a constituency.. PR elections minimize 

vote “wastage” by “faithfully translating votes into seats” (IDEA 62). Voter 

turnout tends to be higher in PR countries because voters know that their vote will 

be counted for the benefit of the party of their choice. 

f. Single/Slate of candidates- FPTP elections inherently give preference to “the 

most broadly acceptable candidate,” for the largest bloc of voters in the 

constituency regardless of party (IDEA, 30.) PR systems involve a slate of 

candidates selected by the party. Because multiple candidates can include a 

variety of people, this system creates a natural space for minority social groups 

and women, who are typically underrepresented in FPTP assemblies.  

 

A number of other possible differences are widely debated by academics and 

political reformers. Those in favor of FPTP say that PR is unwieldy to voters, and that 

it causes divisive party splintering, and static, directionless policy. PR supporters say 

that FPTP is unfair, alienating to voters, and that it produces conflicting and 

counterproductive policy. Both camps think that the other system causes instability and 

a lack of accountability. In all probability, both camps are right, depending on which 
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country is observed. Therefore, the need to examine these systems in the context of 

India’s polity and culture is vital.  

This is mind, the single most obvious factor is diversity. India is, “arguably the 

most socially heterogeneous nation-state of modern times” (Hasan, 58). A “nation of 

minorities” where everything from language, to religion, to caste, to economic status 

can become a national crisis, must then consider the implications that distorted 

representation have on its population as a whole (Muthamma; Kashyap ed., 46). 

 India has tried to solve some of these problems within the FPTP system, because, 

“as a number of developing world examples… show, for many new democracies, 

particularly those who face deep societal divisions, the inclusion of all significant groups 

can be a near essential condition for democratic consolidation” (IDEA 62). The nation 

was divided into linguistically separate states, to protect the interests and cultures of 

many groups. India’s first major political party, Congress, had to be a catchall party to 

include all groups. Reservations were put into place for the most oppressed segments of 

society. Additional reservations are being considered for other underrepresented groups 

as well as women. Each of these solutions have been important in maintaining national 

unity, but each falls short of fixing the nationwide problem representation, whether in the 

representation of parties, scheduled groups, non-scheduled groups, or women.  
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3.2 Party Diversity-minority governments, regional dominance, and fake catchall 

alternatives 

 The first obvious mismatch between FPTP and the Indian polity is the number of 

parties that exist. Political theorists generally agree that “the quintessential pre-condition 

for the success of the Westminster model (FPTP) is a two-party system based on 

ideological and programmatic orientation” (Kashyap, 6). Even where more parties might 

arise in an FPTP system they tend to whither away over time in any particular 

constituency or state. This is because losing parties have no representation in assemblies, 

and people in most FPTP countries often choose to compromise and vote for a candidate 

of one of the major parties with a chance of winning, than waste a vote on someone they 

prefer, but who is likely to lose. 

  In the case of India, most states and most constituencies do indeed have two 

major parties at the assembly level, as seen by the example of Andhra Pradesh in Part I.  

However, too many groups, both social and economic, exist for people to contain 

themselves within these two choices. Therefore, unlike in most FPTP contries, almost 

every constituency in India ‘wastes’ a large percentage of votes on losing candidates in 

communist parties, religious minority parties, backward caste parties, and independent 

candidates who are not quite powerful enough to win. All of these uncompromising 

voters are effectively disenfranchised because their parties of choice will never be large 

enough to win the seats they contest in most cases, and the parties in power will continue 

to dominate these constituencies even without their votes. As the number of parties in an 
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FPTP system increase, the number of winnable candidates or voter options does not 

increase. Instead, the number of votes needed to win a seat decreases.  

The first problem with this party “diversity” is that Indian assemblies are elected 

by less than half of the population. In the entire history of India, the winning party in Lok 

Sabha elections has never gained a majority of the votes cast (IDEA 33). Even when the 

Congress party won its record number of 451 seats in the Lok Sabha under Rajiv Gandhi 

in 1984, the Congress party only won 48.1 % of the vote nationwide (Venkatram, 1). In 

most elections the situation is far worse. According a former MP, at the state and national 

level, India regularly has“20% governments.” With 60% voter turnout, and 35% of the 

votes “generally sufficient for winning a majority of seats,” the average government 

represents only 21% of the electorate (Shahabuddin; Kashyap ed., 50). The following 

table shows the gap between percentage of votes and percentage of power of the ruling 

party in the Lok Sabha: 

Fig. 9: Percentage of votes and seats obtained by the largest party in Lok Sabha 

Year % of 
votes 
Polled 

Name of the 
Largest/Majority 
Party 

Seats 
obtained/ 
Total no. of 
Seats 

% of votes 
obtained by 
largest/ 
majority 
Party 

% of polled 
votes necessary 
for obtaining 
50% seats 

1952 61.7 Congress 357/489 45.04 30.9 
1957 63.7 Congress 359/494 47.8 32.8 
1962 55.4 Congress 358/494 44.7 31.0 
1967 61.3 Congress 279/520 40.7 37.9 
1971 55.3 Congress 352/519 43.7 32.3 
1977 60.5 Janata 295/542 41.4 38.0 
1980 56.9 Congress 353/527 42.7 32.9 
1984 64.1 Congress 415/543 48.1 32.6 
1989 62.2 Congress 197/543 39.5 54.5 
1991 56.7 Congress 232/543 36.5 42.7 
1996 57.9 BJP 169/543 20.3 32.6 
1999 60.0 BJP 182/543 23.75 35.30 

Source: Narayan, “Continuity and Change”, 18. Quoted from shahabuddin   
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 Most state assembly constituencies share this problem. In the 1999 general 

election, nearly 70% of India’s MLAs were elected with a minority of the votes cast 

(Kashyap, 1). According to one newspaper, in constituencies where third parties are 

particularly popular, major party candidates can win based on 10 or 15% of the votes. 

Meanwhile, important third parties with 10-15% of support statewide, but no 

concentration of voters in particular constituencies may not win a single seat. The 

majority of people then, find that the person they voted for is not sitting in the assembly, 

and therefore have “a sense of alienation which is not conducive to the functioning of 

representative institutions” (Menon, the Hindu). In this way, the “representative 

legitimacy often gets completely distorted by the time governments are formed” (Sarma; 

Kashyap ed., 65). 

The second problem with party diversity is in terms of regional parties. According 

to one book on electoral systems, the FPTP system in most countries like the US or Great 

Britain “has usually ensured clear majorities” with clear policy alternatives at the national 

level (Melnik 28). However, a country with “strong regional parties will complicate the 

outcome. An extreme example of this is India” (28). The current Indian political climate 

is so overwhelmed by strong regional parties such as the DMK and the TDP, that major 

national parties often play a secondary role. While this may be workable at the state level, 

party agendas at the Lok Sabha level may soon become a conglomerate of divisive state 

interests rather than cohesive national programs. According to one senior government 

official, the objectives of elected officials, from basic MLAs to the party leadership “are 

at best concerned with their parties prospects, and for regional parties, with regional 
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rather than national concerns. At worst, they are concerned with personal interests.” 

(Muthamma; Kashyap ed., 45)  

As a result of consolidation of regional interests, national parties are now of 

secondary importance. At this point, only three states (Madya Pradesh, Gujarat, and 

Rajastan) have both BJP and Congress as the leading parties. Instead, in most states, a 

regional party has taken the place of one of the national parties. Because FPTP does not 

allow a third party to exist, this less powerful national party, Congress in some cases, BJP 

in others, has dropped below the critical threshold of 25-30% of votes in the state, and 

has ceased to become an viable force. As demonstrated by the socialist and communist 

parties across India, once a national party loses a certain amount of ground, it is forever 

relegated to the margins, even if it has the support of a substantial number of voters. In 

such cases, national parties must ally with regional forces to win any seats at all. In the 

process, party coherence is lost. More importantly, if the undermining of national forces 

continues, India may face major political disintegration. 

The third problem is the apparent, but insufficient solution of catch-all parties. 

The Congress party, purporting secularism, uplift of dalits, and national unity, was long 

considered India’s answer to the diversity problem. However, according to Michels’ 

definition of parties, “the political party etymologically and logically, can embrace a part 

of the citizenry, politically organized. The party is a fraction” (134). Indeed, according to 

Syed Shahabuddin, a prominent former MP:  

 
“indirectly or directly, every political party has over the years developed a well-
defined social constituency, discarded national appeal, and adopted a sectional 
approach which would at least keep the flock together. In fact, even if it works for 
voters from outside its social constituency, this is primarily to safeguard or 
strengthen the representation of that social constituency, or to neutralize/ erode to 
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the extent possible, the support base of its main adversary” (Shahabuddin; 
Kashyap ed., 51). 
 
Every party, therefore, recognizes that it cannot represent all groups in a 

constituency. All parties in India capitalize on group differences and insecurities to gain 

votes. Therefore, the Congress role as a universal “catch-all” party must be discarded as a 

myth. Due to the peculiarities of the FPTP system, the Congress party has evolved into 

“mutually exclusive factional coalitions that tend to nucleate around a dominant leader or 

faction which has its own base of regional support” (Hasan, 58). For example, in 

Rajistan, Congress is the party of the Jats rather than the Rajputs, but in Harayana, it is 

supported by the Punjabi Hindus and upper castes, while the Jats vote for Lok Dal (67). 

Meanwhile, at the national level, Congress “appear[s] (inaccurately) as a heterogeneous 

center party of consensus” (58).  

Due to these realities, according to S. N. Ghosh, the Congress “pledge of 

secularism no longer cuts ice” and that it “does not represent the genuine interests of 

Muslims” or any other minority group (14). Between the “fake secularism” of this party 

and the very real chauvinism of other parties, the outcome is “bigotry in all camps in a 

ceaseless reactive and counter reactive process” (14). 

India inescapably has a multiparty system. We should therefore, be able to take 

advantage of this quality rather than cripple our democracy with it. Two party systems 

have some major drawbacks for policy. Currently, “major reform of the polity becomes 

more and more difficult” because independent and “genuinely reformist groups with 

significant but limited resources and influence have no realistic chance of success in the 

FPTP system and they tend to whither away” (Narayan; Kashyap ed., 252). Ultimately, 

the simplification of politics into two competing camps “obscure[s] shades of difference 
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and create[s] the illusion of majority support for the winner ”(Richie, 3). Therefore, 

elections in two-party countries tend to become a choice between “the lesser of two 

evils,” rather than an open competition of all viewpoints. We could avoid these problems 

if we accepted our multiparty system and allowed it to flourish under a proportional 

representation system. 
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 3.3 The Gandhi/Ambedkar compromise- quotas for SC/ST representation 

  

 According to international sources, the electoral system in India “has retained a 

considerable degree of support” despite the physical constraints of the FPTP system, “due 

in part to the practice of reserving seats for socially underprivileged groups” (IDEA 35).  

This practice, however, has had a long history of controversy. The most famous debate 

on the issue of reservations was the one between Gandhi and Ambedkar preceding the 

Poona treaty of 1932. As of the mid 1930’s, both leaders considered the uplift of so-

called Untouchables to be of primary importance. They disagreed, however, in their 

strategies to accomplish this. They had the best intentions in terms of fairness and order, 

but they produced two mutually exclusive and inadequate solutions for the problem.   

Ambedkar originally wanted joint electorates where caste and non-caste Hindus 

would vote together for candidates because in the obvious alternative of separate 

electorates, “the minority gets its own quota of representation and no more. The rest of 

the house owes no allegiance to it, and is therefore, not influenced by the desire to meet 

the wishes of the minority” (Krishan, 67). In addition, he felt that such political 

segragation would “result in further divisions and subdivisions” which would be 

“venomous and disintegrating for the country” (98). However, over time, Ambedkar 

realized that without government protections, Untouchable voters would be lost in the 

majority of the caste-Hindu vote without being accepted as part of caste-Hindu society. 

Therefore, he changed his position and argued for a separate electorate for Dalit voters 

and candidates alongside advocates for separate electorates for Muslims and Sikhs. He 
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argued that without such separate electorates specifically for the Untouchables, minority 

concerns would become solely a “Hindu-Muslim pact,” ignoring all smaller groups (91). 

Because of these reasons, he pushed for and signed the Communal Award of 1932, 

creating separate electorates for Dalits as well as religious minorities in British India. 

Gandhi, on the other hand, felt that separate electorates would be “suicidal as far 

as the Depressed classes were concerned, ” (85, Krishan) and more importantly, such a 

system would “create deep divisions in Hinduism” and in the country (96). If Dalits 

stopped defining themselves as part of the same religious group as upper castes, Hindus 

would become a minority within India. In addition, he understood that the separate 

electorates granted to Muslims in 1909  “created an institutional base for the growth of 

Muslim Separatism” and it would certainly have similar affects on depressed classes of 

Hindus (129). Indeed, a “Hindu-Harijan division was politically disastrous” in terms of 

the independence struggle as well as potentially violent (129). Finally, it would play into 

the British divide-and-rule strategy that had worked against the nation for so long (151). 

Instead, he felt that a regular First-past-the-post joint electorate system would “give 

[dalits] complete security as orthodox Hindus would have to approach them for votes” 

(96). He therefore began his fast unto death, and forced Ambedkar to revoke separate 

electorates. 

The resulting compromise between these two points of view was Poona Pact of 

1932. After much argument, both leaders “accepted the view that a purely territorial 

constituency will not do in a country like India” (Ambedkar, “Mr. Gandhi…”). The two 

leaders were in agreement that “the Untouchable [legislator] must be a true representative 

of the Untouchable voters” (Ambedkar, “Mr Gandhi…”). The agreement removed 
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separate electorates, but provided for  joint electorates and a set number of reserved 

constituencies for depressed classes. Gandhi called reservations “unavoidable” and 

hopefully “a passing evil” to be removed a later date. Ambedkar continued to fight 

against reserved seats as insufficient, and considered the Dalit legislators in these seats to 

be “tools” of caste Hindus while  “separate electorate is the only mechanism by which 

real representation can be guaranteed the untouchables” (Ambedkar, “Mr. Gandhi . . .”). 

Both leaders were wrong. Gandhi’s vision of Dalit security in joint electorates, or 

the possibility of doing away with reservations was overly optimistic. Based on a study of 

scheduled caste winners of non-reserved seats in the 1950’s to the 1970’s, these groups 

hardly ever win a seat without governmental protections.  

Figure 10: Position of SC candidates in non-reserved seats of various legislatures 

Election years Total Number of reserved seats Filled by scheduled castes 

1952 2,571 5 

1969-70 2,798 0 

1980-1971 2,853 3 

1971-73 2,943 0 

From: Singh Bains, Ravinder, Reservations and Anti-Reservations New Delhi, BR Publishers, 1994; 185 

 

On the other hand, Ambedkar’s ‘only’ solution of separate electorates could have been 

disastrous. According to one author, “if the Communal Award had not been amended by 

the Poona Pact, the solution of the Indian political problem during the years 1945-47 

would have become infinitely more difficult than it [already] was, bedeviled by the stand 

of the Muslim League and princely intransigence” (Krishan, 129). 
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Even the compromise of reservations is disastrous. Ambedkar’s warnings of 

upper-caste control of reserved seats are becoming a reality. No one, and least of all, the 

SC/ST MLAs themselves, thinks the current situation is adequate. According to one 

survey of MLAs across India:  

Legislators [gave] a clear response that in their opinion caste-based reservations 
did not help the concerned communities to overcome their backwardness or 
socially disadvantageous position. Surprisingly, this response came not only from 
the overall sample of MLA’s but even more so from the sub-set of SC/ST MLAs 
(Chopra, 335).  
 
Indeed, 68% felt that the Reservation experience so far has been poor and only 

8% said that it had been good. 62% of ST/SC MLAs disagreed with caste based 

reservations altogether, “despite the fact that their own education and political position 

was largely due to this system” (335). 

 The reservation system is also problematic because it compromises democracy. 

Because SC and ST groups have slim hopes of winning seats outside of the constituencies 

reserved for them, so SC and ST people living outside of reserved constituencies cannot 

elect a member of their group. In addition, other groups living in SC and ST reserved 

constituencies are limited to having SC and ST representatives only, so their choices are 

also compromised. In a number of cases, powerful castes over come this obstacle through 

non-democratic means, and still retain power by propping up or controlling SC and ST 

candidates.  

 Both reservations and separate electorates are fundamentally flawed in terms of 

unity and democracy. Removing these protections however, would keep Dalits out of 

legislatures altogether, which is an even worse scenario. Gandhi and Ambedkar 
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understood all of these issues, but through ignorance in comparative politics, failed to see 

the fourth solution. 

 Most Indians might agree with international advisors on election system design 

that: 

 “while it is often deemed to be a normative good to represent small communities 
of interest, it has been argued that it is a better strategy to design structures which 
give rise to a representative structure naturally, rather than by legal obligation. 
Quota seats may breed resentment on the behalf of majority populations, and 
shore up mistrust between various cultural groups” (IDEA 98). 
 
Proportional representation has existed across Western Europe for almost a 

century, and in many other parts of the world as well, particularly in places where deep 

social divisions are present and must be accounted for in legislatures. Some of these 

countries have historic divisions based on religion or ethnicity that rival India’s in terms 

of bloodshed and bitterness, such as Israel, South Africa, and Northern Ireland. In these 

cases, PR is now considered essential for national unity and fair representation. 

The case of the New Zealand Maori population is a particularly telling example. 

Until recently, New Zealand had a FPTP system. To accommodate the indigenous Maori 

people in the legislature, the constitution provided a separate electorate of 15 MPs, and 

Maori voters could chose to vote in either the general election or in separate electorates, 

in the manner described by Ambedkar. In 1996, however, the country changed their 

electoral system to a Mixed-Member Representative system based on the German model 

mainly because of FPTP anomalies which were completely unrelated to ethnic minority 

issues. In the 1996 election, thanks to the naturally diverse party lists common to 

Proportional Representation, twice as many Maori MPs were elected from the general 

election rolls than from the Maori specific rolls. The minority ethnic group benefited 
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more from the natural process in PR than from the quotas specifically set aside from 

them. Besides short term benefits for this group, this process “will certainly foster a more 

unified society in general” (IDEA 100). Thanks to PR,  the country may soon be able to 

rid itself of divisive separate electorates altogether, to the benefit of all citizens.  

India could learn much from this example, and attempt to devise a way in which 

disadvantaged groups could be included in a less divisive process. If this works 

adequately, reservations can finally be phased out, as was wished by Gandhi, while 

keeping true representatives of Dalits in the legislature, as wished by Ambedkar. 
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3.4 Other minorities- the ghettos of votes 
 

 Unfortunately, rather than reducing reservations in favor of better systems, there 

have been cries from electoral reformers towards ever increasing reservations to include 

other underrepresented groups and women. A  parliament with reservations for all 

underrepresented groups might seem just. However, the experience of scheduled caste 

reservations shows that increasing such a system would only add symbolic justice, breed 

resentment among non-reserved groups, and furthe r compromise democracy. 

 However, these groups have a legitimate concern in terms of representation.  For 

example, the Most Backward Castes make up 33% of the population of Bihar, “but each 

of the caste sub-groups included under MBC’s have such as small population [each] and 

are so scattered that hardly anyone can ever hope to get elected.” Indeed, only one MP 

from Bihar (or 2% of the seats) was elected from the MBCs in 1999.  

Muslims make 12.5 percent of the population, and have only 5.5 of legislative 

seats (Shahabuddin; Kashyap ed., 51). This is because the effect of FPTP on minorities 

are “particularly exclusionary for [groups] that are distributed so as to be in a minority 

almost everywhere” (Sridharan, 7). Muslims, for instance, are a majority in only one state 

(Jammu and Kashmir) and otherwise, in only 3 constituencies each in Kerela and West 

Bengal, and one in  the Lakshwadeep islands (7).  Christians face a similar problem 

Congress they constitute a majority only in Meghalaya, Nagaland, and Mizoram and a 

couple of constituencies in Kerala. Meanwhile, a large majority of Christians and 90% of 

Muslims live in places where they are minorities (Sridharan, 7). Therefore, most of the 

time, these groups are at a social disadvantage, and at times of religious  tensions, are 
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under physical threat with comparatively fewer political protections than their Hindu 

neighbors. 

Countless other underrepresented groups exist as well because “the uniqueness of 

India is not the existence of these [inter-group] conflicts, but the variety of salient 

differences: castes within religions, language within class, class within religion”  (Hasan, 

59). Ultimately, politics in many parts of India can often be reduced to communal 

divisions based on these differences. In India, “caste, community, and other sectarian 

factors count a great deal in the electoral calculus…. Indeed, there are instances in some 

states of constituencies being described as the domain of a particular caste or 

community” (Singh, 114). In this sense, the variable that determines the number of seats 

received by a certain communal group in legislatures is not based on absolute numbers 

across the state, but on geographic concentration. Those groups that are scattered enough 

to not have a geographic “domain” in a particular constituency are of no political 

consequence. Though India’s entire population is made up of minorities, under the FPTP 

system, the two most concentrated and organized minorities in a given area, (such as the 

Kammas and Reddys in Andhra Pradesh,) can monopolize the party configurations. In 

this way, these groups can dominate opposing parties, and everyone else, though they 

may make up a majority of the population when taken together, can only gain seats in 

marginalized pockets. 

In addition, due to these configurations, and the fact that governments can be 

elected without a majority of the public in our FPTP system, “support can often be 

divided by setting candidates of the same cast, religion, or region against each 
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other”(IDEA 33). In other cases, cand idates can intimidate minorities to the advantage of 

their own parties, as may have been the case recently in Gujarat and Kashmir. 

 All underrepresented groups have good reason for concern. According to 

Shahabuddin: 

 theoretically and ideally, any citizen may represent the people. But the deprived 
groups do not and should not expect to trust those who have exploited them for 
centuries or with whom they have had an adversarial relationship….In practice 
also, an average legislator has little time to spare for ‘others’ (Kashyap ed., 51). 
 
In the process, minority votes are marginalized and mistrust of the established 

order prevails among these groups because they are not included. This breeds an 

insecurity among all groups, as those in power try to keep it by asserting their 

community’s identity, and those out of power struggle to cope with, or even try to 

undermine the existing system by asserting their identity. The vulnerability of India’s 

many minorities then creates a number of potential problems, ranging from “suspicion, 

fear, perceived powerlessness, fury, violence, backlash, instability, chaos,” and in the 

long term possibly even “national disintegration” (Sridharan, 8). In the process, issues of 

common interests are ignored. In  many cases, “candidates with criminal backgrounds of 

one’s own caste or religion were found to have been preferred and elected instead of 

good, well qualified and meritorious candidates of other castes and religions” (Agarwal; 

Kashyap ed., 82).  

This “ghettoization” of minority groups is clearly harmful to everyone because, as 

a result, people vote based on their insecurities and fears, and parties play on these fears, 

rather than trying to minimize social divisions. In this way, political forces show a 

“tendency to rouse emotions on ethnic and sectarian lines” (Narayan, Continuity and 

Change, 23).  As voters are divided into social vote blocks, reformist elements are 
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marginalized by this “intra-group consolidation and inter-group conflict” and voters find 

themselves trapped by strategic voting into two bad choices (24).  

To illustrate this example, we can invoke a hypothetical case of a Muslim voter in 

a large Indian state where the major parties are the BJP and Congress and religious 

tensions exist. The Muslim voter could vote either for Congress with its nominal 

‘Secularism’ in interest of self preservation, or for BJP’s ‘Hindutva’ if he/she does not 

like the Congress candidate. Generally, however, the need for self-preservation is so great 

that Congress needs nothing to keep its Muslim voters other than occasional statements 

of support, and BJP can do nothing to gain them, short of changing its basic image. 

Therefore, neither BJP nor Congress feels any accountability towards this voter in 

matters of party corruption, hypocrisy, or nepotism. In addition, of the FPTP system, this 

voter cannot support any third party, even one which may serve their communities 

interests more faithfully. In such a system, either party can hypothetically bait certain 

populations or stage riots to gain vo tes. Social consensus is a disadvantage to both major 

parties, and is therefore avoided. Voting based on issues of development or economic 

policy are utterly out of the question.  

When Muslims (or any demographic group) are turned into a monolithic voting 

block to defend their identity, their choices are reduced. Rather than allowing some 

members of the group to be socialists, some to be secularists, some to be political 

reformers, and some to be economic liberals, all are confined to one identity- that of a 

defensive group in opposition to the majority. The entire group, when ghettoized by 

FPTP, can be hijacked by extremist or fundamentalist forces, which have great appeal 

when a group feels particularly vulnerable. In reaction, majority communities rally 
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around communalism to protect themselves against the threats of separatists and 

fundamentalists of other groups. The result is community polarization and ghettoization 

of both majority and minority groups, which increases tensions and leaves issues of social 

and economic policy that affect all groups by the wayside.   

In looking for solutions to the problem of communalism, the case of Belgium may 

be a useful example. Belgium is historically divided primarily into two culturally and 

linguistically separate populations- the Dutch speaking Flemish (40%) and the French 

speaking Walloons (55%). After adopting a list based PR system, each group split into 

left, right and moderate groups. Groups then formed coalitions based on political 

orientation, rather than communal ties. Not only did the minority group have a wider 

range of options rather than being “permanently relegated to sit on the opposition side,” 

but also, “tension and injustices across the linguistic divide [were] ameliorated” 

(Choudhary, 3). In this way, reform can ease age old tensions as well increase everyone’s 

options. 

 Ultimately, while politics becomes a contest in asserting or preserving communal 

identity, proposals for public policy become irrelevant in elections. According to 

professor of political science, S. V. Sahai, “issues of national importance get scant 

attention from people where communal tensions prevail” (Kashyap ed., 33).   

 Some argue, like professor E. Sridharan, that structural minorities of stable 

populations have little to gain by electoral reform because the real answer for minority 

protection is “institutionalization of better-defined fundamental rights” (Sridharan, 12). 

However, such rights will only become a national priority if these groups become a 

significant voice in legislatures. Fair representation is a necessary middle step. 
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 Shahabuddin adds that representation of such groups, rather than their exclusion, 

would help the unity of the country: “every legislator belongs to a group, representing in 

a sense, all members throughout the country, not just in the constituency which elected 

him. In a segmented society, therefore, it is essential that every group is equitably 

represented in the legislature. This would help to nurture their faith and confidence in the 

system, and promote national integration” (Kashyap ed., 52). Fair and democratic 

minority representation, then, clearly benefits not only obvious minority groups, but also 

the entire nation. 
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3.5   Gender: the failure of both FPTP and Reservation politics 

 Women are a minority nowhere in terms of population, but are a minority 

everywhere in terms of positions of  power. Part of this, is of course, simple 

discrimination. However, even in industrialized countries where women have advanced 

greatly in terms of social status, women are still underrepresented in governments. Based 

on evidence across the world, “the most broadly acceptable candidate syndrome…affects 

women to be elected to parliamentary office, because they are less likely to be selected as 

candidates by male-dominated party structures” (IDEA, 30).  The situation is much worse 

in FPTP systems, however, because candidates who must fit the profile of “most broadly 

acceptable candidates” is limited to a single seat, rather than a panel representing 

different elements in a society. According to political scientist Alan Ware: 

 “parties respond more easily to demands by previously underrepresented groups 
for inclusion of their candidates the more candidates each unit of the party had to 
fill at any one time. For this reason only we find a connection between advances 
made by women candidates in recent decades and the type of election system 
used” (4).  
 
According to the Inter-Parliamentary Union’s annual study of  “Women in 

Parliament” in 1995, women “on average made up 11% of the parliamentarians in 

established democracies using FPTP, but the figure almost doubled to 20% in those 

countries using some form of Proportional Representation” (IDEA, 30). This pattern has 

been mirrored in new democracies that have adopted FPTP or PR, regardless of the 

relative status of women in these countries.  

India shares the common problem of women’s under-representation, thanks to 

both discrimination and the FPTP system. Therefore, this country astounded the world by 



 48

bringing the possibility of a 33% reservation for women in the Parliament to the floor of 

national debate. Every major party publicly supported this idea because of the obvious 

and problematic shortage of women in the legislature. However, privately, these same 

political interests continually scuttle this initiative, and keep it from being brought to 

vote.  Though parties are able to maintain an image of political correctness, passage of 

such an act is nowhere in sight, and women continue to be underrepresented in the 

legislature. 

 Ironically, we should feel relieved that the proposed system has little chance of 

passing. The system that has been proposed requires a rotational system of constituency 

reservation, which is bad for both India’s level of democracy in general and women’s 

role in politics. First, if every third district knows that it may be randomly selected as a 

reservation district, all representatives will have less incentive to build a strong base of 

constituency support. Voters will be subject to vast shifts in the legislature every term 

regardless of the previous legislature’s performance. This kind of automatic instability 

will undercut political accountability by reducing the incentive for legislators to respond 

to the demands of voters. 

 Second, women themselves will suffer in terms of legislative position. While 

more women will be in the legislature, they will constantly have to change or run from 

new districts, preventing their own chances of creating a strong following based on their 

political record. They will owe their position then, not to a loyal electorate, but to party 

bosses.  In addition, women will only have chances to contest against other women. 

Though they will not be legally barred from contesting in non-reserved seats, they are 

unlikely to be given the party ticket to do so in these areas. This will ghettoize women’s 



 49

politics, effectively creating, in Madhu Kishwar’s words, a “zenana dabba,” where 

women will be reserved a place, but men will assume all other places are for them alone 

(Kishwar, 125). Even the women elected to office themselves, because of their constantly 

rotated and precarious position, may be easily controlled by male relatives behind the 

scenes, so that only a tokenism exists rather than legitimate representation of women’s 

concerns. Women will become a burden on democracy rather than a means to increase 

competitiveness and standards of representation.  Such effects bode very badly for the 

place of women in Indian civic society in general. 

 Third, a government with 1/3 of the seats reserved for women, let alone a  sizable 

percentage of the seats reserved for backward castes, scheduled castes, and  religious 

minorities would reduce the number of “open” or unreserved seats to unworkably small  

number, making a joke out of Indian democracy.  

Indeed, very few countries have tried to increase women’s representation with 

fixed quotas in this way, and none of them have been particularly successful in improving 

women’s political participation (Kishwar, 128).  Women activists themselves argue 

across the world that quotas end up being a way to appease but ultimately sideline 

women, and that “being elected to a legislature does not necessarily mean being given 

substantive decision-making power, and in some countries women parliamentarians, 

particularly those elected from reserved or special seats, are marginalized from real 

decision-making responsibility” (IDEA, 98). Indeed, in India, “the representation of 

women within the decision-making for a of various political parties is even lower than 

their representation in Parliament” (Kishwar, 130).  
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 However, the current situation is unacceptable as well. Women continue to make 

up only 8 to 9 % of the elected government at the national level, and often less in the state 

assemblies (Human Development Report 2000, 241).  As a result, issues that concern the 

nation, but disproportionately affect women, (such as economic inequality, public health, 

universal education, and domestic violence,) are sidelined by our political leaders in favor 

of other priorities.   

According to the UN Human Development Report, “Worse outcomes for women 

in many aspects of human development result from the fact that their voices have less 

impact than men’s in the decisions that shape their lives” (23). If India is truly committed 

to the uplift of its women, as the 33% reservation idea suggests, reformers must help to 

make these voices have the impact they deserve though truly effective means. 
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 4.1 MMR- a proposed model 

The incompatibility of the FPTP system with India may not have been 

immediately apparent at the time of independence, but it is certainly becoming clear now. 

According to one IFS officer, “the dictatorship and instability arising from an 

inadequately representative system has been operational from the beginning, though its 

essential nature took time to manifest itself. Continuing further with the current pattern of 

functioning can only aggravate the problems” (Muthamma; Kashyap ed., 47). The trends 

described in Part I as well as the circumstances of India’s extraordinary diversity 

combine to create a unworkable systems. As summarized by Madheva Menon, a former 

MP: 

“One can understand some amount of corruption and violence in any electoral 
system…but when you are told that the elected member in reality commands not 
even ¼ of the total votes polled in a given constituency, or that the ruling party 
enjoys not even 1/3 of the total mandate in the state…or that each legislature has 
at least 25% of its membership of people w/ criminal records…you are alarmed at 
the way democracy functions” (The Hindu, 25 Nov 1998 ). 
 

Such feelings among the leaders as well as the electorate demonstrate the urgent need for  

change.  

What kind of change then, would be best to solve these problems? For the issue of 

criminalization, public awareness may make a difference, but it will not completely 

prevent criminals from seeking office, and parties from nominating them. Money power 

in elections cannot be curbed by spending limits, as is proven by our current laws. For 

mediating communalism through fairer representation, both reservations and separate 

electorates are problematic. Mandatory party lists are possible, but difficult to enforce. To 

prevent governments being elected by slim minorities, reformers have suggesting 
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everything from excluding minor party and independent candidates, increasing the 

deposit for candidates, and even fining those candidates who fail to gain a “significant” 

percent of votes (Agarwal; Kashyap ed., 86). Obviously, all of these solutions would 

happen at the cost of democratic choice, and to the exclusion of many of the groups that 

we are trying to include.  

A slightly more realistic solution for some of these problems is a 50% mandatory 

minimum for winning candidates through runoff elections. However, besides the expense 

of conducting elections twice, we should consider our social environment once again, and 

the inbuilt threat of wiping out all minority representation altogether because “in a run-

off election, an aggregation of votes in favor of one of the two candidates on the basis of 

religion or caste or race will be inevitable. So the democratic election shall be reduced to 

an exercise in majoritarianism” (Shahabuddin; Kashyap ed., 52). 

Proportional representation, however, has its own pitfalls- an increase of power to 

party leadership, the possibility of factional politics increasing, unstable coalitions, and 

huge, unwieldy constituencies. Therefore, a careful middle line must be drawn, selecting 

the best of both systems, and tailoring the result to fit Indian conditions. 

A Mixed-Member Representation system (MMR), based on the German Model, 

with a threshold percentage and a closed- list system may be the most appropriate answer. 

Problems ranging from polling irregularities and criminalization, to representation of 

minorities and women can then be addressed in a structural and systemic way, rather than 

through oppressive and ineffective piecemeal legislation. A number of concerns should 

arise among the public about a shift to proportional representation, including excessive 

party splintering, the loss of legislator accountability, the high level of illiteracy of the 
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Indian electorate, political instability, and possible party corruption. However, by 

anticipating these conditions, we can tailor the electoral system to fit India’s unique 

political system, and minimize such problems.   
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4.3 Problems and Solutions  

 Problem: Geographic Accountability and Independent candidates- Solution: MMR 

In a FPTP system, as its supporters rightly point out, a link is established between 

constituents and their MP or MLA. Therefore, these representatives have to “represent 

defined areas of cities, towns, or regions rather than just party labels” (IDEA 29). These 

representatives then, theoretically serve as the champion of their constituency, and 

promote localized development. PR could indeed lesson this relationship, by placing 

party accountability between voter and representative. However, as previously 

demonstrated, constituencies in India are not homogenous. People rarely share political 

opinions based on constituency alone, if at all. MPs and MLAs in an FPTP do not have a 

practical obligation to serve as the champions for those constituents who voted against 

them, and in India, the number of these “losing” voters is very large. 

In a German Style Mixed Member Representation system, voters are able to have 

both the ideological “home” of PR and the geographical one of FPTP. In Germany, voters 

are given a two-part ballot where they cast one vote for their local MP, and one for a 

national party. Therefo re, half of the representatives in the Parliament are elected by 

FPTP in singe member constituencies. The other half are based on percentage of votes 

received by each party. This kind of system “has assured greater accountability. It is so 

because under the system of MMP, party image has to be perfect in order to attract the 

national vote- every vote is a valuable indicator of [a] party’s gain or loss of popularity” 

(Sahai; Kashyap ed., 34). Meanwhile, local candidates whether part of a major party, or 

independent candidates, can still run for office and serve their constituencies in the FPTP 
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seats. India could adopt a system like this either at the state level or the national level. If a 

statewide percentage is considered to large and unwieldy, we could divide states into 

several large, multi-member constituencies with which we would fill the Proportional 

seats. With some research, an appropriate method for Indian conditions could be devised.  

Indeed such a change, regardless of the method of determining the Proportional 

seats, would require either an increase in the size of our assemblies, or an increase in the 

size of our FPTP constituencies. Such increases might sound unwieldy, but for the 

world’s largest democracy, are certainly justifiable. Most state assemblies are currently 

under 300 members. If this number were doubled, it would still be smaller than the 

United Kingdom’s House of Commons, at 635 members (Singh 119). Therefore, such an 

increase would be certainly feasible in terms of democracy, as well as helpful in terms of 

accountability. 

Problem: Party Splintering - Solution: Thresholds 

If parties have no incentive to compromise and remain unified, they could 

potentially split and divide to extreme levels. For example, Denmark, which has a pure 

PR list system, has experienced “unhealthy political splintering” and consequently, no 

party has won a majority of seats in parliament in a century (IDEA 118).  This issue of 

political fragmentation is indeed a major one for India, considering the levels of political 

divisiveness that already exist, and India’s party system that is “highly prone to splits and 

mergers” (Sridharan, 10). It is also the most cited reason by those who believe 

Proportional Representation to be unsuited for India.  

By anticipating this problem, however, safeguards can be put into place. While 

PR has emerged as the preferred electoral system “almost everywhere outside the English 
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speaking world . . .. pragmatic concerns have qualified the proportional triumph”  and 

certain limitations have been deemed necessary (Butler, 23). Due to the potential problem 

of too many parties, most PR systems use some kind of “threshold” device, where parties 

that receive less than a minimum percentage of votes do not gain any seats in the 

assembly. Almost all systems set this number at 5% of votes across the nation, and this 

serves to discourage divisive, communalist, and extremist elements from forming self-

sustaining parties. This 5% threshold “has proved one of the very healthy features of the 

West German System” (Singh , 118). Far from having “unhealthy splintering”, Germany 

today has five parties of importance. Indeed, after a threshold has been put in place, PR 

generally serves to depolarize and reduce combative political systems based on its 

“collective nature” (Duverger, 249). In addition, PR encourages parties to have 

“organization, discipline, [and] structure” in order to win, and it therefore opposes “the 

individualistic anarchical tendencies which sometimes develop under the two [party] 

system, and therefore causes a certain coagulation of the small unstable groups that result 

from it” (249). In fact, after a shift to PR in Italy, the number of parties actually decreased 

as political forces became more cohesive. 

In the case of India, a largenumber of parties already exist due to the country’s 

vast size and its  “divisions in society- social, cultural, and those of political ideologies 

and policies ” but most of them have become insignificant and mere distractions within 

the current system (Merchant; Kashyap ed., 111). The FPTP has failed to prevent these 

parties from forming, and it has not given them their due voice in government. Therefore, 

some threshold is certainly necessary in India. Even so, India’s political system is so 

regionally divided and complex that setting a nationwide threshold of 5% would 
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disenfranchise all but a handful of parties, including many who currently have a great 

deal of power in certain states. The solution in India, therefore, must involve statewide 

thresholds rather than national ones. These state thresholds could be determined in each 

state by population and size of the state assembly. A small state with fewer parties and 

social divisions such as Goa, for instance, may not need a threshold at all, while 

Maharashtra would need a high threshold of perhaps 10% to minimize potential party 

splits. These state thresholds could be used both in state and national elections. 

 Some political scientist have additional concerns that PR would give a “platform 

to extremist parties” focused on fascism, racism, nativism, or radicalism that in an FPTP 

system would have to remain on the sidelines of politics (IDEA, 65). Indeed, this may 

happen, but with a threshold, the most extremist parties that might appeal to only 1 or 2% 

of the population can be kept to a minimum. Beyond these safeguards, it is important to 

note that if extremist elements exist in large percentages in a society, it is probably safer 

and definitely more democratic to include them in government and decision making than 

to unfairly exclude them and let them rebel against mainstream society. Thresholds 

would allow these naturally occurring parties to some chance of having a voice and stake 

in government rather than forcing them to be relegated to the anarchic fringes of politics.  

Problem:Instability Solution: vote splitting, empowerment of local governments 

and direct election of a state executive 

A major problem attributed to PR is that of coalition politics. Undoubtedly, 

coalitions are a fact of PR governments more than FPTP systems. However, “the vast 

majority” of PR countries “have enjoyed stable and efficient governments.” (Amy, 2).  

Even with an FPTP system, coalitional governments are an unavoidable reality in India at 
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the national level, due to the large number of regional parties. At the state level, coalition-

based power sharing may be an advantage, rather than a disadvantage, in terms of unity 

and governance. In addition, in the German model, because the voter has two votes, one 

for the local FPTP candidate, and one for a state or nationwide party, the vote can be 

given to one party in the local race, and another in the assembly-wide race. This kind of 

“vote-splitting” allows voters to show their coalition preferences, and allows them to 

punish local candidates for unethical behavior, while still supporting the party at large, or 

vice-versa. In general, the MMR system with thresholds in Germany has worked very 

well, and has been stable as well as “highly representative and well regarded.” (IDEA, 

77). 

Even so, the Indian system is already unstable and more prone to splits and 

mergers than most established democracies.  Additional instability is likely to arise from 

an MMR system at the state level, as the current bipolar assemblies gives up some seats 

to third parties. To ensure that these forces retain their due share of power, and to 

counterbalance the new legislature, Indian states should explore the option of a directly 

elected executive and work to empower local governments. 

 The danger of having a legislature made up of multi-party coalitions is that of 

constantly shifting leadership. In India’s state legislatures, minor shifts of alliances could 

bring about completely new governments, because no party would be able to command 

enough seats to control the position of Chief Minister comfortably. Such constant and 

dramatic changes could undermine efforts at coherent policy. 

Because of this, MMR at the state level should be introduced along with the direct 

election of a chief executive. In this way, leadership would not be diluted and held 
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hostage by internal political forces, but will remain directly accountable to voters, and 

remain stable for the election term.  

Other reasons for a separately elected chief executive exist as well. Currently, 

executive powers at the state level are monopolized by MLAs, though these are not 

supposed to be the primary responsibilities of a lawmaker. Voters have come to demand 

these executive duties of their elected officials rather than legislation. Indeed, voters in 

India want “a legislator who can get a local police or revenue official transferred, who 

can intervene on behalf of the accused in criminal cases, or at best, one who can be a 

dispense of patronage in the form of many government welfare schemes” rather than 

someone who makes laws or budget allocations (Narayan, Continuity and Change, 89). 

In the process, MLAs have a great deal of unchecked power which is used for 

their specific local needs, which are collectively impossible to organize for the public 

good of the state. Policymaking is left, meanwhile, to the bureaucracy, which is not 

accountable to the public. This “curious reversal of roles” makes governance very 

susceptible to corruption and self-serving interests.  By separating executive and 

legislative powers clearly, and providing checks and balances between them, (such as 

veto power by the executive, and no-confidence votes by a super-majority of the 

legislature) these self-serving interests and possible authoritarian tendencies can be 

curbed.?   

Second, because an MMR system will remove the focus on local-specific 

executive issues in favor of statewide legislative issues, these local concerns- such as 

welfare projects, contracts, and policing, will have to be addressed by effective and 

                                                 
?  I am not advocating a directly elected national executive. India’s levels of plurality and tendencies 
towards authoritarianism at the national level would make a presidential figure dangerous for India. 
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democratic local governments. MLAs currently consider local governments to be “a 

serious rival encroaching on their territory” and most states have therefore limited their 

powers, despite recent efforts to expand their responsibilities (Narayan, Continuity and 

Change, 92).  If the role of MLAs can be changed from that of executive to legislative 

with the help of an MMR system and a separate chief executive, they will no longer feel 

threatened by local power, and will allow local governments to function. With specific 

laws outlining the responsibilities and domain of local governments, this devolution of 

power from the center can be entrenched and institutionalized. 

 

Problem: Illiteracy and Voter Confusion-Solution: A Closed List System 

   A common argument against changing the FPTP system in India is that of voter 

illiteracy. With a huge number of voters unable to even read the names of parties and 

candidates, increased complications in the electoral system could indeed confuse voters 

and compromise the democratic process.  However, an MMR system can adopt a closed 

list for the additional PR ballot, as in the example of Germany or New Zealand? , to 

minimize confusion. In such a system, the FPTP part of the ballot will remain much like 

the current ballots in India, while the PR part of the ballot will merely have a list of 

parties with corresponding party symbols to choose from. On the PR ballot, each party 

will include a published “closed list” of candidates in preferential order, so that seats will 

be determined by the percentage of votes received by the party, and will be 

correspondingly filled by the same number of candidates from the respective party list in 

order of this pre-determined preference. Candidates can run both as FPTP candidates and 

                                                 
?  See Annexures C for a sample MMR ballot from New Zealand. 
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part of the party list. Therefore, if they win the FPTP seat, the next candidate on their 

party list will be used to fill any necessary Proportional seats. This system is much 

simpler than most PR systems, such as Alternative Vote, Single Transferable Vote, or 

Open List systems, where multiple decisions have to be made by voters. 

Beyond these provisions to simplify the electoral system, reformers and 

governments must simply have some faith in the electorate. Indeed, there is a marked 

difference between “political literacy” and “functional literacy” (IDEA 122). In fact, 

“even in very poor countries, voters often have, and wish to express, relatively 

sophisticated orderings of political preferences and choices” (122). Repressing these 

democratic wishes can be arrogant, classist, and dangerous. Advocates of FPTP often use 

the argument “that they want to keep things simple for the ‘poor bastards’ who, left to 

their own devices, will keep electing unworkable governments and dangerous extremists” 

but such an argument “is fully patronizing and empirical study and democratic principle 

condemn this charge” (Ritchie, 12). Indeed, these kinds of statements are “as 

objectionable as arguments against full suffrage” (12). 

 

 Problem: Women’s Representation-Solution: reservations through lists, not 

constituencies. 

While a switch from FPTP to an MMR system will help the cause of women’s 

representation by removing the “most broadly acceptable candidate syndrome,” the 

change may not be fast enough or complete enough to counteract discriminatory forces in 

Indian society, and achieve the goal of 33% of seats for women. A system that can ensure 

high numbers of women in legislators can be devised that helps both women and men 
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without compromising democracy. Within a MMR system, a minimum quota for women 

could be mandated on all party lists. India could follow Argentina’s example and include 

the provision that women be placed in “winnable” positions, and not just at the bottom of 

party lists (IDEA 97). 

 The system could go even farther and guarantee 33% seats for women as 

following. FPTP seats could be tallied first, and then the proportional seats could be filled 

based on party lists, as described earlier. Then, once the number of men in any party 

reaches the 2/3rds mark of seats in the legislature, all other male candidates would be 

struck from that party’s list, and the women on the list could fill the remaining seats in 

the order in which they are placed.  If  any instance occurs where women in a particular 

party in a particular election happen to be elected to more than 1/3rd of seats without these 

efforts, this system would not have to be invoked. Such a system, would require that 

parties field women candidates, and would promote scrutiny of these candidates by the 

electorate. It would also ensure that women are not prevented from stand ing for election 

in an area where they have a large base of support. This kind of mechanism, though 

somewhat strict on party choices of candidates, can be used temporarily “as a transitional 

mechanism to lay the foundation for a broader acceptance of women’s representation” 

(IDEA 97). 

Problem: Party Corruption- Solution: Democratization of Parties 

Party corruption is, more than all of these other concerns, a problem that may not 

be so easily addressed through electoral reform alone. PR systems give a great deal more 

power and importance to parties than do FPTP systems, so the temptation to award higher 

positions on party lists for bribes may exist. In addition, career politicians could retain 
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power indefinitely by having high positions on party lists, and therefore, be nearly 

impossible to vote out of office. The Green party in Germany has attempted to minimize 

this problem by rotating  the positions of candidates on party lists in each election, but the 

problem can persist without such internal efforts of parties (Ware, 5). 

However, this increased power given to parties and party officials is accompanied 

by increased accountability of parties to voter. If parties go too far in any of these 

practices, they could potentially lose seats across the state or the nation in favor of 

smaller but more honest parties.  

 While the increased checks of voters in a MMR systems could prevent certain 

actions by parties, this process may not be enough in the short term. A new MMR 

electoral system in India would best be accompanied by political party reforms in terms 

of nominations, funding, and democratic internal functioning. The best types of reforms 

and methods of implementation are a separate and equally intricate topic as that of 

electoral reform, and are equally necessary to ensure democracy in India.  
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5.  Conclusions  

 If a PR system were adopted in India, first an obvious impact would be 

felt as the large number of votes that are currently being “wasted” on losing candidates 

and insignificant parties are turned into legislative seats. The London city council 

provides an example for the effects of  MMR on third parties. London’s local 

government, though it is the shadow of the world’s original FPTP system in Westminster, 

has recently switched to an MMR system, with “remarkable” results in “the power of 

proportional representation to provide fuller, fairer representation” (CVD, webpage). 

While the FPTP seats were all won by one of the two leading parties, the party list seats 

elected small party candidates to 28% of the assembly  seats, where they otherwise would 

not have won any (CVD). 

  Secondarily, however, “Voting habits would probably undergo a revolution” 

because voters who currently choose not to “waste” their vote on their favorite candidate, 

and vote tactically for one of two major parties, will no longer feel the need to make such 

compromises (Alderman, 27). As a result, minor parties would be “justified in putting up 

more candidates”(27). Therefore the impacts on the political system would be more far-

reaching than is currently predictable. 

Though making a major change in our current electoral system and legislatures 

could be time consuming and difficult, these far-reaching impacts of a well-designed 

system in India could be invaluable to the unity and progress of the nation. This is 

particularly obvious in terms of election irregularities and corruption as well as fair 

representation of minorities.  
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First, the problems of election based violence, corruption, polling irregularities, 

criminalization and self- interested money power would all be dealt a severe blow by 

proportional representation. All of these elements would be disastrous to a campaign 

where the statewide or nationwide support of the party is at stake. Unlike in the current 

system where national opinion is only of minor importance in elections, a drop in 

popularity of a party for any of the above reasons would result in a corresponding drop in 

the number of seats in the legislature. Dirty tactics would no longer be of advantage to 

parties as “any effort of a candidate to gain unfair advantage locally may run counter to 

the objective of maximizing its vote in a whole state” (Narayan; Kashyap ed. 253).  

In the process, because the political system will be open to new contenders from 

more ideologically or reform based parties, the current political families contractors and 

criminals who currently have a near monopoly on politics will have to face real 

competition. Voters will be able to decide if they want to support candidates who are 

running for obvious self- interest or family advantage. Parties will have to consider their 

national goals and the qualifications of candidates other than sheer winnability in a small 

area. 

More specifically, parties will be able to include candidates with talent and 

knowledge in their lists. These candidates are currently kept out of Indian legislatures 

because of limited constituency support and economic means, or because they are not 

“identified with any influential social group or a dominant local faction.” (Narayan, 

Continuity and Change, 52). In a closed list system, they can be included “without having 

to resort to the innumerable malpractices and high election expenditure as in the FPTP 

elections.” (52). In fact, because of the increased options available in a MMR system, 
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parties will have no choice but to “enlist persons with talent and proven record of 

service” because otherwise, such persons could “form new political formations 

challenging the oligopoly of entrenched parties” and appeal across castes and local 

interests to reform minded voters across the state (52). 

Second, the system will encourage all major parties either include women and the 

communal groups of the state or nation, or risk losing seats to new parties more 

committed to minority protections. In either instance, women and minorities who are 

currently scattered and sidelined and ghettoized by current politics, will have a secure and 

honest voice in government. These voters, who “are ignored because of the vagarities of a 

FPTP system might behave accordingly and not feel bound by societies conventions” in 

the current system, would instead be included in government and mainstream society 

(Melnik, 30). The “fair results” of proportional representation will “promote the view that 

everyone has a say in the selection of government and hence will tend to foster social 

consensus” (30). 

 Though an electoral system alone cannot protect disadvantaged groups form 

oppression and communalist violence, it can at least prevent politicians from using such 

social problems as political advantages. Only when Indian politics goes beyond 

communal concerns can the government concentrate on the development it needs to 

become a great nation- in literacy, security, equitable economic growth, and public 

health. 

Undoubtedly implementing such major changes in our electoral system, and 

indirectly, into our party system will be difficult, however necessary they may be. A 

massive education campaign must first take place to explain the system and its benefits to 
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parties and voters. Advocates must be careful not to make PR a narrow issue geared 

towards the advancement of a certain group. New Zealand’s recent switch in electoral 

systems was so successful precisely because the reform was introduced in a “legitimate” 

way of correcting FPTP irregularities with polls and extensive research, as opposed to 

France, where it was introduced in clearly partisan terms (IDEA 123). 

However, if the idea becomes widely accepted, the changes themselves to the 

system may not be as difficult as we first envision. Even constitutionality may not be a 

significant barrier. The MMR model proposed here would not be a total break from the 

current system, and both the FPTP candidates and the lists would still be elected directly 

as required by the constitution. (Singh, 116) The constitution also allows for multi-

member constituencies because of the reservation issue, even though these have not been 

in use for many decades. 

Electoral reform is difficult, but it continues to happen around the world as 

countries realize their own systems are inadequate or badly suited to their needs. With the 

collapse of Congress as a dominating force, India is in just such a situation today with its 

multiple parties, struggles for increased reservations, and communal tensions. With 

criminals, industrialists and political families having greater advantages than those with 

interests in policy-making, voters are having fewer alternatives in determining India’s 

future. India has an desperate need for real governance, and the effects of zero-sum 

politics prevent this kind of governance from happening.  

Ultimately, in striving for change, however, reformers must remember to be 

realistic at the same time. They should keep in mind the words of the international think-

tank on electoral systems, IDEA:  
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 “Electoral systems are not a panacea, but they are central to the structuring of 
stability in any polity. Deft electoral system engineering may not prevent or 
eradicate deep enmities, but appropriate institutions can nudge the political system 
in the direction of reduced conflict and greater government accountability. …while 
most of the changes that can be achieved by tailoring electoral systems are 
necessarily at the margins, it is often these marginal impacts that make the 
difference between democracy being consolidated or being undermined.” (IDEA, 
125) 

 

 

 

 

7. Annexures 

A. Questionnaire given to Party Spokespersons - Prabakar, Rao, and 
Ramachandraiah 
 
Deepa Varma, Research Associate- Lok Satta    1-17-03 
 
Introduction: I am doing research for Lok Satta on behalf of Jayaprakash Narayan about 
electoral politics at the state assembly level. I would like your input on the party role in 
choosing MLA candidates in Andhra Pradesh, and in India generally.  
 
Questions for Party Leadership and Spokesmen: 
 
 
1)How are candidates chosen? Are they drawn from party ranks or do they nominate 
themselves as important individuals in the constituency? 
 
 
 
2)What limitations do parties face in selecting candidates? What criteria do they use? 
 
 
 
3)Is the majority of power held by the parties or by other forces in terms of selecting 
candidates? 
 
 
4)How much do these factors determine the eligibility of a candidates? Describe, and 
rank in order of importance. 
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 Ideology 
 
 
 Party Loyalty/Work 
 
 
 Personal Background (religion, caste, gender, family status) 
 
 

Ability of candidate to raise own election funds 
 
 
Powerful interests in the area (leading factions, families, or industries) 
 
 
 
What other factors are important? 
 
 
 

5) Why do criminals, or candidates with allegations against them sometimes win 
nominations from parties? Why does the public then sometimes elect them? 

 
 
6)Why are "political families" so common in Indian Politics? What advantages do 

candidates with family connections in politics have in running for office?  
 
 
7)For what reasons do most candidates (of your own party, and in general) run for 

political office?  
 
 
 

Please include any other information that may be helpful. 
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B) Questionnaire given to Lok Satta Representatvies 
 
Deepa Varma, Research Associate, Lok Satta 
 
I am putting together statistics on a sample of constituencies in Andhra Pradesh to 
determine the degree to which the democratic political process is closed off by family 
succession, money power, and criminal elements. I need information on the following 
MLA’s and runners-up in the 1999 elections from specific constituencies, particularly in 
terms of money power and criminal power. Particularly, if you know that the person in 
question used force to win his or her seat/ or ran for office to protect vested interests such 
as industry, contracting positions, or so forth, that information would be very helpful. 
Please specify if the information provided is alleged or proven. Use the back of this page 
if necessary. 
 
Information on AP MLAs and runners -up 
District ________________________ 
Constituency_____________________ 
Candidate’s name__________________________(Check one)    MLA ___Runner up___ 
 
Family History in Politics- please list any direct relatives, or relatives by marriage that 
held political office or other important government positions: 
 
 
 
Financial Background-please describe the financial status of the candidate- is he or she a 
major industrialist or the richest person in the town? Does he or she stand to gain 
financially  from holding political office? Do you know how much money was spent by 
this person in elections? Was the amount of money a decisive role? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Criminal Background- is this person involved in criminal practices? Does he or she have 
an official criminal record? Please specify. (faction leader, corruption, political violence, 
illegal enterprises, etc)  
 
 
 
 
 
Additional information:  
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C. Sample New Zealand Ballot- Mixed Member Representation 
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