All in the surname

46% of Indians have no problems supporting
dynastic candidates; 48% will vote for a
criminal candidate who delivers

Devesh Kapur, Neelanjan Sircar
& Milan Vaishnav

n recent years there has been growing un-

easiness over the sway of dynasty, crimi-

nality and caste in elections. Party elites

are said to give their kith and kin pride of
place, recruit criminals, and manipulate social
divisions on the basis of caste and creed. But
if these choices reflect the preferences of out-
of-touch party bosses, why do voters vote for
such candidates? In this third installment of
our four-part series on the Indian voter, we
draw once again on data from a new survey of
65,000 Indians sponsored by the Lok Foundation
to examine voters’ views on caste, criminality
and family connections.

Political parties in India, virtually across
the spectrum, have a demonstrated preference
for perpetuating political dynasties. According
to data from Anjali Bohlken and Kanchan
Chandra, while 20% of Lok Sabha MPs elected
in 2004 boasted at least one direct family con-
nection in politics, this figure rose to 29% in
2009 (independently corroborated by Patrick
French). In other words, nearly one in three
members of the 15th Lok Sabha has an immedi-
ate family predecessor or concurrently serving
blood relation in parliament.

The conventional wisdom is that voters in
India are fed up with the notion that parties are
often little more than family-owned firms. The
Lok survey asked respondents: “Would you
prefer to vote for a candidate who belongs to a
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family of politicians?” To our surprise, 46% of
respondents said yes.

This support exhibits marked variation
across states (figright). For instance, support for
dynastic politicians is lowest in Odisha (29%),
Kerala and Punjab (33% in each) and greatest in
Andhra Pradesh (59%) and Gujarat (66%). Over
75% of MPs from Punjab have family connections
in politics—the highest percentage of any major
state—while less than a fifth of Gujarat’s MPs
come from political families, one of the lowest.
Thus while voters in some states where dynasty
is most prevalent least support the practice and
vice versa, the cases of Odisha and Andhra
Pradesh suggest that voters might have different
perceptions on dynastic politicians representing
them at the state versus central levels.

When voters were asked why they supported
dynastic candidates, 45% responded that they are
better at politics because it is their family occupa-
tion, while another 40% believe that family-
backed politicians are likely to succeed because
of greater exposure to politics. Thus, the over-
whelming majority of respondents believe that
dynastic politicians quite simply have an inside
track to “doing politics” better. This cannot be
reduced to delivering benefits to voters: just 15%
of respondents replied that a dynastic back-
ground makes it easier to deliver services.

CRIME & POLITICS

A second manifest reality of contemporary In-
dian politics is the nexus between crime and
electoral politics. In 2004, 24% of MPsfaced pend-
ing criminal cases with 15% facing charges of a
serious nature. Five years later, 30% of MPs
elected in 2009 faced criminal cases (19% of a
serious nature). The widespread publicity of
information on the biographical details of can-
didates did not trigger a backlash on the part of
voters; indeed, quite the opposite.

Speculation that the presence of the anti-
corruption Aam Aadmi Party would put pres-
sure on the two main parties to desist from select-
ing tainted candidates has not yet been borne
out. In the Delhi elections, 29% of MLAs elected
in Dec 2013 had pending criminal cases of a seri-
ous nature, as opposed to only 9% in 2008.

To understand whether parties are foisting
criminals on voters, we asked respondents
whether they would vote for a candidate who
delivers benefits to them even if s/he faces seri-
ous criminal cases. 26% of respondents answered
affirmatively. Given the sensitivity of this ques-
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tion, it is hard to know whether
this number is accurate. So we
ran an experiment reading re-
spondents a list of candidate
characteristics, asking them
how many of those attributes
trouble them. The key innova-
tion is that respondents need not
disclose which of the statements
trouble them, just how many
(thus, protecting the anonymity
of their preferences). Lok re-
spondents were randomly di-
vided into two groups with the
list of statements shown to each
group virtually identical, except
in half of the cases we added
criminality as a potential attri-
bute. We estimate that nearly
half of voters (48%) are not
troubled by a candidate facing
serious criminal charges if he
can deliver benefits. This finding
implies that the presence of
criminals in politics is funda-
mentally not an issue of lack of information, but
rather lack of governance.

This sentiment, however, varied markedly
across states: 83% of respondents in Odisha were
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not troubled by criminal candidates while only
17% in Punjab felt the same. This “support” is
correlated with the share of parliamentary can-
didates facing serious criminal charges who con-
tested the 2009 elections: states where voters were
less troubled have the greatest share of criminal
candidates nominated by parties.

STRONG CASTE BIAS

Finally, we probed respondents on their caste
prejudices and preferences. Parties place consid-
erable weight on the “caste calculus” of constitu-
encies when selecting candidates. Yet in our last
article we reported that economic consider-
ations—not issues of identity—are at the top of
voters’ minds in 2014. Specifically, “opportunity
and respect for persons of my caste or religion”—
ranked eighth (out of eight) on the list of voters’
priorities. Separately, we asked voters whether it
was important to them that someone of their
broad caste grouping won the election in their
constituency; 46% of voters said it was, under-
scoring a strong, positive bias in favor of one’s

own caste when it comes to voting.
Furthermore, we detected a strong negative
bias against other castes - 36% said they would
be troubled if someone from another caste
grouping won the election. As with criminality,
we used experimental techniques to isolate
“true” responses. This technique un-
covered that 57% of respondents would
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other caste winning the election (a 50%
increase over those who indicated bias
when asked directly).

How do we reconcile the fact that iden-
tity ranks so poorly among voters’ priori-
ties yet clearly shapes their decision-mak-
ing? The data suggests an answer: while
identity matters to voters, it does not ex-
plain partisan decisions. Between 2009
and end-2013, support for the BJP grew by
14, 12 and 8% among upper castes, OBCs
and SCs respectively, large shifts which
account for the party’s dramatic resur-
gence. If voter preferences were largely
determined by caste identity, there would
be little volatility in the electorate since
these identities changed little during this
period. Instead, contingent concerns, such
as the economy, are more salient in deter-
mining voter preferences.

Finally, voters’ stoicism regarding dy-
nasty and criminality suggests that parties
see little competitive advantage in address-
ing these concerns and, hence, have little
incentive to change. Voters are desper-
ately looking for someone who gets things
done, whether dynasty or even mafia. Un-
fortunately this short-term outlook has
created the very conditions of poor gover-
nance that is driving voting behavior. The
resulting equilibrium is one of the sever-
est challenges facing Indian democracy.
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