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Introduction 
 
The emergence and consolidation of the democratic regime in India 

has always represented a puzzle within the political science field. Indian 
democracy is seen as an exceptional case and it is difficult to explain 
using the standard determinants from different constituents of democratic 
theory. After it became independent from British rule in 1947, all its do-
mestic conditions militated against the establishment of a democratic po-
litical regime; India was a large, ethnically diverse, multi-religious, 
multilingual, poor, and largely illiterate country, beset by massive refugee 
crises, food insecurity, security challenges. India’s democracy paradox 
is even more intriguing if one considers that Pakistan (which shared nu-
merous institutional, historical, social and economic features with India) 
experienced a totally different type of regime outcome. Paradoxically, 
Pakistan’s history is more consistent with the normal pattern of political 
development, as expected by experts and scholars. 

In this article I will give an overview of some respected academic 
positions in the debate concerning why and how India came to be a 
democratic political system. The article focuses on this debate for two 
reasons. First, rather curiously it has been characterised by very few 
contributions: while many studies have addressed the problem of the 
resistance of Indian democracy1. Second, understanding the origin of 
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Indian democracy is important as it can yield a beneficial spill-over ef-
fect on the democratisation literature in general2. 

This article is organised into three sections. The first explains 
briefly how the democratic regime is defined. The second deals with a 
survey of the relatively few contributions made to the why-India-be-
came-a-democracy debate. The third section covers critical observa-
tions and considerations on the debate. 

 
 

1.   What is democracy? 
 
In common with many other studies of democratisation, this article 

opts for a procedural or minimalist definition, according to which 
democracy is a system of government in which citizens choose their 
political leaders in periodic elections, thereby giving their leaders the 
right to rule. This minimal concept also implies two main theoretical 
dimensions: the competition (important and wide competition among 
individuals and organised groups for all effective government positions 
and excluding the use of force) and the inclusive suffrage (a highly in-
clusive level of political participation in the selection of office positions 
and no major – adult - social group is excluded)3. A third (normative) 
dimension is needed for the minimal conception: the existence of basic 
civil and political liberties as a precondition for participants (no major 
violations of civil and political liberties and the rule of law for all cit-
izens)4. A further requirement may be added: no other power (such as 
the military, for example) can constrain or veto decisions made by 
elected rulers.5 Finally, two further considerations are necessary. The 
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first observation is that the possession of democratic values or the dem-
ocratic nature of certain decisions taken are not requirements of this 
procedural definition. The second observation is that no particular form 
of democracy is privileged. 

 
 

2.   Unlikely democratisation: why and how did India become a  
     democracy? 

 
The survey is organised according to the approaches and perspec-

tives mainly used in democratisation literature; these are the structural, 
strategic and social forces’ approaches. 

 
 

2.1 Structural approach 
 
The structural approach identifies the most significant determinants 

of democratic development outside the immediate reach of human 
agency:domestic economic and social determinants6. 

The classic account of Indian democracy which uses a structural per-
spective is that of Rajni Kothari. It identifies the origin of India’s democ-
racy in its indigenous civilisation and religious tradition. According to 
Kothari the presence of particular beliefs, values, and principles favours 
the creation of suitable societal sub-strata for the future democratic sys-
tem7. He argues that Hindu civilisation has always featured a certain sup-
ple, plural, and open quality; it lacks a single, authoritative source from 
which a centre of orthodoxy can be developed; it has neither generated 
nor offered broad acceptance of orthodoxies which might facilitate the 
rise of autocrats claiming either to be defending an orthodoxy against 
threats8. This feature permitted the toleration of various forms of social 
existence and groups (it has always featured a richness and profusion of 
subcultures within subcultures, each functioning according to its own 
distinctive code and outlook). Moreover, political power and spiritual 
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authority were firmly separated; they are two distinct spheres of action; 
and politics is an autonomous, but limited, sphere of human action. Po-
litical authority inhabited the realm of necessity (where politics had its 
own autonomy and internal logic that brooked no outside interference), 
but political order drew its legitimacy from its service to the spiritual 
order. The ambivalence of the Hindu tradition in politics produced a lack 
of centrality of politics in society. Indian society was organised more 
around its culture and tradition than its politics. This often led Hindu so-
ciety to coexist with different types of political regimes (sometime dom-
inated by non-Hindus), and with no interference between the two. This 
helped to produce a rather more relaxed attitude to political power, insu-
lating Indian society from the traumas and disruptions of political crises, 
and thus Indian society accepted political changes without feeling that 
its existence was being challenged. The result was the lack of a strong 
identification with a specific political order. This explains why the pres-
ence of rulers from the outside was not considered a threat or a challenge 
to the existence of Indian society; and why stateness in India tended to 
be rather weak. 

Another classic structural-perspective-based contribution to the de-
bate on why India became a democracy comes from W.H. Morris-Jones. 
This account argues that the success of Indian democracy was due to 
the British colonial legacy; to its beneficial and tutelary role. For Mor-
ris-Jones, having inherited an efficient and professionalised administra-
tion, India was then able to develop a real and an efficient state, placing 
the postcolonial regime on the path of political development9. The bu-
reaucratic organisation was hierarchical, but well structured, efficient, 
well-functioning and highly professional; it had spread and branched 
out throughout the colonial territories10. He also emphasises several 
British institutional reforms which favoured the involvement of local 
political actors in the political system (such as the 1919 Montagu-
Chelmsford reforms; Government of India Act in 1935). Thus, each of 
these reforms highlighted a marked trend: the initiative and influence 
of the provinces was largely in Indian hands, increasing the stakes of 
provincial politics, laying down the access points and ground rules, and 
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inviting Indians to adjust their political styles and their horizontal and 
vertical linkages. They expanded opportunities for elected individuals 
and sought the increasing association of Indians in every branch of ad-
ministration for gradual self-governing institutions. Indians found them-
selves involved in electoral procedures; they began to participate in 
electoral competitions, and politicians began to create new connections 
with the voters(despite the lack of party organisation, funds, and prop-
aganda). The reforms introduced under colonial rule also established a 
mode of formal political interaction: Indians learned to combine oppo-
sition and cooperation in sequence and at different levels; they learned 
the party competitions; a complex process of consultation created a 
plethora of associations and societies each claiming to speak for a par-
ticular section or subsection of Indian society. Further proof of these 
dynamics and patterns was the very large increase in the membership 
of movements and groups, in the late 1930s. Overall, it was a sort of 
large apprenticeship to politics which allowed the transformation of mo-
bilised Indians from “seditionists to responsible ministers”11. During 
British rule, Indian elites, politicians, and individuals learned to coop-
erate, accept, and become familiar with the liberal and representative 
system. This political know-how accumulated was considered to be so 
important that Morris-Jones pointed out that it allowed the Indian politi-
cians to avoid ‘groping in the dark’ when self-government and inde-
pendence arrived12. Clearly, in most cases adherence to liberal ideals 
was not genuine: many Indians engaged in the institutional structures 
and practices mainly for their interest in, and for the harnessing of, 
power and patronage. However, the experience was helpful and pro-
duced the positive result of spreading certain ideas and practices, also 
making people accustomed to them - even after British domination. 

Jyotirindra Dasgupta’s explanation proposes a mix between colo-
nial legacy and indigenous civilisation. According to him, Indian 
democracy has deep roots in a favourable sub-stratum of ideas, values 
and principles drawn from western culture and adapted by intellectuals, 
Indian political intelligentsia (also through the prism of the indigenous 
cultural heritage) and by the movement for independence13. This cul-
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tural sub-stratum is referred to as ‘an inheritance of ideas and institu-
tions’, and it is collateral (as a background) to, but not narrowly coin-
cidental with, the Hindu religious heritage. This intellectual process 
took place in the late eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth cen-
turies, and it was the result of a small intelligentsia of scholars and 
politicians (such as Dadabhai Naoroji, Mahadev Govind Ranade, Gopal 
Krishna Gokhale, and Romesh Chunder Dutt) who were fascinated 
with liberal ideas and organised associations. These intellectuals felt 
that the most impressive aspect of the strength of the West lay not in 
its force and firepower, but in its rational thought14. This intellectual 
elaboration led them to the notion that Indians should re-examine the 
very foundations of their existing organisations of religion, society, and 
education. Modern voluntary associations emerged with the task of as-
sisting efforts to affirm reforms and principles, such as establishing ed-
ucation, freedom of the press and of association, the rule of law and 
legal reform, and the rights of women. Although these efforts were in-
terrupted in the late nineteenth century, ideas and principles flowed into 
the movement for independence which was born as an elite-led move-
ment or as a forum for representing the interests of the elite. During 
the struggle for independence, these ideas were transformed into po-
litical rules and practices by its effective leadership, and they con-
tributed to a mass incorporation and better perception of Indian 
self-identity and national interests. Of course, although values alone 
cannot support a democratic regime; they are nevertheless significant 
because the individual choices are not only inexorably determined by 
social and economic structural factors, the presence of this sub-stratum 
of ideas aided the support for authority and the resilience of system15. 

A very similar contribution to the debate on why India developed 
into a democracy comes from the Indian historian Sumit Sarkar’s ac-
count on the historical origin of Indian democracy. According to him, 
the intellectuals of the Indian nationalist movement through their in-
tellectual and ideological elaboration favoured the creation of a public 
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sphere - a sort of fictional place where private people could come to-
gether to constitute public forums or groups, developing communica-
tions network sites for the production and circulation of discourses and 
ideas, which could, in principle, be critical of the state16. Albeit with 
many limitations and shortcomings (elitism, the lack of appeal of ideas 
and an efficient organisation) this public sphere laid the foundation of 
national political discourse as well as national interests17. 

A short account on the explanation of the different political regime 
outcomes in India and Pakistan by Christophe Jaffrelot reviewed the 
question of the structural determinants of Indian democracy and proposed 
an interpretation that includes structural factors not present in previous 
scholarly explanations, as well as their use within a broader multi-factor 
explanation. According to him four factors explain the disparate political 
outcomes in the two South Asian countries: (1) different type of colonial 
legacies; (2) difference in the ethnic pluralism; (3) very dissimilar polit-
ical culture and size of two key political parties and (4) different state 
apparatus inherited by two countries18. Emphasising the political training 
under the British Raj, Jaffrelot argues that the different geographical areas 
inherited different types of colonial legacies. He points out that since the 
nineteenth century onwards the gradual devolution of power to Indians 
at the local and regional level drove British policy19. This policy produced 
several institutional reforms which allowed the Indians to benefit by a 
political training on political and democratic practices and principles; 
these principles and practices became firmly rooted in the behaviour and 
political culture of the Indian élites and the majority of the population. A 
term was even coined for this training in politics, “Colonial Parliamen-
tarianism”, which highlighted the two levels of involvement, both at in-
stitutional framework level and at political experience level. However, 
as Jaffrelot highlights, the provinces that would later become the core 
components of Pakistan were among the least solidly anchored to the 
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benefits of this political training. At the same time, the large and complex 
ethnic structure existing in India prevented any ethnic or ethno-linguistic 
group becoming dominant20. India was able also to convert its ethno-lin-
guistic diversity to political pluralism; this was used as a basis to rein-
force its democratic framework. Conversely, in Pakistan the competition 
for power among the limited number of ethno-linguistic groups yielded 
an unfavourable configuration for a successful democratic transition. 
Moreover, Jaffrelot argues that Indian democracy was favoured by the 
Congress with its very large mass appeal, its well-structured and effective 
party organisation as well as its effective operational strategies. The Pak-
istani Muslim league suffered from both narrow elitism and the lack of 
an effective organisation and operational strategy21. Finally, Jaffrelot em-
phasises that India inherited an operative and effective state apparatus; 
whereas Pakistan inherited a weak and small state structure, which fell 
prey to security concerns22. 

 
 

2.2 Strategic approach 
 
The strategic approach (also known as agency-approach or transi-

tion paradigm) stresses that the establishment of a democratic regime 
can be explained through processes of strategic elite interactions23. Ac-
cording to this view, there are no structural prerequisites for the start 
of such processes, the results of which are conditioned to a high degree 
by the bargaining skill of the actors involved. Moreover, regime out-
comes are likely determined by a number of random conditions and 
unexpected events24.  
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The classic strategic-approach account is the work of James Manor. 
While acknowledging that an adequate explanation must also consider 
“certain aspects of Hindu culture and Indian social structures […] [as 
well as] the distinctive character of British rule and the formidable Indian 
response to it”, Manor emphasises the Indian National Congress as being 
a key determinant of post-independent democratic developments of 
India, without which India would not have had this regime outcome25. 
Manor points out that the Congress party provided the glue for the tenure 
of the social political system. By integrating the two main sources of 
order in India - the state and the dominant mainly agrarian socio-eco-
nomic order - Congress installed an integrative mechanism which en-
sured stability, legitimacy and support for the post-independence political 
system26. The party also provided a legitimate channel through which 
the goals and aspirations of the citizens may be satisfied as well as serv-
ing as a form of conflict-management, thereby reducing the clashes 
among the various fragments of the social structure. During the struggle 
for independence, the nationalist movement sought to capture, develop 
and use the links and accommodations which the British had established 
with powerful groups in local society (although it initially sought to un-
dermine them). Congress was able to maximise its effectiveness and 
presence at every level, insinuating itself in the space between British 
rulers and the powerful Indian social groups on which British power was 
dependent. Congress was able to include a remarkably broad range of 
interests within its coalition and channel patronage to powerful groups, 
thus ensuring the distribution of resources derived for the control of state 
power27. After independence, Congress presided over the completion of 
the integration between the state machine and society. This was combined 
with the process by which leaders in post-independent India retained and 
adapted much of the institutional structure of the colonial state apparatus. 
Congress soon gained substantial control over the bureaucrats. This au-
thority reassured members of the Indian establishment as well as the In-
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dian military élite. In particular, Manor notes that civilian leaders had a 
sympathetic attention to the needs of the armed forces, and the structure 
of command; preventing any attempt of seizure of power from the mili-
tary. As most of the structures of colonial state were retained, this was 
more a case of maintaining and adapting a settled order rather than cre-
ating or imposing a new one28. 

The complex network of Congress’s powerful groups operated as 
a political machine, distributing resources, cultivating support, collect-
ing and transmitting information, managing conflict(s) and overseeing 
the work of the bureaucrats. The result was that the groups became 
even more powerful, reinforcing their authority within Congress at 
local level, while at the same time, enabling Congress to respond suf-
ficiently to the demands from these new social groups which had be-
come involved in the political process. Moreover, since they had 
become increasingly politically assertive, Congress, protected state in-
stitutions from potentially damaging issues, by mediating demands, de-
fusing potentially destructive discontent, and bargaining between the 
different interests29. 

At the same time, Manor’s explanation emphasises that Congress 
was able to provide political training for the political leadership and cit-
izenry30. Furthermore, Manor recognised that the individual qualities of 
leading Indian politicians had a significant impact31. Manor also recog-
nised that India benefited from the considerable experience with demo-
cratic practices and institutions that it had gained under colonial rule. He 
also argued that the Congress party would probably have had a less pos-
itive result in the absence of such an apprenticeship to politics. 

Another most prominent example of strategic-approach-based ac-
count on the why India became a democracy is that of Lloyd I. Rudolph 
and Susanne H. Rudolph. In their account of the political economy of 
the Indian state, they emphasised the key leaders’ individual qualities 
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as well as their peculiar liberal and democratic ideas and beliefs32. Ac-
cording to the two authors, democracy in India was not merely the re-
sult of debates and deliberations of constituent assembly. Instead, it 
was a consequence of the stature of Nehru, as well as unpredictable 
events: the death of two of Nehru’s principal rivals for national leader-
ship, powerful spokesmen for authoritarian state ideologies. Once po-
litical alternatives were eliminated, Nehru was able to strengthen a 
liberal and constitutional state. 

A partial similarity to Rudolph and Rudolph’s argument is found 
in Ashutosh Varshney’s account on why India became a democracy. 
According to Varshney, Indian democracy was the result of both the 
leadership’s specific choices as well as leaders’ democratic attitude. 
On the choices issue, he argues that leadership successfully achieved 
a threefold-process strategy: the nation building, the mass party build-
ing and democratic development building. Varshney emphasises that 
political leaders achieved a crucial and successful process of nation-
building: instead of a simple sum of individuals (who only shared some 
cultural elements), leadership created a nation which merged the cul-
tural and political aspects through the union between the simple cultural 
unit (civilisation) and the political unit33. Furthermore, political lead-
ership transformed the nationalist movement from an elitist and urban 
middle-class group to a real mass party, becoming the institutional 
groundwork of a competitive political party. The Congress party 
achieved a legitimacy and popularity that no other competitors with a 
similar nationwide base ever succeeded in doing34. At the same time, 
the leadership was able to develop a strategy of political economy for 
combining welfare, development and democratic practices. the leader-
ship chose democracy over development. By not forcing the narrow 
development issues, the leadership avoided putting the democratic 
regime at risk. In particular, Varshney points out that the leadership had 
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sought to reduce the contradictions and problems that would have mod-
ernised the country, but would endanger democracy: the peasant has 
not disappeared and technology has made peasant agriculture produc-
tive enough to blunt the contradictions between industrialisation and 
the existence of the peasantry35. On the democratic attitude issue, 
Varshney argues that leaders accepted institutional constraints on their 
decision-making. He points out that democracy cannot function if the 
institutional logic is made subservient to the personal ambitions or ide-
ological predilections of leaders36. 

A very similar argument is presented in the complex and outstand-
ing work of Sunil Khilnani on modern India. He claims that, like other 
eighteenth-century democratic experiences in America and France, 
India became a democracy without really knowing how, why or what 
it meant to be one. The idea of Democracy: “[…] has penetrated the 
Indian political imagination […]” and has begun to change the previous 
authority and social order37. He argues that a capable political leader-
ship made this result possible38. In particular the author identifies Nehru 
- above all - as the leading figure who was able to achieve two impor-
tant results for post-independence Indian democracy. Firstly, He placed 
the state at the core of Indian society, transforming it from a ‘distant 
alien object’ into something that deeply infiltrates the daily life and 
imagination of Indians, making it responsible for their wishes (job, ed-
ucation place, safety, cultural recognition). Secondly, Nehru accom-
plished a non-religious and liberal constitution, economic development 
reforms, social opportunities and sovereignty, and autonomy at the in-
ternational level39. According to Khilnani, no previous political agency 
had ever achieved this result; given the misshapen muscularity of the 
state, which made it strong in certain respects but feeble in others - the 
democratic regime outcome would have been impossible without the 
crucial thrust of a strong leadership40. 

Two contributions have re-examined the leadership-based perspec-

32

35 A. VARSHNEY, Why Democracy Survives. India Defies the Odds, cit., pp. 41-42.  
36 A. VARSHNEY, Why Democracy Survives. India Defies the Odds, cit., p. 46.  
37 S. KHILNANI, The Idea of India, New Delhi, Penguin Books, 2004, p. 17 
38 S. KHILNANI, The Idea of India, cit., pp. 18-23.  
39 S. KHILNANI, The Idea of India, cit., p. 30.  
40 S. KHILNANI, The Idea of India, cit., pp. 41-42.  



tive of why India became a democracy and have proposed a very com-
plex model of the leadership influence. 

The first is a short analysis by Alistair McMillan. While McMillan 
recognises the importance of the administrative and representative 
framework established by the British rulers, he highlights the special 
role played by political leadership and by the Congress party in the 
establishment of Indian democratic regime. In particular, two aspects 
of the Congress party proved to be a fundamental determinant of the 
democratic regime: (a) its inclusive ideology and (b) its effective or-
ganisation. The Congress’ inclusive nationalist ideology favoured the 
achievement of independence, providing the diffusion and circulation 
of democratic norms and practices. It was also crucial to favour the 
involvement of the public and outstanding figures from outside of the 
party, thereby enlarging party support (particularly leaders from dis-
advantaged social groups,). The Congress’ inclusive ideology also al-
lowed the adaptation of the colonial framework to new requirements 
for an independent India and democratic practices41. The administra-
tive basis of independent India was formed by the institutional struc-
tures of British colonial rule. These were adapted to new democratic 
practices and demands, which provided (within the state administra-
tion) a framework for representative government. The organisation 
of Congress was able to expand, adapt and entrench electoral politics. 
It also favoured maintaining the military outside the political arena. 
The military were incorporated into the administration but not in the 
political domain. This process was helped by the fact that the highest 
ranks of the military shared “the nationalist ethos of Congress”42. But 
the role of Congress’ organisation was also crucial in stabilising the 
democratic political system in post-independence years. Here, the 
ability to manage the patronage system was essential43. In a society 
divided by numerous social cleavages, including language, caste, re-
ligion, tribe, region and class, Congress became the management 
mechanism and channel of patronage connections. Patronage, con-
trolled by Congress, together with federalism, became one of the pil-
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lars and mechanisms which supported and preserved the unity of the 
political system. This element is considered to be so important that 
some scholars have come to think of it as a characteristic feature of 
the new political system44. 

The second contribution is the published work by the American 
scholar Philip Oldenburg on the different political trajectories of India 
and Pakistan. Oldenburg recognises that, at the moment of independ-
ence, India was somewhat advantaged in terms of its colonial institu-
tional legacy (for example, India inherited more professional 
bureaucracy, smaller military forces, and a less powerful state apparatus 
than Pakistan). Nevertheless, as Oldenburg admits, it does not neces-
sarily follow that inheriting a relatively low level of the military or a 
higher quality of administrative personnel promotes a successful de-
mocratisation45. He argues that the dynamic and bargaining skills of 
the leadership explain why India became a democracy. The core of Old-
enburg’s explanation emphasised that the political part of the state 
(elective, and composed of politicians) was able to achieve (and main-
tain) control over the non-elective and bureaucratic part of the state. 
This result was made possible by the higher moral strength and support 
of the leadership and Congress than the other components of the state. 
On the one hand, the leadership wanted to build democratic institutions 
but also to maintain a strong politicians-citizens link. Moreover, the 
leadership was able to achieve and to maintain a high level of popular 
legitimacy46. On the other hand, it wanted to achieve dominance of the 
political arena by controlling the bureaucratic part of state. According 
to Oldenburg, the exact opposite happened in Pakistan. 

 
 

2.3 Social forces approach 
 
The social forces perspective locates the origin of democracy in the 

organised interests and collective actions of society as well as the re-
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lationships among social classes. As has been highlighted, this perspec-
tive combines structural with actor-centric perspectives47.  

The classic social-forces-based interpretation on why India became 
a democracy is that of Barrington Moore. Moore identified two condi-
tions that indirectly favoured the establishment of democracy in 
India:1) the prevention of an alliance between aristocratic and bour-
geois against peasants and workers and 2) the political weakening of 
the landed aristocracy (due to its alliance with the British). According 
to him, British colonial policies blocked the development of a coalition 
between the landed elite and the commercial and industrial classes. The 
lack of this class coalition prevented reactionary and authoritarian po-
litical outcomes (as happened elsewhere because of the existence of 
this kind of class coalition)48. At the same time, nationalist political 
leadership and the movement for independence favoured a connection 
between urban commercial class and the peasants. This class alliance 
(and the nationalist political leadership’s strategy against the British) 
prevented dominant interests in the countryside and urban areas being 
threatened by peasants and workers; it also prevented peasants and 
workers alienating landed, commercial and industry bourgeoisie. Ac-
cording to Moore, the establishment of a democratic political system 
in India was the result of this specific class alliance. However, in India 
these political processes had a negative side effect: the lack of eco-
nomic development. Moore argued that this alliance limited a signifi-
cant transfer of economic resources from countryside to the modern 
urban industrial sector; there was only a small incentive towards in-
dustrialisation; resources were not being properly utilised for the con-
struction of an industrial plant; agriculture was stagnant and inefficient; 
the countryside was not generating resources that could be used for in-
dustrial growth. Furthermore,landlords and moneylenders used surplus 
resources mainly for unproductive purposes49.  

35

47 J. TEORELL, A. HADENIUS, Determinants of Democratization: Taking Stock of the 
Large-N Evidence, in D. BERG-SCHLOSSER (ed. ), “Democratization. The State of the Art”, 
Opladen and Farmington Hill, 2007, p. 71.  

48 B. MOORE, Social Origins of Democracy and Dictatorship. Lord and Peasant in 
the Making of the Modern World, Boston, Penguin University Book, [1966]1974, p. 371.  

49 B. MOORE, Social Origins of Democracy and Dictatorship. Lord and Peasant in 
the Making of the Modern World, cit., p. 385.  



Another major work which uses a class-based argument to explain 
Indian democracy is the account by Robert W. Stern. In essence his ar-
gument suggests that democratic institutions in India are the natural re-
sult of the affirmation of a class coalition formed by the Indian urban, 
educated, middle class and the rural middle class. This class coalition 
had interests in creating more representative and re-distributive politi-
cal institutions, and also established the Congress movement which it 
used to advance its upward mobility and to become politically domi-
nant50. It was the British who set this class-affirmation process in mo-
tion in the second half of the nineteenth century. They sought to rule 
India effectively and to exploit it for their own economical advantage, 
but they also needed the active collaboration of the Indians. For this 
reason, they sought to gain the support of the Hindu professional mid-
dle class (who were also often university educated in England and were 
already working in indigenous services) by gradually involving them 
in the administration and government. But the Indian professional mid-
dle class began to demand greater involvement: more positions in im-
portant posts and in the bodies of the colonial government (access to 
higher positions in the administration, seats in legislative councils, and 
the possibility of representing their own interests). Moreover, the Indian 
professional middle class formed a coalition of interests and built a po-
litical movement to pursue its goals more effectively and with greater 
strength. Thus, the British changed their attitude: they sought to curb 
the claims of the middle-class coalition’s demands; and in order to do 
this British used the most backward, traditional and reactionary parts 
of the dominant social classes in India (mainly the princes, aristocrats 
and agrarian landlords) against the middle-class51. However, this con-
nection between the British rulers and the dominant social class had a 
positive side effect: it kept these conservative social classes out of the 
Indian class coalition, and prevented it from gaining a relevant or dom-
inant role in the class coalition itself. Unburdened by the weight of this 
backward, traditional and reactionary part of the dominant classes, the 
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middle-class coalition pushed towards independence and the construc-
tion of free and democratic parliamentary institutions52. Thus Stern’s 
explanation is that a democratic regime in India was the result of an 
Indian elite, high-caste and upper-class adaptation of imported struc-
tures of representation, and it was favoured by the acquiescence of the 
wealthy and powerful as well as those who coveted wealth and power53. 

Another class-based argument attempting to explain Indian democ-
ratisation is the study by Adeney and Wyatt. Their main purpose is to 
overcome what they consider the main shortcomings of mainstream 
theories of democratisation: an erratic fluctuation between the agency 
contingency and structural determinism54. In explaining the South 
Asian regime outcomes, they give an account of the contributions made 
by elite actors during a period of political change. However, they also 
examine the extent to which structures constrained or enabled agency 
during this same period. Their core argument is that the nature of the 
political party and the structure of ethnic diversity at the critical junc-
ture of decolonisation were critical factors for explaining the Indian 
democratic regime outcome. The two authors argued that the demo-
cratic regime in India was the result of compromise between elites, 
whereas part of these elites was formed by anti-democratic and author-
itarian forces and class structures (such as rural social structures, large 
landowners)55. According to the authors, the party structure played a 
crucial role in these compromises. The Congress acted as a bridge be-
tween the state and social and class structures; the strength and legiti-
macy of Congress successfully enabled it to be a place for 
accommodating tensions and conflicts in Indian society. This mediating 
and accommodative role was an important stabilising factor for the new 
political system during the transition: it facilitated the establishment of 
universal suffrage, as well as the working of elected and representative 
aspect of the new Indian political system. At the same time, the authors 
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argue that the structure of ethnic diversity was also important: Indian 
social heterogeneity reduced the potential for prolonged and intractable 
conflicts; moreover it ensured that no sizeable ethnic or linguistic group 
could challenge the status quo or the primacy of Congress. The cross-
cutting nature of social cleavages also strengthened the Indian political 
leadership. The particular structure of political parties as well as ethnic 
diversity provided a favourable environment to Indian elites; it allowed 
them to act autonomously from the anti-democratic class structures, as 
well as to make significant choices for democracy56. Thus these condi-
tions allowed leaders to act effectively: it was no coincidence that key 
leaders were effective in steering India away from the authoritarian 
regime outcome. 

Finally, the most recent class-based argument is the full-bodied and 
sophisticated study of the divergent regime outcomes in India and Pak-
istan by Maya Tudor. Tudor suggests that the divergent political 
regimes of India and Pakistan have their roots in the crucial role of the 
specific class interests and class coalitions during the pre-independence 
period. She argues that class interests critically conditioned both the 
organisational structures as well as the main goals of independence 
movements in India and Pakistan and that a coherent distributive coali-
tion between urban and educated middle class and rural middle class 
took place in India; this coalition shared interests in limited redistrib-
ution away from the colonial regime and the large landed-aristocracy57. 
It was able to create a movement for independence as a means of ad-
vancing its interests and involvement in politics: the movement for in-
dependence was equipped with a strong and well defined ideology as 
well as a strong intra-party organisation58. Moreover this class coalition 
and the independence movement were also committed to favouring 
substantially pro-democratic political reforms and in providing regime 
stability59. By contrast, in Pakistan, the colonial-based entrenched 
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landed- aristocracy dominated the Pakistani struggle for independence, 
and it was committed to a substantially anti-democratic process for the 
protection of its interests. Contrary to India, the Pakistani landed-aris-
tocracy created a weak national party (the Muslim League) which was 
unable to provide regime stability after independence. Thus, Tudor’s 
explanation emphasises the significant connection between the mid-
dle-class coalition and the movement for independence. 

 
 

3.   Some critical observations and comments 
 
The first observation is that the strategic/leadership-approach-based 

explanations seem to be the most trustworthy in explaining democracy 
in India. To a certain extent, it is possible to agree that structural factors 
may have contributed positively to the political development of the 
democratic regime in India and the social class-and interests-based ex-
planation has, at least in part, some plausible and shared elements. But 
many aspects remain unclear and none of these explanations is entirely 
convincing. The use of the colonial legacy as an argument to explain 
Indian democracy quickly becomes unsatisfactory (or at least less re-
liable), when one simply considers the two contrasting political out-
comes in India and in Pakistan. The two former British colonies shared 
the same territory, colonial state, and had similar institutional inheri-
tances; yet, Pakistan embarked upon a dramatically different regime 
outcome shortly after its independence. Religion, civilisation and tra-
ditions also fail to provide a satisfactory answer of democracy in India. 
Hinduism (both as a belief system and in practice) has specific elements 
and attributes which are both favourable as well as antithetical to 
democracy. Moreover, the nationalism of the Indian democratic regime 
was based upon a secular and nonreligious interpretation of Indian 
identity rather than a religious one. The cultural traditions of societies 
obviously influence the political system; however, it is almost impos-
sible to separate the specific cultural factors in order to assess their ex-
planatory importance60. 
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Furthermore, most of the socio-economic class structures in India 
(e.g.,the powerful landowner class) were essentially autocratic., the 
mere existence of the middle class does not necessarily lead to a dem-
ocratic regime outcome: the middle class could provide their own sta-
bilising and meliorating regime effects, also towards an authoritarian 
regime (as Germany showed in the 1930s)61. In addition, the class-
based explanations often examine the relation between class and de-
mocratisation, assuming that class means the same thing in different 
societies and has the same impact in widely different situations. But 
India did not possess the same class relation as in Western countries. 
As Myron Weiner argued, other linkages and ties(such as caste link-
ages) have been a far more potent form of social identity and political 
action than class in India62. Moreover, the social-forces/class-based 
explanations appear to follow a sort of determinist approach: the de-
mocratisation process developed and proceeded without problems, 
smoothly, without threats of derailment or of failure; social actors 
seem always to act in a consistent and internally conflict-free way. A 
similar perspective runs the risk of reducing and constraining even the 
role of politics and its contingencies63. In addition, while these answers 
are able to account for the establishment of strong political parties and 
the use of certain practices and ideas as a means to mobilise and politi-
cise the social classes and groups, the same explanations were, 
nonetheless, unable to account for why, if motivated solely by self-in-
terest and by the acquisition of resources, these same party elites, 
groups and class coalitions adopted particular democratic structures 
and values, which also increased the political awareness of the subor-
dinates and the masses. 

Conversely, the strategic/leadership-approach-based accounts seem 
to be the most convincing in explaining democracy in India. The path 
of democratic development in India was by no means preordained and 
the fact that certain historical outcomes appear to be natural to us is 
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only because we repress the memory of possible alternatives64. Events 
in the process of transition from colonial rule to the new independent 
state, with all their incertitude and confusion could have been poten-
tially dangerous for the very existence and survival of a democratic 
India. Even after independence, numerous events contributed to a high 
level of instability and insecurity. The fact that these terrible conse-
quences did not occur suggests that one crucial factor managed this 
critical situation. This article shares with other studies the idea that the 
crucial factor in Indian democratisation was political leadership. Lead-
ership had the important role of both mediating, and defusing poten-
tially dangerous dissent, by negotiating between the conflicting parties, 
thereby not only avoiding the implosion of state institutions, but also 
favouring the (relatively) rapid development of the state and the new 
regime. Thus, the crucial and complex processes of Indian history 
demonstrate that a guided process of state building and democratisation 
took place following independence. Of course, while social structures 
and economic resources and interests may also have played an impor-
tant role (central, for example, in motivating actors to choose their al-
liances and their mobilisation strategies), the political development in 
India cannot be understood without reference to who created and 
crafted these strategies. If a strategic/political leadership approach ap-
pears to be a more convincing explanation of Indian democracy, then 
it suffers from one intrinsic shortcoming. This is the poor theorisation 
of the political leadership concept and how it influences political 
processes and regime change. The agency/transition perspective de-
voted little attention to the precise mechanism by which the political 
leadership had an impact on regime outcome; the role of leadership has 
remained analytically limited and under-specified65. 

The agency/transition approach has treated democratisation as a 
process of stages. It results in a large oversimplification of the analyt-
ical framework itself66. This could lead to a dangerous deterministic 
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perspective of the democratic outcome. It demonstrates a limited un-
derstanding of the mechanism by which leadership affects democrati-
sation67. Moreover, the transitional approach looks like an almost 
tautological perspective, because the explanatory factors included in 
the transitional model are usually very proximate to the outcome that 
they purport to explain; it does not explain what determines the actors’ 
interests, beliefs, and preferences, or how they are able to impose 
them68. The consequence is the paradoxical reduction (curiously) in the 
role of contingency, in the randomness, and in the choice69. These con-
siderations call for further analysis on the relation and the mutual in-
fluence between leadership and democratisation. 

The secondobservation is that the literature reviewed here neglects 
the role played by international factors in the establishment of Indian 
democracy. It is true that many of the common theories on international 
determinants of democracy do not work when applied to the post-in-
dependence Indian context70. However, representation of the demo-
cratic establishment process in India would be partial, if the role of the 
international context is totally neglected. 

On this point two distinct contributions give rise to further research. 
The first contribution is the interpretation by scholar Ayesha Jalal of 
the failure of Pakistani democratisation in the late 1950s. According to 
her, the mix of the security threat from outside and the geopolitical po-
sition of the country altered the balance of civil-military relations in 
Pakistan. She argues that the anti-democratic forces in the Pakistani 
state were strengthened by the (perceived) threat of India to the security 
of Pakistan: the “security threats” enabled the military elite to use the 
geopolitical location of Pakistan to consolidate its power and its role 
in the state71. Jalal’s argument was not that the external threats directly 
lead the anti-democratic elite to power, but that external threats facili-
tated processes that were already well underway. However, if it is un-
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likely that international factors can form the basis of mono-causal-fac-
tor explanations, they should not be neglected. 

The second contribution on the literature of Indian democratisation 
is by scholar Jorgen Dige Pedersen. He recognises that the studies on the 
establishment of democracy in India have paid little attention to the in-
ternational context72. According to him this is strange because in the af-
termath of the Second World War democracy was the only internationally 
acceptable form of regime, and the democratic regime was the only se-
rious option, within India and in political debates in the late-1940s. More-
over, he argues that all key Indian Congress leaders had a broad 
international orientation and were thus influenced by foreign environ-
ments. Pedersen goes on to point out that the direct involvement of the 
military in government and the adoption of an authoritarian regime in 
Pakistan can be justified by a change in the international climate: in the 
late 1950s authoritarian solutions had become more internationally ac-
ceptable in regime outcomes (because of an anti-communist approach 
and the need to preserve the stability and security of the South Asian 
state). If true, then the debate on why India became a democracy should 
also presumably consider the international context and climate. 

 
 

Conclusions 
 
After 60 years India’s democracy is almost universally accepted as a 

stable and resilient political phenomenon. Yet no definitive answer as to 
why India became a democracy has been agreed upon. From the analysis 
of the debate on why India became a democracy emerges some hints. 

The first concerns the political-leadership-approach-based descrip-
tions. While these seem to be the most convincing in explaining democ-
racy in India, the political leadership as a causal determinant of 
democracy is still under-theorised. This failing calls for further analysis 
on the relation and the mutual influence between leadership and de-
mocratisation. 
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Finally, the second one concerns the lack of any theoretical and em-
pirical reference to the influence of the international context and factors 
on the establishment of democracy in India. 
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Riassunto - Dopo 70 anni, la democra-
zia indiana è considerata, quasi universal-
mente, come un fenomeno politico 
consolidato e resistente. Eppure, come la de-
mocrazia si sia affermata in India rimane 
quasi un enigma: le classiche teorie della de-
mocratizzazione hanno sempre avuto diffi-
coltà nello spiegare il caso indiano. Per questa 
ragione, quest’ultimo è stato spesso conside-
rato un “caso eccezionale” o un caso di demo-
cratizzazione “deviante”.  

Questo articolo fornisce una rassegna 
delle principali posizioni accademiche all’in-
terno del dibattito sull’emergere della demo-
crazia in India. L’analisi della letteratura ha 
messo in evidenza punti di forza, ma anche ele-

menti di debolezza. In particolare, due elementi 
di debolezza necessitano di ulteriori ricerche e 
approfondimenti. Il primo riguarda le leader-
ship politica come fattore esplicativo della de-
mocrazia in India. Se le spiegazioni che 
enfatizzano il ruolo d’influenza della leader-
ship politica nell’emergere del regime demo-
cratico indiano sembrano essere le più 
convincenti (di contro quelle basate su fattori 
strutturali e sociali lo sono meno); come questa 
influenza effettivamente avvenga (e come sia 
avvenuta in India) rimane ancora poco chiaro.  

Il secondo elemento di debolezza ri-
guarda la scarsa attenzione prestata dalla let-
teratura ai fattori internazionali per spiegare 
l’emergere della democrazia indiana.


