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Abstract

Caste has long played a pivotal role in shaping electoral behavior in India, significantly influencing
political outcomes since independence. This paper examines the intricate relationship between caste and
politics, tracing its roots to the colonial era and analyzing how caste-based political mobilization has
evolved in contemporary times. The rise of caste-based political parties, such as the Bahujan Samaj
Party (BSP), Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD), and Samajwadi Party (SP), has redefined the Indian electoral
landscape. Additionally, the impact of caste identities on voting behavior, the role of coalition politics,
and the use of social media in targeting caste groups are explored. While caste-based politics has
empowered marginalized communities, it also poses challenges to governance and social cohesion. The
paper concludes by reflecting on the future of caste in Indian electoral politics, emphasizing the need for
more inclusive governance.
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Introduction

Caste and electoral behavior in India are deeply interwoven, shaping the country's socio-political
landscape since independence in 1947. Caste continues to play a vital role in determining political
outcomes, rooted in colonial-era policies that institutionalized caste divisions through censuses and
separate electorates. These divisions were later reinforced by affirmative action policies in post-
independence India, which sought to address historical injustices against marginalized communities like
Dalits and Other Backward Classes (OBCs). Political parties quickly recognized the electoral
significance of caste, forming strong voting blocs, especially in rural areas where caste identities remain
prominent. Caste-based political mobilization has led to the emergence of regional parties like the
Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) and the Samajwadi Party (SP), empowering marginalized groups while
reshaping electoral strategies.

This analysis explores the historical evolution of caste in Indian politics and its influence on voting
patterns, political strategies, and governance. While caste-based politics has enabled greater
representation for oppressed groups, it also poses challenges for democratic governance by fragmenting
political discourse and limiting accountability. Understanding the link between caste and electoral
behavior is crucial to addressing broader issues of equality and social cohesion in India.
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Statement of the problem

Caste remains a deeply embedded social institution in India, and its influence extends into the political
domain, where caste identities shape electoral outcomes. Despite constitutional provisions for equality
and affirmative action, caste-based political mobilization continues to dominate India's electoral
behavior, particularly in rural areas. Political parties often rely on caste-based strategies to secure vote
banks, leading to the perpetuation of social hierarchies and divisions. While caste-based politics has
empowered marginalized groups like Dalits and Other Backward Classes (OBCs), it also complicates
governance and social cohesion. This study seeks to explore the complex relationship between caste and
electoral behavior in India, examining both the empowerment and fragmentation it brings to Indian
democracy.

Rationale of the Study

The study's rationale stems from the persistent role caste plays in shaping Indian electoral politics and
governance. Despite attempts to reduce caste-based inequalities through policies like reservations, caste
continues to influence political behavior in ways that both empower and divide. By understanding the
dynamics of caste-based electoral behavior, this research aims to provide insights into how Indian
democracy can evolve towards more inclusive and effective governance. The study also seeks to
contribute to the broader literature on identity politics and democracy, particularly in multi-ethnic, multi-
caste societies like India.

Aims and Objectives of the Study

The key aims and objective of the study are:

1. To explore the roots of caste-based politics, focusing on the colonial era and its legacy in shaping
political identities and strategies in post-independence India.

2. To assess how caste influences voting patterns, candidate selection, and political party strategies,
particularly in different regions.

3. To investigate how caste-based mobilization has affected democratic representation, governance, and
social cohesion, both positively and negatively.

Historical Context

The relationship between caste and politics predates Indian independence, with the British colonial
administration institutionalizing caste identities through census operations, legal structures, and
administrative policies. The British Raj divided Indian society into distinct caste groups, reinforcing
social stratification to maintain control. These divisions were instrumentalized in political representation
through separate electorates for different communities, including the Scheduled Castes (Dalits) and other
backward communities. The Poona Pact of 1932 between Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. B.R. Ambedkar
played a significant role in shaping the framework for the political representation of the lower castes.
Post-independence, Jawaharlal Nehru’s vision for a caste-less society clashed with the realities of deep-
rooted caste hierarchies. Despite the constitutional guarantees of equality and affirmative action
measures like reservations for Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs), caste continued to
be a powerful determinant in electoral politics.

Political parties soon recognized the potential of caste-based voting blocs, particularly in rural areas
where caste identities remain deeply entrenched.
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Caste-Based Political Mobilization

One of the most significant developments in Indian politics is the rise of caste-based political
mobilization. As India moved toward multi-party democracy, political parties began to recognize the
electoral advantage of mobilizing caste-based identities. Political parties like the Bahujan Samaj Party
(BSP), Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD), and Samajwadi Party (SP) emerged with explicit caste-based
agendas, challenging the dominance of upper-caste elites in politics.

The BSP, founded by Kanshi Ram in 1984, sought to unite the Dalits and other marginalized
communities under a political umbrella, emphasizing Ambedkar’s vision of empowerment for the
oppressed classes. The party’s electoral success, particularly under the leadership of Mayawati, is a
testament to the power of caste-based mobilization in India. Similarly, the RJD, led by Lalu Prasad
Yadav, and the SP, under Mulayam Singh Yadav, focused on mobilizing Other Backward Classes
(OBCs) and Muslims, reshaping the political landscape of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar.

The Mandal Commission report in 1980 further legitimized caste-based political mobilization by
recommending reservations for OBCs in government jobs and educational institutions. Its
implementation in 1990 by V.P. Singh’s government triggered a seismic shift in Indian politics, leading
to the consolidation of backward caste identities as political forces. The Mandal Commission's aftermath
saw the rise of OBC leaders and political parties that fundamentally altered electoral dynamics.

Electoral Behavior and Voting Patterns

Caste remains a significant factor in determining voting behavior in India. Voters often align their
electoral choices with caste identities, particularly in rural areas where traditional hierarchies are more
pronounced. Political parties frequently cater to caste-based groups, fielding candidates from specific
communities to secure vote banks. These dynamics vary across states and regions, with certain states
exhibiting more entrenched caste-based voting patterns.

In states like Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and Tamil Nadu, caste plays a dominant role in shaping electoral
behavior. For instance, in Uttar Pradesh, the Yadav-Muslim alliance, consolidated by the Samajwadi
Party, became a powerful political force in the 1990s. The Jatav-Dalit vote bank of the BSP, under
Mayawati, also represented a significant bloc that shaped electoral outcomes in the state. In contrast,
states like Kerala and West Bengal exhibit less pronounced caste-based voting patterns, with leftist
ideologies and class-based politics holding greater sway.

However, caste-based voting is not uniform, and the intersection of caste and class further complicates
voting behavior. For instance, the rise of a new middle class among Dalits and OBCs due to economic
liberalization and affirmative action policies has led to shifts in electoral preferences. This segment of
the population, which has benefited from reservations and economic opportunities, often navigates its
electoral choices based on both caste identity and economic aspirations.

Caste and Political Parties

Over the years, political parties in India have either consolidated or fragmented around caste identities.
The Congress party, during the Nehruvian era, sought to portray itself as a secular and inclusive party,
appealing to a broad spectrum of castes. However, after the decline of the Congress in the 1980s and
1990s, regional parties with strong caste-based support began to dominate. The rise of caste-based
political parties such as the BSP, SP, RJD, and AIADMK in Tamil Nadu reflects the fragmentation of
the political landscape along caste lines. These parties cater to specific caste groups, forming alliances
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that serve their electoral interests. At the same time, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has sought to build
a broader coalition through the concept of Hindutva, attempting to transcend caste divisions by
appealing to a pan-Hindu identity.

In recent years, the BJP has made significant inroads among OBC and Dalit voters, particularly through
Narendra Modi’s leadership. Modi, an OBC leader, has positioned himself as a representative of the
backward castes, while also emphasizing economic development and nationalism. The party’s success in
the 2014 and 2019 general elections demonstrated its ability to consolidate a cross-caste coalition,
although challenges remain in addressing caste-based inequalities and ensuring representation for
marginalized groups.

Caste and Social Media

The advent of social media has introduced new dimensions to caste-based electoral behavior. Social
media platforms have become key spaces for political mobilization, with political parties targeting
specific caste groups through digital campaigns. In particular, Dalit activists have utilized social media
to raise awareness of caste discrimination and mobilize support for political movements. On the other
hand, political parties have also employed targeted social media campaigns to appeal to caste-based
voters, shaping perceptions and influencing electoral outcomes.

Caste and Coalition Politics

India’s multi-party system has necessitated coalition politics, where caste plays a crucial role in alliance-
building. Regional parties, often based on caste identities, have wielded significant influence in national
politics by forming alliances with larger parties like the Congress and BJP. These alliances are often
based on caste arithmetic, with parties negotiating for representation of specific caste groups in return
for electoral support. For example, the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) and the National Democratic
Alliance (NDA) have both relied on caste-based regional parties to secure majority coalitions in the
parliament. The AIADMK in Tamil Nadu, the JD(U) in Bihar, and the Shiv Sena in Maharashtra are
examples of regional parties that have shaped national politics through caste-based coalition strategies.

The Impact on Democracy and Governance

Caste-based politics has had both positive and negative implications for Indian democracy and
governance. On the one hand, caste-based political mobilization has empowered marginalized
communities, giving them a voice in the political process and ensuring their representation in
governance.

The rise of Dalit and OBC leaders has led to policies aimed at addressing historical injustices and
promoting social equity. However, caste-based politics also has its drawbacks. It often leads to the
fragmentation of political discourse, where caste identities overshadow broader socio-economic issues
such as poverty, education, and healthcare. Identity-based voting can limit political accountability, as
voters may prioritize caste loyalty over governance and performance. Moreover, caste-based politics can
perpetuate social divisions and inequalities, reinforcing the very hierarchies it seeks to dismantle.

Challenges of Caste and Electoral Behavior
The intersection of caste and electoral behavior presents several challenges:
1. Fragmentation of Political Discourse: Caste-based electoral strategies often overshadow important
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socio-economic issues such as poverty, healthcare, and education. Political parties focus on
appealing to specific caste groups, often neglecting broader governance agendas.

2. Perpetuation of Caste Hierarchies: While caste-based political mobilization has empowered
historically marginalized groups, it can also reinforce caste identities and hierarchies. Political
parties rely on caste loyalties rather than promoting cross-caste solidarity, which limits social
integration.

3. ldentity over Accountability: VVoters may prioritize caste loyalty over political performance, which
can reduce accountability. Politicians may exploit caste sentiments to gain votes without being held
accountable for governance failures.

4. Regional Disparities: The role of caste in electoral behavior varies widely across regions, making it
challenging to create national policies that address caste-based inequities while fostering inclusive
governance.

Conclusion

Caste continues to be a defining factor in Indian electoral behavior, shaping the strategies of political
parties, voting patterns, and the broader political landscape. While caste-based politics has empowered
marginalized communities and ensured representation for historically oppressed groups, it also poses
challenges for democratic governance and social cohesion. The evolution of caste and electoral behavior
in India reflects the complex interplay between identity, power, and democracy. As India moves forward,
addressing caste-based inequalities while promoting inclusive governance will be essential to
strengthening its democratic institutions and social fabric.

References:

1. "Caste in Indian Politics” by Rajni Kothari (1970) — A foundational work that explores the
intersection of caste and politics in post-independence India.

2. "Democracy and Discontent: India’s Growing Crisis of Governability" by Atul Kohli (1990) —
Examines the role of caste and other factors in shaping India’s political landscape.

3. "Politics of Social Justice: The Bahujan Samaj Party in North India" by Badri Narayan (2021) —
Focuses on the rise of caste-based political movements, particularly the BSP.

4. "The Paradox of India’s North-South Divide" by Jean Dréze and Amartya Sen (2020) — Although
broader, this book touches on the role of caste in shaping regional political outcomes.

5. "Caste Matters" by Suraj Yengde (2019) — A critical perspective on caste hierarchies and their
influence on socio-political structures.

6. "Electoral Politics in India: The Resurgence of the Bharatiya Janata Party" by Suhas Palshikar et al.
(2017) — Explores the BJP’s electoral strategies, including caste-based approaches.

7. "The Rise of the Plebeians? The Changing Face of Indian Legislative Assemblies” edited by
Christophe Jaffrelot and Sanjay Kumar (2009) — Discusses the transformation in caste representation
in state and national elections.

8. "Caste and Democratic Politics in India" by Ghanshyam Shah (2004) — A comprehensive study on
caste and its evolving role in India’s democracy.

9. "Ethnicity and Populist Mobilization: Political Parties, Citizens, and Democracy in South India" by
Narayan Lakshman (2016) — A focus on caste-based populism in southern India.

IJFMR240528839 Volume 6, Issue 5, September-October 2024 5



https://www.ijfmr.com/

~ Y International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

i

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

10. "Religion, Caste, and Politics in India" by Christophe Jaffrelot (2011) — Offers a detailed analysis of
the role of caste in electoral politics across India.

Journal Articles:

1. "The Political Mobilization of Lower Castes: Towards an Explanation of Change" by Zoya Hasan
(Economic and Political Weekly, 1999) — Examines the rise of caste-based political movements.

2. "Caste, Class, and Democracy in India" by Javeed Alam (Economic and Political Weekly, 1983) —
Explores the relationship between caste, class, and the democratic process in India.

3. "Patterns of Political Mobilization in Indian States”" by Yogendra Yadav (Economic and Political
Weekly, 1996) — Analyzes regional variations in caste-based political mobilization.

4. "The Politics of Mandal: Analyzing Caste, Class, and Policy in India" by Pratap Bhanu Mehta
(Asian Survey, 1994) — Explores the implications of the Mandal Commission and its influence on
electoral behavior.

5. "Understanding Caste-Based Voting in India” by Anirudh Krishna (Journal of Asian Studies, 2002) —
Investigates how caste identity influences voting patterns across states.

6. "Caste and Voting Patterns in Rural India: A Survey-Based Study" by Anil Kumar and K.C. Suri
(Journal of Rural Studies, 2005) — Looks at how rural voters navigate caste and electoral choices.

7. "The Electoral Success of the Bahujan Samaj Party” by Christophe Jaffrelot (South Asia Journal,
2007) — Discusses how the BSP leveraged caste identities for electoral success.

8. "The Emergence of Other Backward Classes in the Political Arena™ by Sudha Pai (Journal of Indian
Political Science, 2004) — Focuses on OBC political mobilization post-Mandal Commission.

9. "Caste and Politics in the Nineties" by Myron Weiner (Economic and Political Weekly, 1997) — A
reflection on the caste dynamics that dominated the 1990s.

10. "Social Cleavages and Party Support in India: Caste, Class, and Region™ by Lloyd I. Rudolph and
Susanne Hoeber Rudolph (Asian Survey, 2001) — Analyzes the intersection of social factors with
electoral behavior.

IJFMR240528839 Volume 6, Issue 5, September-October 2024 6



https://www.ijfmr.com/

