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Enter caste-plus politics

Voters say growth is no I concern but will still filter candidates through caste

Rajiv Lall

7 7 here has been much commen-
tary about the changing na-
ture of the Indian voter and
debate about whether or not

the voeabulary of Indian elections is
finally transitioning firom the politics
of identity and clientelism to the poli-
tics of development. Several commen-
tators have suggested that community
caste and religion are becoming out-
dated political idioms They argue that
the success of the TPA in the 2009 na-
ficnal elections, and of the BJP in the
more recent state elections, is evidence
that development matters most to In-
dian voters. Should this actually be the
caze it would be asignificant milestone
in the esolution of electoral politics in
India. It is to shed light on questions
such as this that Lok Foundation
launched regular surveys of a large
sample of households (65,0000 across
the country. The results bring to light
three siriking comumidrums about vot
ing behaviour in Indian elections.

SOCIAL INSECURITIES PERSIST
First. while the survey confirms that
economic issues, inchuding inflation
m particular, are the most important
aral concerns for a large majority
Df Indizn households, it also finds that
a suhstantial majority of households

care mare than they are willing to di-
rectly admit about the coste andethnic-
ity of their elected representative. A
whopping 57% of houssholds selected
orowth, mflation or personal income
as their top concern for the next elec-

fions, Only 3% identified caste or reli-

gwn as the most iImpartant electoral
issue for them, However, when asleed
the question indirectly, 57% admittecd
o being uncomforiable with the idea
of somecne fivm another caste or eth-

nie group being elected from their
constituency. Can persons whose bias
is to have someone from their own
cammunity represent them vote be-

yond consid erations of caste and reli-

mion? Given this revealed preference,

are Indian voters really prepared to
vote anly on the basis of the economic
issues which they profiss to be their
most pressing concern? 1t 1s possible
that India has now enterad the realm
of “caste-plus” politics; caste is an im-
partant social filter through which
voters assess candidates and parties,
bt it 1s a means to anend rather than
an end in and of itsIf 1F one looks at
community-wise support for the NDA
(Figure 1), there has been a sienificant
positive swing among th e upper cas fes,
OBCs and less so among dalits, The
MDA still struggles to garner Muslim
votes and iis support remains un-
changed among adivasis. Social iden-

tity rmight informvote choweebut there
is volatil ity within many social groups;
sinee identity is constant, something
else—the economy, for instance —
could aceount for the chan ges,

GRAFT NO, CRIMINALS YES

After economic issues, the survey re-
sults indicate that corruption is the
second most impartant voter coneern.
On average across the nation 21% of
respondents piclked corruption as the
most important electoral 1ssue for
theniIn certain states like Bihar, UP
and Kerala, morethan 20% picked cor-
ruption as the higgest ssue Yet, it 1s
interesting that almoest half of the
same respondents across the country
also revealed thatelectoral candidates
with serious criminal recorids do not
trouble them. Why 1= it that Indian vot-
ersprofess o being fed up withcorrup
tion and yet are vnllmgto toleratehigh
levels of crimimality in politics?

SUBSIDIES MATTER ONLY TO 7%
Third, it is remarkable that even
though econormie ssues strongly dom-
inate the electoral concerns of a vast
majority of voters, only 7% of the re-
spondents identified benefits, subsi-
dies and iransfers from government
that ougln to be important for their
economic well being as material to
determining their voting choice,
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Aswe try tomale sense of these appar-
ent paradoxes it 15 useful to remind our-
selves of the wider context of developments
of the past decade under UPA rule This
period has on average been one of exoap-
tiomal eccnomic growth. Nomatter how we
mEasure it, it has ssen adramaticreduction
in poverty Between 2004 and 2012, for ex-
ample, the share of the rural population
underthe poverty line as perthe Tendullar
methodology came down from 4575 10 26%
and real wages and consumption in rural
Inclia saw very significant improvement.
Since 2004, the penetration of rural tele-
phaony I1asle*qnf1 a1 1% 1o 40%, andthanks
o massive investments in rural roads, the
connectivity of villages to markets has cre-
ated millions of nonfarm jobs,

However: not all commmities have ben-
efited. The Scheduled Tribes and Scheduled
Castes have remained excluded. Abouts0%,
of the 8Ts and 42% of 8Cs remain below
the poverty line, while the OBCs sesm to
have mare significant progress.

There hasalso been asecular decline in
the delivery of public services under UPA
rule This has been particulary the case for
urban India. Whether it is in the form of
per capita access to piped water and flush
toilets, solid waste disposal, sewage reat-
ment, or aceess to public trans portat on or
low cost housing, the quality of life for the
orowing urban population has deteriorated
measurably over the past ten vears, Even
in rural India, one in five houssholds still
does not have access to any of the thres
basic services, namely eleciricity, latrines
and drinking water. Per capita acoess to
reliable and affordable healtheare has de-
teriorated, as have outeomes from public
erlucation across both urban as well asrural
India. The evidence firther suggests that
subsidies and transfers through proliferai-
ing government schemes have become vul-

nerable to growing “leakages™ and corrup-
tion, and therefore become less effective in
delwering support for those who need it
most. This is reflected inthe percentage of
voters who identified corruption, as op-
posed o aceess to government schemes, as
their No 1 issue this poll vear(figure 21,

Finally much of the feel-good factor
from our performance betwesn 2004 and
412 has dissipated because the sharp slow-
dowmn in GDP and corporate investment
over the past couple of years has ereated
huge uncertainty about future pr osperts
for income generation and job creation.
Moreover stubbornly high inflation, espe-
cially food inflation, has eroded the hard-
fought gains in real household incomes
adding to frustration amongst voters.

In the hight of the above, it 18 notsurpris-
ing that eccnomie issues dominate the lst
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of concerns, but voters remain socially
insecure Given the context of failing pub-
lic service delvery and rising corruption,
itis alsownderstandable that Indian voters
are desperately looking to get things done
even if 1t means seelunc'the patronage of

“strong men” fums with serious
criminal records. Indeed, there appears to
be a significant negative correlation be-
twesn voter support for candidates with
sErions criminal charges and the quality
of statelevel governance. That is, as the
quality of governance improves, popular
support for criminal candidates decreases,

Anil given the growing mismanagement
and mis-cirection of government support
schemes it makes sense that gover nment
transfers and subsidies do not fizure as a
material factor in determining electoral
choice for the vast majority of voters,

The poriraitthat emerges from the Lok
Survey 1s that of a very pragmatic, albeit
socially prequdiced, Indian voter looking to
make an electoral choiee in pursuit of his
or her economic interests by relving on
candidates and parties that he/she thinks
will deltver results in a context marked by
.\'e*ilﬁliug InEtitutions, poor gover nano:
and increasing competition for upwarid
social mobility This paints a hopeful pic-
ture in that it does hold out the possibility
that the political class in this country will
increasingly have to focus on delivering
economic and development outeomes to
gain favour with the electorate. However,
as longasthe Inclian voter is w ﬂ.lmgtotnl
erate criminality in politics and remains
socially insscure there may be little incen-
tive for the political elass tochange the way
they operate. What lessons the winners aned
losers tale away from the farthooming polls
will determine the quality of our political
discourse,
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