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Abstract

India’s dynamic political landscape has undergone significant transformations, particularly with the
evolution of its multi-party system. The Indian National Congress (INC), once the dominant force in
Indian politics, transitioned to a more diplomatic and coalition-oriented role during the United
Progressive Alliance (UPA) era. This paper investigates the INC’s strategies in navigating coalition
politics, emphasizing the shift from dominance to diplomacy in its approach to governance. The paper
examines how the INC adapted to the challenges of coalition governance, prioritizing partnerships,
negotiations, and policy compromises to ensure the stability of its government. Through an analysis
of intra-coalition dispute management, policy prioritization, and the maintenance of relationships
with diverse coalition partners, this research paper explores the mechanisms employed by the INC to
sustain its leadership within the UPA framework. By employing a qualitative methodology that includes
understanding of key policy decisions and coalition negotiations, the research paper also highlights the
transformative impact of coalition dynamics on the Congress party’s political strategies and ideological
stance. The findings reveal how the INC’s shift to a cooperative approach redefined its role in governance
and Indian politics at large, influencing party alignments and governance structures in subsequent
years. The research paper underscores the broader implications of this transition, providing insights
into the evolving nature of coalition politics in India and offering a framework to understand the future
trajectories of political alliances in a fragmented electoral landscape.
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Introduction

After India gained independence in 1947, the
Indian National Congress was more than just a
political party; it was an emblem of leadership,
unity, and the aspirations of a young nation. The
Congress had led the independence struggle, and
figures like Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru,
and Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel were revered as vi-
sionary leaders who had given Indians their first
taste of freedom in centuries. This association
with the independence movement cemented the
Congress’s standing as the most trusted politi-

cal force in the country. For many Indians, the
Congress represented stability and continuity, a
safeguard against the uncertainties and divisions
that could threaten a newly formed republic.

In the years following independence, the Con-
gress had a virtually unrivalled grip on Indian
politics. It shaped policies that aimed to build a
modern, self-reliant nation, rooted in ideals of
secularism, democracy, and social justice. Under
Nehru’s leadership, India adopted a socialist-in-
spired economic model that prioritized industri-
alization and aimed to alleviate poverty through a
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strong public sector. This was a time when most
Indians identified with" the Congress, viewing it
as a unifying force capable of holding the coun-
try together despite its vast diversity in terms of
languages, religions, and cultures. The Congress
was at the forefront of building the nation’s in-
stitutions and laying the foundations for Indian
democracy, which made it difficult for other par-
ties to challenge its position.

However, as the years went by, cracks began to
appear in the Congress’s dominance. India’s so-
cial and economic landscape was changing, and
people started seeking more representation for
their distinct regional identities. By the 1960s,
dissatisfaction grew among various communities
and regions, who felt overlooked by the central
leadership in Delhi. For instance, economic stag-
nation and rising inflation in the 1970s intensi-
fied frustrations among the lower-income and
rural communities, who began to feel alienated
from the Congress’s largely urban, elite leader-
ship. Political movements started to gain traction
in states with distinct linguistic, cultural, or so-
cial concerns, and regional leaders began forming
parties that reflected these localized aspirations.

The turning point came in 1975, during what is
now remembered as the Emergency—a period
when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi suspended
many democratic freedoms, imposed strict cen-
sorship, and jailed political opponents. While this
move was intended to control dissent and main-
tain order, it backfired, leading to widespread
resentment and public disillusionment with the
Congress. For many Indians, the Emergency was
a wake-up call. The Congress was no longer seen
as the selfless champion of democratic ideals; in-
stead, it was viewed as a party willing to sacrifice
those ideals to maintain power. In the 1977 elec-
tions, for the first time since independence, the
Congress was ousted from power by the Janata
Party, a coalition of opposition groups united by
their anger over the Emergency. Although the
Janata government did not last, it proved that
Congress could be defeated and that the public
was ready to support alternatives.

The post-Emergency era paved the way for the
rise of regional and caste-based parties across In-
dia. These parties resonated with groups who felt
marginalized by the Congress’s focus on a pan-
Indian identity and issues. As time passed, the
political landscape grew more fragmented, with
parties such as the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
(DMK]) in Tamil Nadu, the Telugu Desam Party
(TDP) in Andhra Pradesh, and the Samajwadi
Party (SP) in Uttar Pradesh gaining significant
influence. These parties championed regional and
social concerns that were often overlooked by the
Congress, and they used their newfound strength
to demand greater autonomy for their states. The
Congress could no longer claim to be the sole
representative of India’s people. The electorate
had become more aware of regional and commu-
nity-based interests, and they sought leaders who
could address these specific concerns.

By the early 1990s, it became clear that India had
entered an era of coalition politics. The economic
liberalization of 1991, introduced by the Congress
government under Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha
Rao, added to the complexity. While liberalization
spurred economic growth, it also created new
divides between urban and rural communities
and between different income groups. This era
marked a shift in the Congress’s standing and
role in Indian politics. No longer able to win an
outright majority, the Congress had to adapt to
a political environment in which no single party
could easily govern alone. The Congress had
to negotiate with regional parties and smaller
groups, navigating their diverse agendas to form
stable alliances.

In 2004, the Congress took a significant step
toward embracing coalition politics by forming
the United Progressive Alliance (UPA). The UPA
brought together several regional and smaller
parties under one banner, with the Congress as
the leading partner. This alliance was both a stra-
tegic necessity and recognition of the evolving
political reality in India. During the UPA years,
particularly under the leadership of Sonia Gandhi
and Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, the Con-
gress adopted a more inclusive, collaborative
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style of governance. Coalition politics required
a new set of skills and a different approach from
the party’s earlier era of dominance. Now, Con-
gress leaders had to engage in constant negotia-
tion, compromise, and alliance-building to keep
the government functioning smoothly.

For instance, during the UPA years, many of the
government’s major initiatives—such as the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), Right to Information
Act (RTI), and Right to Education Act—were the
result of extensive discussions and consensus-
building among coalition partners. The Congress
had to ensure that these programs resonated
with the diverse regional and social interests rep-
resented by its allies, including parties like the
Nationalist Congress Party (NCP), Dravida Mun-
netra Kazhagam (DMK), and Trinamool Congress
(TMC). Each partner had its own base of support
and policy priorities, and the Congress needed to
keep these interests in mind to prevent conflicts
that could jeopardize the coalition.

The UPA years marked a profound shift in how
the Congress functioned. The party’s leaders
became adept at diplomacy, knowing that the
success of the government depended on satisfy-
ing a wide range of constituencies. The Congress
had to move away from its traditional image as a
dominant, centralized force and learn to operate
in a more pluralistic and decentralized manner.
This shift reflected a broader transformation in
Indian democracy, where coalition-building be-
came essential to governance. The Congress’s
journey from being the unchallenged leader of
Indian politics to a collaborative player within
a coalition underscored the adaptability and re-
silience of the party, as well as the evolution of
Indian democracy itself.

In many ways, the UPA era showed that the Con-
gress was willing to evolve with the changing de-
mands of India’s electorate. The party’s transition
from dominance to coalition-building was em-
blematic of a more mature, inclusive democracy,
one where diverse voices and regional interests
could find representation. The Congress’s adapt-
ability during this period highlighted its commit-

ment to the democratic process and its ability to
navigate the complexities of a more fragmented,
multifaceted political landscape. The UPA years
stand as a testament to the Congress’s evolution
and to the broader shifts within Indian politics,
reflecting a new era where governance is no
longer the sole responsibility of one party but a
shared endeavour among many.

The Evolution of Coalition Politics in India

The evolution of coalition politics in India marks
a significant transformation in the country’s po-
litical landscape, reflecting the shift from single-
party dominance to a multi-party system where
regional interests hold substantial sway. For the
Indian National Congress, this shift came as both
a challenge and an opportunity. Having been the
dominant force in Indian politics for decades, the
Congress found itself in a more diversified and
fragmented environment as regional parties
began to assert themselves, each with unique
agendas that aligned closely with the specific de-
mands of their constituencies. This change com-
pelled the Congress to reconsider its approach
to governance, moving away from a centralized,
uniform policy approach to one that embraced
the complexity and diversity of India’s regional
landscapes. This transition wasn’t immediate, but
over the years, the Congress adapted to this new
reality, especially in the wake of key elections like
those held in 2004, where coalition politics be-
came both a necessity and an effective tool for
governance.

Historically, the Congress party was synonymous
with Indian politics, dominating the electoral and
legislative arenas from independence until the
late 1980s. This was possible largely because of
the party’s ability to appeal to a broad spectrum
of Indian society. However, as India’s social and
political fabric evolved, regional parties emerged,
representing distinct communities, linguistic
groups, and regional identities. These parties
sought to address specific, localized issues con-
cerns that a centralized, all-encompassing party
like the Congress often struggled to fully repre-
sent. As a result, these regional players began to
gain traction, gradually changing the political dy-
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namics and creating a fragmented parliamentary
environment where no single party, not even the
Congress, could command an absolute majority.

This shift was particularly evident in the 2004
general elections, a turning point in Indian poli-
tics. Although the Congress emerged as the larg-
est party, it lacked the numbers required to form
a government independently. This development
underscored a new reality: coalition politics was
no longer an anomaly but rather the new norm.
In response, the Congress formed the United Pro-
gressive Alliance (UPA), an alliance of regional
and left-leaning parties that together held the
potential to create a stable governing majority.
This coalition marked a strategic pivot for the
Congress, as it required the party to work closely
with other parties and prioritize collaborative
governance over unilateral decision-making.

Forming the UPA was not simply about securing a
majority in Parliament; it was about recognizing
and respecting the diversity within India’s vast
and complex social structure. Each coalition part-
ner brought with it distinct regional and ideologi-
cal priorities, creating a government that more
accurately mirrored the pluralistic nature of In-
dian society. For instance, regional allies were
able to influence policies related to economic
development, resource allocation, and social pro-
grams in ways that more directly reflected the
unique needs of their constituencies. This type
of coalition politics allowed for a more inclusive
governance model where the concerns of vari-
ous states and communities could be addressed
through national policy decisions, ensuring a
wider representation of Indian society within
the framework of the central government.

The coalition also had to carefully balance com-
peting interests, an intricate task that required
the Congress to negotiate and often compromise
on its own policy priorities. The success of such
coalitions lay in their ability to agree on a com-
mon minimum program a shared policy agenda
that allowed diverse parties to work toward
common goals without compromising their in-
dividual ideologies to an unsustainable degree.
This agreement was not always easy to achieve;

coalition politics often necessitated intricate ne-
gotiations and the allocation of ministerial roles
in a way that satisfied the various partners. By
accepting this reality, the Congress demonstrated
a newfound flexibility, acknowledging that India’s
vast and varied populace required a governance
approach that could accommodate, rather than
override, regional nuances and local perspectives.

Furthermore, coalition politics changed the way
political accountability functioned. In a single-
party system, voters typically associate policies
and outcomes with one governing party. However,
in a coalition, multiple parties share both credit
and criticism for the government’s performance.
This often means that coalition partners have
to carefully navigate public perception, ensur-
ing that they visibly advocate for their regional
interests even while cooperating on a national
level. For the Congress, this balance was crucial
to maintaining credibility both as a leader within
the coalition and as a party with a legacy of na-
tional governance. While this arrangement oc-
casionally led to policy delays or compromises,
it also created a system in which diverse voices
were more directly incorporated into the govern-
ing process.

The coalition era also influenced the ideologi-
cal landscape of Indian politics, pushing parties
toward a more centrist position where coopera-
tion could be possible. Even ideologically diverse
groups found it necessary to work together, often
prioritizing common socio-economic goals such
as poverty alleviation, education, and rural devel-
opment. By doing so, coalition politics fostered
an environment of pragmatic governance, where
ideological rigidity had to give way to practical
solutions that addressed the real needs of Indian
citizens across various states and communities.
The Congress, which traditionally maintained a
centrist position, often found itself moderating
between its own priorities and those of its part-
ners, resulting in policies that aimed to accom-
modate a broader range of perspectives.

While coalition politics posed certain challenges,
such as the risk of government instability and the
potential for policy deadlock, it also brought for-
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ward the importance of dialogue and negotiation.
This approach highlighted that effective gover-
nance in a diverse country like India requires em-
bracing the complexities that come with regional
identities. The UPA's tenure demonstrated that
coalition politics while complex and occasion-
ally contentious, could yield a stable government
capable of addressing the needs of a pluralistic
society. Through coalitions, the Congress and its
allies could focus on enacting policies that more
accurately reflected the diversity of Indian soci-
ety, supporting initiatives like the National Ru-
ral Employment Guarantee Act and the Right to
Information Act, both of which had widespread
impacts on citizens across the country.

The rise of coalition politics in India represents a
departure from single-party dominance toward a
more inclusive and representative form of gover-
nance. For the Congress, this shift required adapt-
ing to a political environment where regional
identities and local interests could not be over-
looked. The formation and success of the UPA in
2004 symbolized this adaptation, showcasing a
governance model that, while complex, allowed
for a broader representation of India’s diversity
within national policy-making. Coalition politics,
despite its challenges, has ultimately strength-
ened the democratic fabric of India, encouraging
a system that values cooperation and representa-
tion over unilateral power. Through this evolution,
Indian politics continues to reflect the country’s
social and cultural plurality, reaffirming the im-
portance of unity in diversity within the world’s
largest democracy.

Building and Maintaining the UPA Coalition

the creation of the United Progressive Alliance
(UPA) was a major shift for the Congress Party,
demanding close and skilful coordination with
various regional and ideological partners. Build-
ing this coalition was not just about bringing
numbers together; it was about understanding
the unique needs of each partner and ensuring
everyone felt represented. Each ally came with
its own priorities. For instance, the Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) focused on issues
important to Tamil Nadu, such as social justice

and regional autonomy. The Nationalist Congress
Party (NCP), with strong roots in Maharashtra,
prioritized agricultural issues and the welfare of
farmers. Meanwhile, the Left Front held steadfast
on economic policies, often opposing privatiza-
tion and advocating for labor rights, reflecting
their strong support base in states like West
Bengal and Kerala.

To bring these diverse parties together, Congress
leaders, especially Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh and Congress President Sonia Gandhi, em-
phasized a collaborative and inclusive approach.
They framed the UPA’s vision around shared val-
ues like inclusive growth, social welfare, and sec-
ularism. This strategy created common ground,
helping the UPA partners rally around policies
that promoted economic development, social
programs, and harmony across communities.
Initiatives like the National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (NREGA) and the Right to Infor-
mation Act became key examples of this shared
vision, addressing poverty, transparency, and so-
cial equity in ways that resonated with various
coalition members.

Secularism also emerged as a unifying theme; as
it addressed concerns about communal tensions
and helped build trust among diverse communi-
ties within the coalition. By holding to this prin-
ciple, the Congress ensured the UPA was seen as
a force for unity, which helped bring its partners
together.

To maintain harmony and ensure everyone felt
invested in the coalition’s success, Congress of-
fered key cabinet positions to leaders from allied
parties, giving them real influence in the govern-
ment’s agenda. This inclusiveness in governance
not only strengthened bonds within the coali-
tion but also allowed regional issues to be ad-
dressed at the national level. For instance, giving
Sharad Pawar of the NCP the Agriculture Ministry
aligned well with his party’s focus and demon-
strated the Congress’s commitment to acknowl-
edging its partners’ interests.

This inclusive approach was crucial for the UPA's
stability and effectiveness. The Congress’s will-
ingness to accommodate different perspectives
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and address partners’ concerns helped sustain
a strong coalition, even amid the natural com-
plexities of managing diverse priorities. The UPA
experience showed that, in a society as varied
as India’s, successful coalition politics hinges on
respecting each partner’s voice, building trust,
and working toward shared goals. The Congress’s
handling of the UPA coalition set a valuable exam-
ple of how cooperative governance can achieve
stability and representation, creating a govern-
ment that reflected India’s pluralistic values and
met the diverse needs of its people.

Strategies for Navigating Coalition Politics

Building Alliances and Ensuring Representa-
tion: Congress’s ability to unite a broad coali-
tion relied on carefully building alliances that ac-
knowledged each partner’s unique strengths and
concerns. This wasn’t just about securing votes
but about crafting a coalition that mirrored In-
dia’s rich cultural and regional diversity. Congress
empowered coalition partners to have a real say
in decisions. For instance, the DMK was given key
ministries within the UPA government, allowing
it to address issues specific to Tamil Nadu. This
strategy required Congress to adopt a mind-set of
humility and flexibility, learning to share power
rather than seeking control over every aspect of
governance.

Managing Conflicts and Negotiating Disagree-
ment: Disagreements in coalition politics are in-
evitable, particularly when the parties involved
have different ideological stances. During its time
in power, Congress faced several tense moments,
one of the most challenging being the India-U.S.
Civil Nuclear Agreement in 2008. The Left Front,
a key ally, strongly opposed the agreement, fear-
ing it would make India overly dependent on the
United States. Despite extensive negotiations,
the Left ultimately withdrew from the coalition.
However, Congress managed to rally support
from other parties, illustrating its flexibility and
dedication to sustaining the coalition despite set-
backs. This episode underscored Congress’s skill
in balancing policy ambitions with the interests
of coalition partners.

Adapting Policies to Meet Coalition needs: to
keep coalition partners on board; Congress of-
ten adjusted its policies to reflect their priorities.
Major welfare initiatives like the Mahatma Gan-
dhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA) and the Right to Information (RTI)
Act showcased this adaptability. These programs
not only furthered Congress’s commitment to
social welfare but also resonated strongly with
the values of various coalition partners, thereby
strengthening Congress’s image as a party dedi-
cated to the people’s welfare

Maintaining Unity and a Positive Public Im-
age: For Congress, presenting a unified front
was essential for the coalition’s success. The
coalition needed to appear cohesive and stable
to win the public’s trust, and Congress leaders
like Sonia Gandhi and Manmohan Singh worked
hard to foster an image of unity and collaborative
governance. Emphasizing inclusivity and shared
decision-making helped create a perception of
the UPA as a cooperative government, focused on
collective progress, even amid internal challenges.

The Impact of Coalition Politics on the
Congress’s Identity and Strategies

The rise of coalition politics in India has pro-
foundly shaped the Congress party, influencing
how it operates, the policies it pursues, and even
how it's perceived by the public. For much of its
history, Congress enjoyed a dominant position,
ruling the country without needing to rely on
alliances or compromises with other parties.
But as regional and caste-based parties grew in
power and popularity, Congress had to change its
strategy. Winning elections was no longer about
securing a simple majority; it became a game of
alliances, careful negotiations, and delicate bal-
ancing acts to keep coalitions intact.

With coalition politics came the need for the
Congress to broaden its approach. Gone were the
days when it could push forward with its own
agenda and set policies without much regard for
the opinions of other parties. Now, Congress had
to consider the diverse viewpoints of its coali-
tion partners, which meant that policies often
shifted to the centre in an attempt to keep every-
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one on board. This was especially true with eco-
nomic issues: where Congress once championed
state-driven development and planned economic
growth, it began embracing market reforms to
satisfy allies who supported liberalization. These
adjustments helped the Congress hold on to pow-
er, but they also led to criticisms that the party
was straying from its roots.

In fact, one of the toughest challenges Congress
faced in the coalition era was maintaining its own
identity. As it made compromises to accommo-
date the interests of its allies, the party’s tradi-
tional supporters began to feel it was losing its
core principles. For example, Congress has always
been known for advocating secularism and social
justice, but at times, it had to compromise on
these ideals to keep its alliances strong. Some
saw this as a betrayal of the party’s values, while
others felt it was simply pragmatic politics in an
increasingly complex landscape. But the overall
result was that Congress’s ideological stance
started to feel less clear, and its core message
less defined.

Coalition politics also meant Congress had to
share power in ways it hadn’t before. Tradition-
ally, Congress’s central leadership called the shots,
setting both national and state policies from the
top down. But in coalition governments, Congress
often had to give regional allies more autonomy
and decision-making power. This shift marked a
new era for the party, one that recognized the
importance of regional voices and the growing
power of local issues. Congress’s approach moved
from centralized control to a more cooperative,
decentralized model, mirroring the way Indian
politics itself was evolving.

This new era of coalition politics brought its own
demands and difficulties. The Congress was now
in a position where it had to constantly manage
relationships with regional partners, often divert-
ing time and attention from national issues. But
it wasn’t just a tactical move; it was a necessary
adaptation to a more fragmented, pluralistic po-
litical scene. India’s voters were no longer aligned
under one national party but spread across many
smaller, regional parties, each bringing its own

unique demands. For Congress, this meant an
on-going negotiation process, where keeping
the coalition together required not just flexibil-
ity but sometimes a rethinking of core policies
and stances.

Navigating these relationships meant addressing
regional concerns that didn’t always align with
Congress’s own policy agenda. For example, par-
ties in Tamil Nadu, West Bengal, and Maharash-
tra brought with them specific demands that re-
quired Congress to rethink its stance on issues
like caste-based reservations, language policies,
and economic reforms. While this flexibility al-
lowed Congress to maintain its coalition, it also
opened the party up to criticism, particularly
when compromises seemed to clash with its long-
standing principles. This balancing act between
Congress’s vision and the demands of its partners
sometimes led to internal disagreements and left
the party looking ideologically conflicted.

One practical outcome of Congress’s coalition ap-
proach was a change in how policies were crafted.
Instead of pushing through policies based solely
on its own vision, Congress now had to consult
and negotiate extensively with its allies. This
made the policy-making process more complex
and time-consuming, as the party had to ensure
that its decisions reflected the interests of a di-
verse range of coalition partners. In areas like
economic reforms, labour laws, and agriculture,
Congress often had to pull back from more ambi-
tious plans to accommodate the preferences of
its allies. While this approach kept the coalition
intact, it also limited Congress’s ability to imple-
ment transformative policies, leaving the party
constrained by the need to maintain consensus.

Yet, despite these challenges, coalition politics
had some upsides for Congress too. Working with
regional parties allowed it to expand its influence
into new areas, reaching voters who might have
otherwise felt distant from the party. Coalition
politics became a way for Congress to build con-
nections with different regions and communities,
showing it were willing to work with partners
and adapt to the needs of local populations. For
many voters, this inclusive, cooperative approach
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resonated well, reflecting their desire for a gov-
ernment that listened to regional voices and local
concerns.

In the end, coalition politics has been a mixed
blessing for Congress. On the one hand, it’s
helped the party stay relevant in an era of shifting
political landscapes and increasingly fragment-
ed voter bases. By working with regional allies,
Congress demonstrated flexibility and an ability
to adapt to India’s changing democracy. On the
other hand, the need for compromise has led to
criticisms that the party is no longer as ideologi-
cally clear or committed to its traditional values.
Balancing these competing pressures has become
a defining challenge for Congress, as it continues
to navigate the complexities of coalition politics
in modern India

Conclusion

The UPA era marks a significant chapter in the
journey of the Indian National Congress. Con-
fronted by a fragmented political landscape, the
Congress shifted from being a dominant force to
mastering the art of coalition-building, under-
standing that securing governance would require
diplomacy and partnerships. By forming alliances,
adapting policies, and practicing public diplomacy,
the Congress demonstrated a practical approach
to the complexities of coalition politics, accepting
that governing India’s diverse democracy couldn’t
be done by any one party alone.

The lessons of the UPA era highlight the adapt-
ability essential for coalition politics to succeed,
illustrating how collaboration, flexibility, and
compromise are key to navigating a multi-party
democracy. This period reminds us of the unique
ability of coalition governments to bridge ideo-
logical divides, bringing diverse voices to the
table and, in doing so, strengthening the demo-
cratic fabric of India. The legacy of the UPA era
remains relevant, as it underscores the need for

partnership and inclusivity in shaping the future
of Indian governance.
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