
CHAPTER- FIVE 

COALITION POLITICS IN INDIA 

So far as the concept of Coalition is concerned, it strongly believes in 

the democratization and pluralism of the Indian polity, and is pledged to 

contributing, in its own exceedingly modest ways, to creating a political and 

social framework for South Asia that would remove the injustices and 

liabilities faced by such traditionally disempowered elements as women, 

tribals, and ethnic and religious minorities. The Coalition shares in the 

Gandhian view that no one is truly free until everyone is free, Freedom is 

indivisible.(l) 

It is to be pointed out that Members of the Coalition agree that for 

a successful coalition, there must be some level of understanding between 

and among the members of the coalition. If there is no understanding, a 

coalition can never be successful or it cannot survive at a11.(2) In fact, the 

continuance of a coalition is dependent on better understanding. So far as 

India is concerned, the seed of coalition politics was sown as early as in 

1967 with the conclusion of the Fourth General Election. In this election, 
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although not at the Centre but coalition politics emerged as many as in 

seven states in lndia.(3) 

The politics of coalition is not a phenomenon peculiar to India. Such a 

system prevailed in Weimar Germany and operated in contemporary France 

and Italy and some of the countries of Asia and Africa. In India, the 

development of some of the political sub system, following the end of the 

'one party dominance system' after the General Elections of 1967, is 

characterised by coalition politics and government. Some political analysts 

and observers conclude on the basis of recent trends that coalitions would, 

for quite some time to come, form the basis of democratic, competitive 

politics and provide a structure and rnechanism for the functioning of 

political institutions in lndia.(4) The subject of coalitions in India is, 

therefore, receiving increasing attention of political scientists and 

sociologists. ( 5) 

EXPERIMENT OF COALITION POLITICS AT THE CENTRE 

This section traces the evolution of coalition politics at the 

national level since 1977. Although coalition politics of any 

significance started with the Janata experiment, a genuine 

coalition government could install itself in power at the Centre 

only with the United Front Government of 1996. This chapter 
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analyses in detail the problems of Cabinet formation and Cabinet 

m a nag em en t u n de r v a rio us co a I it ions from 19 9 6 to the e n d of 

2000. 

With the progress of time, this phenomenon has taken deeper roots, 

to the extent that political pundits now predict that the days of a clear 

mandate in favor of a single party are over. The previous decades, 

incidentally, vouch to this fact. Since the 1989 Lok Sabha elections, all the 

formations at the center have been coalition governments. Some have 

succeeded, as in 1991, 1999 and 2004 elections, while some have not, e.g., 

as in 1989 and 1996. The first coalition experiment at the center- in 1977-

also failed miserably. 

It well and truly seems that the era of a single party dominating the 

polity and government is long over. The last clear mandate in favor of a 

single party- in the 1984 Lok Sabha elections - seems like a distant dream 

(A majority of the voters now were not even born then!). Every single 

election since 1989 has strengthened this theory -- that coalition 

governments at the center are here to stay. 

It is not that coalition-culture has affected the national politics only

the states have also been affected at individual levels. The trend of coalition 

politics is still not being strongly felt at the state level, when compared to 
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the national politics. The bigger states such as UP, Karnataka and 

Maharashtra are more likely to get a coalition government when compared 

to smaller states - though smaller states like Jharkhand have also 

repeatedly got coalition government. 

The Janata Experiment 

Coalition experiment at the Centre can be traced to the first 

non-Congress government led by the J a nata party ( 1977-80). The 

Janata party was the offspring of the continuous struggles made by 

the opposition parties to pull down the Congress from power. 

Frustrated by the authoritarianism of the Congress during the 

Emergency (1975-77), certain opposition parties and groups 

decided to fight the next general elections under a common banner 

and thus provide all alternative to the Congress. On the initiative 

of Jayaprakash Narayan who provided moral leadership to Indian 

politics at the time, the Congress (OL Jail Singh, the Socialist party 

and the · Bha ratiya Lok Da I came together to undertake the 

challenge. 

On 20 January 1977, the leaders of the above parties met in 

Delhi to chalk out their strategy for the elections. As the first step, 
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this development was tc.• have a tremendous impact on Indian 

politics. They decided to fight the Lok Sabha elections unitedly 

under one flag and with one programme. Morarji Desai who 

became leader of the party announced the decision to go to the 

polls under the name of the Janata party. An executive committee 

was set-up to monitor the selection of candidates, drafting of the 

election manifesto and management of the party's election 

campaign. The Swatantra party became its constituent on 24 

January, 1977. 

It was at this time that Jagjiva n Ram, H. N. Bahugu na, Nandini 

Satpathy and others resigned from the Congress party and 

announced the formation of the Congress For Democracy (CFD). 

This group joined the Janata party as an ally. The Janata and the 

CFD mobilised all anti-Emergency forces in the country and 

ensured the election of a non-Congress government for the first 

time at the Centre. Although lacking in resources and 

organisational machinery, the Janata had leaders of rich political 

acumen, led by Jayaprakash Narayan who had the moral stature of 

a national leader almost of Nehruvian stature. 
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The general elections wE~ r eld during Mar h 1977, and the 

non-Congress opposition could sweep the polls The sixth Lok 

Sabha gave surprise to the country by defeating the Congress as 

well as its leaders like Mrs. Gandhi and others . 

The Janata party secured 271 and the CFD 28 seats 

respectively.' Among the Janata party constituents, the breakdown 

was as follows: Bharatiya Jan Sangh - 93, Bharatiya Lok Dal - 71; 

Congress (O) - 51; Socialists - 28: Chandrasekhar Group- 6 and 

others- 25. The formal Constitution of the Janata by merging the 

constituents took place only on I May, 1977, i e. after the 

formation of the government, although the constituent groups 

were fighting the elections with a common symbol - the symbol of 

Haldhar - previously allotted to the Bharatiya Lok Dal (BLD). 

The desperate nature of the Janata Dal asserted itself when 

the party was faced with the task of electing its leader who was to 

take over the role of the Prime Minister. Jagjivan Ram of CFD, 

Charan Singh of BLD and Morarji Desai of Congress (0) were serious 

contenders for the post. When Morarji Desai was elected leader 

and was sworn in as Prime Minister on 24 March, 1977, the other 
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two felt betrayed. And fa tionalism continued even after the 

formation of the government 

The decision of the Janata government to dissolve the nine Congress

ruled State governments and hold fresh elections aggravated the infighting. 

The distribution of tickets for State Assembly seats added fuel to the fire. 

Seven States - UP, Bihar, Rajasthan. MP, Orissa, Haryana and Himachal 

Pradesh - were won by the Janata party in the elections of June 1977, and 

the Chief Ministerships were shared by the two constituents - the BJS and 

the BLD. ·The other constituents were disappointed. In the Assembly 

elections that followed in February 1978 in the States of Andhra Pradesh, 

Karnataka, Maharashtra, Assam and Meghalaya, the Congress party made 

an impressive victory in the first three States. This gave further occasion for 

bitter criticism of the party president Chandrasekhar by Charan Singh and 

Raj Narain. Charan Singh had in fact opposed the election of Chandrasekhar 

as president of the party. 

After a few months, reconciliation was reached in the party 

with the decision to have two Deputy Prime Ministers. Charan 

Singh and Jagjivan Ram were installed as Deputy Prime Ministers. 

However, Charan Singh's faction continued to be active within the 

party and was routed in the parliamentary party elections in May 



1979. All the six important posts in the parliamentary party were 

won by an informal alliance of the BJS and the Congress (O) groups. 

Charan Singh continued to entertain hopes about becoming the 

Prime Minister and Raj Narain, a socialist and Charan Singh's close 

associate, used every opportunity to press for the same. Although 

it was Raj Narain who was responsible for the Allahabad High Court 

judgement against Mrs. Gandhi which eventually forced her to 

declare the Emergency, he was compelled to seek her help and 

advice to overthrow Moarji Desai, Raj Narain was removed from 

the national executive of the party for one year for his personal 

attack on party leaders and open criticism of government policies. 

Protesting against the decision and alleging RSS domination in the 

party, he'resigned from the party and formed the Janata (Secular). 

It was in these circumstances that the Congress party had brought 

a no-confidence motion against Morarji Ministry and got it passed. 

On 15 July, 1979 Morarji Desai submitted his resignation. Following 

the Ministry's fall, Charan Singh left the party and formed a 

separate Janata (J) party. Bahuguna, S.N. Misra and others also 

deserted .the Janata party. 
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Y.B. Chavan, the leader of the Congress parliamentary party, 

was then called by President N Sanjeeva Reddy to form the 

government. Being unable to secure a majority, the Congress 

declined the offer. The President then invited Charan Singh who 

felt confident of getting external support from the Congress. 

Charan Singh was asked to prove his majority in the House at the 

earliest possible opportunity within three weeks' time. On 20 

August, 1979, he submitted his resignation without even moving 

the confidence motion, having failed to ensure the support of the 

Congress. On 22 August, 1979, the President dissolved the Lok 

Sabha and ordered fresh elections, Charan Singh government 

continued as caretaker. 

In the elections held in January 1980, to constitute the 

seventh Lok Sabha, the Congress (I) led by Mrs. Gandhi secured a 

two-third majority and the Janata constituents were reduced to 

small proportions. Thus the dream of providing a durable 

alternative government was shattered by the sudden collapse of 

the party. The Janata was not able to attain the cohesion and unity 

required of a single party. The only uniting factor was perhaps the 

nomenclature, the members being loyal to former groups to which 
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they once belonged. The power-hungry Janata leaders were 

indulging in mutual bickering and mudslinging which made the 

government congenitally unstable. Lack of discipline among party 

leaders led to disobedience of the party high command and public 

criticism of governmental policies. Finally, there was no ideological 

homogeneity among the constituent parties which joined together 

to provide an alternative to the Congress. 

The Janata experiment came to a close with the 

disintegration of the party thereafter. It was neither a single party 

government nor a coalition government Having had their 

experience and training in the single-party dominance system of 

the Congress, the leaders failed to imagine how to develop a 

consensus or coalition system among the different politica I groups 

that comprised the Janata. Eyeing each other with suspicion, the 

constituent parties forgot their competition with the Congress and 

indulged in conflict among themselves. Further their policy during 

the regime appeared to be retributive action against Mrs. Gandhi 

rather than any positive programme of action to rectify the errors 

of the previous Congress governments. 
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The National Front Government 

The next serious attempt to form a non-Congress government 

at the Centre was made in 1988 by a coalition of parties called the 

National Front under the leadership of V.P Singh, the Defence 

Minister in Rajiv Gandhi's Cabinet who had resigned in protest. The 

seven-party National Front formally launched on 17 September, 

1988 consisted of a conglomeration of ideologically disparate, 

regionally based political parties and groups committed to ousting 

the Congress from power. The seven parties included: the Jan 

Morcha, the Janata party, the Lok Dal, the Congress(S), the Telugu 

Desam, the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam and the Assam Gana 

Parishad. The new found unity was the result of the continuous 

efforts on the part of V.P. Singh and of N.T. Rama Rao, the Telugu 

Desam leader and Chief Minister of Andhra Pradesh. 

V.P. Singh, after his resignation from the Rajiv Gandhi 

Cabinet and subsequent suspension from the Congress(IL carried 

on a campaign against corruption in high levels and formed the Jan 

Morcha as a forum to voice his views The Jan Morcha was 

welcomed by other groups and politicians opposed to the Congress 

(1) who volunteered to share platforms with V.P. Singh and 
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oraganised joint campaigns to root out corruption and tackle 

people. 

Other pressing problems facing the V. P. Singh was of 

cooperation among the opposition parties led to the formation of a 

common national platform for the Jan Morcha, the Janata party, 

the Congress (S) and the Lok Dal (A) led by Ajit Singh. A joint 

statement issued at New Delhi by the group listed fourteen issues 

which might constitute the core of the strategy to give the country 

an alternative policy, a new social and a better tomorrow.' The list 

included electoral reforms, decentralisation of political and 

economic power, elimination of corruption at all levels and a self

reliant economy with rural parity. Addressing a rally in Bangalore 

to mark five years of Janata rule in Karnataka, several non

Congress (1) Chief Ministers and opposition leaders affirmed the 

need for forming an effective anti-Congress (1) front. The rally was 

addressed by several opposition leaders including the Chief 

Ministers of Andhra Pradesh, Assam, Haryana, Karnataka and West 

Bengal. A series of Joint rallies and conferences culminated in the 

merger of Lok Dai(A) and Rashtriya Sanjay Manch into the Janata 

party. There were similar moves for bringing together the other 
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opposition parties at that time. The opposition moves got an 

impetus from the election of V.P. Singh from Allahabad Lok Sabha 

constituency in the bye-elections held in June 1988 with a margin 

of 110,000 votes. Further, this made V.P. Singh the undisputed 

leader of the opposition parties, relegating the claims of other 

aspirants like Chandrasekhar and Devi Lal into the background. 

Efforts to merge like-minded parties such as the Janata, Lok 

Dal, Congress (S) and Jan Morcha continued without apparent 

success. The main hindrance appeared to be the personal 

jealousies and ambitions of the leaders of these parties. After 

much dillydallying, the Janata party, Jan Morcha and the Devi Lai 

faction of Lok Dal merged and finally launched the Janata Dal on II 

October, 1988. The Congress (S} and the Bahuguna faction of Lok 

Dal remained aloof. The birth of Janata Dal was acclaimed as a 

turning point in Indian politics as it promised a centrist, secular 

alternative to the Congress. The new party was recognised by the 

Speaker on the floor of the Lok Sabha in April 1989 and was also 

recognized as a national party by the Election Commission of India 

in October 1989. Nevertheless, personal enemities remained 
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between leaders like V.P. Singh. Chandrasekhar, Devi Lai, 

Bahuguna, Ajit Singh and others 

Simultaneously, parallel moves were being made under the 

leadership· of N.T. Rama Rao to forge unity in the opposition ranks. This 

resulted in the formation of the National Front on 17 September, 1988 -

about three weeks before the formation of the Janata Dal. That is to say, 

the formation of the National Front preceded the formation of the Janata 

Dal. Of the seven member parties of the National Front, the Janata, the Jan 

Morcha and the Lok Dal joined to form the Janata Dal; the other four 

parties preferred to retain their identity. Thus the number of National Front 

constituents was reduced to five: the Janata Dal, the Conress (S), the AGP, 

the DMK and the TOP. N.T. Rama Rao was made Chairman of the 

National Front. 

The leaders of the Front turned to the right and left quarters for 

support. Rama Rao held discussions with Jyoti Basu while V.P. Singh and 

others shared platforms with the BJP. But the ideological difference 

between the CPI and CPI (M) groups on the one hand and the BJP on the 

other, stood in the way of opposition unity moves in the first half of 1989 

election year. The second half of the year witnessed a change in the 

attitude of the political parties. The opposition parties realised that the 
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Congress (1) was at its weakest and their failure to grasp the situation 

would never be forgiven by the people. In June 1989, the BJP President L.K. 

Advani announced the party consensus on the question of seat adjustment 

with the Janata Dal and other constituents of the National Front in the Lok 

Sabha elections. After two more days the national conference of RSP held in 

New Delhi decided to have electoral alliance with National Front to avoid 

division of votes. 

On 17 October, 1989 the Election Commission announced the 

schedule of the 9th general elections to be held on 22 and 24 

November, 1989. The election proclamation brought about the 

occasion for a rare display of unity among the opposition parties. 

Seat adjustment talks with the BJP and the left parties got under 

way. The Election Commission recognised eight political parties as 

national parties with reserved symbols for the coming Lok Sabha 

and Assembly elections. They were: the Congress (1), Janata Dal, 

the Lok Dal (B), the Janata Party, the BJP, the CPI, the CPI (M) and 

the Congress (S). 

In these circumstances, the BJP softened its stand towards 

the Janata Dal and the National Front. The left parties too agreed 

to make .seat adjustments with parties allied to the BJP. It was 
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clear that the old reservations had to be shed under compulsions 

of real politik. It was publicly claimed that the Janata Dal had made 

no open alliance with either the BJP or the Communists; but in 

fact, their State units were permitted to make electoral 

adjustments with both. 

In the 9th general election that followed, the Congress (1) 

won the largest number of seats but had no majority to form the 

government. The Congress (1) made it known that they had no 

intention to stake the claim for forming a government. So the 

opposition parties started their moves. The National Front 

presidium met in New Delhi and constituted a five-member 

committee to initiate talks with non-Congress (1) parties The 

members of the committee were· N.T. Rama Rao, V.P. Singh, Devi 

Lai, Ajit Singh and Arun Nehru. The committee members held 

discussions with representatives of BJP and the left parties. As a 

result, the CPI, CPI(M), RSP and the Forward Bloc decided to 

extend unconditional support from outside to the National Front to 

form a government. The BJP also offered to give general but 

critical support to the National Front to run a minority government 

without participating in it. Meanwhile, an attempt was made to 
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explore the possibility of forming a government of "national 

reconciliation" by including all national political parties, but the 

idea was not acceptable to all parties and leaders. 

Seats Won by Various Parties in the 1989 Lok Sabha Election 

Congress {1) 197 

Janata Dal 143 

Baratiya Janata Party 85 

Janata Party 0 

Lok Kranti Dal 0 

Communist Party of India 12 

Communist Party of India (Marxist) 33 

ICSS 

Telugu Desam Party 

Dravida Munnetra Kazhagom 

Other major State parties 

Others 

Independents 

Total 

2 

0 

22 

22 

12 

529 
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The Janata Dal parliamentary party meeting, presided over by 

Madhu Dandavate, elected V.P. Singh as its leader. Although V.P. 

Singh was popularly thought of as the Prime Ministerial candidate, 

Devi Lai and Chandrasekhar were strong aspirants and were trying 

every means to subvert the election of V.P. Singh as the 

parliamentary leader. It was by prolonged persuasion and pressure 

that the 'two leaders were made to accept the election of V.P. 

Singh as the leader. V.P. Singh proposed Devi Lal as the leader of 

the parliamentary party and Chandrasekhar seconded it. But Devi 

Lal declined and proposed the name of V.P. Singh, and Ajit Singh 

seconded the proposal. The drama gave tense moments as there 

was a general fear about Devi Lal's changing moods. Madhu 

Dandavat.e then declared V.P. Singh to be elected as the leader of 

Janata Dal parliamentary party. Chandrasekhar, however, 

expressed his reservation about the manner in which the election 

was conducted. Then the National Front parliamentary party also 

elected V.P. Singh as its leader unanimously. 

The President of India, R. Venkataraman, invited Rajiv Gandhi 

to form t~e government following the principle of first invitation to 

the largest party. When he declined, having had no majority for his 
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party and having no intention to seek support from other parties, 

Venkataraman turned to V.P. Singh, the leader of the second 

largest party, the Janata Dal. The President Stipulated that V.P. 

Singh would have to take a vote of confidence in the Lok Sabha 

within thirty days of his assuming office, which he did successfully 

with the help of the BJP and the Communists. The National Front 

was supposed to be a wider group comprising five national and 

regional parties, but the Janata Dal alone had 143 members out of 

146 of the National Front. Hence, the National Front was not in 

fact a coalition, and the National Front government was a minority 

government led by the Janata Dal and supported by the BJP and 

the left parties without participating in the government. Nor did 

the Front parties have a common minimum programme to unite 

themselves and the ideologically distant supporting parties. The 

Front leaders did not think of evolving any mechanism for the 

effective co-ordination and monitoring of the government, not to 

speak of nurturing a new political culture. 

The natural and inherent differences in the National Front 

government came to surface within a short time of its formation. 

In August 1990, the V.P. Singh government, following its own 
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electoral calculations, decided to implement the recommendations 

of the Mandai Commission report under which 52 per cent of the 

government jobs had to be reserved for the Scheduled Castes and 

Other Backward Castes. The government took the decision without 

consulting the supporting parties. The decision antagonised the 

BJP as such a move would adversely affect the electoral interests 

of the party. V.P. Singh's decision was highly unpopular among the 

urban upper caste and middle class Hindus who served as BJP's in 

Bihar, during the course of his Ayodhya-linked Ratha Yatra, by the 

Janata Dal government of the State gave impetus to BJP's decision 

to withdraw support to the National Front government. On 

withdrawal of support by the BJP, the President asked V P. Singh to 

prove his majority in the Lok Sabha. The eleven month-old minority 

government of V.P. Singh was voted out of power on 7 November 

1990 with passing of a no-confidence motion in the Lok Sabha with 

346 votes against the Government and 142 in favour. 

The threat to the National Front government came not 

merely from the external supporters, but also from within. The 

Janata Dal was not fully integrated in spite of the merger of the 

Janata party, Lok Dal and Jan Morcha. Factions of the Janata Dal 
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and Lok Dal had remained separate, protesting against the policy 

of the official leadership. And the factions that merged (led by 

leaders like Chandrasekhar and Devi Lal) were unhappy about the 

dominance of the Jan Morcha and its leader V.P. Singh. This 

unhappiness manifested itself when the Janata Dal broke up under 

their leaders into new political outfits. 

After the fall of V.P. Singh government on 7 November, 1990, the 

Janata Dal was split by Chandrasekhar. who with the support of 55 

members formed the Janata Dal (Saimajwadl). Chandrasekhar assumed the 

office of Prime Minister on 10 November, 1990 with the support of the 

Congress ( 1). This was another minority government, not a coalition, solely 

dependent on the outside support of the Congress and was bound to repeat 

the fate of the earlier minority government led by Charan Singh. President 

R. Venkataraman is reported to have enquired whether the Congress 

support would last for at least one year. Rajiv Gandhi replied: "Why one 

year? It could continue to the life of the Lok Sabha. Differences occurred 

soon between the government and the Congress(!) on various issues 

relating to Punjab, Kashmir and Assam, the economy of the country, rising 

prices and the question of permitting US planes to refuel in India. Finally, 

came the allegation from the Congress {1) that its President Rajiv Gandhi's 
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residence at 10 Janpath, New Delhi was being kept under the constant 

surveillance of Haryana intelligence men, The Congress (1) walk-out in the 

Lok Sabha on this issue led to adjournment of the House twice for want of 

quorum. The Congress party's decision to stay out from the House until 

adequate action was taken against all concerned forced Chandrasekhar to 

submit his resignation on 6 March, 1991 and advise the President to 

dissolve the Lok Sabha. The President of India, R. Venkataraman, dissolved 

the ninth Lok Sabha on 13 March, 1991 and ordered fresh elections. 

Chandrasekhar continued as caretaker Prime Minister. 

In the next elections held in May-June 1991, the Congress(!) 

emerged as the largest single party with 224 seats, but without 

majority. Being the leader of the largest party, P.V, Narasimha Rao 

formed the government and surprisingly he could complete the 

five-year term. 

The United Front Government 

The Eleventh Lok Sabha elected in April-May 1996 witnessed 

a severely fractured verdict with no one party or alliance being 

able to come anywhere near an absolute majority, It was a multi

cornered fight, the BJP alone being able to give the semblance of 
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an alliance. The Congress fought it alone with perhaps some 

electoral adjustments at the State level. The National Front (NF) 

and Left Front (LF) parties could not reach any agreement about a 

third front as a viable alternative to the Congress and the BJP. 

Despite several rounds of talks, neither the NF nor the LF could 

agree on their allies or on a common programme. The main cause 

was the absence of any strong focal point or a leader who could 

bring them together. The greatest obstacles arose at the State 

level, particularly in UP, AP and Tamil Nadu where the State unit 

leaders could not agree to work with their rivals. 

The BJP emerged as the single largest party with 160 seats as 

against 139 seats won by the Congress(l). Atal Behari Vajpayee 

was unanimously elected leader of the BJP parliamentary party. A 

delegation led by L.K. Advani met the President of India to stake 

claim to form the next government 

Meanwhile, the Samata party national executive decided to 

give issue-based support to the BJP and requested the President to 

invite the BJP leader to form the government. The President Sanker 

Dayal Sharma invited Vajpayee on 15 May, 1996 to form the 
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government and asked him to prove his majority on the floor of 

Lok Sabha by 31 May, 1996. 

At this time, the National Front and the Left Front parties 

were working hard to forge unity among themselves to stake claim 

to form the government as well as to check the BJP from reaching 

power. The Congress (I) Working Committee also decided on 13 

May, 1996 to ensure that the BJP would not be able to form the 

government. In a pre-emptive strike, the N F-LF combine elected 

H.D. Deve Gowda, the Janata Dal Chief Minister of Karnataka on 

13, May 1996 as their candidate for Premiership, and the election 

was communicated to the President. The election of Deve Gowda 

was made after a process of elimination, with V.P. Singh, Jyoti Basu 

and G.K. Moopanar declining to take the responsibility. Jyoti Basu 

was in fact willing to become the Prime Minister, but the party 

politbureau decided otherwise. Still it was surprising that the 

claims of better known politicians like Ramakrishna Hegde were 

ignored .. The leaders who supported Gowda and signed the 

communication to the President were. H.S. Surjeet (CPI-M), lndrajit 

Gupta (CPI), Laloo Prasad Yadav {JD), M. Karunanidhi (DMK), G.K. 

Moopanar (TMC), Mulayam Singh Yadav (SP), Chandrababu Naidu 

I I 1 



(TOP), Durgadas Bora (AGPL Madhav Rao Scindia (MVPC) and N.D. 

Tiwari (Cong-T) Deve Gowda now formally requested the Congress 

(1) to extend their support to the Third Front in the formation of 

government. However, the President summoned Vajpayee on 15 

May to the discomfiture of the Third Front who criticised the 

Presidential action as "hasty". 

Thus the first BJP Prime Minister was sworn in on 16 May, 

1996 along with eleven Cabinet Ministers. But Vajpayee could not 

settle down to office as he had to muster enough support to keep 

up the Ministry. Nor could the Third Front leaders, they being 

committed to snatching away power from the BJP. 

The NF-LF leaders now renamed the Third Front as the United 

Front (UF) and formally elected Deve Gowda the leader of the 

United Front parliamentary party. The United Front consisted of 

nine parties of the National Front (JD, TOP, DMK, TMC, AGP, SP, 

KCP, MPVC, Cong-T) and four Left Front parties (CPI-M, CPI, FB, 

RSP). Deve Gowda's name was proposed by the CPI(M) leader 

Somnath Chatterjee and seconded by leaders of all thirteen parties 

constituting the United Front. By this time, it was clear that the 

BJP government's fate was sealed. Vajpayee formally moved the 
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confidence motion on 27 May and after debate on 28 May, he 

announced his resignation without facing a vote on the floor of the 

Lok Sabha. The President accepted his resignation and asked him 

to continue until alternative arrangements were made. 

Then the President invited Deve C)owda, the consensus leader 

of the United Front, to form the next government and prove his 

majority on the floor of the House. Gowda was sworn in on 1 June, 

1996 with 21 Ministers including 12 Cabinet Ministers. Another 

interesting development at this time was the hurried formation of 

a Federal Front within the United Front by regional parties- DMK, 

TMC, TOP and AGP on 31 May, the eve of the swearing in of the UF 

government. A brainchild of Chandrababu Naidu, the Chief Minister 

of Andhra Pradesh, the Federal Front with 58 MPs was supposed to 

function as a pressure group within the United Front. With the aim 

of planning a common strategy and joint action on issues common 

to States vis-a-vis the Centre, the Federal Front was designed to be 

an instrument of regional parties to assert themselves at the 

Centre. The United Front drafted a Common Minimum Programme 

agreed upon by all partners as a guide to action for the new 

government. 
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The United Front won the confidence vote on 12 June, 1996 

with the support of the Congress(!). Narasimha Rao, the 

Congress(!) president, affirmed that the Congress would not allow 

the government "fall under any circumstances". Thus, a genuine 

coalition government consisting of thirteen parties committed to a 

common action programme, and propped up by a larger party 

without participation, came to be established for the first time at 

the Centre. 

The· Gowda Ministry could not complete one year, for Sitaram 

Kesri, the then Congress (I) President, handed over a letter to the 

President of India, Shanker Dayal Sharma on 30 March, 1997 

conveying the decision of the Congress (I) to withdraw support 

"with immediate effect" and demanding the resignation of Deve 

Gowda. The Congress President accused the government of trying 

to marginalise the Congress and not taking serious efforts to check 

communal, divisive and separatist forces in the country. The 

Congress Working Committee supported Kesri's decision and 

authorised him to take appropriate action "for staking claim to 

form the government". But many Congress leaders themselves 

were surprised at the sudden move of the Congress President. 
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Although a number of charges had been listed in the letter 

addressed to the President of India, the real reason lay elsewhere. 

The Gowda government had by this time decided to reopen 

investigation in the Tanwar murder case in which Sitaram Kesri was 

allegedly involved. 

SUMMI·NG UP 

Since 1999 Indian Politics has been dominated with Coalition 

Governments which by far have been stable after a shaky start. Currently, 

the incumbent Prime Minister of India Dr. Manmohan Singh is heading a 

coalition Government of 15 parties called the United Progressive Alliance 

(UPA) with Mrs. Sonia Gandhi, widow of Late Shri Rajiv Gandhi being its 

Chairperson. 

It should be stated that India entered into the age of Coalition 

Politics in the 1990s in the true sense of the term. Although Post 1970s 

emergency period saw the emergence of Janata Party and the weakening of 

the Indian National Congress, which once was the undefeatable Political 

Party in India, the breaking up of the National Parties saw a resurgence of 

Regional Parties which started dominating the state-level politics. 
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Although Coalition Governments were in existence once or twice 

during the era of Late Shrimati Indira Gandhi,. during 1996-1999 there were 

4 Coalition Governments. 

When Shri Atal Bihari Vajpayee couldn't sustain the Government in 

1996 due to lack of Majority (i.e. 272+ seats) in the Indian Parliament after 

being just 13 days old, the Third Front (a group of regional parties and Non

Congress and Non-BJP combine also referred to as the United Front) formed 

the Government headed by Mr. H. D. Deve Gowda who was in office from 1 

June 1996 to 21 April 1997. The Congress Party and other smaller parties 

including the left, provided outside support to him in order to provide a 

stable Government and prevent snap-polls 

But due to rising discontent between the UF and Congress, the latter 

withdrew support and in order to avoid elections, a compromise was 

reached. The Congress party agreed to support another United Front 

government under new leader, provided its concerns - such as not being 

consulted before taking important decisions and being marginalized -were 

addressed. The United Front elected Shri lnder Kumar Gujral as new leader 

and he was sworn in as Prime Minister on 21 April 1997. But unfortunately 

due to some internal problems in the Government, Congress again 

116 



withdrew ·support and mid-term elections were called after Third Front 

governments failed twice. 

THE ERA of coalition in Indian politics is now a decade old, but it is yet 

to come of age. The main reason behind the formation of two blocs in 

Indian political system has always been a compulsion to prevent the other 

bloc from joining the power-centre. Both the blocs, the National 

Democratk Alliance (NDA) and the United Progressive Alliance (UPA), which 

was inspired by the formation and structure of the NDA- that is, one major 

national party at the helm and several regional parties participating --

started allying with regional parties not by choice or because of their similar 

ideologies, but because of the post-poll compulsion of 1998 general 

election. Thus, the basis for a coalition has never been national interest, but 

the selfish interest of the political parties to defeat the others and secure 

the North Block. 

This time, a cohesive bloc of political parties lined up with it to form 

the National Democratic Alliance headed by the BJP, and Shri A.B. Vajpayee 

was sworn in as the Prime Minister. The NDA proved its majority in 

Parliament. Towards the end of 1998 however, the AIADMK withdrew its 

support from the 13-month old government. The government lost the 

ensuing vote of confidence motion by a single vote. As the Opposition was 
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unable to come up with the numbers to form the new government, the 

country returned to elections with Vajpayee remaining the "care-taker 

Prime Minister". 

After 4 failed Coalition Governments and 2 mid-term elections, on 

October 13, 1999, Shri Atal Bihari Vajpayee took oath as Prime Minister of 

India for the third time. The BJP-Ied NDA had won 303 seats in the 543 seat 

Lok Sabha, thereby securing a comfortable and stable majority. The 

Coalition Government that was formed lasted its full term of 5 years - the 

only non-Congress government to do so. 

The National Democratic Alliance was widely expected to retain 

power after the 2004 general election. The Parliament had been dissolved 

before the completion of term in order to capitalize on the economic boom 

and improved security and cultural atmosphere. However, the coalition 

sidestepped controversial and ideological questions in favour of bread-and

butter economic issues during the campaign and subsequently lost almost 

half its seats, with several prominent cabinet ministers being defeated. 

The Indian National Congress, led by Mrs. Sonia Gandhi became the 

single largest party and, along with many minor parties, formed the United 
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Progressive Alliance. With the conditional support of the leftist parties from 

the outside, the UPA formed a government under Dr. Manmohan Singh. 

But just after the UPA sealed the Indo-US nuclear deal, the Left 

parties withdrew their support and kicked the government to the verge of 

collapse. However, at that time the Samajwadi Party saved the government 

during the· no-confidence motion moved by the Opposition against the UPA, 

resulting in the completion of the full term of the UPA government. At one 

point of time both these parties, INC and Samajwadi Party, were foes and 

now they are friends which show the ideological differences among the two 

parties. 

The alliance completed a full term and remained in power after the 

15th General Elections in May 2009. Although the left no longer supports 

the UPA but with new allies it has been able to extend its lead in the Lok 

Sabha. 

India now looks forward to a stable future of Coalition Governments 

as single-party majority seem to be a thing of the past now. 

Both Experts and Political Parties agree that the era of Coalition 

Politics has just begun and its here to stay. "At the time when regional 

political parties are assuming significance and the days of single party rule 
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are over, there is no escape from coalition politics."- said Mr Sharad Pawar, 

Union Agriculture Minister and President of the Nationalist Congress Party. 

Experts say that Coalition Politics is result of rise of Regional Parties 

on agendas of national importance. One of the reasons for the growing 

importance of Regional Parties has been their success in articulating the 

interests of the assertive backward castes and Dalits or 'untouchables'. 

These parties remain 'regional' in terms of geographic location, but are 

national in terms of issues relevant to the country as a whole. Their role 

within the national coalition is also indicative of a more competitive and 

polarized party system. 

The continuity of coalition governments (first under the NDA and 

later UPA) confirms not merely the decline of one party rule and rise of 

regional and smaller parties, but a crisis of majoritarian political culture, 

based on the dominance of a single party led by a charismatic leader over a 

cluster of smaller parties. 

Both the Coalitions have faced the problem of internal disputes due 

to clustering of parties having differing manifestos. For the sustenance of a 

stable future of Coalition Politics, the parties must keep their Common 

Minimum Program ahead of their own ideologies 
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The .coalition era dates back to 1998 when, after repeated attempts, 

the BJP, led by Atal Bihari Vajpayee, failed to form a stable government. It 

was then that the political honchos in BJP's central committee decided to 

ally with the regional players to get closer to the magical number required 

to form the government at the Centre. 

The announcement of the National Democratic Alliance in May 1998 

signaled the first step in the building of the coalition, which formed the 

government in 1998, but collapsed within a year due to the AIADMK's 

pulling out. But it moved ahead to win the next elections held in 1999, with 

a greater majority and new alliances 

The formation of the NDA government led to an internal debate in 

the Congress. It was widely felt that on the lines of NDA, the Congress and 

the non-allied parties should form another bloc to counter it, as it was 

almost impossible to form a government single-handedly. After the 

elections it was quite clear that the ruling NDA is far behind the required 

number and this opportunity led to the formation of UPA (United 

Progressive Alliance) soon after the 2004 general elections. 

The UPA 1
S policies were initially guided by a common minimum 

programme that the alliance hammered out after consultations with Jyoti 

Basu and Harkishan Singh Surjeet of the 59-member Left Front. Hence, 
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government policies were generally perceived as centre-left, reflecting the 

centrist policies of the INC and the Left policies. Despite having a common 

minimum programme, allied parties always targeted the Congress Party for 

some reason or the other. 

The NDA Coalition functioned at the Centre from 1999 to 

2004 under the leadership of Atal Behari Bajpai.The main issue 

with which it could come to power was the Ram Janmabhumi Babri 

Masjid issue. After completing the full term fresh election was 

declared. But in the election of 2004, the NDA could not come to 

power. In this election, the UPA Govt. under the Prime 

Ministership of Dr. Manmohan Singh operated 1n the Indian 

political process. The Indian National Congress was the main 

partner in the UPA coalition government. The same coalition could 

again come back to power in the 2009 election and this coalition 

with a little change in its partners is functioning at the Central 

level. 

One aspect should be mentioned is that although Coalition 

experiment started in India at the Central level in the year of 1977 

but none of the coalitions could complete full term. It was the NDA 

government who scored for the first time and after that the UPA 
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government has gained the credit of completing full term from 

2004 to 2009 and future political currents will say whether this 

trend will be continued or not. 

The present trend therefore is coalition government at the center 

will be the norm, rather than exception at the center, at least for the 

foreseeable future. 

The experience has been a mixed bag, though one feels that 

negatives have far outweighed the positives. The first ever coalition 

experiment in free India, in 1977, was a disaster of unprecedented 

proportions. The worthies of the coalition could not see eye to eye on 

almost any matter, and the different pushes and pulls disintegrated the 

government before it could even complete term. 

The 1989 coalition government was another travesty - the coalition 

government came into being on an anti-Congress and anti-Rajiv Gandhi 

platform, and ended two years later. Funnily enough, the government 

collapsed because Congress withdrew its support to Chandrashekhar, who 

was the Prime minister at that time. 

The next government was formed by Congress as the leading party, 

though supported again by a rag-tag combination of various parties. The 

coalition succeeded in completing its full five-year term, though not before 
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giving some anxious moments. Major controversies marred the term of this 

government- especially the Securities Scam, Babri Masjid incident, Mumbai 

bomb blasts and then riots, and a number of corruption charges - the 

telecom scandal and the JMM bribery charges leading among them. The 

most notable achievement of this government was that the economic 

reforms were finally started in India 

The period 1996-1999 was almost completed in a daze, as far as the 

government at center is concerned. BJP turned out to be the single largest 

party, and was invited to form the government. However, BJP failed to 

gather the herd effectively, and fell well short of the needed numbers. The 

next largest party, Indian National Congress, declined to form a 

government, and instead chose to support a rag-tag coalition of impossibly 

adverse partners, named National front. Predictable, the period saw two 

prime ministers - HD Devegowda and II< Gujaral. It is a homage to Indian 

democracy that a person like HD Devegowda, an unknown entity in national 

politics till then, and having only a handful of MPs in his own party, could 

become the PM of India. 

The next election bought glad tidings for BJP, which again emerged as 

the single largest party. This time, the party succeeded in cobbling together 

a coalition (National Democratic Alliance), and completed its full term in the 
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office satisfactorily, with Atal Behari Vajpayee at the helm as Prime 

Minister. However, the alliance could not repeat its performance in the next 

general elections, much to the surprise of analysts" 

In 2004, Indian National Congress emerged as the single largest party, 

though not large enough to form the government on its own steam. It 

combined with the Left Front to form the government. The INC and the Left 

Front alliance was pulled in different directions from the inside, but 

survived its quota of five years somehow The INC and the Left Front were 

diametricqlly opposite in thinking and ideology, and this manifested in 

significant- almost crippling- differences with regards to policies, especially 

economic and foreign policies. 

In 2009, INC fared much better m elections and came back into 

power, much to its own surpnse. However, even this improved 

performance was not enough to get a clear majority, and a coalition was 

formed with various parties. 

It should be said that despite the shortcomings of the coalition 

governments, there is a positive side about it. Greater participation of the 

regional parties has put the regional issues on the central table, which, 

otherwise ,would not have got the treatment they deserved. In this 
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election, the effort of the parent party is to focus on regional issues through 

the regional allies to maximise their gain 

It should be stated that the formation of coalition governments 

reflects the transition in Indian politics away from the national parties 

toward smaller, more narrowly-based regional parties. Some regional 

parties, especially in South India, are deeply aligned to the ideologies of the 

region unlike the national parties and thus the relationship between the 

central government and the state government in various states has not 

always been free of rancor. Disparity between the ideologies of the political 

parties ruling the centre and the state leads to severely skewed allocation 

of resources between the states. 

The Elections of 2009 have once again revealed that India has firmly 

entered into the phase of coalition polit1cs A closer scrutiny of pattern of 

results indicate that the parties which understood the grammar of coalition 

politics effectively could benefit more than those parties which failed to do 

so. For over a decade of Indian politics have decisively established this 

trend. In 1996, for instance, the then prime minister Atal Behari Vajpayee 

faced the confidence vote in Loksabha, the entire Indian political spectrum 

opposed the BJP government. But, within two years, thanks to intelligent 

political maneuvering, the BJP could succeed in rallying a large number of 
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parties behind it. On the contrary, the congress at its Panchmadi meet took 

a stand against coalition politics and maintained that it can come to power 

on its own. This helped the BJP led National Democratic Alliance to come to 

power in .1998 and 1999. But soon the congress learnt lessons from its 

debacle. The party revised its stand at its Simla meet. The congress declared 

its readiness for coalitions. In fact, the congress high command took 

personal initiative to implement this changed stand. Sonia Gandhi flew to 

Chennai to participate in DMK chief Karunanidhi's birth day celebrations. 

She went to Mayawati's residence to greet her on her birthday. All this 

helped the congress to gain the confidence of non-BJP parties on the 

seriousness of the congress to forge alliances. In 2004 elections, congress 

could got formidable alliances in many states after it has revised its stand 

on coalition politics. For instance, the congress could arrive at winning 

alliances with Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) in Bihar, Nationalist Congress Party 

(NCP) in Maharashtra, DMK led front in Tamilnadu, Jharkand Mukti Morcha 

in Jharkhand , Telangana Rashtra Samiti (TRS) in Andhra Pradesh, PDP in 

Jammu Kashmir .The only exception perhaps is Uttarpradesh where despite 

earnest efforts by it , congress could not reach an agreement with either 

Samajwadi party or Bahujan Samaj party. 
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On the contrary, the Bharatiya Janata Party which was earlier the 

most significant beneficiary of coalition politics was caught on the wrong 

foot this time. The costliest mistake was done in Tamilnadu. The rate of 

failure of BJP'S allies was more than that of its own failure. All this reveal 

the indispensable factor of coalition politics. 

The 2009 elections also reaffirmed the trend of fractured verdict. The 

national parties could reap electoral dividends where ever they could forge 

ties with popular allies. The congress has benefited in West Bengal, 

Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu while the BJP could repeat its gains in Bihar. 

Let us now look at some of the apprehensions and misconceptions 

surrounding the era of coalition politics. 

Firstly, it is often being argued that coalitions are the hazard of Indian 

politics. This is not true. The coalition politics is neither unique to India nor 

new to India. Several advanced, industrialized democracies have coalition 

governments. These include Germany, France, United Kingdom, Japan etc. 

lnfact, a country like Italy saw over fifty governments since Second World 

War. Japan has seen several governments falling not only due to coalitions 

but also after facing serious corruption allegations. In India too, we have 

seen several coalition governments in states after the congress supremacy 
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on power was challenged for the first time in late 1960's. The coalition 

government was formed at the centre too in 1977 comprising of by Janata 

Party with Akalidal. 

Second, coalition governments cause political instability thereby 

resulting in uncertainty in governance. This argument is partly true. In the 

early phase of coalition politics, there were frequent changes in 

government. 

But over the period of time, coalition governments have 

consolidated. For instance, Kerala has seen frequent change of 

governments. But off late, Kerala has governments remaining in office for a 

full term .Different political parties are clearly identified with one or other 

coalition. Even at the centre, coalition governments are running for full 

term. Therefore, it seems the political instability created by coalition politics 

is a transient phenomenon. The coalition politics have transformed over a 

period of time. In the initial stage political parties came together to form 

coalitions either to come to power or keep their common enemy out of 

power. Th~ coalition partners may differ on many aspects but share power. 

In the second stage, political parties despite differences form coalition after 

arriving at a common minimum programme before or after elections. Such 

a common minimum programme will be a negotiated document striking a 
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balance between the positions held by various coalition partners. Such 

arrangements can not be considered as opportunistic but a display of 

pragmatism in the era of coalitions. This is in fact a strange characteristic of 

coalition phase. This is evident from the arrangement at the centre in 2004. 

The communist party of India (Marxist} won 41 out of the 44 seats it won by 

defeating the congress-! in 2004 elections. However, still it has to support 

the congress led united progressive alliance government at least from 

outside. Such a kind of peculiar arrangement is bound to create some 

strains and problems within a coalition. One should have political maturity 

to understand and appreciate the dynamics of coalition politics. The 

political parties do not wish to govern with coalitions. Fractured verdict of 

the people make coalitions compulsory. This explanation is to substantiate 

the argument that coalition arrangements are not politically opportunistic. 

The coalition politics have to reach the third stage of its evolution to 

avoid instability and pulls and pressures leading to frequent irritants. At this 

stage political parties are coalition partners not only within the 

parliamentary sphere, but also outside too. Such coalitions are 

characterized by common worldview and ideological affinity. For instance 

the left front government in West Bengal and BJP - Shivasena coalition 

which ruled Maharashtra earlier. 
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Yet another argument against coalition politics is that it impedes 

economic progress. But, there is no empirical basis to argue that it happens 

always. The period of 1990's has witnessed further consolidation of 

coalition politics. In the era of liberalization there is a tendency towards 

delinking of economics from politics. There is greater political unanimity on 

crucial economic policies. On many a reform measures, even the opposition 

is also with the government. 

Even the empirical evidence also does not suggest that coalition 

politics retard economic growth. At a time when India is passing through 

the phase of coalitions, the economy achieved 8 percent growth .India has 

achieved 5.7 percent growth rate during 1990's. Even the international 

experience also indicates the same. 
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