
We are pleased to present this issue of the Indian Federalism Perspective, which focuses on the 14th
Nagaland Assembly election. Held on 27th February 2023, the results for which were declared on 2nd
March 2023, this election can be considered as one of the historic elections in the State for three
reasons: firstly, it marks the first in Naga’s electoral history where a woman (in this case two) has
ever got elected into the State’s Assembly. Secondly, this election not only marks the drastic fall of
the Naga People’s Front (NPF) from 22 seats it won in 2018 to barely two seats in 2023, but it also
registers NPF’s reincarnation as a regional(ist) party under the label, Nationalist Democratic
Progressive Party (NDPP). NDPP won 25 seats, an improvement of 7 seats and 7 per cent electoral
votes over the 2018 Assembly election. Thirdly, although this election sustains a fluid multiparty
system, it casts doubts on the future of the bipolar system in the State as the Congress was routed
entirely for the second time in a row, having failed to win a seat and with an electoral vote of barely
around 3 per cent.

Interestingly, the Congress came as a distant second in seven constituencies. The failure of the
Congress to foster a popular leader after SC Jamir left active politics suggests that the electoral space
vacated by it is now occupied by a motley of parties, all of which have either regional or national-
level coalitional alliance with the BJP. Not surprisingly, the 14th Nagaland Assembly becomes
opposition-less as these parties extend their support to the NDPP-BJP coalition government.  
Notably, this is the second consecutive Assembly where all the legislative parties extend support to
the NDPP-BJP coalition, rendering the Assembly opposition-less. In this sense, the 14th Nagaland
Assembly elections mark a distinctive turn in the State’s fluid multiparty system where hitherto the
State witnessed a bipolar contest between two parties espousing different ideologies, namely the
Congress (or its earlier avatar, Nagaland Nationalist Organisation (NNO) and the ‘Cock’ party (the
latest avatar of which is NPF). 
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What explains this turn? In our feature article, Chiangmong Khiamnungngan examines the nature of
electoral politics in Nagaland by focusing on the 13th (2018) and 14th State Assembly elections to
explain this. Unlike national or State Assembly elections, ideology has been ‘irrelevant’ in Nagaland
electoral politics. For him, electoral politics in Nagaland is primarily a function of intra-constituency
dynamics where the role of ‘traditional authorities’ (tribe or village councils) are far more
consequential in determining electoral outcomes than general issues like education, corruption, and
development. 
Given that there is a determinate overlap of tribe(s) and electoral constituencies across the State
except Dimapur, which, for instance, is marked by inter-mixed population, this is a plausible
explanation. Under this condition, the selection of candidates, electoral dynamics and the eventual
election of candidates are determined by the tribe/village councils on the one hand and by the
ability of individual candidates to effectively navigate the fluid terrain of electoral dynamics on the
other hand. 
The asymmetrical role and influence of large village(s) vis-à-vis small village(s) in determining
electoral dynamics and outcomes could not have come out in sharper relief. This point is critical
given the extensive practice of ‘proxy’ or ‘bogus’ voting, where it is socially and culturally acceptable
that some entrusted voters would vote for the whole village while the rest of the villagers did their
daily chores. This practice is particularly amenable to the hold of local notables and traditional
authorities in determining electoral outcomes. 
While the political traction of parties, their winnability and power equation with the centre (as a
major source of developmental funds) are essential considerations in determining when candidates
may switch parties, the ability of individual candidates to win over local notables and traditional
authorities in each constituency is more critical in deciding when individual candidates switch

parties. Pragmatism and winnability become paramount in the electoral calculation. Not surprisingly,
party-switching or defection is seldom punished. This explains why TR Zeliang, the former Chief
Minister and leader of NPF, unabashedly justified his defection to NDPP along with 20 NPF members
in early 2022: ‘“The target is to sit in the ruling bench and not merely as an MLA”. 
Chiangmong’s article is an invitation to rethink macro-level theory and analysis of elections and
election outcomes, which tend to give premium to, among others, the role of ideology, leadership,
and electoral planks/issues. We hope this feature article will force us to pause to rethink many of
our assumptions and expectations of the ‘logic and rhythm’ of democracy and electoral politics in
Nagaland and beyond.
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