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As a new round of State elections approaches in India, political parties are crafting their 

electoral strategies. A large part of this exercise consists of constituency mapping, or gathering data 

about caste and community demographics, information about the local balance of power between 

groups, and the identification of local caste leaders, with the aim of matching candidates’ selection with 

a particular reading of the socio-political characteristics of each seat. 

 

As a political variable 

These caste-based strategies also include larger-scale equations, in which parties target their 

discourse towards specific segments of the electorate, again defined along caste lines. In recent months, 

we have seen the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) and the Samajwadi Party (SP) amplifying gestures towards 

Brahmin communities, hoping to bank on the resentment generated by an overtly pro-Rajput 

administration. 

Both practices — micro- and macro-caste targeting — have been used in Indian politics, and in 

Uttar Pradesh in particular, for a long time. The incentives for parties and candidates to look at the 

electorate through the lens of caste are clear: caste makes a complex social and political scene readable. 

It simplifies things. It spares parties from having to address what individuals want, by clubbing individual 

aspirations into collective ones, based on their ascriptive identities. 

But reading politics or the electorate exclusively through the lens of caste leads to many over-

simplifications and misconceptions about the ways caste operates as a political variable. 

For instance, much is made about caste voting and caste and party alignments. Pre-poll and 

post-poll surveys seek to investigate the electoral behaviour of large groups taken as a whole. In reality, 

most voters in Uttar Pradesh do not belong to groups that are associated in any stable way with any 

party. Caste politics is the game of a few and not of many. Most castes are too small or too 

geographically scattered, or too poor, to constitute a core support base for any party or candidate, even 

locally. 

 

Findings of a survey 

As a result, only a few groups vote cohesively for specific parties, such as the Jatavs for the BSP, 

the Yadavs for the SP, upper castes with the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and so on. And even then, the 

extent of cohesiveness in these groups’ support to the parties that seek to represent them greatly varies 

through time. According to a Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS)/Lokniti survey data, 

since 2007, the support of Jatavs and Yadavs for the BSP and SP has eroded. The same survey data 

reveal a growing rift among Yadavs along class lines, richer Yadavs being more likely to vote for the BJP. 

Over the past 30 years, upper-caste voters have not always supported the BJP cohesively and neither 

have the large number of small, non-dominant Other Backward Classes and Dalit groups that today 

constitute the other core of its electoral base in Uttar Pradesh. 

The data available on how people vote suggest an absence of caste-based block voting and show 

instead caste-party alignments that are loose, and fluctuate over time. 

 

Micro-targeting strategy 

Since 2014, the BJP has successfully developed a strategy based on the micro-targeting of small 

groups. To achieve this, it has used a combination of approaches or registers of mobilisation that include 

caste appeal, through the organisation of small caste melas, the induction of non-dominant OBC leaders 

within the party, the sponsoring of small caste/community events, and so forth. It also uses the rhetoric 

of inclusion and justice by claiming to be non-discriminatory in the distribution and provision of public 

goods and welfare benefits. In the process, they depict their adversaries as elitist political parties that 

treat their core support base preferentially. Lastly, they also use religion and nationalism as mobilisation 
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tools that are meant to bind together segments of the electorate that have otherwise little interest in 

common, including the upper castes. This is how the BJP has succeeded in building a social coalition of 

groups that include both traditional upper-caste elites and non-dominant backward groups. 

Caste in this context does not lose its salience but is merely part of a strategy that uses a variety 

of discourses to mobilise voters. Caste arithmetic matters, but is insufficient in and of itself to win an 

election. For instance, caste considerations will still largely determine the distribution of tickets, which, 

in turn, will shape the representation of various groups in the State Assembly. But it does not account 

for the complexity of voters’ electoral behaviour, nor for overall party appeal or campaign effects. 

 

Strongholds and seats 

Another indicator of the fluctuating association between caste and politics is the relatively small 

number of caste strongholds, defined as seats that regularly return MLAs who may belong to different 

parties but belong to the same caste. 

In 2017, 319 seats changed hands in terms of party, owing to the strong performance of the BJP, 

which won 272 of these seats (it retained 40 of the 47 seats it won in 2012). Of these 319 seats, only 74 

elected an MLA from the same caste as in 2012. Overall, the caste retention of seats in an Assembly of 

403 was 34% (139 MLAs), which includes re-elected MLAs and new MLAs from the same or from 

different parties. 

Even before the 2007 delimitation, the number of caste strongholds was quite limited. Between 

1996 and 2007, voters elected MLAs who belong to the same caste consecutively in only 94 seats (28 of 

which were won by the same party in the three elections). This fact alone, combined with an overall high 

electoral volatility, indicates that caste demographics do not have the deterministic effect on electoral 

outcomes that is often assumed. 

Caste-based strategies are also more likely to be effective when the electorate and the party 

system are highly fragmented. Parties can seek to build minimal caste coalitions at the constituency 

level to get the minimum number of votes required to garner seats. Before 2017, the average vote share 

of winners, or winning thresholds, hovered at around 35%. 

This played to the advantage of regional parties, who could combine the strength of their core 

support base with the votes that candidates belonging to other castes could bring on their own. This was 

known as the transferability of vote bank. 

 

Uttar Pradesh, post-2012 

But after 2012, the rise of the BJP reduced the fragmentation of the party system, which meant 

the winning threshold was pushed higher. In 2017, the average vote share of winners was 43%, against 

35% in 2012. In such a context, strategies that rely mostly on caste arithmetic become insufficient, since 

it is much harder to mobilise many castes at the same time in fragmented constituencies. 

This explains why the BJP holds considerable advantage against its adversaries. Beyond the 

question of resources and organisational strength, the BJP has developed the ability to reach out to a 

wide array of groups by using multiple registers of mobilisation, including caste, religion, nationalism, 

welfare, and an anti-elite discourse targeting its opponents. 

In contrast, the BSP and the SP seem to rely on the strategies that helped them win majorities in 

2007 and 2012, but that have proved ineffective to counter the BJP’s dominance over the past three 

elections (2014, 2017 and 2019). The future will tell if these parties can reinvent their electoral 

strategies. The one thing that is certain for them at this point is that time is running short. 
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 strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to 

achieve a more expansive set of political, 

economic, and security interests). 

 demographics (noun) – the statistical data of a 

population, (particularly groups within it 

defined by criteria such as education, 

nationality, religion, ethnicity etc.). 

 deterministic effect (noun) – short-term 

reactions resulting from an amount of 

something that is significantly high enough to 

affect something else. 

 craft (verb) – use skill in making something. 

 balance of power (phrase) – stability in a 

system composed of a number of autonomous 

forces. Whenever the equilibrium is disturbed 

either by an outside force or by a change in 

one or the other elements composing the 

system, the system shows a tendency to re-

establish either the original or a new 

equilibrium. 

 reading (noun) – interpretation, construal, 

understanding, analysis. 

 characteristic (noun) – attribute, feature, 

aspect. 

 variable (noun) – a factor that is subject to 

vary or change. 

 the equation (noun) – the situation, the 

problem, the quandary, the predicament. 

 discourse (noun) – communication, 

expression. 

 electorate (noun) – all the people who entitled 

to vote in an election. 

 line (noun) – course of action, approach, 

method, procedure, manner of doing 

something. 

 amplify (verb) – increase, raise, step up, 

intensify, escalate. 

 gesture (noun) – action, deed, move. 

 bank on (phrasal verb) – rely on, depend on, 

count on, place reliance on. 

 resentment (noun) – bitterness, indignation, 

irritation, enmity, hatred/hate. 

 overtly (adverb) – openly, transparently, 

clearly. 

 pro- (prefix) – supporting. 

 incentive (noun) – motivation, 

encouragement, impetus, boost. 

 look at (verb) – inspect, scrutinize, analyse, 

review. 

 through the lens (phrase) – through 

someone’s eyes (observance, opinion, 

viewpoint). 

 readable (adjective) – understandable, 

comprehensible, easy to understand. 

 spare (verb) – do without, manage without. 

 address (verb) – tackle, deal with, attend to, 

try to sort out. 

 ascriptive (adjective) – having the quality to be 

attributable to. 

 identity (noun) – a social category, a set of 

persons marked by a label and distinguished by 

rules deciding membership and (alleged) 

characteristic features or attributes; 

individuality, character, originality. 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on. 

 over-simplification (noun) – an act of 

simplifying something to an extent/degree so 

that it causes 

misreporting/misunderstanding/misrepresenta

tion of it. 

 misconception (noun) – misunderstanding, 

misinterpretation, misreading, false 

impression. 

 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 

 alignment (noun) – alliance, partnership, 

union/bloc, affiliation. 

 as a whole (phrase) – all together, in general. 

 belong to (verb) – be affiliated to, be 

associated with, be connected to, be linked to. 

 scatter (verb) – spread, expand. 

 cohesively (adverb) – unitedly, combinedly, 

jointly. 

 and so on (phrase) – among others, etc., and 

the like. 

 cohesiveness (noun) – togetherness, 

unitedness. 

 Centre for the Study of Developing Societies 

(CSDS) (noun) – It is an Indian research 

institute for the social sciences and 

humanities. Founded in 1963 by political 

scientist Rajni Kothari, CSDS has primarily been 

involved in studying and understanding the 

democratic and electoral politics of India and 

its neighborhood, and much of this has been 
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done through sustained empirical work by 

scholars of politics. 

 Lokniti Programme/Survey (noun) – The 

Lokniti Programme for Comparative 

Democracy was established in 1997 as a 

research programme of the Centre for the 

Study of Developing Societies (CSDS), Delhi. 

Since 1997, CSDS has been conducting survey-

based studies through its research programme, 

Lokniti. The most distinguishing characteristic 

of the Lokniti programme is that it has brought 

together over 40 political scientists from 

various colleges, universities and research 

institutions in the country and evolved itself 

into a large network of researchers defining 

research agenda collectively and doing 

research collectively. 

 

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

spoil, deteriorate, destroy. 

 rift (noun) – disagreement, dispute, conflict. 

 mobilisation (noun) – the act of bringing 

forces/people/resources together for a 

particular cause. 

 induction (noun) – introduction, incorporation, 

admittance. 

 rhetoric (noun) – the art of speaking or writing 

effectively & persuasively or impressively (but, 

often lacking substance); bombast, loftiness, 

hyperbole/extravagant language. 

 non-discriminatory (adjective) – fair, judicial, 

unbiased. 

 provision (noun) – furnishing, giving, 

allocation, distribution, presentation. 

 public good (phrase) – a commodity that is 

made available to all members of a society 

(without profit). 

 welfare (noun) – a government program that 

provides (financial) assistance to individuals 

and families in need; social security, public 

assistance. 

 elitist (adjective) – associated with an elite 

group of people. 

 preferentially (adverb) – more favourably. 

 elite (noun) – high society people; the group of 

most powerful people in a society. 

 salience (noun) – prominence, importance, 

significance. 

 arithmetic (noun) – calculation, reckoning, 

tally; the use of numbers in counting and 

calculation. 

 consideration (noun) – factor, point, concern, 

matter, element, aspect. 

 account for (phrasal verb) – constitute, make 

up, comprise, form, represent. 

 stronghold (noun) – bastion, fortress, fort. 

 relatively (adverb) – comparatively, 

proportionately, somewhat, to a certain 

extent/degree. 

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

on account of, due to. 

 retention (noun) – the continued possession & 

use of something. 

 delimitation (noun) – an act of fixing boundary 

or limits. 

 volatility (noun) – unpredictability, instability, 

unreliability. 

 fragment (verb) – break up, splinter, fracture, 

disintegrate, fall apart, collapse, break down 

(into a small part or section of something). 

 garner (verb) – get, gain, obtain, acquire. 

 threshold (noun) – it is an amount, level, or 

limit of something. Once the threshold is 

reached, something else happens or changes. 

point of entry, starting point. 

 hover around (verb) – remain at a level. 

 bring on (phrasal verb) – cause, make happen, 

bring about, give rise to, create, produce. 

 transferability (noun) – interchangeability. 

 considerable (adjective) – substantial, sizable, 

significant, much, a lot of. 

 reach out (phrasal verb) – contact someone to 

obtain/offer help/assistance/cooperation. 

 in contrast (phrase) – when compared to 

another. 

 counter (verb) – put up a fight against, oppose, 

tackle. 

 run short (phrase) – diminish, dwindle, 

become depleted, get less, be used up, 

become exhausted, be short, be in short 

supply. 
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