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Abstract

The political landscape of Andhra Pradesh has witnessed a significant transformation
characterised by the ascendancy of regional parties and the concurrent weakening of national parties.
This research delves into the underlying factors contributing to this phenomenon and its implications for
the state's political trajectory. Drawing on a combination of qualitative and quantitative methodologies,
this study examines historical trends, electoral data, party manifestos, and socio-political dynamics to
elucidate the rise of regional parties such as the Telugu Desam Paarty, YSR Congress Party and
Janasena Party alongside the diminishing influence of national parties like the Indian National Congress
(INC) and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The key drivers identified include linguistic identity
politics, regional pride, historical grievances, charismatic leadership, and effective mobilization
strategies. Additionally, socio-economic factors such as caste dynamics, welfare policies, and regional
disparities play a crucial role in shaping voter preferences and party allegiances. The ramifications of
this shift extend beyond electoral outcomes to governance, policy formulation, and federal dynamics.
The dominance of regional parties has led to the prioritization of state-centric issues and the articulation
of Andhra Pradesh socio-cultural identity within the Indian federal framework. By offering a
comprehensive analysis of the rise of regional parties and the decline of national parties in Andhra
Pradesh, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of sub-nationalism, federalism, and political
decentralisation within the Indian context

Keywords: Regional Parties, Deepening of Democracy, Mobilizing Voters and Reshaping Participatory
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1. Introduction

The emergence and consolidation of regional political parties constitutes one of the most
significant structural transformations in India’s democratic trajectory since independence. In the first
two decades after 1947, Indian democracy functioned largely under a “Congress system,” wherein the
Indian National Congress operated as a broad umbrella that absorbed regional interests through factional
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accommodation rather than genuine political competition.® The gradual erosion of this system
accelerated after the 1967 elections and dramatically intensified after the Emergency (1975-77) opened
political space for regional parties to articulate sub-national aspirations and challenge centralized
authority. Andhra Pradesh, a state formed through linguistic reorganization and marked by pronounced
social stratification across caste, class, and region, offers an exemplary site to examine how regional
parties have reconfigured democratic participation, electoral mobilization, and political representation.
The state’s political evolution illustrates how regionalism in India has functioned not as an anti-
democratic force but as a re-negotiation of democracy within a federal framework.?

The formation of the Telugu Desam Party (TDP) in 1982 by N.T. Rama Rao (NTR) marked a
watershed moment not only in the political history of Andhra Pradesh but also in the broader evolution
of Indian federalism. The TDP’s landslide victory in the 1983 Assembly elections decisively ended the
Congress party’s uninterrupted dominance and demonstrated that a regional party could mobilize a mass
electoral constituency by foregrounding linguistic pride, regional dignity, and grievances against
centralized political control.®> NTR’s invocation of Telugu vari atma gauravam (Telugu self-respect)
resonated powerfully with voters who perceived the Congress high command as distant and
unresponsive to regional aspirations. Scholars argued that this moment signaled the transformation of
Andhra Pradesh from a Congress-managed state into a competitive democratic arena, marked by
heightened voter participation, political awareness and alternation of power.* The TDP’s rise embodied a
distinctive form of populist regionalism, relying heavily on charismatic leadership and symbolic politics,
which introduced new tensions between mass mobilizations and institutionalized democratic practices.®

The subsequent evolution of Andhra Radish’s political landscape, particularly with the
emergence of the YSR Congress Party (YSRCP) in 2011 and the bifurcation of the state in 2014, further
complicated and enriched the democratic experience. The YSRCP, founded by Y.S. Jagan Mohan Reddy
in the aftermath of his father Y.S. Rajasekhara Reddy’s death, represented both continuity and rupture
within the state’s regional party system. While inheriting YSR’s legacy of welfare-oriented governance,
the party consolidated support through an expansive model of social protection, direct benefit transfers,
and personalized leadership.® The bifurcation of Andhra Pradesh intensified the salience of regional
identity, statehood grievances, and development anxieties, creating fertile ground for regional parties to
redefine the terms of political legitimacy and accountability.” Thus, electoral competition increasingly
revolved around governance performance, welfare delivery, and leader-centric credibility rather than
ideological differentiation. The relationship between regional political parties and democratic deepening
in Andhra Pradesh with particular emphasised that patterns of political mobilization have reshaped
participatory democracy since the early 1980s.

The Janasena  Partyis an Indian political party active in the states of Andhra
Pradesh and Telangana. Founded by Pawan Kalyan on 14th March 2014, it is currently the second
largest party in the Andhra Pradesh Legislative Assembly and a partner in the ruling coalition. Pawan
Kalyan, the party leader, has been serving as the Deputy Chief Minister of Andhra Pradesh since June
2024. 1t advocates for a centrist approach with a focus on humanism. The party's election symbol is
a glass tumbler.
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Janasena Party did not contest the 2014 elections, but its support was crucial for the victory of
the TDP-BJP alliance in Andhra Pradesh. The party gained prominence for highlighting issues such as
the chronic kidney disease crisis in Uddanam in 2017, which was described by the WHO as "the least
understood and the least publicized nephropathy.” It later led protests against forced land acquisition,
illegal mining in reserved forests, and drought-related issues in 2018. In 2019, JSP contested its first
elections, winning one MLA seat and securing approximately 6% of the vote share. Subsequently, it
focused on grassroots issues, including farmer welfare, illegal sand mining, women's safety, and land
encroachment. In early 2024, Pawan Kalyan played a key role in the formation of an alliance between
the JSP, TDP and BJP, known as Kiitami (lit. 'Alliance’).

The alliance achieved alandslide victoryin both the general and state legislative
assembly elections, with the JSP winning all 21 MLA seats and two MP seats it contested, becoming a
significant part of the ruling coalition in Andhra Pradesh.The emergence of the Telugu Desam Party
(TDP) in 1982 and the subsequent consolidation of the YSR Congress Party (YSRCP) and Janasena
Party (2014) fundamentally altered the state’s political ecology by displacing the Congress system and
institutionalizing a predominantly regionalized party competition. While existing scholarship
acknowledges the electoral success of these parties, there is limited systematic analysis of how their
mobilizational strategies have transformed democratic practices, political representation, and governance
quality over time. This study therefore asks how regional political parties in Andhra Pradesh have
mobilized voters and reconstituted participatory democracy between 1983 and the present, and what the
cumulative implications of these transformations are for democratic quality, representation, and
institutional performance.

A key analytical focus of the study is the evolving mobilization strategies employed by the TDP
and YSRCP across different social groups, including caste communities, rural and urban voters, women,
and economically marginalized populations. The TDP’s early mobilization was rooted in linguistic
nationalism, populist symbolism, and a critique of centralized authority, which enabled it to aggregate
diverse social constituencies under a shared regional identity.® Over time, however, this strategy evolved
into a more development-oriented and technocratic discourse, particularly during the Chandrababu
Naidu era, emphasizing governance efficiency and economic modernization. In contrast, the YSRCP’s
mobilization strategy has relied heavily on welfare populism, personalized leadership, and direct state—
citizen linkages through targeted social schemes. By examining these contrasting trajectories, the study
seeks to assess how different modes of mobilization shape the depth, inclusiveness, and sustainability of
democratic participation.®

Closely related to mobilization is the question of how regional parties have reshaped patterns o
political participation in Andhra Pradesh. Beyond voter turnout, which has remained consistently high,
regional parties have transformed the nature of campaign engagement, grassroots activism and everyday
political interaction. Scholars argue that regional parties often intensify electoral participation while
simultaneously narrowing the scope for autonomous civic action by subsuming political engagement
within party-controlled networks. This study investigates whether regional party dominance has fostered
participatory citizenship or merely electoral mobilization, thereby contributing to ongoing debates about
the distinction between procedural and substantive democracy in India.*®
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The study further examines how regional parties have altered both the substance and style of
political representation in the state. Representation under regional parties has increasingly emphasized
descriptive and symbolic dimensions, with leaders projecting themselves as authentic embodiments of
regional and social identities. While this has enhanced the visibility of certain groups within the political
arena, it has also reinforced personalized and leader-centric forms of representation that may weaken
programmatic accountability. By analyzing legislative behavior, party organization, and leadership
practices, the study evaluates whether regional parties have strengthened representative linkages or
replaced ideological representation with charismatic mediation.!

Another critical dimension of the research concerns the impact of regional party dominance on
democratic institutions, including the state legislature, local governance bodies, and civil society
organizations. Although regional parties have enhanced the autonomy of state governments vis-a-vis the
centre, critics argue that prolonged single-party dominance at the state level can erode legislative
oversight, marginalize opposition voices, and weaken institutional checks and balances.?® This study
assesses whether regional parties in Andhra Pradesh have contributed to institutional deepening through
decentralization and empowerment of local bodies, or whether they have fostered executive
centralization and partisan control over democratic institutions. 2

The analysis also foregrounds the role of critical junctures particularly the bifurcation of Andhra
Pradesh in 2014 as transformative moments that reshaped party strategies and democratic outcomes.
Bifurcation not only altered the territorial and economic foundations of the state but also intensified
political competition around development, welfare, and identity. Regional party responded by
recalibrating their mobilization strategies and governance priorities, revealing the adaptive capacities of
regional formations in moments of structural disruption. Examining this juncture enables the study to
trace how exogenous shocks interact with party systems to produce new democratic configurations over
time. 13

Eventually, the study interrogates the relationship between welfare-oriented politics and longer-
term democratic and developmental goals. While welfare populism has expanded state capacity for
redistribution and increased political inclusion among marginalized groups, scholars caution that
excessive reliance on distributive politics may undermine fiscal sustainability, institutional autonomy,
and long-term development planning.®® This research examines whether welfare-centered regional party
politics in Andhra Pradesh has facilitated democratic deepening by empowering citizens as rights-
bearing participants, or whether it risks entrenching clientelistic dependencies that constrain democratic
agency.®! In doing so, the study contributes to broader debates on the compatibility of welfare populism,
development, and democratic consolidation in contemporary India. *

Theoretical Framework: Democracy and Democratic Deepening

The concept of democratic deepening has emerged in political theory as a response to the
limitations of minimalist and procedural understandings of democracy that equate democratic quality
primarily with competitive elections. Liberal democratic theory, rooted in the works o Schumpeter and
Dahl, emphasizes electoral competition, civil liberties, and institutional checks and balances as the core
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attributes of democracy. While this framework remains foundational, critics argue that it inadequately
captures the lived realities of democracy in deeply unequal societies, where formal political equality
often coexists with substantive social exclusion. Participatory democratic theory, associated with
scholars such as Pate man and Barber, shifts the focus toward citizen engagement in decision-making
processes beyond periodic elections, arguing that participation itself has educative and emancipator
effects that enhance democratic capacity. 1%

However, much of this literature remains focused on the national-level consequences of regional
party politics coalition stability, centre—state relations, and parliamentary arithmetic rather than on how
regional parties affect democratic practices within states. Studies often treat states as units of
aggregation rather than as arenas of democratic experimentation and contestation. This study departs
from that tendency by examining the micro-processes of democratic engagement in Andhra Pradesh,
focusing on how regional party dominance shapes participation, representation and institutional
functioning at the state and sub-state levels. In doing so, it responds to calls within comparative
federalism literature to analyze democracy “from below” rather than solely through national institutional
outcomes. 16

Federalism and Regional Parties in India

Indian federalism has extensively made transformation of India’s party system from a Congress-
dominated “one-party dominant system” to a fragmented, competitive multi-party system characterized
by coalition governments and the growing salience of regional parties. Rainy Kothari’s seminal work
identified the Congress system as one in which opposition functioned largely within the ruling party
rather than against it. This structure began to erode after the 1967 elections and collapsed decisively in
the post-Emergency period, giving rise to what Yogendra Yadav famously described as the “second
democratic upsurge,” marked by increased political participation and regional assertion Scholars such as
Palshikar and Sridharan have shown how regional parties have leveraged this transformation to assert
state autonomy, negotiate fiscal and policy concessions from the Centre, and reshape India’s federal
architecture into a more bargaining-oriented system. *’

However, much of this literature remains focused on the national-level consequences of regional
party politics coalition stability, centre—state relations, and parliamentary arithmetic rather than on how
regional parties affect democratic practices within states. Studies often treat states as units of
aggregation rather than as arenas of democratic experimentation and contestation. This study departs
from that tendency by examining the micro-processes of democratic engagement in Andhra Pradesh,
focusing on how regional party dominance shapes participation, representation and institutional
functioning at the state and sub-state levels. In doing so, it responds to calls within comparative
federalism literature to analyze democracy “from below” rather than solely through national institutional
outcomes. 8
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Caste, Class and Political Mobilization

Andhra Pradesh’s political landscape is deeply structured by caste and class, making social
stratification central to any analysis of political mobilization. Dominant agricultural castes such as
Reddys, Kammas and Kapus have historically exercised disproportionate political influence, while Other
Backward Classes, Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes have constituted numerically significant but
politically marginalized constituencies. Scholars such as Srinivasulu and Manor demonstrated how
political parties in South India have navigated caste hierarchies through selective inclusion, factional
balancing, and patronage distribution. Early mobilization strategies often reinforced caste dominance,
with parties relying on elite intermediaries to aggregate votes.®

Of late, scholars pointed to increasingly complex patterns of mobilization. Tillin argues that welfare-
oriented politics and identity-based appeals have facilitated cross-caste alliances and enabled greater
political assertion by marginalized communities. The expansion of social welfare schemes, reservations,
and targeted development programs has partially reconfigured caste-based political alignments,
sometimes transcending traditional hierarchies. Yet, scholars caution that such inclusion may be
instrumental rather than transformative, incorporating marginalized groups as beneficiaries rather than as
autonomous political actors. This study examines how the TDP and YSRCP have negotiated caste and
class dynamics over time and assesses whether their strategies have contributed to substantive
democratic inclusion or merely reconstituted existing hierarchies in new forms.?°

Populism, Welfare Politics, and Democracy

The democratic implications of populism and welfare politics constitute a major area of debate
within comparative politics and Indian political studies. Scholars such as de la Torre conceptualize
populism as a “thin-cantered ideology” that can democratize politics by mobilizing marginalized groups
and challenging elite domination. 2 In the Indian context, Jaffrelot and Tillin argue that welfare
populism has expanded social citizenship by directly addressing material deprivation and enabling
political inclusion of historically excluded communities.?2. Conversely, critics such as Brass and Harriss
warn that populism often relies on personalized leadership, weakens institutional autonomy, and fosters
clientelistic relationships that undermine democratic accountability.?®

Andhra Pradesh provides a particularly fertile context for examining these debates, as regional
parties have made welfare schemes central to their political strategies. From subsidized food and
housing to direct cash transfers, welfare politics has become a key mechanism of electoral mobilization.
This study critically interrogates whether such welfare-oriented politics constitutes democratic
deepening by enhancing citizens’ rights and political efficacy, or whether it entrenches dependency and
erodes autonomous participation. By situating welfare politics within broader governance and
institutional frameworks, the study moves beyond normative judgments to empirically assess its
democratic consequences. 24
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Leadership, Charisma, and Party Organization

Leadership and charisma have played a decisive role in shaping regional party politics in Andhra
Pradesh. The charisma of film-star N.T.Rama Rao, populist empathy of Y.S.Rajasekhara Reddy,
technocratic image of Chandrababu Naidu’s and stardom of Pavan Kalyan illustrated leadership styles
influence party identity, mobilization strategies, and governance priorities. Weberian notions of
charismatic authority are particularly relevant here, as regional parties often derive legitimacy from
personal leadership rather than institutionalized ideology or organization. Comparative studies of party
organization in India suggest that most regional parties lack stable internal structures, rely heavily on
leader-centric networks, and exhibit weak mechanisms of internal democracy. Chhibber and Kailash
argue that this organizational fragility limits accountability and reinforces dynastic succession. This
study examines the organizational characteristics of the TDP and YSRCP, focusing on leadership
centralization, factional management, and succession practices, and evaluates their implications for
democratic practice. In doing so, it bridges the gap between leadership studies and institutional analyses
of democracy. %°.

Media, Technology and Political Communication

Recent scholars underscored the transformative role of media and information technology in political
mobilization and democratic practice. Regional language media, cable television, social media
platforms, and data-driven campaign strategies have fundamentally altered how political messages are
produced, circulated, and consumed. Robin Jeffrey’s work on print capitalism and Pal’s studies on
digital media highlight how vernacular media expand political awareness while simultaneously
reshaping power relations in public discourse.?®

Conclusion

In Andhra Pradesh, DP, YSRCP and Janasena have extensively leveraged media and technology for
voter outreach, narrative construction and governance communication. While these tools have the
potential to enhance political awareness and deliberation, critics argue that they often function as
instruments of top-down propaganda, reinforcing leader-centric politics rather than fostering dialogic
engagement. This study analyzed how media and technology are deployed by regional parties and
assesses whether they contribute to deliberative democratic practices or primarily serve as mechanisms
of political control and agenda-setting.
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