
 

  

International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM) 

Volume 6, Issue 4, Jul. – Aug., 2026, pp: 612-623                         ISSN: 3048-6874  

www.ijhssm.org                                                      

 

 

 

DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.22009640     | Impact Factor value 7.52 |   ISO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal        Page 612 

Inheriting the Vote: Political Dynasty and the Democratic Deficit 

in India 
 

Dr Raushan Thakur1 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- --------- 

Date of Submission: 06-08-2026                                                                           Date of Acceptance: 19-08-2026 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ---------- 

Abstract 
India holds enormous, technically clean, fiercely 

contested elections, and yet a striking share of those 

who end up in its legislatures arrive with a surname 

that already did half the campaigning. This article 

asks what that fact does to Indian democracy. Rather 

than treating dynasty as a moral failing or a feudal 

hangover, I follow the line of argument propogated 

by Chandra (2016) and treat it as an output of modern 

institutions: of parties that never built durable 

organisations, of a state that controls large 

discretionary rents, and of an electoral market where 

the costs of entry have risen faster than the capacity 

of ordinary aspirants to meet them. The argument 

proceeds in four moves. First, it traces the historical 

trajectory of nepotism in Indian politics from the 

notable politics of the late colonial Congress, through 

the deinstitutionalisation of the party under Indira 

Gandhi, to the regionalisation of dynasticism after 

1989 and its normalisation across almost the entire 

party spectrum today. Second, it identifies the forces 

that amplify dynastic reproduction: the collapse of 

internal party democracy, the Anti-Defection Law's 

centralisation of ticket power, opaque and expensive 

campaign finance, the failure of local government to 

function as a recruitment ladder, media 

personalisation, and the caste and kinship idioms 

through which many voters read political trust. Third, 

it specifies the mechanisms through which 

dynasticism produces a democratic deficit, locating 

the damage less in the lineage of individual 

legislators than in the closure of the selectorate and 

the atrophy of intra-party accountability. Fourth, it 

examines what dynasty does to electoral 

competitiveness, arguing that the effect operates 

mainly upstream, at nomination, rather than 

downstream at the ballot box, where dynasts do 

sometimes lose badly. The article closes by 

considering the limits of the evidence and the reform 

proposals that follow, none of which, I suspect, will 

work quickly. 
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I. Introduction 
There is a photograph that circulates every 

few years in Indian newspapers around election 

season. It shows a young man, usually in a spotless 

kurta, garlanded to the chin, being introduced to a 

crowd in a constituency his father represented, and 

before that his grandfather. The crowd does not seem 

confused. Nobody in the photograph looks like they 

are witnessing a violation of democratic norms. That 

ordinariness is the puzzle worth thinking about, and 

it is the puzzle this article takes up. By most 

procedural measures India's democracy works. 

Turnout in national elections has hovered around two 

thirds of the electorate, higher among the poor than 

the rich, which inverts the pattern found in most 

established democracies (Ahuja & Chhibber, 2012). 

The Election Commission moves polling stations to 

remote forests for a handful of voters. Incumbents 

lose, governments change, and state-level alternation 

is routine. Against all that, the persistence of 

hereditary succession looks like an odd stain on an 

otherwise functioning machine. French (2011) 

produced the finding that lodged itself in public 

memory: in the Lok Sabha elected in 2009, every 

single member under the age of thirty had inherited 

their seat, and roughly two thirds of members aged 

forty or below had a family connection to politics. 

Later work using more careful coding rules has put 

the overall share of dynastic members of the Lok 

Sabha somewhere between a fifth and a third, 

depending on how wide a net one casts around the 

word "family" (Chandra, 2016; Jaffrelot & Verniers, 

2020). The range matters less than the stability. 

Across very different governments, party systems 

and social coalitions, the number does not fall. What 

follows takes seriously a distinction that public 

debate usually blurs. Dynasty is not the same thing as 

nepotism, and neither is automatically the same thing 

as a democratic deficit. Nepotism describes a 

behaviour, the preferential allocation of a scarce good 
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to kin. Dynasty describes an outcome, the observable 

clustering of political office within families over 

time. A democratic deficit, in the sense used here, 

describes a structural condition: the gap between the 

formal promise of political equality, that any citizen 

may realistically compete for office and hold power 

to account, and its actual availability. One can 

imagine a polity full of political families where entry 

remains genuinely open, and one can imagine a polity 

with almost no dynasties where a closed party 

oligarchy controls every nomination. India is neither 

of these, but the distinction keeps the analysis honest. 

The claim I want to defend is narrower and, I think, 

more defensible than the usual denunciation: dynasty 

in India is best read as a symptom of a prior 

institutional failure, the near-total absence of internal 

democracy in political parties, and it becomes a cause 

of democratic deficit chiefly by hardening that failure 

into something self-reproducing. Three questions 

have been primarily addressed in the article. How did 

nepotism become institutionalised in a system 

explicitly founded on universal adult franchise and 

formal equality? Which contemporary forces amplify 

it, and why have they intensified rather than 

weakened as the electorate has become more 

competitive and more socially diverse? And what, 

concretely, does dynastic reproduction do to electoral 

competitiveness, both at the level of who gets to stand 

and at the level of who eventually wins? This is an 

interpretive and analytical synthesis rather than a new 

empirical study. It draws on the quantitative literature 

on dynastic legislators, on party organisation 

scholarship, on ethnographic work on kinship and 

political authority in North India, and on comparative 

research from Japan, the Philippines, Ireland and the 

United States, where dynasticism is also common and 

where the causal mechanisms have been studied with 

more identification leverage than Indian data usually 

permit. Where the evidence is thin or contested, I say 

so. There is quite a lot of thin and contested evidence 

here, and the tendency in both journalism and 

academic writing to treat dynasty as self-evidently 

corrosive has, I think, discouraged careful 

specification of exactly what the harm is. 

 

Situating the Problem: A Review of the Literature 

The oldest interpretive habit treats political 

families as a leftover. On this reading, India inherited 

a stratified agrarian society of zamindars, princely 

houses and dominant caste lineages, and its 

democratic institutions were simply laid over that 

substratum without dissolving it. Weber's (1978) 

account of patrimonial authority, in which the ruler's 

household and the administrative apparatus are not 

clearly distinguished, supplies the theoretical 

vocabulary, and the Rudolphs' (1987) analysis of the 

Indian state's blend of traditional and modern logics 

gave the argument its most sophisticated Indian form. 

The trouble with the residual thesis is empirical. If 

dynasticism were feudal residue, it should have 

decayed as land reform, urbanisation, caste 

mobilisation and mass literacy advanced. But the real 

picture suggests that instead the dynasticism grew 

exponentially in India. Chandra's (2016) edited 

volume makes this reversal its central provocation: 

dynastic politics in India is produced by the modern 

democratic state, by the parties that compete within 

it, and by the enormous discretionary resources that 

office confers. Political families are not survivors of 

an older order so much as beneficiaries of a new one. 

Chandra's framework distinguishes the supply of 

dynastic aspirants from the demand for them by 

parties and voters, an analytical separation that Smith 

(2018) develops far more rigorously in his study of 

Japan's Liberal Democratic Party. Smith's three-part 

scheme, supply, selection and electoral success, is 

useful precisely because it forces attention on the 

middle term. Families will always produce willing 

heirs; voters will sometimes prefer familiar names. 

Whether either fact translates into dynastic 

legislatures depends overwhelmingly on what 

happens inside parties at the moment of nomination. 

Japan's dynastic share fell noticeably after the 1994 

electoral reform reshaped nomination incentives, 

which suggests the middle term is where institutions 

bite. Michels (1911/1962) remains the unavoidable 

starting point for anyone thinking about oligarchy 

inside parties, though his iron law was about 

bureaucratic entrenchment rather than kinship. The 

more directly applicable literature is on party 

institutionalisation. Huntington (1968) argued that 

political order depends on organisations outgrowing 

the individuals who found them; Panebianco (1988) 

traced how charismatic parties either routinise 

leadership or decay; Randall and Svåsand (2002) 

developed measures of institutionalisation for new 

democracies. Applied to India, these frameworks 

converge on an uncomfortable conclusion. Most 

Indian parties are not institutions in this sense at all. 

They are electoral vehicles with a leader, a symbol, a 

social base and a network of financiers. Chhibber 

(2013) turns this into a testable claim. Dynastic 

parties, he argues, emerge where parties lack 

organisational depth and where leaders must 

guarantee to financiers and to social groups that 

resources will not be diverted after their death. 

Family succession solves a credible commitment 

problem. An heir is legible, cannot easily defect, and 

inherits the trust relationships that took a lifetime to 

build. Ziegfeld (2016) makes a compatible argument 
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about India's regional parties: founded around 

charismatic individuals, unmoored from a mass 

membership structure, and facing an acute succession 

crisis the moment the founder ages, they resolve the 

crisis in the most obvious available way. The Dravida 

Munnetra Kazhagam, Shiv Sena, Rashtriya Janata 

Dal, Samajwadi Party, Nationalist Congress Party, 

Telugu Desam Party, Shiromani Akali Dal, Janata Dal 

(Secular), Indian National Lok Dal and Biju Janata 

Dal were all, at their founding, projects around a 

person. Most of them are now family properties, and 

where they are not, the exception tends to be 

instructive rather than reassuring. A parallel literature 

explains why the prize is worth inheriting. Chandra's 

(2004) concept of the patronage democracy, in which 

state officials exercise significant individual 

discretion over the distribution of jobs, licences, 

permits and benefits, describes an environment where 

controlling office means controlling livelihoods. 

Bussell (2019) documents the everyday reality of 

this: legislators across India spend a startling 

proportion of their time on individual constituent 

requests, functioning as brokers between citizens and 

an administration citizens cannot navigate alone. 

Piliavsky's (2014) edited collection pushes the point 

further, arguing that patronage in South Asia is not a 

corruption of politics but a recognised and morally 

intelligible political relationship with its own norms 

of obligation. Once politics is understood this way, 

hereditary succession looks less anomalous. A 

broker's value lies in accumulated relationships with 

officials, contractors, caste associations and local 

strongmen. Those relationships transfer to a son or 

daughter more easily than to a stranger, in much the 

way that a family law practice or a wholesale trading 

firm transfers. Michelutti's (2008) ethnography of 

Yadav politics in Uttar Pradesh captures the idiom 

exactly, showing how political ambition is discussed 

in everyday life as a family occupation, something a 

lineage does, alongside and entangled with caste 

identity. Vaishnav's (2017) work on candidates with 

criminal records established that parties select such 

candidates not despite their records but partly 

because of them, since they are self-financing and can 

credibly deliver protection and resources in areas 

where the state does not. The underlying variable is 

money. Kapur and Vaishnav's (2018) volume on 

political finance documents the extraordinary and 

largely undocumented cost of contesting Indian 

elections, far above statutory limits, funded through 

channels that remained deliberately opaque even 

after the electoral bond scheme was introduced in 

2018 and subsequently struck down by the Supreme 

Court in Association for Democratic Reforms v. 

Union of India (2024). Where entry costs are high and 

finance is informal, families with existing donor 

networks enjoy an advantage that has nothing to do 

with talent or popularity and everything to do with 

access to capital. Dal Bó et al. (2009), studying the 

United States Congress, found that longer tenure 

causally increased the probability of a relative later 

serving, which they read as evidence of self-

perpetuating political capital rather than inherited 

ability. Querubin (2016) exploited term limits in the 

Philippines to show that dynastic persistence 

weakens when incumbents are forcibly removed. 

Feinstein (2010) identified a measurable brand 

advantage for dynastic candidates in American 

congressional races. For India, George's (2019) work 

using satellite night-light data suggests 

constituencies represented by dynastic legislators 

grow more slowly, though the identification strategy 

relies on close elections and the effect sizes are 

debated. Against this, several studies of legislative 

attendance, question-asking and debate participation 

find dynastic members performing no worse, and 

occasionally better, than non-dynastic colleagues, 

which is not surprising once one remembers that 

dynasts are often better educated, more urban and 

more fluent in the language of parliamentary 

procedure. Basu (2016) and Spary (2014) document 

a pattern that resists easy judgement. Women enter 

Indian legislatures through family ties at a 

substantially higher rate than men do, with estimates 

of the dynastic share among women members of the 

Lok Sabha running around twice the male figure. One 

reading treats this as evidence that dynasty 

entrenches elite closure while wearing the costume of 

inclusion. Another, which I find harder to dismiss 

than I expected, notes that in a party system where 

nomination is controlled by men and where 

independent female political careers face severe 

social and financial obstacles, the family route may 

be the only door currently open. Brulé (2020) and 

Bhavnani (2009), working on property rights and 

reservation respectively, both find that initially elite-

mediated female entry can produce durable 

independent effects. The honest position is that 

dynasty is simultaneously a barrier and, for some 

women, the only available ladder. What all the 

reviewed literature does well is document prevalence 

and theorise supply and demand. What it does less 

well, is connect dynastic reproduction to a specified 

account of democratic deficit, and to distinguish 

clearly between competitiveness at nomination and 

competitiveness at the ballot. Most public annotation 

conflates the two, concluding from the presence of 

dynasts in Parliament that Indian elections are 

uncompetitive, which is demonstrably false.  
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The Historical Trajectory: How Nepotism Became 

Ordinary 

 

Notables, nationalism and the pre-1947 template: 

The Indian National Congress before independence 

was not a dynastic organisation in the contemporary 

sense, but it did carry two features that mattered later. 

It was, for its first several decades, a party of 

notables: lawyers, landholders, professionals and 

merchants whose local standing preceded their 

political role. Weiner's (1967) study of Congress 

organisation showed how district units functioned 

through factions built on personal followings, with 

the party providing an umbrella rather than a 

command structure. Kochanek (1968) described the 

resulting arrangement as a federation of state and 

district bosses, held together by bargaining rather 

than hierarchy. Personal networks, in other words, 

were the organisation. The second feature was the 

visible reality of political families within the 

nationalist movement itself. Motilal Nehru and 

Jawaharlal Nehru both presided over the Congress. 

The Nehru household's prominence was not the 

product of hereditary entitlement in any formal sense, 

since Jawaharlal's rise owed a great deal to Gandhi's 

patronage and to genuine mass appeal, but the 

association of a surname with the movement was 

established well before independence. Similar 

patterns existed in provincial politics across the 

subcontinent. Guha (2007) notes how many of the 

first generation of post-independence leaders came 

from families already embedded in public life, 

whether through the freedom struggle, the 

professions, or the administrative services that the 

colonial state had cultivated among a thin stratum. 

Whether this constituted nepotism is doubtful. 

Nehru's daughter held no office of consequence 

during his lifetime; she became Congress president in 

1959 and a minister only after his death. The template 

that mattered was subtler: an organisation whose real 

currency was personal loyalty, and a political culture 

in which a family name could carry political 

meaning. 

 

1967 to 1977: the deinstitutionalisation of the 

Congress: The decisive turn came in the decade after 

Nehru's death, and it is best understood as an 

organisational story rather than a story about one 

person's ambitions. Kohli's (1990) analysis remains 

the sharpest statement. Congress had been a genuine 

mass organisation with internal elections, a 

functioning working committee, and powerful state 

leaders capable of resisting the centre. The split of 

1969, Indira Gandhi's break with the party's old 

guard, resolved a factional conflict by destroying the 

institutional mechanisms through which factional 

conflict had been managed. Kaviraj (1986) reads the 

same events as the substitution of a direct plebiscitary 

link between leader and voter for the mediated link 

that party organisation had previously provided. 

Consequences followed quickly. Internal party 

elections were suspended and then quietly 

abandoned. Chief ministers began to be appointed 

from Delhi rather than elected by state legislature 

parties, which severed the connection between local 

political success and advancement. State units lost 

the capacity to generate leaders, and Congress 

increasingly recruited through loyalty to the high 

command. Once a party has no internal ladder, the 

question of who succeeds a leader has no institutional 

answer, and the family answer becomes not merely 

available but obvious. The Emergency period made 

the logic explicit. Sanjay Gandhi held no 

constitutional office and no elected party position of 

consequence, yet exercised extraordinary influence 

over policy, most notoriously over the sterilisation 

and slum clearance drives. After his death in 1980, 

Rajiv Gandhi was drawn from a career as an airline 

pilot into politics and, within four years, into the 

prime ministership. Neither transition was a 

conspiracy. Each was the natural output of an 

organisation with no other mechanism for producing 

a leader who could hold a diverse coalition together. 

 

1989 onwards: dynasticism goes federal: The 

conventional periodisation of India's party systems 

treats 1989 as the break, when Congress dominance 

ended and a fragmented, coalitional, regionally 

driven order took its place (Yadav, 1999; Chhibber & 

Verma, 2018). The Mandal Commission's 

implementation and the Ayodhya mobilisation 

reshaped the axes of competition, bringing large 

numbers of Other Backward Class and Dalit 

politicians into legislatures for the first time in 

proportion to their numbers, a transformation 

Jaffrelot (2003) memorably called a silent revolution. 

Here is the irony worth sitting with. The period that 

most dramatically democratised the social 

composition of India's political class did nothing to 

democratise the organisational structure of its 

parties, and in some ways made things worse. The 

new parties that carried the plebeian upsurge were 

built around founders: Kanshi Ram and later 

Mayawati in the Bahujan Samaj Party, Mulayam 

Singh Yadav in the Samajwadi Party, Lalu Prasad 

Yadav in the Rashtriya Janata Dal. Each faced the 

same problem Ziegfeld (2016) describes, a party that 

is really a personal following confronting the 

founder's mortality. Most resolved it through kin. 

Mulayam's son Akhilesh became chief minister of 
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Uttar Pradesh in 2012; Lalu Prasad's sons Tejashwi 

and Tej Pratap and daughter Misa Bharti entered 

politics as his legal troubles mounted, with his wife 

Rabri Devi having already served as chief minister 

from 1997. Regional parties elsewhere followed 

similar arcs on different timelines. In Tamil Nadu, M. 

Karunanidhi's succession passed to M. K. Stalin and 

then, in the next generation, to Udhayanidhi Stalin, 

whose elevation to deputy chief minister in 2024 was 

treated in the state's press as a formality rather than a 

surprise. The Shiv Sena moved from Bal Thackeray 

to Uddhav Thackeray to Aaditya Thackeray, while a 

nephew, Raj Thackeray, split away to found a rival 

party, which is itself a family-structured outcome. In 

Jammu and Kashmir, the National Conference has 

passed from Sheikh Abdullah to Farooq Abdullah to 

Omar Abdullah, with the People's Democratic Party 

offering the parallel case of Mufti Mohammad 

Sayeed to Mehbooba Mufti. Punjab's Shiromani 

Akali Dal became a Badal family concern; Haryana's 

Indian National Lok Dal a Chautala one, spanning 

four generations from Devi Lal onward, and 

splintering into rival family factions in 2018. Andhra 

Pradesh produced two competing lineages, with N. T. 

Rama Rao's Telugu Desam Party passing to his son-

in-law N. Chandrababu Naidu and thence toward 

Nara Lokesh, and the Congress chief minister Y. S. 

Rajasekhara Reddy's legacy claimed by his son Jagan 

Mohan Reddy and contested by his daughter 

Sharmila. Maharashtra's Nationalist Congress Party 

split in 2023 along a fault line running directly 

through the Pawar family, uncle against nephew. 

 

The Bharatiya Janata Party and the limits of the 

cadre alternative: The BJP's relationship with 

dynasty deserves separate treatment because it is 

genuinely different, though not in the way its rhetoric 

claims. The party's organisational spine comes from 

the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, a cadre body that 

supplies full-time workers and a promotion path 

independent of family. Thachil (2014) showed how 

this organisational infrastructure, particularly the 

Sangh's service wings, allowed an upper-caste-led 

party to win poor and lower-caste votes without 

programmatic redistribution. A party with real cadres 

has less need of dynastic shortcuts, and the BJP's 

dynastic share among candidates and legislators has 

consistently run below the Congress figure and well 

below that of most regional parties. Estimates from 

the Trivedi Centre for Political Data (2024) and 

analyses by Jaffrelot and Verniers (2020) put the 

dynastic share among BJP members of the Lok Sabha 

in the range of a fifth to a quarter in recent elections, 

a figure that has risen rather than fallen as the party 

has expanded into states where it had no cadre and 

had to absorb existing political families wholesale. 

Jyotiraditya Scindia's move from Congress to the BJP 

in 2020 is the clearest illustration: a third-generation 

politician whose grandmother had been a founder of 

the Jana Sangh, returning to the family's earlier 

political home. Names such as Dushyant Singh, 

Anurag Thakur, Pankaj Singh, Piyush Goyal and B. 

Y. Vijayendra indicate that hereditary entry occurs 

within the BJP too, and that expansion tends to import 

the practice. Meanwhile the party has made 

parivarvaad, dynasticism, a central rhetorical target, 

with the Prime Minister naming it alongside 

corruption as one of the two distortions afflicting 

Indian public life in his 2022 Independence Day 

address. The gap between rhetoric and roster is not 

hypocrisy in any interesting sense; it is a structural 

fact about what happens when a cadre party grows 

faster than it can produce cadres. 

 

Where dynasty is weakest 

The counter-cases are analytically valuable. 

The Communist Party of India (Marxist) in Kerala 

and West Bengal, whatever else one thinks of it, has 

produced remarkably little hereditary succession, and 

the reason is not moral superiority but organisational 

form: a cadre party with membership tiers, branch 

committees and an internal promotion sequence has 

an answer to the succession question that does not 

require a family. The Aam Aadmi Party, at least so 

far, has not developed dynastic patterns, though it is 

young and its leadership is highly personalised, 

which is precisely the condition under which 

dynasties later emerge. Odisha's Biju Janata Dal is an 

interesting hybrid: founded on Biju Patnaik's legacy 

and led for a quarter century by his son, yet with no 

third-generation heir, which has left the party with an 

unresolved succession problem that illustrates the 

same dependency from the other direction. 

Jayalalithaa's leadership of the AIADMK and 

Mayawati's of the BSP were both non-dynastic in 

origin, although Mayawati's repeated designation of 

her nephew Akash Anand as successor suggests the 

gravitational pull is strong even where a leader's own 

rise owed nothing to family. The trajectory, then, is 

not a straight line from feudalism to the present. It is 

a sequence of institutional choices, most of them 

made for short-term reasons, that removed every 

alternative mechanism for producing and 

legitimating political leadership. Nepotism did not 

survive Indian democracy; it was in a real sense built 

by it. 

 

The Amplifiers: Why Dynasty Grows Rather 

Than Fades 
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If dynasticism were a residue, three decades of 

intense electoral competition, rising literacy, 

expanding media access and dramatic social churn 

should have eroded it. That it has not suggests the 

presence of forces actively reproducing it. Six seem 

to me to do most of the work, and they interact rather 

than operate separately. 

 

The nomination bottleneck: Everything begins 

here. Hazan and Rahat (2010) demonstrate that the 

size and inclusiveness of a party's selectorate, the 

body that actually chooses candidates, is among the 

most consequential and least studied variables in 

comparative politics. India's selectorates are 

extraordinarily small. Section 29A of the 

Representation of the People Act, 1951, requires a 

registered party to affirm allegiance to the 

Constitution and to socialism, secularism and 

democracy, but imposes no meaningful obligation to 

hold internal elections, publish membership rolls, or 

make nomination procedures transparent. The 

Election Commission has repeatedly asked for 

powers to regulate internal party democracy and has 

repeatedly not received them; the Law Commission 

of India (2015) endorsed reform in its 255th report, 

and nothing followed. In practice, tickets for several 

thousand assembly and parliamentary seats are 

decided by parliamentary boards, screening 

committees or, in many parties, a single leader and a 

small circle. When roughly ten aspirants compete for 

each nomination and the decision rule is opaque, the 

tiebreaker is trust, and trust is thickest within 

families. 

 

The Anti-Defection Law and the centralisation of 

discipline: The Fifty-Second Amendment of 1985, 

which inserted the Tenth Schedule, was designed to 

stop the aya ram gaya ram culture of legislators 

switching sides for office. Its side effect has been to 

convert legislators into instruments of the party 

leadership, since voting against a whip risks 

disqualification. The Ninety-First Amendment of 

2003 tightened this further by removing the 

exemption for splits by one third of a legislature 

party. A legislator who cannot dissent, cannot vote 

independently, and cannot credibly threaten to leave 

has almost no leverage against the leadership that 

granted the ticket. Combine that with an opaque 

selectorate and you get a system in which a 

legislator's career depends almost entirely on 

remaining in favour with a person or a family. 

Internal challengers do not emerge because the cost 

of failure is total. 

 

Political finance: Contesting a Lok Sabha seat in a 

large state now costs a multiple of the statutory 

expenditure ceiling, and the gap is filled with 

unaccounted money whose sources remain largely 

unknown even after the electoral bond scheme was 

invalidated in 2024 (Kapur & Vaishnav, 2018; 

Association for Democratic Reforms v. Union of 

India, 2024). Vaishnav (2017) shows that self-

financing is a positive selection criterion for parties, 

which explains both the prevalence of wealthy 

candidates and the prevalence of candidates with 

criminal records, categories that overlap 

considerably. Consider what this means for an 

ordinary aspirant, say a district-level party worker of 

twenty years' standing from a modest background. 

She cannot fund a campaign, cannot bring donors, 

and therefore cannot be nominated regardless of her 

organisational record. A dynastic aspirant, by 

contrast, inherits a donor network, a set of contractor 

relationships and often an existing pool of 

accumulated resources. Money does not merely help 

dynasts win; it determines who is eligible to be 

considered. 

 

The missing recruitment ladder: The Seventy-

Third and Seventy-Fourth Amendments of 1992 

created a genuinely large tier of elected local 

government, with roughly three million elected 

representatives, a third of them women. In a 

functioning system this would be a training ground, 

with successful sarpanches and municipal councillors 

moving up to assembly seats. Mostly it is not. State 

governments have devolved functions unevenly and 

finances more unevenly still, and party organisations 

rarely treat local office as a formal step on a career 

path (Bohlken, 2016). Panchayat elections in several 

states are held on a non-party basis, which further 

disconnects them. So India has an enormous pool of 

elected political experience and almost no 

institutional pipe connecting it to higher office. 

Where such a ladder is absent, lateral entry through 

family fills the vacuum. 

 

Personalisation and the brand shortcut: 

Television, and then a social media environment 

where a party's national campaign is often organised 

around a single face, has amplified the value of name 

recognition. Sircar (2020) argues that the 2019 

national election turned substantially on a 

relationship of trust in a leader rather than evaluation 

of a party programme, which is a general condition 

of personalised politics rather than a peculiarity of 

one campaign. For voters facing genuinely limited 

information about candidate quality, a familiar 

surname works as a heuristic, exactly the brand effect 
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Feinstein (2010) measured in American races. 

Whether the heuristic is irrational is arguable. A voter 

who knows that the sitting member's father secured a 

road and a sub-district hospital has a real, if crude, 

basis for prediction. 

 

Kinship, caste and the moral economy of 

succession: The most underrated amplifier is 

cultural, and it is the one most likely to be misread as 

backwardness. Michelutti's (2008) fieldwork shows 

that in parts of North India, political ambition is 

spoken about as a family vocation, and that a caste 

community's stake in a party is often understood as 

being anchored in a particular family's continuing 

presence. Piliavsky (2014) argues that patron-client 

relations in South Asia carry normative expectations 

running in both directions, so that abandoning a 

family that has represented a community can look 

like betrayal rather than reform. Under this reading, 

the persistence of dynasty is not evidence of voter 

ignorance. It reflects a coherent, if contestable, view 

that a family which has held a relationship with a 

community across generations is more reliably bound 

to it than a technocrat parachuted in by a party high 

command. Two further factors deserve brief mention 

because they cut across the six. The first is federal 

proliferation. India now has state party systems that 

operate with substantial autonomy, and Jaffrelot and 

Verniers (2020) note that dynastic concentration 

varies enormously across them, with states such as 

Punjab, Haryana, Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, 

Telangana, Karnataka and Jammu and Kashmir far 

above the national average, and states such as Kerala, 

West Bengal, Gujarat and much of the Northeast 

below it, though for quite different reasons in each 

case. National averages therefore conceal more than 

they reveal. The second is the interaction with 

reservation. Chauchard (2016) finds that dynasticism 

is present among Scheduled Caste and Scheduled 

Tribe legislators too, and in some periods at rates 

comparable to general seats, which unsettles the 

assumption that dynasty is purely an upper-caste 

phenomenon. Jensenius (2017) shows that reserved 

constituencies have produced real inclusion without 

producing the redistributive transformation their 

designers hoped for; a partial explanation is that 

reservation determines the caste of the candidate but 

leaves untouched the party's control over which 

member of that caste is chosen, and parties choose 

from families they already know. Parties without 

internal democracy face a permanent problem of trust 

in candidate selection. High and informal campaign 

costs restrict the pool of viable aspirants to those with 

access to capital. The absence of a recruitment ladder 

means no verified alternative pool exists. 

Personalised media raises the value of an inherited 

name. Kinship idioms make the resulting choice 

socially legible rather than scandalous. And the Anti-

Defection Law ensures nobody inside the party can 

effectively object. Each element would be 

manageable alone. Together they constitute an 

equilibrium. 

 

Specifying the Democratic Deficit 

Saying that dynasty is bad for democracy is easy. 

Saying exactly how requires more care, because the 

obvious objection, that hereditary politicians are less 

competent, is both hard to demonstrate and not really 

the point. Dahl's (1971, 1989) criteria for a 

democratic process offer a more useful frame: 

effective participation, voting equality, enlightened 

understanding, control of the agenda, and inclusion 

of adults. Read against these, the damage becomes 

specifiable in five distinct ways. 

 

Closure of eligibility in practice, not in law: Every 

Indian citizen over twenty-five may contest a Lok 

Sabha seat. Almost none realistically can. The formal 

right is intact and the effective right is not, because 

the only route to a winnable candidacy runs through 

a party nomination, and nominations are allocated by 

processes with no published criteria, no appeal, and 

no accountability. This is the deficit in its purest form: 

a gap between formal and effective political equality 

that no election, however free, can correct, because 

the election occurs after the exclusion. Voters choose 

between candidates; they do not choose the 

candidates. 

 

The atrophy of intra-party accountability: In 

parliamentary systems, a substantial portion of 

accountability is meant to operate inside parties, 

through backbench pressure, leadership contests, and 

the threat of internal challenge. India has effectively 

none of this. Congress has not held a genuinely 

contested organisational election in most of the past 

three decades, and the two exceptions, in 2000 and 

2022, were notable precisely because they were 

exceptions. Regional parties do not attempt the 

pretence. When the leader is also the proprietor and 

the successor is also the heir, the internal channel 

closes entirely, and all accountability must be carried 

by the general election, an instrument far too blunt for 

the job. It arrives once in five years, aggregates 

hundreds of issues into a single choice, and cannot 

distinguish disapproval of a leader from disapproval 

of a policy. 

 

Distorted representation and the reproduction of 

advantage: Data compiled by the Association for 
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Democratic Reforms (2024) on the assets and 

backgrounds of elected members show a legislature 

vastly wealthier than the population it represents, 

with the great majority of Lok Sabha members 

declaring assets in crores. Dynasty is not the sole 

cause of this, but it is a powerful transmission 

mechanism, since political families accumulate 

wealth in office and pass both the wealth and the 

access to the next generation. The result is descriptive 

representation that has genuinely broadened on caste, 

thanks to reservation and to the mobilisations of the 

1990s, while narrowing on class. Chauchard's (2016) 

finding that dynastic entry occurs within reserved 

categories complicates any simple story here: the 

beneficiaries of caste-based inclusion have 

themselves begun to form lineages, which suggests 

that dynasticism is less a feature of particular social 

groups than a feature of the political opportunity 

structure that any group entering it will encounter. 

The generational dimension of this is worth pausing 

on, since it is where the closure is sharpest and most 

easily observed. French's (2011) finding about young 

members of the 2009 Lok Sabha has not been 

substantially overturned by later cohorts: the younger 

a legislator is, the more likely it is that they inherited 

their position. Think about what this implies for a 

twenty-eight-year-old party worker in, say, 

Gorakhpur or Nashik, who has spent a decade 

organising booth committees. Her non-dynastic peers 

who eventually reach a legislature will typically do 

so in their fifties, after long service and usually only 

where a party needs a caste or community anchor it 

cannot find elsewhere. Her dynastic contemporaries 

are already there. Political seniority in India, in other 

words, is partly a function of when your family 

started rather than when you did, and the ordinary 

reward for organisational labour is a wait of two or 

three decades with no assurance at the end. Whatever 

else this is, it is not a system that recruits on merit or 

effort, and the incentive it creates for talented young 

people to avoid electoral politics altogether is one of 

its least visible and most expensive consequences. 

 

The corrosion of the state-party boundary: 

Weber's (1978) concern with patrimonialism was not 

about family sentiment but about the confusion of 

public office with private household. Where a party 

is a family firm and the party controls a state 

government, the boundary between the state's 

discretionary resources and the family's political 

needs becomes difficult to police. Transfers and 

postings of officials, allocation of contracts, siting of 

infrastructure, and the direction of welfare discretion 

all become instruments of political inheritance. 

George's (2019) finding of slower economic growth 

in dynasty-held constituencies, whatever its 

identification limits, is consistent with this 

mechanism, as is the more qualitative evidence in 

Bussell (2019) on how legislators allocate their 

brokerage effort. 

 

Legitimacy costs and the invitation to anti-

political politics: Perhaps the least discussed 

consequence is reputational. When ordinary citizens 

perceive, correctly, that entry into politics is 

effectively closed, the resulting cynicism does not 

typically produce demands for internal party 

democracy, which is a technical and unglamorous 

cause. It produces support for outsiders promising to 

sweep the whole class away, and outsider movements 

have their own well-documented tendency toward 

personalisation and eventual dynastic drift. There is a 

further and darker irony: anti-dynastic rhetoric has 

become one of the most effective legitimating 

devices available to leaders seeking to concentrate 

power, since a leader without a family to promote can 

present personal dominance as its opposite. 

Concentration of power in one individual is not 

obviously an improvement on concentration of power 

in one family, and a democratic theory that objects 

only to the latter is incomplete. A caveat is warranted 

before moving forward in the article. None of these 

mechanisms depends on dynastic legislators being 

personally worse than others, and some dynasts have 

been conspicuously capable. The deficit is structural. 

It is about who gets to be considered, and about what 

happens to accountability when the only body 

capable of removing a leader is that leader's family. 

What Dynasty Does to Electoral Competitiveness 

The intuitive claim suggests that dynasty makes 

elections less competitive, is only partly supported 

and is sometimes flatly contradicted by Indian 

evidence. The effect is real but it operates at a 

different stage than most commentary assumes. 

 

Competitiveness at nomination is severely reduced 

The pre-electoral market is where the 

damage concentrates. Where a seat is understood 

within a party to belong to a family, the nomination 

contest does not occur at all. Aspirants read the signal 

and either do not apply, apply elsewhere, or leave the 

party. This produces a set of constituencies where the 

effective choice set was determined years earlier by 

inheritance rather than by any process a voter or party 

member participated in. Rae Bareli, Mainpuri, 

Baramati, Bathinda and Kalaburagi have functioned 

this way at various points, as have dozens of 

assembly seats whose family association is common 

local knowledge without ever being formalised. It 

helps to think of nomination as a market with roughly 
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four and a half thousand seats across the Lok Sabha 

and the state assemblies, contested every five years 

on staggered cycles, with each seat attracting 

somewhere between five and twenty serious aspirants 

within any major party. That is a market of perhaps 

fifty thousand ambitious people competing for a fixed 

and small stock of positions, adjudicated without 

published rules. Markets like this do not clear on 

quality; they clear on whatever signal the adjudicator 

finds most legible. In a party with functioning 

primaries the signal would be internal votes. In a 

party with a cadre structure it would be years of 

service and demonstrated organisational output. 

Where neither exists, the legible signals are money, 

caste arithmetic, winnability as estimated by private 

surveys, and personal proximity to the leadership. A 

family name compresses several of these signals into 

one, which is exactly why it dominates. The dynastic 

aspirant is not necessarily preferred because the 

leadership loves dynasties. She is preferred because 

she is the cheapest candidate to evaluate. Two 

secondary effects follow. First, deterrence: capable 

non-dynastic aspirants, observing the closure, self-

select out of politics entirely and into business, 

administration or civil society, which lowers the 

average quality of the pool from which parties can 

draw even when they want to draw widely. Second, 

factional exit: blocked aspirants’ defect and found 

new parties or join rivals, which raises fragmentation 

without raising the openness of the system, since the 

new vehicles typically replicate the founder-centred 

structure that produced the blockage. Haryana's 

INLD-JJP split and Maharashtra's NCP and Shiv 

Sena splits illustrate the pattern, though in those cases 

the blocked aspirants were themselves family 

members, which tells its own story. 

 

Competitiveness at the ballot is more ambiguous 

At the general election, dynasts do enjoy 

advantages, and the mechanisms are familiar from 

comparative work. Name recognition functions as a 

low-cost information shortcut (Feinstein, 2010). 

Inherited donor and broker networks lower campaign 

costs. Parties allocate dynasts disproportionately to 

safer seats, which mechanically inflates their win 

rates, a selection effect that a good deal of casual 

analysis fails to net out. Chandra (2016) and 

subsequent work using Trivedi Centre data find 

dynastic candidates winning at higher rates than non-

dynastic ones, with reported margins of victory 

somewhat larger, though the gap narrows 

considerably once seat safety and party strength are 

controlled for. Yet Indian elections stubbornly refuse 

to behave like closed systems. Turnover in the Lok 

Sabha and in state assemblies is high by comparative 

standards, and India's literature on incumbency is 

unusual: Uppal (2009) found an incumbency 

disadvantage in state assembly elections, a pattern 

that runs opposite to the American and Japanese 

findings, and that reflects the anti-incumbent 

tendencies of a poor electorate with unmet 

expectations. Dynastic incumbents are not exempt. 

Rahul Gandhi lost Amethi in 2019 to Smriti Irani, in 

a seat the family had held for most of four decades. 

Nikhil Kumaraswamy, grandson of a former prime 

minister and son of a chief minister, lost Mandya in 

2019 to an independent. Sunetra Pawar, contesting 

Baramati in 2024 against her sister-in-law Supriya 

Sule, lost by a wide margin in a seat that is essentially 

the family's home ground. Whole dynastic parties 

have been reduced to irrelevance within a single 

cycle, as the Shiromani Akali Dal and the INLD were. 

The reconciliation is straightforward once stated. 

Dynastic advantage is real at nomination and modest 

at the ballot; Indian voters are demonstrably willing 

to defeat hereditary candidates when they have an 

alternative they find credible. What they cannot do is 

generate that alternative themselves, because the 

supply of alternatives is controlled by the same 

parties that produce the dynasts. So competition 

survives between parties while dying inside them. A 

voter in most constituencies is choosing between two 

or three candidates, at least one of whom will be a 

dynast, none of whom was selected by any process 

the voter could influence. 

 

Aggregate indicators and their limits 

Standard measures of competitiveness give 

a mixed picture and should be read with caution. The 

effective number of parties at the constituency level 

has fallen since the peak fragmentation of the 1990s, 

and margins of victory in Lok Sabha elections have 

widened somewhat since 2014, but attributing either 

trend to dynasty would be careless; the far more 

plausible driver is the emergence of what Palshikar 

(2017) called a second dominant party system and 

what Vaishnav and Hintson (2019) described as a 

fourth party system organised around a nationally 

dominant party. Dynasty is better understood as a 

constant across these shifts than as a cause of them. 

Indeed the tighter national dominance has become, 

the more visible the paradox: the party that has most 

effectively reduced multi-party competitiveness is 

also the party that most loudly campaigns against 

dynasty. One more limitation on the evidence 

deserves flagging. Coding a candidate as dynastic is 

genuinely difficult. Should a cousin count, or a 

father-in-law, or a spouse who entered politics only 

after the incumbent's imprisonment, or the grandson 

of a legislator from a party that no longer exists? 
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Different research teams answer differently, and the 

resulting prevalence estimates diverge by ten 

percentage points or more. Comparisons across 

studies, and confident claims about trends over time, 

should therefore be treated as provisional. I would go 

further: much of the public argument about whether 

dynasticism is rising or falling is an argument about 

coding rules that neither side has stated. 

 

Objections, Limits and the Question of Remedy 

A debate of this significance ought to 

confront its most formidable adversaries instead of 

the least challenging, hence I will present four 

concerns that I believe possess substantial weight. 

The first is the liberty objection. Barring a citizen 

from contesting because of who their parent is would 

itself be a violation of political equality, and the 

comparative record offers no example of a 

democracy that has banned hereditary candidacy 

without doing damage elsewhere. The Philippines 

wrote an anti-dynasty provision into its 1987 

Constitution; Congress has declined to pass the 

enabling legislation for nearly four decades, which is 

roughly what one would expect when a legislature is 

asked to legislate against itself. Any remedy must 

therefore work on the process of selection rather than 

on the eligibility of persons. The second is the 

democratic-choice objection. If voters in Mainpuri or 

Kalahandi repeatedly return members of the same 

family, on what basis does an analyst declare the 

outcome deficient? Piliavsky's (2014) argument gives 

this real weight: voters may be making a considered 

judgement that a family with generations of 

obligation to a community is more bound to it than a 

professional politician with no such ties. My response 

is not that these voters are wrong but that the 

objection misidentifies the location of the problem. 

The deficit lies in the counterfactual they were never 

offered. Nobody asked whether the constituency 

would prefer a different candidate from the same 

party, because no mechanism exists to ask. The third 

is the performance objection. If dynastic legislators 

are not measurably worse at legislating, and the 

evidence on this is at best mixed, then the critique 

reduces to an aesthetic distaste for inherited privilege. 

This objection is weaker than it looks, though, 

because it treats representation as a service-delivery 

function alone. Democratic legitimacy also rests on 

the perception that power is open to acquisition, and 

a system whose personnel are visibly self-

reproducing loses something even if the personnel are 

competent. It is worth adding that the performance 

literature measures what is easy to measure, 

attendance and questions asked, rather than the 

harder questions of whose interests get articulated 

and whose do not. The fourth is the comparative 

objection, and it is the one I find most useful. India is 

not an outlier. Japan's Liberal Democratic Party has 

had extended periods with a quarter or more of its 

members hereditary, and produced several prime 

ministers who were sons or grandsons of prime 

ministers (Smith, 2018). Ireland's dynastic share has 

at times exceeded India's. The United States has had 

Adamses, Kennedys, Bushes and Roosevelts. The 

comparative record is genuinely instructive because 

it shows dynasticism responding to institutional 

design: Smith documents a decline in Japanese 

hereditary candidacies after the 1994 shift to mixed-

member rules altered nomination incentives, and 

Querubin (2016) shows Philippine dynastic 

persistence falling where term limits removed 

incumbents. The reform in this regard can be brought 

up with the implementation of three things as 

suggested. Mandatory internal party democracy, with 

published membership rolls, regular contested 

organisational elections audited by the Election 

Commission, and disclosure of nomination criteria, 

addresses the mechanism most directly. The Law 

Commission of India (2015) recommended a version 

of this; nothing has moved, for the obvious reason 

that the reform would have to be enacted by the 

beneficiaries of the current arrangement. 

Comprehensive political finance transparency, with 

real caps enforced against parties rather than only 

candidates, would lower entry barriers, though the 

2024 invalidation of electoral bonds showed how 

quickly opacity finds new forms. Genuine devolution 

to local government, including party-based elections 

and formal recognition of local office as a career step, 

would build the pipeline whose absence dynasty 

currently fills, and it has the advantage of being 

achievable at state level without national consensus. 

None of these will happen quickly. The more realistic 

expectation is slow erosion driven by factors outside 

anyone's design: urbanisation loosening the caste-

locality bonds that make family reputation legible, 

the growing electoral cost of visible entitlement in a 

young electorate, and the possibility that competitive 

pressure eventually forces at least one major party to 

open its selection process as a differentiating strategy. 

Sometimes reform arrives because a party calculates 

that it is now the cheapest way to win. 

 

II. Conclusion 
The argument of this article can be 

compressed into a single claim: India's dynastic 

politics is not a failure of its democracy so much as 

an artefact of the particular way its democracy was 

built, and the deficit it produces is located not in the 

surnames of legislators but in the vanished space 
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between a citizen's formal right to contest and their 

actual capacity to do so. The historical account 

matters for this conclusion. Nepotism did not walk 

into Indian politics from the princely states. It became 

structural in the decade after 1967, when the 

Congress dismantled its own internal machinery and 

discovered that a party without organisational 

succession has only familial succession available. 

Every party built afterwards, whether around 

Mandal-era plebeian assertion, regional linguistic 

identity, or personal charisma, inherited that 

structural problem and resolved it in the same way. 

Even the party with the strongest cadre base has 

found that rapid expansion means absorbing existing 

political families faster than it can produce 

alternatives to them. The amplifying forces are 

institutional and mutually reinforcing rather than 

cultural and residual. Opaque nomination, centralised 

discipline under the Tenth Schedule, informal and 

enormous campaign finance, a broken local-to-state 

recruitment ladder, personalised media, and kinship 

idioms that make hereditary succession socially 

legible all point in the same direction. Removing any 

one would help. Removing none of them, which is 

the current trajectory, guarantees continuity. The 

effect on competitiveness is more specific than the 

standard critique allows. Indian voters are not 

passive, and dynasts lose, sometimes spectacularly, in 

the seats that supposedly belong to them. The closure 

happens earlier, at nomination, in a process that has 

no transparency, no appeal and no participants 

beyond a handful of people. Competition between 

parties remains vigorous; competition within them 

has effectively ceased. That asymmetry is the 

democratic deficit in its precise form. A politics 

without dynasties is not automatically a politics with 

more open access. What Indian democracy needs is 

not the removal of political families but the 

restoration of contestation inside the institutions that 

select who governs. Those are different projects, and 

it would be a considerable loss if the noisier one 

continued to crowd out the other. 
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