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Abstract

After suffering a decisive defeat in 2025 Delhi Legislative Assembly Elections, Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)
marked a significant setback in its political trajectory. Initially lauded for its promises of transparent,
corruption-free governance and a focus on tangible reforms in education and healthcare, AAP’s appeal began
to wane due to its reliance on populist strategies while remaining ideology-free and engaging in transactional
politics. As AAP expanded beyond Delhi, its inconsistent alliances, shifting political stances, and reactive
rather than strategic decision-making weakened its credibility. The party’s governance model, though
effective in certain areas, was not enough to sustain electoral momentum, especially as rivals with clearer
ideological identities mobilized their voter bases more effectively. This lack of a clear, consistent political
identity alienated key voter bases, particularly as rivals capitalized on ideological clarity and long-term
commitment. As a result, this study aims to analyze the factors contributing to AAP’s decline in voter support,
examine the impact of populist strategy and transactional politics on electoral outcomes. It also explores the
potential pathways for AAP’s political revival, emphasizing the importance of ideological consolidation,
consistent political messaging, and a more structured organizational framework to regain electoral relevance.
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The Indian party system has undergone significant transformations since the country’s independence, with the
Indian National Congress (INC) initially emerging as the dominant political force. For decades, Congress was
the unchallenged political party, steering India through its early post-independence years. However, in the
past decade, the political landscape has seen a dramatic shift with the rise of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP),
which has rapidly expanded its influence, effectively challenging Congress’s long-standing dominance. The
BJP’s ascendancy, especially after its decisive victories in national elections, has reshaped the political
dynamics, positioning it as a major contender for governing India in the modern era. Amidst this evolving
landscape, the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) emerged as a promising new force, demonstrating its potential with
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consecutive wins in the Delhi Legislative Assembly elections in 2015 and 2020. These victories highlighted
AAP’s appeal, propelling it into the ranks of national parties in India.

The AAP is a post-ideological populist party that was established in the wake of the India Against Corruption
movement of 2011-12. Arvind Kejriwal laid the foundation of Aam Aadmi Party on 2™ October 2012, the
birth anniversary of Mahatma Gandhi. The AAP has made an unexpected mark in Indian politics, securing
consecutive landslide wins twice in Delhi, a remarkable victory in Punjab, and running vigorous campaigns
in both Uttarakhand and Goa. The AAP’s significance in Indian politics stems from the fact that it is the only
new political organization in a long time to break the blockade of the electoral mechanism without caste-,
religion-, or ethnicity-based mobilization (Ali, 2022, p.58-79).

However, despite its earlier successes and being granted national party status, AAP’s recent defeat in the 2025
Delhi Legislative Assembly Elections has raised questions about its ability to sustain and expand its influence.
This setback appears to have momentarily halted the party’s progress, presenting challenges to its ambition of
becoming a significant national player.

Ideology and Populism in the Rise of Aam Aadmi Party

The word idéologie (ideology) appeared at the time of the French Revolution. The Enlightenment philosophe
Antoine Destutt de Tracy (1754—1836) coined the term as the name for his new “science of ideas.” Yet it was
Karl Marx who gave “ideology” the sense that has evolved into modern usages of the word (Eidlin, 2015). In
political terms, ideology has been defined as a set of stable interrelated beliefs and attitudes that organise
views on political and social issues (Claessens, Fischer, Chaudhuri, Sibley & Atkinson, 2020). Ideologies are
associated with power structures. Politicians seek power. Political parties are clearly ideological vehicles,
designed to fight elections by appealing to the electorate with a manifesto containing policy proposals that are
shaped by ideological values. Political ideology now, more than ever before, is very closely linked to state
power whatever the political system (Harrison & Boyd, 2003). It suggests that regardless of the type of
political system—whether democratic, authoritarian, or otherwise—ideology plays a crucial role in
maintaining and exercising state power. Thus, political ideology is not just a set of abstract ideas but a practical
instrument used by states to influence and govern societies, often through oversimplified or distorted
narratives.

The concept of political ideology, the idea that political opinions and attitudes are linked together in a coherent
system, has been theorized as particularly important for a well-functioning democracy (Carmines & D’ Amico,
2015). Moreover, India has a vibrant multi-party system, with numerous political parties representing diverse
ideologies, regional interests, and social groups. From the Indian National Congress's centrist approach to the
Bharatiya Janata Party's right-wing ideology, along with various regional and left-wing parties, the political
landscape is dynamic and varied. In this complex political landscape, the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) emerged
in 2012, presenting itself as a break from conventional politics. While some view AAP as having a clear
ideology, focused on governance, welfare, and transparency. Others view it as lacking a consistent ideological
foundation, prioritizing practical solutions over fixed beliefs.

Even Arvind Kejriwal described AAP as "neither Left nor Right, but practical." However, many of its policies
align with left-oriented ideas, similar to Congress’s welfare focus. Traditionally, the BJP drew support from
Hindu upper castes and middle classes, while Congress positioned itself as a champion of the poor, lower
castes, and minorities. In Delhi, AAP targeted these groups, aiming to attract Congress’s voter base
(Burakowski & Iwanek, 2017).

To fully understand AAP’s ideological position and its rapid rise, it is necessary to examine the populist
dimension of its political identity. Cas Mudde defined populism as a thin-centered ideology that considers
society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people” versus ‘the
corrupt elite,” and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of
the people (Anselmi, 2018). On the other hand, Ernesto Laclau, Argentinian political theorist, considered
populism not as an ideology, rather as “a form of construction of the political” that dichotomizes society into
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two levels: the bottom, and the top (Sampath, 2015). This means for Ernesto populism is a political logic, a
way of structuring political discourse and mobilizing people.

In this regard, Aam Aadmi Party positioned itself as the party of the "common man," representing ordinary
citizens against a corrupt political establishment. At its core, AAP’s ideology can be described as a mix of
progressive welfarism, governance reform, and populism. A close examination of Indian populism reveals
two distinct streams. The first stream, led by the INC from the 1970s onwards and later by regional parties,
gained support from the lower and middle strata of society by mobilizing around caste, language, and other
social divisions. The second stream emerged after Anna Hazare’s 2011 anti-corruption movement, known as
the India Against Corruption (IAC) movement. This phase, termed "New Populism," focused on
developmental agendas, pragmatic politics, and moved away from traditional social cleavage-based
mobilization. The IAC movement eventually resulted in the formation of the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) under
the leadership of Arvind Kejriwal (Subhash, 2022, p. 125-135).

AAP's symbolism and messaging reinforce this identity. The party's election symbol, the broom, signifies a
commitment to "sweeping away" corruption and cleaning up the political system. Their slogans, like "Main
Aam Aadmi Hoon" (I am a common man), emphasize their connection to everyday people and their struggles
(Raikar, 2025). Moreover, AAP’s decision to reject red beacon cars for its elected representatives reinforced
its narrative of being against the "elite" political class. Through these strategies, AAP presented itself as the
voice of the masses, contrasting itself with the "corrupt elite" and advocating for transparent, people-centric
governance.

Arvind Kejriwal's signature look—sloppy trousers, an untucked shirt, casual footwear, and a muffler in
winter—symbolized the common Indian man. Dubbed the ‘muffler man’ of Indian politics, his attire
reinforced his “aam aadmi” image. After its victory in the 2015 Delhi Legislative elections, the AAP brought
about a fundamental change in social welfare and education. It fulfilled its promise of reducing electricity bills
by half and waived bills for those consuming below 200 units. The party also succeeded in securing water
from the Munak Canal, despite facing strong criticism for its free water scheme. Hence, the welfare policies
of the AAP might be ascertained as populism with a prime focus on the large middle-class population without
being rigid and urging people to vote beyond any ideology (Moonakal, 2020).

The Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) prioritized several key initiatives aimed at social welfare and public safety.
These included providing free coaching for students from underprivileged backgrounds, offering
complimentary bus and Delhi Metro rides for women, deploying marshals on every bus to enhance women's
safety, and installing CCTV cameras across residential and commercial areas to strengthen security (Goswami
& Dutt, 2020).

These populist strategies underpinned AAP’s meteoric rise in Delhi politics. The party’s appeal translated into
tangible electoral success. Based on Table 1, it is seen that in the 2013 Delhi Assembly elections, AAP won
28 of 70 seats with 29.49% of the vote share, and in 2015 it achieved a historic 67 of 70 seats (54.3% vote
share).

Table 1: Delhi Assembly Elections 2013 and 2015

Political Party 2013 Seats Won 2013 Vote Share 2015 Seats Won 2015 Vote Share
(%) (%)
Aam Aadmi Party 28 29.49 67 54.34
(AAP)
Bhartiya Janta 31 33.07 03 S 1]
Party (BJP)
Indian National 08 24.55 00 9.65
Congress (INC)

Source: Election Commission of India
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