~ Y International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

ILJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

Political Polarization and the Growth of Violent
Democracy in India

Dr. Jyotiprakash Palei
Lecturer in Political Science Mangala Mahavidyalaya, Kakatpur, Puri

Abstract

This paper examines the increasing political polarization in India and its contribution to the emergence
of violent democratic practices. Indian democracy has long been regarded as one of the world’s largest
and most vibrant democratic systems, characterized by electoral participation, political diversity, and
constitutional governance. However, in recent years, the nature of democratic engagement has
undergone significant transformation due to rising ideological divisions, identity politics, communal
mobilization, hate speech, misinformation, and aggressive political competition. These developments
have intensified political conflicts and contributed to electoral violence, social unrest, and democratic
instability.

The paper analyses the causes, dimensions, and consequences of political polarization in India, focusing
on the role of political parties, media, social media platforms, and electoral strategies. It also examines
how polarization has weakened democratic tolerance, encouraged hostility among political supporters,
and reduced the scope for constructive democratic dialogue. Through contemporary examples and
electoral case studies, the paper highlights the gradual shift from peaceful democratic participation to
conflict-oriented political mobilization.

The study argues that violent democratic tendencies threaten constitutional morality, public trust, and
national unity. It further emphasizes the need for institutional reforms, electoral transparency,
responsible media practices, civic education, and ethical political leadership to strengthen democratic
culture and maintain peaceful political participation in India.

Keywords: Political Polarization, Violent Democracy, Electoral Violence, Indian Politics, Democratic
Stability, Identity Politics, Political Conflict.

Introduction

Democracy is fundamentally based on peaceful political participation, tolerance of differing opinions,
constitutional governance, and public accountability. Since independence in 1947, India has successfully
maintained a democratic political system despite its vast social, cultural, linguistic, and religious
diversity. Indian democracy has often been celebrated for conducting regular elections, ensuring
universal adult franchise, and providing opportunities for political participation to millions of citizens.
However, in recent years, the democratic environment in India has increasingly witnessed political
hostility, electoral violence, hate speech, communal tensions, online abuse, and aggressive political
mobilization.

Political polarization refers to the growing ideological and social division among political groups and
citizens. It creates a situation where individuals strongly identify with a particular political ideology or
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party while becoming increasingly intolerant toward opposing views. In democratic systems, political
disagreement is natural and essential. However, extreme polarization can weaken democratic
institutions, encourage social division, and generate conflict-oriented politics.

The rise of political polarization in India has transformed democratic competition into an atmosphere of
confrontation and hostility. Elections, which are supposed to represent peaceful democratic participation,
are increasingly associated with violence, intimidation, misinformation, and emotional manipulation.
Political debates often shift from policy-oriented discussions to personal attacks, identity-based
mobilization, and communal narratives. Such developments have contributed to the growth of what
many scholars describe as “violent democracy,” where democratic processes formally continue but are
increasingly influenced by aggression, fear, and conflict.

This paper aims to analyze the relationship between political polarization and violent democratic
practices in India. It examines the major causes behind increasing polarization, the role of political
actors and media, and the impact of violence on democratic stability. The study also explores possible
reforms and measures required to preserve peaceful democratic values.

Meaning and Nature of Political Polarization

Political polarization refers to the widening ideological gap between political parties, groups, and
citizens. It creates sharp divisions in society where political identities become more important than
democratic cooperation or national interest. In highly polarized societies, political opponents are often
viewed as enemies rather than democratic competitors.

Political polarization generally develops in two forms:

1. Ideological Polarization — Differences in political beliefs, policies, and governance approaches.

2. Social Polarization — Divisions based on religion, caste, ethnicity, language, or regional identity.

In India, polarization has increasingly taken social and emotional forms rather than purely ideological
ones. Political parties often mobilize voters using religious sentiments, caste identities, regional
loyalties, and emotional narratives. Such strategies deepen social divisions and encourage hostility
among communities.

Political polarization becomes dangerous when:

e Democratic dialogue declines

e Public trust weakens

e Political compromise becomes impossible

e Violence and aggression become normalized

e Media narratives become biased

e C(itizens lose faith in democratic institutions

In such situations, democracy shifts from peaceful participation to conflict-driven mobilization.

Historical Background of Political Violence in India

Political violence is not entirely new in India. Since independence, the country has witnessed several
incidents of communal violence, insurgency, electoral clashes, and political assassinations. However, the
intensity and visibility of political hostility have increased significantly in the contemporary period.
Some major historical examples include:
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e Partition violence during independence in 1947

e Communal riots in different parts of the country

e Emergency period (1975-77)

e Insurgencies in Punjab, Kashmir, and the Northeast

e Electoral violence in states like West Bengal and Bihar

e Assassinations of political leaders such as Indira Gandhi and Rajiv Gandhi

Although Indian democracy survived these crises, contemporary political violence differs because it is
increasingly linked with digital propaganda, social media mobilization, hate campaigns, and ideological
polarization.

Causes of Political Polarization in India

1. Identity Politics

Identity politics is one of the major causes of political polarization in India. Political parties often
mobilize voters based on religion, caste, language, and regional identity rather than developmental
issues. Such mobilization creates divisions between communities and increases social tension.
Communal politics particularly intensifies polarization during elections. Political speeches and
campaigns sometimes portray certain communities as threats, creating fear and hostility among citizens.
Similarly, caste-based political mobilization reinforces social divisions. Political parties strategically
target caste groups to consolidate vote banks, which often weakens broader democratic unit

2. Aggressive Electoral Competition

The increasing desire to gain and retain political power has intensified electoral competition. Elections
are often treated as battles where political parties prioritize victory over democratic ethics.

This aggressive competition encourages:

e Hate speech

e Personal attacks

e Misinformation campaigns

e Political intimidation

e Violent clashes between supporters

Political leaders sometimes use emotionally charged language to mobilize voters, which contributes to
polarization and conflict.

3. Role of Social Media

Social media platforms have significantly transformed political communication in India. While social
media increases political participation and information sharing, it also spreads misinformation, fake
news, propaganda, and hate speech.

Political polarization grows rapidly through:

e Viral misinformation

¢ Emotional narratives

¢ Online trolling

¢ Digital propaganda

e Selective information sharing

Algorithms often expose users only to information that supports their existing beliefs, creating “echo
chambers.” As a result, citizens become less open to opposing opinions and more politically radicalized.
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4. Media Polarization

The media plays a crucial role in shaping public opinion. However, increasing political influence over
sections of the media has contributed to democratic polarization.

Some media platforms:

e Promote partisan narratives

e Focus on sensationalism

e Encourage confrontational debates

e Spread biased information

e Amplify communal tensions

Instead of promoting balanced democratic discussion, polarized media often intensifies public hostility.
5. Criminalization of Politics

The involvement of individuals with criminal backgrounds in electoral politics also contributes to
violent democracy. Political parties sometimes nominate candidates with criminal records due to their
financial resources, local influence, or ability to mobilize voters through force.

This criminalization weakens democratic ethics and normalizes political violence.

6. Economic and Social Inequality

Unemployment, poverty, inflation, and economic insecurity create frustration among citizens. Political
actors often exploit these frustrations by blaming particular communities or political opponents.
Economic dissatisfaction combined with emotional political narratives can intensify polarization and
social unrest.

Electoral Violence and Democratic Instability

Elections are central to democracy. However, electoral violence threatens the credibility and fairness of
democratic processes.

Electoral violence may include:

e Physical attacks

e Booth capturing

e Voter intimidation

e Political assassinations

e Riots

e Destruction of property

e Threats against journalists or activists

In some regions, political rivalry leads to violent clashes between party workers and supporters.
Violence discourages free political participation and weakens public confidence in democratic
institutions.

The increasing use of inflammatory speeches and hate campaigns during elections contributes to a
culture of fear and hostility.

The Role of Political Parties

Political parties are essential institutions in democracy. However, when political competition becomes
excessively aggressive, parties may contribute to democratic instability.

Some concerning trends include:
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e Use of divisive rhetoric

e Communal polarization

e Spread of misinformation

e Character assassination

e Promotion of personality cults

e Mobilization through fear and anger.

Political parties increasingly rely on emotional appeals rather than policy-based discussions. This
transformation weakens democratic deliberation and encourages hostile political behaviour.

Hate Speech and Democratic Erosion

Hate speech has become a major concern in contemporary Indian politics. Political leaders, online
influencers, and extremist groups sometimes use inflammatory language against religious or social
communities.

Hate speech contributes to:

e Social division

e Fear and insecurity

e Communal violence

e Radicalization

e Democratic intolerance

The normalization of hate speech weakens constitutional values such as secularism, equality, and
fraternity.

Impact of Violent Democracy on Society

1. Weakening of Democratic Institutions

Violent political culture reduces public trust in institutions such as:
e Parliament

e Judiciary
e Flection Commission
e Media

e Police administration

When citizens perceive institutions as politically biased, democratic legitimacy weakens.

2. Decline of Democratic Tolerance

Democracy requires respect for opposing opinions. However, extreme polarization creates hostility
toward political opponents.

Citizens increasingly:

e Avoid dialogue

e Engage in online abuse

e Support censorship

e Justify political aggression

Such attitudes damage democratic culture.

3. Threat to National Unity

Identity-based polarization creates social fragmentation. Religious, caste, and regional conflicts weaken

[JFMR260378699 Volume 8, Issue 3, May-June 2026 5



http://www.ijfmr.com/

m International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

ILJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

national integration and social harmony.

Communal tensions can lead to riots, displacement, and long-term distrust among communities.

4. Psychological Impact on Citizens

Continuous exposure to political hostility creates fear, anxiety, and emotional stress among citizens.
Young voters particularly become vulnerable to radicalization through social media propaganda.

5. Economic Consequences

Political instability discourages investment, tourism, and economic growth. Violent protests and riots
disrupt public life, damage infrastructure, and affect livelihoods.

Case Studies of Political Polarization in India

1. Communal Polarization during Elections: Several elections in India have witnessed communal
narratives and religious mobilization. Political speeches sometimes create emotional divisions
between communities, increasing social tension.

2. Social Media Misinformation: Fake videos, edited speeches, and misleading information spread
rapidly during election campaigns. Such misinformation often provokes anger and political hostility.

3. Electoral Violence in Certain States: States such as West Bengal have witnessed repeated
allegations of political violence during elections. Clashes between party workers, destruction of
property, and intimidation of voters have raised concerns regarding democratic stability.

Constitutional and Institutional Safeguards

The Indian Constitution provides several safeguards to protect democracy and maintain peace.
These include:

¢ Fundamental Rights

e Independent Judiciary

e Election Commission

e Rule of Law

e Freedom of Speech

e Secularism

Institutions such as the Election Commission of India play an important role in conducting free and fair
elections.

However, institutional effectiveness depends on political neutrality, public trust, and strict enforcement
of democratic principles.

Measures to Reduce Political Polarization

1. Electoral Reforms

Electoral reforms should focus on:

e Transparent campaign financing

e Strict action against hate speech

e Disqualification of criminal candidates

e Stronger monitoring of political campaigns
2. Media Responsibility

Media organizations should promote:

e Fact-based journalism
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e Balanced political discussions

e Responsible reporting

e FEthical broadcasting practices

3. Regulation of Social Media

Social media companies should take stronger measures against:

e Fake news

e Hate speech

e Coordinated misinformation campaigns

Digital literacy programs should also educate citizens about misinformation.

4. Civic Education

Citizens should be educated regarding:

e Constitutional values

e Democratic tolerance

e C(ritical thinking

e Peaceful political participation

Educational institutions can play a significant role in promoting democratic ethics.

5. Responsible Political Leadership

Political leaders must prioritize national unity and democratic stability over short-term electoral gains.
Ethical political communication can reduce hostility and encourage constructive dialogue.

Conclusion

Democracy is not merely a system of elections; it is a culture of peaceful participation, tolerance,
accountability, and constitutional morality. The rise of political polarization in India has increasingly
transformed democratic politics into a space marked by hostility, aggression, and conflict. While
political competition is essential for democracy, excessive polarization threatens democratic institutions,
public trust, and national unity.

The growth of violent democratic practices reflects deeper social, political, and institutional challenges.
Identity politics, hate speech, media polarization, misinformation, and aggressive electoral competition
have weakened democratic dialogue and encouraged confrontation. Elections, which should symbolize
peaceful democratic participation, are increasingly associated with fear, tension, and hostility.

Despite these challenges, Indian democracy continues to possess strong constitutional foundations and
institutional safeguards. The future of democracy in India depends on the collective responsibility of
political leaders, citizens, media organizations, educational institutions, and constitutional bodies.
Promoting democratic tolerance, ethical political behaviour, and responsible communication is essential
for preserving peaceful democratic culture.

India’s democratic success ultimately depends not only on conducting elections but also on ensuring that
democratic participation remains peaceful, inclusive, and respectful of constitutional values. Only
through collective democratic responsibility can India prevent the transformation of democracy into
violence-driven political competition and strengthen the foundations of a stable and inclusive democratic
society.
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