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CONTINUITY OF DRAVIDIANIST ELECTORAL DOMINANCE 
Opportunities nevertheless exist for political forces seeking to redistribute power and 

resources more equitably 
 The Dravidian parties maintained their electoral dominance in the first Tamil Nadu Legislative Assembly 
elections since the passing of their earlier dominant leaders, Jayalalithaa and M. Karunanidhi. The Dravida Munnetra 
Kazhagam (DMK) and the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam gained 67.1% of the vote and, along with the 
smaller Dravidian parties, the Amma Makkal Munnetra Kazagam and the Marumalarchchi Dravida Munnetra 
Kazhagam, polled 70.4%. This was the second highest vote share the Dravidian parties have ever drawn, only 3.5 
percentage points lower than their highest share of 73.9% in 2016. The maintenance of Dravidianist electoral 
dominance is more striking than the DMK’s anticipated return to power. 
 
Expectations, outcomes 
 The AIADMK’s support seemed likelier to erode than the DMK’s because it depended far more on the 
charisma of its two successive leaders (MGR and Jayalalithaa), Jayalalithaa had not developed a successor unlike 
Karunanidhi, and its party institutions were weaker. Moreover, since Jayalalithaa’s passing, its leaders were 
inadequately independent of the central government, insufficiently defended the State’s moderately welfarist 
orientations, and supported or barely resisted the Centre’s authoritarian, Hindu majoritarian, and wholeheartedly 
neoliberal policies. These policies included the adoption of the Citizenship (Amendment) Act, the demotion of 
Jammu and Kashmir to Union Territories, the adoption of centralised examinations at different stages of school 
education, the reduction of agrarian subsidies, and the accelerated corporatisation of agriculture.  
 The DMK outperformed the AIADMK but not overwhelmingly. It did so by only 3.1 percentage points, 
polling 35.1% to the latter’s 32.0%, gaining 3.2 percentage points since the 2016 elections while the AIADMK lost 9.1 
percentage points. The 12.3% vote shift between the major parties was nevertheless significant. The two major 
alliances’ vote shares differed by 5.7 percentage points — the DMK-led Secular Progressive Alliance gained 45.4% to 
the AIADMK-led National Democratic Alliance’s 39.7%. Their high combined vote share of 85.1% underlined the 
continuity of Dravidianist electoral dominance. The DMK’s performance remained strongest in the northern plains 
and Cauvery delta, while the AIADMK remained stronger in the western plains though no longer in the south. 
 Conversely, the political forces that had hoped to benefit from the uncertain leadership transition did not 
grow much. The older national parties stagnated. The Congress Party’s vote share declined from 6.5% to 4.3%, partly 
due to contesting fewer seats (25 rather than 41), continuing an unsteady downward trend since 1989 when it got 
20.2%. The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)’s diminished from 2.9% to 2.6% perhaps because it contested only 20 seats 
while it had vied for all the seats in 2016, compared to a high of 3.2% in 2001. Of the parties formed since party 
competition changed in 1989, catchall parties that address all major demographics polled 13.0% compared to just 
4.4% in 2016 and a high of 14.4% in 2006, and niche parties that primarily engage specific castes, religious groups or 
regions polled 6.7% compared to a high of 8.1% in 2011. 
 The largest new catchall party is the Naam Tamilar Katchi (NTK) which polled 6.6%, followed by the AMMK 
and Kamal Haasan’s Makkal Needhi Maiam that got 2.3% each. These parties overtook the Desiya Murpokku Dravida 
Kazhagam that polled merely 0.4%, in contrast with having drawn 2.4% (to the NTK’s 1.1%) in 2016 and 8.4% in 2006. 
The Vanniyar-based Pattali Makkal Katchi (PMK) remained the largest niche party and the largest of the caste parties 
that together drew 6.0% compared to 7.7% in 2016 and a high of 8.1% in 2011. But it only gained 3.8% compared to 
its best performance of 5.9% in 1991. The BJP with 2.6% remained the largest of the religious parties which together 
gained 3.6%. The Dravidian parties thus remain electorally dominant although their social presence has gradually 
declined since the 1990s. 
 What shaped these electoral trends? What do they portend? How do they compare with experiences 
elsewhere in India? What might these patterns suggest about the scope to change the Indian polity? 
 
Bases of sustained success 
 The Dravidian parties grew from the 1950s to the 1970s by mobilising the middling and lower castes and 
classes that other parties and governments had only marginally engaged, using populist discourses distinguishing the 
popular community from elites based on caste, language, dialect, and occupation. They remained dominant 
subsequently because they formed strong party institutions and cohesive subcultures sustained through moderately 
egalitarian development policies, which they retained even while adopting much of the Centre’s neoliberal 
orientation from the 1990s. Most notable among such policies were the high educational and job reservations (69%), 
the midday meal scheme that especially improved nutrition, health, and education among the poorest, high 
investments in education and primary health, and a rural employment programme that was among the best 
implemented until 2016. 
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 The Dravidian parties drew closer to upwardly mobile and privileged groups from the 1970s. Their 
reservation policies benefited the middle castes much more than Dalits and Adivasis. They doubled the Other 
Backward Classes quota to 50% but also entitled a further 27% of the population to it, including many prosperous 
castes such as the Kongu Vellala Gounder that became the preponderant beneficiaries. By contrast, they increased 
the Scheduled Caste-Scheduled Tribe quota by under a fifth, from 16% to 19%, below these groups’ undercounted 
population share of 21%. This was partly balanced by introducing a 1% ST tier and a 20% tier for the Most Backward 
Classes and denotified communities in 1989, and a 3% Arunthathiyar tier in 2009 — Vanniyars were granted a 10.5% 
tier within the MBC quota last February to placate the PMK and boost the AIADMK’s electoral prospects, with 
uncertain distributive effect for this reduced the DNC quota to 7% and that of all other MBCs to 2.5%. 
 Other Dravidianist policies provided assets mainly to the upwardly mobile. Land ownership and tenurial 
reforms primarily helped middling tenant farmers, largely from the middle castes, but only a small section of Dalits. 
These groups bought land that landlords sold due to declining irrigation and soil fertility, and benefited from 
generously subsidised agrarian inputs and credit, and loan waivers. Such policies helped lower-middle and 
intermediate strata move up, maintained Dravidianist electoral prominence, and contained challenges to caste and 
class inequality. 
 
Alternatives, their prospects 
 These experiences enabled Dravidian party dominance thus far; but are unlikely to indefinitely sustain it as 
these parties withdrew from mobilisation from the 1990s. Other outlooks thereafter inspired civil society, especially 
caste associations, opponents of corporatisation, and religious nationalists. Their effects on the party system have so 
far been minor — enabling the limited growth of the PMK and other middle caste parties from 1989, that of the BJP, 
the DMDK, and the Dalit parties in the 2000s, and the NTK’s since 2016. These forces either demanded greater 
resources and rights for specific caste clusters as the PMK and Dalit parties did or sought like the DMDK and the NTK 
to revitalise plebeian ethno-linguistic politics, thus building on aspects of Dravidianist ethno-populism. 
 Widely popular public figures not closely associated with popular sectors or with language- and caste-
focused outlooks such as Kamal Haasan and Rajinikanth have impacted party competition less. This suggests that the 
prospects are brightest for political forces that seek to redistribute power and resources more equitably than the 
Dravidian parties did if they build on some aspects of Tamil Nadu’s existing political culture. 
 
Portents for democracy 
 Some who seek to limit the erosion of democracy and the rights of religious minorities and disadvantaged 
groups around India under BJP rule draw hope from the Assembly election results. The All-India Trinamool Congress 
in West Bengal, the Left Democratic Front in Kerala, and the DMK in Tamil Nadu have in different ways resisted the 
Centre’s Hindu majoritarianism, centralisation of power, and violations of democratic norms. Their victories show 
that prior political alignments limit Hindutva growth in some regions, though less in West Bengal where the BJP’s 
vote share increased by 28 percentage points since 2016, and it overtook the Communist Party of India (Marxist) and 
the Congress to become the primary Opposition party. The victories of the incumbents in Kerala and West Bengal, 
unlike in Tamil Nadu, and the increase in their victory margins by 1.4 and 4.1 percentage points, respectively, were 
also minor positive verdicts on their governance. 
 Two considerations should temper inferences about constraints to BJP growth and the Centre’s 
authoritarian tendencies. First, Tamil Nadu and Kerala are exceptions to the nearly national pattern of rising BJP 
fortunes. Second, the design of India’s asymmetric federalism grants the Centre considerable leeway to determine 
resource distribution and authority over concurrent subjects, which it has used crucially according to whether a 
single party predominates parliamentary representation. The centralisation of authority by BJP governments with 
Lok Sabha majorities since 2014 followed devolution by coalition governments from 1989 to 2014 and earlier 
centralisation by Congress-led governments. It will limit the ability of the recently elected Opposition State 
governments to resist the Centre’s promotion of authoritarianism, Hindu hegemony, and corporate-led growth. to 
offer more democratic and equitable governance, and to significantly constrain further BJP growth. 
 
 continuity (noun) – stability, constancy, 

continuance. 
 Dravidianist (adjective) – relating to the ideology of 

Dravidianism. 
 nevertheless (adverb) – in spite of everything, 

notwithstanding, regardless, anyway, anyhow, 
however. 

 seek (verb) – try, aim, attempt. 
 equitably (adverb) – fairly, impartially. 
 passing (noun) – death, demise, passing away. 

 dominant (adjective) – main, most 
important/prominent, most powerful. 

 striking (adjective) – noticeable, obvious, 
conspicuous, evident, visible, distinct. 

 anticipated (adjective) – expected, foreseen, 
predicted. 

 far more (phrase) – a lot more, much more. 
 charisma (noun) – the strength of character, 

individuality, personality, charm, presence, 
attractiveness. 
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 erode (verb) – (gradually) undermine, weaken, 
spoil, deteriorate, destroy. 

 successive (adjective) – consecutive, continuous. 
 successor (noun) – inheritor, next-in-line, 

descendant. 
 institution (noun) – initiation, commencement, 

starting. 
 moreover (adverb) – besides, furthermore, in 

addition. 
 inadequately (adverb) – unsatisfactorily. 
 insufficiently (adverb) – not enough. 
 moderately (adverb) – somewhat, adequately, 

fairly, reasonably. 
 welfarist (adjective) – relating to the principles 

connected with the welfare state. 
 orientation (noun) – attitude, inclination, direction, 

intention. 
 barely (adverb) – only just, almost not, hardly. 
 authoritarian (adjective) – oppressive, draconian, 

dictatorial, totalitarian. 
 majoritarian (adjective) – relating to a philosophy 

that states that a majority (sometimes categorized 
by religion, language, social class, or some other 
identifying factor) of the population is entitled to a 
certain degree of primacy (priority) in society, and 
has the right to make decisions that affect the 
society. 

 wholeheartedly (adverb) – committedly, 
dedicatedly, enthusiastically. 

 neo-liberal (adjective) – relating to an ideology that 
emphasizes individual interests; (In general, it is 
relating to an economic policy model that supports 
the value of free-market competition by the private 
sectors which with little government control over 
it). 

 demotion (noun) – reduction, overthrow, 
overturning (status/rank). 

 centralised (adjective) – controlled by a single 
authority. 

 agrarian (adjective) – relating to 
cultivating/farming. 

 subsidy (noun) – also called subvention; a financial 
contribution granted to help an industry or 
business, mostly given by a government, in order to 
keep the price of service/goods at a low level. 

 accelerated (adjective) – hastened, expedited, 
quickened.  

 corporatisation (noun) – the process of 
transforming and restructuring a state-owned asset 
or organization into a corporation. 

 alliance (noun) – association, union, partnership. 
 outperform (verb) – excel, be better than, be 

superior to, defeat, outstrip, outmatch. 
 percentage point (noun) – the difference between 

two percentages is termed as percentage point. (for 
example: “Interest Rates Jump From 10% to 12%”. 
In this case, the interest rate increased by “2 
percentage points” or you can say that the interest 
rate is increased by 20%). 

 overwhelmingly (adverb) – with a great majority; to 
a very great degree. 

 underline (verb) – underscore, emphasize, highlight. 
 conversely (adverb) – inversely, the other way 

round, oppositely, reciprocally. 
 transition (noun) – change. 
 stagnate (verb) – decline, deteriorate, fall. 
 perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly. 
 contested (adjective) – disputed, challenged. 
 vie (verb) – contest, compete, contend. 
 catchall (noun) – comprehensive, all-in, all-inclusive. 
 address (verb) – tackle, deal with, attend to, try to 

sort out. 
 demographic (noun) – a particular sector of a 

population. 
 niche (adjective) – ideal, suitable, specialized 

(group). 
 primarily (adverb) – basically, especially, 

particularly. 
 overtake (verb) – overwhelm, overpower. 
 merely (adverb) – only, simply, just. 
 in contrast (phrase) – when compared to another. 
 portend (verb) – indicate, signal, foretell, augur. 
 scope (noun) – opportunity, freedom, latitude, 

leeway. 
 polity (noun) – a politically organized society. 
 sustained (adjective) – continuous, steady, 

constant. 
 mobilise (verb) – bring (resources) into use for a 

particular purpose/cause. 
 populist (adjective) – relating to the political 

approach which claims that it is representing the 
common/ordinary people. 

 discourse (noun) – discussion, conversation, 
communication, expression. 

 distinguish (verb) – differentiate, separate, set 
apart, make different. 

 elite (noun) – high society people; the group of 
most powerful people in a society. 

 dialect (noun) – local language, regional language, 
variety of language. 

 subsequently (adverb) – afterwards, later on, in due 
course. 

 cohesive (adjective) – united, integrated, 
cooperated; adhering. 

 reservation (noun) – a system of affirmative action 
in India that provides historically disadvantaged 
groups representation in education, employment, 
and politics. 

 orientation (noun) – attitude, belief, direction, aim, 
intention. 

 egalitarian (adjective) – common, equal, fair. 
 nutrition (noun) – the process in which necessary 

food is received/obtained by the living things to 
grow and be healthy. 

 draw closer (phrase) – approaching, nearing (in 
time). 

 upwardly mobile (adjective) – moving into a higher 
social position/status. 
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 privileged (adjective) – wealthy, rich, affluent, 
prosperous. 

 entitle (verb) – allow, permit, grant, give the right. 
 prosperous (adjective) – flourishing, thriving, 

successful, productive. 
 preponderant (adjective) – predominant, more 

powerful, superior. 
 beneficiary (noun) – recipient, receiver. 
 undercount (verb) – count (incorrectly) less than 

the actual number of. 
 tier (noun) – layer, level. 
 Denotified Communities (DNCs)/Tribes (DNTs) 

(noun) – Both the terms Denotified Tribes and 
Denotified Communities are synonymous to 
indicate one and the same groups of communities 
affected by the erstwhile Criminal Tribes Act 
(passed by the colonial government in 1871 to 
criminalize certain communities by designating 
them as habitual criminals). 

 placate (verb) – appease, calm, pacify. 
 prospects (noun) – possibilities, chances, 

opportunities. 
 tenurial (adjective) – relating to the tenure of land. 
 irrigation (noun) – the process of (artificially) 

supplying water to farmland to grow crops & plants. 
 fertility (noun) – productiveness. 
 generously (adverb) – largely, amply, abundantly. 
 subsidised (adjective) – paid part of the cost of 

something (for example, food), so that it is available 
at a lower price. 

 credit (noun) – loan. 
 strata plural form of stratum (noun) – level, class, 

echelon/rank. 
 inequality (noun) – Inequality is simply defined as 

“the state of not being equal, especially in status, 
rights and opportunities; imbalance, unevenness, 
disproportion, disparity. 

 mobilisation (noun) – the act of bringing 
forces/people/resources together for a particular 
cause. 

 civil society (noun) – civil society refers to the space 
for collective action around shared interests, 
purposes, and values, generally distinct from 
government and commercial for-profit actors. 

 outlook (noun) – prospects, expectations, hopes, 
likely improvement, lookout, future. 

 cluster (noun) – a group (of people/things 
considered as a unit). 

 revitalise (verb) – re-energize, strengthen, revive. 
 plebeian (noun) – of or belonging to the common 

people. 
 ethno- (adjective) – ethnic. 
 linguistic (adjective) – relating to language; lingual. 
 build on (phrasal verb) – develop, enhance, expand 

on. 
 populism (noun) – policies that supposedly 

represent the opinions of ordinary people. 
 portent (noun) – sign/indication, forecast, 

prediction. 

 erosion (noun) – disintegration, deterioration, 
decline, undermining/weakening. 

 disadvantaged (adjective) – deprived, 
underprivileged, poverty-stricken, impoverished, 
poor. 

 majoritarianism (noun) – a philosophy that states 
that a majority (sometimes categorized by religion, 
language, social class, or some other identifying 
factor) of the population is entitled to a certain 
degree of primacy (priority) in society, and has the 
right to make decisions that affect the society. 

 centralisation (noun) – the process of having 
functions, powers, people or things only in a central 
location or authority. 

 alignment (noun) – alliance, partnership, 
union/bloc, affiliation. 

 incumbent (noun) – the present holder or occupant 
of an office. 

 consideration (noun) – factor, issue, point, aspect, 
element. 

 temper (verb) – moderate, tone down, mitigate, 
decrease, lessen. 

 inference (noun) – conclusion, reasoning, 
conjecture, speculation, assumption. 

 constraint (noun) – restriction, limitation, restraint. 
 fortunes (noun) – circumstances (the success or 

failure of someone), state of affairs, conditions. 
 design (noun) – plan, intent, objective, goal. 
 asymmetric (adjective) – unequal, differing, 

dissimilar; lopsided. 
 federalism/federal framework/system (noun) – a 

system of government in which establishments such 
as states or provinces share power with a national 
government. 

 leeway (noun) – freedom, scope/flexibility, 
latitude/elbow room. 

 State List (noun) – it includes subjects that give 
powers to the state governments. (as given in the 
Seventh Schedule to the Constitution of India, the 
legislative section is divided into three lists: the 
Union List, State List and Concurrent List). 

 Concurrent List (noun) – the list which includes the 
power to be considered by both the union and state 
government (as given in the Seventh Schedule to 
the Constitution of India). 

 predominate (verb) – dominate, be dominant, hold 
sway, have the upper hand. 

 devolution (noun) – decentralization, delegation, 
distribution. 

 authoritarianism (noun) – autocracy, 
totalitarianism, draconianism.  

 hegemony (noun) – leadership, dominance, 
authority. 

 equitable (adjective) – fair, just, unbiased, impartial, 
even-handed. 

 constrain (verb) – restrict, control, check, restrain. 
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