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SINGLE PARTY DOMINANCE, DEMOCRACY IMPERILLED 
Those who believe in progressive politics must ensure that winning polls through any means  

can never be an objective 
 Weeks hence, the nation is set to witness a series of elections to several State Assemblies. State elections 
normally do not attract too much attention, but as the nation moves inexorably towards single party dominance, the 
outcome of each and every Assembly Election becomes critical to the end objective. India, more accustomed to glacial 
changes in political behaviour and attitudes, is today confronting a new phenomenon, viz., that the winner seeks to take 
all at any cost, irrespective of a raging COVID-19 pandemic. 
 

Shadows over elections 
 If anyone were to peruse the numerous newspapers, and listen to the different television channels in the 
country, one would get an impression that India is approaching a new ‘gilded’ era. Unfortunately, electoral politics in the 
country appears to be out of sync with this portrayal. Threats to the conduct of orderly elections are increasing, more so 
in some States than perhaps in others, and must not be underestimated. Pressing the stop button is not a viable option as 
of now, as it is a reflection of the pervasive decline in political attitudes and behaviour in the nation. Violence, money 
power, and communal attitudes tend to exercise a disproportionately greater influence on the outcome of elections as of 
now. 
 A great deal of this is attributable to the prevailing belief that winning elections is the sine qua non of democratic 
politics, and the raison d’etre for any political party to exist. India’s leading political party, which currently holds power at 
the Centre and a majority of States, has converted this into a fine art, and makes no secret of its determination to pursue 
this path. Other parties are attempting to emulate this, but with far less success. Across India, meanwhile, we are 
witnessing a near daily ritual of individuals belonging to one political party or the other shifting their allegiance and, while 
doing so, indulging in a diatribe against the party they exited. Electoral majorities as a result, and the character of some 
State governments, have, hence, tended to change. The shifting patterns of party alignments are, in turn, converting 
democratic politics into a kind of charade which could damage the fabric of both electoral and democratic politics. 
 Questions do arise as to what kind of polity will emerge as a consequence of all this. Of serious concern is that 
elections could hereafter become an instrument to traduce democracy. With all political debate becoming highly 
polarised, elections could well degenerate into a ritualistic exercise, without truly reflecting the democratic will of the 
people. Attributing motives is no panacea for what could well lead to the demise of electoral democracy. 
 

Power though proxy 
 Coming to the State-level elections scheduled to be held in the near future, which are confined to the eastern 
and southern regions of the country — Bengal and Assam, Tamil Nadu, Kerala and the Union Territory of Puducherry, it is 
only to be anticipated that these elections will witness the finessing of a strategy employed successfully previously, 
including that of encouraging defections of key Opposition members, an incitement to violence, specially of the 
communal and sectarian kind, selective use of state agencies to build an atmosphere of fear, to gain an unfair advantage, 
etc. Such tactics have, no doubt, been employed in the past, but seldom on the scale anticipated in the prevailing 
scenario. 
 In the southern States that will be going to the elections, there could be one significant variant, viz., the objective 
of achieving power would be through proxy means. In Tamil Nadu, the present State government has earned a not-so-
healthy reputation for ‘kowtowing’ to the party in control of the Central government. This is already an issue of unstated 
and unspoken concern, but the greater fear is that in return for electoral support this time, many more demands would 
be made, resulting in an acceptance of subalternity, vis-à-vis, Delhi — effectively demolishing all pretence of regional 
exclusiveness and autonomy. Much the same concern applies to the Union Territory of Puducherry, where the ruling 
party at the Centre has less than a toehold in terms of influence. In both Tamil Nadu and Puducherry, the shadow of the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) would eclipse everything else in its wake. 
 
From Kerala to the Northeast 
 The election scene in Kerala is markedly different. The principal objective of the ruling party at the Centre would 
be to reduce the Congress into insignificance while seeking to simultaneously reduce the influence exercised by the Left, 
even as the BJP can hardly hope to capture power here just yet. A Herculean effort is being made to use the electoral 
gambit to rope in prominent intellectuals into party ranks, for a future eventuality. Kerala has, however, not seen any 
communal violence as elections approach, and has also eschewed the ‘Aya Ram Gaya Ram’ syndrome, common to many 
other States. 
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 In the Northeast, Assam is already a BJP bailiwick, and the attempt here would be to strengthen Central authority 
in contrast to regional autonomy. This is particularly significant in the backdrop of controversial policies such as the 
Citizenship (Amendment) Act and the National Register of Citizens, which created quite a stir and dented the image and 
influence of the BJP to some extent. The full panoply of divisive politics would be on display here to achieve this objective. 
 

Battleground West Bengal 
 Given the current stakes overall, it is West Bengal, however, that will be the main battleground in the coming 
elections. Almost all the tactics mentioned would be, or are already on display in the State. This is likely to intensify 
further as elections approach. Elections are certain to be a no-holds barred exercise, with the BJP and the Trinamool 
Congress (TMC) battling it out for control of the State, reducing erstwhile ruling parties, such as the CPM and the Congress 
to irrelevance. Already, in a State where caste identity has seldom if ever been a factor in elections or otherwise, a 
manifest attempt is being made to whip up caste frenzy, and rallying slogans ‘Vande Mataram and Jai Sri Ram’ by rival 
groups are being projected as the battle cry of the Forward versus the Subaltern classes. 
 Meantime, in a State where communal tensions are manifestly evident, the State has been witnessing severe 
communal violence over many months, some of it as serious, as that seen during Partition. The BJP and the TMC are 
equally to be blamed for the aggravated communal violence, but the real ‘fall-guy’ has been democracy. With erstwhile 
dominant political parties having been reduced to bit players, both the BJP and the TMC are picking up more and more of 
the ‘lumpen elements’ that previously owed allegiance to the Left and the Congress. These are hardly committed 
supporters, yet exercise a disproportionate ability to vitiate polls. 
 Again, in the case of West Bengal, the current elections are proving to be highly divisive, with battle cries being 
raised to vote for the ‘Daughter of Bengal’ against ‘Outsider Elements’, leading to the creation of fresh divisions between 
the Bengali and non-Bengali segments of the population. Rival groups have had no hesitation to use Durga, the deity, as a 
pawn — portraying her as the epitome of Bengali identity — with the other side rooting for lord Ram as symbolising 
national identity. Seldom have elections anywhere deteriorated to such depths. All this is giving fresh grist to communal 
elements, encouraging the creation of new communal parties such as the Indian Secular Front, muddying waters further. 
 

The danger to democracy 
 What is of utmost concern, however, given the extant circumstances, is that pent-up anger against a distortion of 
electoral verdicts or confronted with unpredictable results should result in something more serious and dangerous as an 
open rebellion against participative democracy. Electorates are singularly ill-prepared for such eventualities. History is 
replete with instances of this kind. There is only a thin line which protects democracy from the ravages of its opponents. 
The 19th and 20th centuries provide enough examples of how wittingly, or unwittingly, democracy could become 
imperilled, leading to unforeseen situations. Ensuring that the current status quo is not challenged beyond a significant 
threshold is critically important for the future of democracy. It behoves all those who believe in progressive politics to 
ensure that the situation does not get out of hand, and that winning elections through any means can never be an 
objective. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 imperil (verb) – endanger, jeopardize, put in danger. 
 means (noun) – method, way, mode. 
 inexorably (adverb) – unstoppably, unavoidably, 

inescapably, inevitably. 
 accustomed (adjective) – usual, normal, habitual, 

familiar, regular. 
 glacial (adjective) – very slow. 
 attitude (noun) – viewpoint, perspective, standpoint, 

position, approach. 
 confront (verb) – face, address, tackle, deal with. 
 phenomenon (noun) – situation, circumstance. 
 viz. (adverb) – namely, specifically, in other words. 
 winner takes all (phrase) – relating to a contest, 

election, or other competition in which only the winner 
is rewarded and none of the losers gets anything. 

 at any cost (phrase) – no matter how much effort or 
money needed. 

 raging (adjective) – severe, extreme, inordinate. 

 irrespective of (adjective) – notwithstanding, without 
regard for, regardless of. 

 shadow (noun) – gloominess, murkiness, obscurity; a 
trace of something. 

 peruse (verb) – look through, inspect, examine. 
 gilded (adjective) – gold-painted. 
 gilded era (noun) – During this era (late 19th century, 

from the 1870s to about 1900), America became more 
prosperous and saw unprecedented growth in industry 
and technology. 

 portrayal (noun) – narrative, representation, 
characterization, depiction. 

 orderly (adjective) – organized, efficient, methodical, 
systematic. 

 out of sync (phrase) – out of the agreement. 
 underestimate (verb) – underrate, be wrong about, 

play down. 
 viable (adjective) – reasonable, achievable, practical. 
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 reflection (noun) – opinion, thought, view. 
 pervasive (adjective) – common, general, widespread, 

prevalent, ubiquitous, omnipresent. 
 disproportionately (adverb) – inordinately, 

immoderately, excessively. 
 influence (noun) – power, authority, sway, leverage, 

weight. 
 attributable to (adjective) – considered as an outcome/ 

result caused by. 
 prevailing (adjective) – existing; current, present. 
 sine qua non (noun) – a necessity, essential item, 

basics. 
 raison d’être (noun) – responsibility, duty, concern. 
 determination (noun) – will power, resolve, strength of 

will, strength of character, single-mindedness. 
 pursue (verb) – engage in, conduct, follow. 
 emulate (verb) – imitate, follow, copy, take as an 

example. 
 ritual (noun) – ceremony, custom, observance. 
 allegiance (noun) – loyalty, faithfulness, devotion. 
 indulge in (verb) – become involved in (an undesirable 

activity). 
 diatribe (noun) – a bitter verbal attack; a tirade, verbal 

onslaught, rant. 
 charade (noun) – a false display/show/appearance that 

is aimed to deceive others; pretence, disguise, fake, 
farce. 

 fabric (noun) – the basic/fundamental structure. 
 polity (noun) – a politically organized society. 
 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 

repercussion. 
 instrument (noun) – mechanism, apparatus, system, 

means (to achieve/attain something). 
 traduce (verb) – defame, slander, speak ill of, gossip 

about, misrepresent, denigrate, disparage, dishonour, 
back-bite. 

 polarised (adjective) – separated/divided into opposing 
two. 

 degenerate (verb) – deteriorate, decline, worsen, get 
worse. 

 ritualistic (adjective) – traditional, formal. 
 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal, exhibit. 
 will (noun) – desire, wish, preference. 
 panacea (noun) – perfect solution, remedy, magic 

formula, magic bullet. 
 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on, call forth, give 

rise to. 
 demise (noun) – end, disintegration, downfall, ruin. 
 electoral democracy (noun) – a type of representative 

democracy based on election, on electoral vote. 
 proxy (noun) – deputy, representative, substitute. 
 anticipate (verb) – expect, foresee, predict. 
 finesse (noun) – skill, expertise, tact. 
 defection (noun) – desertion, absconding, decamping. 
 seldom (adverb) – hardly, rarely, almost never. 

 strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to achieve a 
more expansive set of political, economic, and security 
interests). 

 incitement (noun) – provocation, persuasion, 
inducement. 

 sectarian (adjective) – denoting a sect (a group of 
people); factional, partisan. 

 atmosphere (noun) – conditions, circumstances, 
situations. 

 anticipated (adjective) – expected, foreseen, predicted. 
 scenario (noun) – situation, background, context. 
 variant (noun) – different form or version of something. 
 reputation (noun) – good name, character, standing, 

stature, status, position. 
 kowtow (verb) – humble oneself, bow down, kneel 

before, prostrate oneself. 
 unspoken (adjective) – unstated, unexpressed, 

unmentioned. 
 result in (verb) – cause, bring about, give rise to. 
 subalternity (noun) – subordinate position. 
 vis-à-vis (preposition) – concerning, with regard to, in 

relation to, as/in comparison with, in connection with 
(Vis-à-vis from Latin via. French, means literally “face-
to-face). 

 pretence (noun) – false show, semblance, 
false/outward appearance, impression, image. 

 toehold (noun) – insignificant position. 
 in terms of (phrase) – with regard to, 

regarding/concerning, in connection with. 
 eclipse (verb) – outshine, overshadow, surpass, exceed. 
 in one’s wake (phrase) – used to say what is left behind 

by something; after something. 
 markedly (adverb) – clearly, noticeably, considerably, 

strikingly. 
 Herculean (adjective) – arduous, laborious, strenuous, 

difficult, formidable, hard, tough. 
 gambit (noun) – plan, measure/scheme, strategy. 
 rope in (phrasal verb) – convince someone to 

participate in an activity. 
 intellectual (adjective) – intelligent/learned person, 

academic, scholar. 
 eventuality (noun) – a possible outcome, possibility. 
 eschew (verb) – reject, avoid, deny, abstain from, 

refrain from. 
 syndrome (noun) – In general, it means “concurrence-

many things happen at the same time”. 
 bailiwick (noun) – area, sphere. 
 in contrast to (phrase) – in opposition to. 
 Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA) (noun) – The 

Citizenship (Amendment) Bill, 2019 seeks to grant 
citizenship to religious minorities of Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, and Bangladesh, who had to flee their 
homeland facing persecution. The six minority groups 
that have been specifically identified are Hindus, Jains, 
Sikhs, Buddhists, Christians, and Parsis. 
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 backdrop (noun) – situation, scenario, context. 
 National Register of Citizens (NRC) (noun) – It is a 

register that includes demographic information about 
all those individuals who qualify as citizens of India as 
per the Citizenship Act, 1955. 

 stir (noun) – commotion, disturbance, uproar, furore, 
turmoil. 

 dent (verb) – diminish, reduce, lessen, weaken, erode, 
undermine. 

 Panoply (noun) – (impressive) array, range, collection. 
 divisive (adjective) – alienating/isolating, 

disharmonious, discordant. 
 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

consideration, taking into account, in view of, bearing 
in mind. 

 stake (noun) – contest, battle, challenge, rivalry. 
 no holds barred (phrase) – without rules or restrictions 

(i.e. engage in a conflict/dispute without any rules/ 
restrictions). 

 battle it out (phrase) – fight, compete (until a definite 
result is reached). 

 erstwhile (adjective) – old, previous, former, then. 
 irrelevance (noun) – inapplicability, unconnectedness, 

unrelatedness. 
 manifest (adjective) – obvious, clear, apparent, evident, 

palpable. 
 whip up (phrasal verb) – arouse, trigger, prompt, 

induce. 
 frenzy (noun) – madness, wildness, uncontrolled 

excitement/behaviour. 
 battle cry (noun) – slogan, motto, watchword, 

catchphrase, catchword. 
 subaltern (adjective) – relating to the lower 

status/ranking (people) in a social or political hierarchy. 
 manifestly (adverb) – clearly, obviously, apparently. 
 aggravated (adjective) – worsened, exacerbated, 

inflamed, compounded. 
 fall-guy (noun) – scapegoat, easy target, easy prey. 
 bit player (noun) – an unimportant person who is not 

having an influence in a particular situation. 
 pick up (phrasal verb) – improve, get better, recover, 

rally. 
 lumpen (adjective/noun) – unthinking, stupid, 

foolish/idiotic, unorganized & unpolitical. 
 owe (verb) – be indebted, be under an obligation, be 

obligated. 
 allegiance (noun) – loyalty, faithfulness, devotion. 
 owe allegiance to (phrase) – have an obligation to be 

loyal; obey. 
 disproportionate (adjective) – inordinate, excessive, 

uncalled for, unreasonable, unfair. 

 vitiate (verb) – destroy, impair, spoil, ruin. 
 hesitation (noun) – unwillingness, disinclination, 

reluctance. 
 pawn (noun) – the weakest; puppet. 
 portray (verb) – represent, depict, characterize, 

describe. 
 epitome (noun) – representation, model, classic 

example/case. 
 root for (phrasal verb) – provide your support for the 

success of someone or something. 
 deteriorate (verb) – decline, degenerate, degrade, 

worsen. 
 grist (noun) – it is a valuable thing, particularly to help 

an argument/contention. 
 secular (adjective) – non-religious. 
 front (noun) – political group. 
 muddy the waters (phrase) – make the issue more 

complicated. 
 utmost (adjective) – greatest, maximum, most extreme. 
 extant (noun) – existing, present. 
 pent-up (adjective) – suppressed, confined, held back, 

not expressed (emotions/feelings). 
 distortion (noun) – misrepresentation. 
 rebellion (noun) – defiance, disobedience, dissent, 

nonconformity, subversion. 
 participative democracy (noun) – a form of 

government in which the citizens themselves have the 
opportunity to make decisions about public policy. 

 electorate (noun) – all the people who entitled to vote 
in an election. 

 singularly (adjective) – remarkably, noticeably, 
particularly, exceptionally, extremely. 

 ill-prepared (adjective) – not prepared for something. 
 replete with (adjective) – filled with, well supplied/ 

stocked with, overloaded. 
 ravages (noun) – damaging effects, ill effects. 
 wittingly (adverb) – intentionally, knowingly, 

advertently. 
 unwittingly (adverb) – unintentionally, unknowingly, 

inadvertently. 
 unforeseen (adjective) – unpredicted, unexpected, 

unanticipated. 
 status quo (noun) – the present situation, the current 

state, the existing state of affairs. 
 threshold (noun) – it is an amount, level, or limit of 

something. Once the threshold is reached, something 
else happens or changes. point of entry, starting point. 

 behove (verb) – be appropriate for, be expected of, be 
advisable for, be sensible for, be wise for. 

 out of hand (phrase) – out of control, unmanageable, 
ungovernable. 

 


