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India is a country of incredible religious, ethnic, and linguistic diversity. Muslims form an 

important part of that mosaic which would be incomplete without them. Muslim communities 

themselves are ‘diverse, with differences in language, ethnicity, and access to political and economic 

power’. But, lately, they have faced discrimination regardless of their internal differences in 

employment, education and housing. Many lack access to health care and basic services. Above all, they 

often struggle to secure justice despite constitutional protections and equal citizenship guarantees. 

 

The ruling party, its politics 

In general, Muslims are under-represented in public institutions and representative bodies in 

India. While there have been improvements in the representation of most groups, for example, the 

percentage of backward caste Members of Parliament in the Hindi belt had nearly doubled from 11% in 

1984 to more than 20% in the 1990s, Muslims continued to be under-represented in relation to the 

general population. Upper castes remain the most over-represented in the Lok Sabha with nearly 29% 

and Other Backward Classes 22% in 2019. Most importantly, there will be no Muslim Member of 

Parliament in the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) when the terms of three of its Muslim MPs in the Rajya 

Sabha ends in July. It did not nominate any Muslim member to the Rajya Sabha in the recently 

concluded elections to the Upper House to recompense for their absence in the party contingent in the 

Lok Sabha. This marks an unprecedented moment in the history of our democracy as for the first time 

the ruling party will have no Members of Parliament from the largest minority in the Lok Sabha or the 

Rajya Sabha, signalling their distance from political power and curtailing their opportunities of getting 

heard where it matters. 

The BJP has no Muslim Members of the Legislative Assembly in the States either. This is a direct 

result of a political strategy first implemented in Gujarat of winning a majority without minority support. 

This strategy has been extended to other States, most strikingly to Uttar Pradesh in the 2017 and 2022 

Assembly elections, where it won huge majorities with negligible minority support. Muslims have thus 

been pushed out of the system first by rendering them irrelevant electorally and then rendering them 

invisible in the public sphere owing to their electoral inconsequentiality. 

 

The erosion of the secular 

This raises questions about how inclusive India is to its large Muslim minority population. What 

is at stake however is not the question of representation of Muslims as much as a series of questions 

about the new notions of representation in political life and the future of pluralism — which is the 

bedrock of India’s democracy. Pluralism was a way of demonstrating that India’s democracy represented 

everyone and this gradually became the cornerstone of Indian political practice. However, the 

transformational changes in Indian politics in the last decade have eroded the secular and pluralist basis 

of the nation. The failure to keep creed out of politics, a major fault line of Indian democracy today, is 

changing the structure and basis of representation. It is worth remembering in this context that the 

Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath had framed the 2022 Assembly election as an 80 per cent 

versus 20 per cent election, where the 20% group (a dog whistle for Muslims) represented supporters of 

mafias and criminals thus effectively delegitimising and derecognising a whole community. 

 

The dominant template 

This form of brazen majoritarian politics changes the very meaning of liberal democracy, 

reshaping it to provide expression through state power to the majority will while disregarding and 

excluding minorities. In these circumstances, parties that depend on the support of minorities too end 

up making them invisible in order to compete on somewhat similar grounds to fit into the dominant 

template. This approach denies the ‘legitimacy of political majorities forged with the aid of minority 
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support or votes’. For this reason Rahul Gandhi was mocked and ridiculed for contesting from Wayanad 

in Kerala claiming that he has done so because it is a Muslim majority constituency. 

As noted above, Muslims have remained under-represented in the legislative arena since 

Independence. The number of Muslim Members of Parliament has gone up marginally from 23 to 27 

(roughly 4%), which is still very low compared to other groups. That modest increase took place even 

though the share of Muslims candidates decreased. Among the main parties, the overall number of 

Muslim candidates decreased, from 10.3% to 8%, the biggest decrease reported in State-based parties. 

The explanation for this cannot be found in the structural limitations of the first-past-the-post electoral 

system and the lack of winnability of Muslim candidates. It is political factors, that is to say the growth of 

majoritarian politics, that is aggravating the problem of under-representation. Over the last few years, 

majoritarian politics has changed the political landscape markedly in relation to Muslims. Hereafter, 

decline in representation is apparent in the States where majoritarian politics is a dominant force. In the 

event, most parties disregard their claims to tickets as they fear their rivals would accuse them of 

sacrificing the interests of the majority community. Hence, parties are busy reducing the tickets given to 

Muslims for fear of being branded anti-Hindu if they give fair representation to them or promote and 

protect their interests. 

This trend directly relates to the privileging of the majority community and the ethnicisation of 

the state. It marks a shift from representative democracy based on inclusive politics in which everyone 

has equal rights, regardless of caste or creed, to an ethnic-majoritarian politics which treats 

accommodation of diversity as concessions to minorities at the expense of the majority community. 

 

An instrument of protection 

It is certainly not necessary or desirable for Muslim concerns to be represented by Muslims; in 

fact it is infinitely better for them to be represented by non-sectarian secular parties. But when parties 

are unwilling to stand up for them when they are explicitly subjected to hate speech or their constant 

targeting by the state is not countered or when institutions refuse to speak up for them when their 

homes and shops are illegally demolished and their livelihoods destroyed, then their presence in 

institutions matters. Instead of being understood as concession, political representation should be 

conceived of as an instrument of minority rights protection. The dwindling representation of Muslims in 

legislatures and public institutions matters also because substantive representation (of the interests of a 

group) is linked to descriptive representation (their numerical presence). The Indian experience shows 

that ‘access to institutions is a key element to obtaining the state’s attention. Interests tend to be better 

represented once a group has actual representation in public institutions’. 
 

A litmus test 

To conclude, diversity in public institutions is essential to promote stability and integration of 

the state as an institution of governance since an underlying premise of democracy is power sharing 

along multiple axes — religious, linguistic, regional, caste, tribal, etc. The extent to which ethnic or racial 

minorities are present in legislatures can be viewed as a litmus test for the effectiveness of a country’s 

democratic system and for redressing ethnic inequalities or addressing discrimination. At the same time 

it underlines the complexities of democratic politics with regard to the relationship between formal and 

substantive equality and the question of whether it is enough to give people formal equality, or whether 

there is a need also to address the structural obstacles that prevent certain groups from making full use 

of their equal rights, as said in a paper on ‘The Political Representation of Ethnic and Racial Minorities’, 
New South Wales Parliamentary Library. One thing is clear from recent Indian experience. Rights 

without participation in public institutions have been largely ineffective. 
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 notion (noun) – idea, belief, concept, 

conception, conviction, opinion, view, thought. 

 pluralism (noun) – (of people) the practice 

exists in harmony irrespective of various 

differences. 

 incredible (adjective) – unbelievable, 

unimaginable, amazing, phenomenal, 

extraordinary. 

 ethnic (adjective) – relating to a population 

subgroup (cultural, national, traditional/folk) 

with a common national or cultural tradition. 

 linguistic (adjective) – relating to language; 

lingual. 

 mosaic (noun) – mixed bag, collection of 

diverse elements. 

 ethnicity (noun) – a category of people who 

identify with each other based on common 

language, ancestral, social, cultural, or national 

experiences. 

 lately (adverb) – recently, of late, latterly, in 

the past few days. 

 regardless of (verb) – irrespective of, without 

regard to, without reference to, disregarding; 

notwithstanding, no matter, despite, in spite 

of. 

 lack (verb) – be in need of, need, require, 

want. 

 belt (noun) – region, area, territory, 

neighbourhood, locality. 

 in relation to (phrase) – concerning, with 

regard to, connected with. 

 term (noun) – period, time, spell, stint. 

 nominate (verb) – appoint. 

 recompense (verb) – make amends for, make 

restitution for, make reparation for, redress, 

satisfy. 

 absence (noun) – omission, exclusion, 

unavailability, non-existence.  

 contingent (noun) – group, unit, outfit. 

 mark (verb) – indicate, signify, signal, 

represent, denote. 

 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 

experienced before. 

 curtail (verb) – reduce, diminish, decrease, cut, 

lower, lessen. 

 strikingly (adverb) – especially, particularly, 

markedly. 

 push out (phrasal verb) – to make somebody 

stop being engaged in an activity.  

 render (verb) – make, cause to be, cause to 

become. 

 sphere (noun) – an area of activity; a field of 

activity; domain, realm. 

 owing to (phrase) – because of, as a result of, 

due to. 

 inconsequentiality (noun) – the state of being 

unimportant. 

 erosion (noun) – undermining, weakening, 

deterioration, disintegration. 

 secular (adjective) – non-religious. 

 at stake (phrase) – at issue, at risk; or in 

question. 

 bedrock (noun as modifier) – core, basis/base, 

foundation. 

 cornerstone (noun) – mainstay, backbone, 

foundation, chief support, buttress, pillar. 

 erode (verb) – (gradually) undermine, weaken, 

spoil, deteriorate, destroy. 

 creed (noun) – faith, religion, religious belief. 

 fault line (noun) – a divisive issue; a difference 

of opinion. 

 context (noun) – circumstance, condition, 

situation. 

 frame (verb) – formulate, draw up, plan, 

devise, create, orchestrate, engineer, 

coordinate. 

 dog whistle (noun) – political messaging 

employing coded language that appears to 

mean one thing to the general population but 

has an additional, different or more specific 

resonance for a targeted subgroup. 

 delegitimise (verb) – reverse/withdraw 

legitimate status of something. 

 template (noun) – model, pattern/example, 

blueprint. 

 brazen (adjective) – blatant/flagrant; bold and 

shameless; unashamed, unabashed, 

unembarrassed. 

 disregard (verb) – neglect, ignore, overlook, 

turn a blind eye. 

 end up (phrase) – finish up, come, go, appear. 

 ground (noun) – reason, cause, basis. 

 legitimacy (noun) – reasonableness, 

justification, validity. 
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 forge (verb) – form, create, establish, set up. 

 ridicule (verb) – deride, mock, laugh at, make 

fun of. 

 arena (noun) – sphere of action, sphere of 

activity. 

 first-past-the-post (phrase) – it is an electoral 

system in which a candidate with the most 

votes in each constituency wins and becomes 

the MP/MLA for that seat. 

 winnability (noun) – a capacity/ability for 

winning. 

 aggravate (verb) – worsen, compound, 

exacerbate, increase, intensify. 

 landscape (noun) – the distinctive features of a 

field of activity. 

 markedly (adverb) – significantly, substantially, 

noticeably. 

 apparent (adjective) – clear, obvious, 

conspicuous, noticeable, observable, visible. 

 interest (noun) – common concerns (in 

politics/business). 

 ethnicisation (noun) –  the act or process of 

making or becoming ethnic. 

 representative democracy (noun) – a type of 

democracy in which citizenry vote for 

government representatives to handle 

legislation and ruling the country on their 

behalf. citizenry (noun) – all the 

people/citizens (of a place/country considered 

as a whole). 

 accommodation (noun) – adjustment, 

adaptation, attunement. 

 concession (noun) – agreement, 

understanding, deal, accommodation. 

 at the expense of (phrase) – at the cost of, at 

the loss of; at the sacrifice of. 

 non-sectarian (adjective) – universal, all-

embracing, all-inclusive. 

 unwilling (adjective) – disinclined, resisting, 

opposed, hesitant. 

 stand up for (phrasal verb) – support, back, 

stand by. 

 explicitly (adverb) – clearly, unequivocally, 

understandably (without question/doubt). 

 subject to (verb) – susceptible to, liable to, 

vulnerable to, likely to suffer from, easily 

affected by, in danger of, at risk of. 

 hate speech (noun) – abusive or disrespectful 

speech. 

 speak up for (phrasal verb) – support, give 

one’s support to, be on the side of, stand by. 

 conceive (verb) – formulate, work out, plan, 

devise. 

 dwindling (adjective) – diminishing, reducing, 

decreasing. 

 substantive representation (noun) – under 

representative democracy, substantive 

representation (in contrast to descriptive 

representation) is the tendency of elected 

legislators to advocate/support on behalf of 

certain groups. 

 descriptive representation (noun) – 

descriptive representation is the idea that a 

group elects an individual to represent them 

who in their own characteristics mirror some 

of the more frequent experiences and outward 

manifestations of the group. 

 numerical (adjective) – relating to numbers. 

 attention (noun) – care, support, aid, 

assistance. 

 litmus test (noun) – indicative test, 

measure/gauge, index. 

 underlying (adjective) – fundamental, basic, 

primary. 

 premise (noun) – belief, thought, proposition, 

assumption. 

 axe (noun) – tool. 

 redress (verb) – rectify, correct, compensate, 

make good. 

 address (verb) – tackle, deal with, grapple 

with. 

 underline (verb) – emphasize, draw attention 

on, highlight, underscore. 

 with regard to (phrase) – regarding, 

concerning, in respect of, with reference to. 

 equality (noun) – equal rights, equal 

opportunities, non-discrimination. 

 make use of (phrase) – use, utilize, make use 

of, avail oneself of, employ, put to use, resort 

to. 
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