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The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is fighting the Uttar Pradesh Assembly elections on two main planks: 

Hindutva and social welfare. These twin pillars of the BJP's political mobilisation are often treated as separate 

categories, analytically. Hence, the deeper political and ideological crux of BJP's welfare politics has largely been 

missed. 

 

More than populism 

However, a more careful analysis would reveal how the BJP's particular brand of welfare politics is not 

merely electoral populism. Especially in U.P., the BJP’s welfare regime — centred on Direct Benefit Transfers 

(DBTs) — has been designed as part of an ideological project that seeks to reshape the political identity of the 

welfare recipients and neutralise the basis on which a successful political challenge to Hindutva can be mounted. 

In an influential work, the political scientist, Kanchan Chandra, had demonstrated the basis of the success 

of ethnic or caste-based parties, using the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) as a case study. The essence of Professor 

Chandra’s argument was that voters mainly do not vote for ethnic parties out of deep psychological attachments, 

but because they expect to receive greater government benefits from their co-ethnic representatives. Since 

government programmes were/have been marred by enormous bureaucratic discretion, inadequate information 

and poor transparency, voters found that the most reliable way to access welfare benefits was patronage 

transactions with their co-ethnic parties. Thus, she characterised India as a “patronage democracy”. 

These patron-client relationships have been a central part of U.P.’s politics since the time of the 

Congress’s dominance, when government benefits were routed through the upper-caste controlled party machine. 

When backward caste parties — the Samajwadi Party (SP) and the BSP — came to helm the State, the groups that 

were supportive were similarly mobilised through caste-based patronage networks. Caste thus became the most 

salient political identity, the arbiter of access to the State and hence the basis of political competition. 

 

Direct cash transfers 

The welfare regime instituted by the ‘double engine’ government of U.P. seeks to change all that by 

downgrading, if not eliminating, the role of caste networks in accessing most welfare benefits. And welfare 

benefits have been reconceptualised, to a large extent, as direct cash transfers. The middlemen have been 

replaced by a digital regime — the Jan Dhan-Aadhaar Mobile (JAM) triad — establishing a direct connection 

between the State and the welfare recipients. 

At present, the U.P. government is directly passing money to the accounts of people on 36 schemes 

through direct bank transfer. This not only includes centrally sponsored schemes such as Pradhan Mantri Kisan 

Samman (PM Kisan) Nidhi Yojana, Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala Yojana, and Pradhan Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana (PM-

JAY)/Ayushman Bharat, but also various allowances disbursed by the State government. A few months ago, the 

Yogi Adityanath government disbursed ₹1,100 to parents for purchasing school uniforms. In January, ₹1,000 were 
reportedly transferred to the accounts of 1.5 crore unorganised workers in the State. Even in tangible asset 

creation, such as houses and toilets, the Government’s role is limited to transferring money into the account of 

beneficiaries. 

These cash handouts (along with an expanded and digitised provisioning of rations) have been described 

as having created a new political constituency for the BJP termed as labarthi or 'welfare recipients'. This would be 

a somewhat inaccurate interpretation. The political identity that the BJP seeks to nurture among these voters is 

still a Hindu political identity. What welfare provisions in a universal and programmatic manner do is to dilute the 

political salience of caste identity, clearing the way for a Hindutva discourse for the political transformation of 

backward castes and Dalits into Hindus. Thus, both welfare politics and Hindutva work in tandem in fashioning a 

singular political constituency of Hindu voters. 

 

Patronage networks 

Of course, none of this is to say that U.P. has reached some post-patronage utopia, let alone a post-caste 

one. Patronage networks are still well entrenched in the political economy of U.P., helping funnel a range of public 

goods such as government contracts in rural infrastructure. A study in 2018 of the Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak 

Yojana (PMGSY) by researchers at Princeton University, had revealed that when Members of the Legislative 

Assembly (MLAs) and district collectors shared a surname, a contractor with the same surname was more likely to 

be awarded a contract. 
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Still, the displacement of patronage networks from large swathes of welfare delivery is a qualitative 

change which is shaping the patterns of political mobilisation of the BJP in U.P. in four distinct ways. 

First, the party has been weakened at the local level where MLAs and district party functionaries have lost 

their power as intercessors and mediators in the welfare delivery process. A centralised bureaucratic structure 

oversees these welfare schemes. The role of the local party machinery is merely to act as a marketing wing for 

these schemes, which are personally identified with Mr. Adityanath and Prime Minister and BJP leader Narendra 

Modi. Thus, the patron-client relationship at the ground level is dissolved in favour of building up the personas of 

the twin benevolent rulers at the top, backed by a massive advertising blitz, and under whose names the BJP seeks 

its votes. 

Second, the BJP is less dependent on cultivating a spectrum of backward caste leadership to mobilise 

backward caste votes, than it was in the previous election when it had inducted a number of such leaders from 

other parties. Many of these leaders, such as Swami Prasad Maurya and Dharam Singh Saini, have now left the 

party complaining of having received little substantive power. The party believes it can weather this exodus as it 

has managed to create its own party base among these communities, fulfilling their material needs/welfare and 

psychological needs through Hindutva. 

 

Neglect of public goods 

Third, the flip side of lavish spending on cash transfers has materialised in an abject neglect of public 

goods such as education and health. While it is true that the state capacity in these sectors in U.P. was always 

quite poor, the dramatic collapse of the health-care sector during the second wave of COVID-19 did provide a 

political narrative to the Opposition. There is also little room left to expand the State sector to ameliorate the 

unemployment crisis, another hot-button issue of this election. 

Fourth, the BJP’s welfare politics is on its weakest ground where the presence of bureaucratic interface 

and organised interests are unavoidable, such as in the farm sector. Big farmers still organise themselves into 

unions and get the best deal out of the Government. It is not a coincidence that these patronage networks were 

then the main targets of the farm reform laws, and it was also these sections that were at the forefront of the 

farmer protests. When the Prime Minister spoke last week in Parliament, he repeatedly mentioned small farmers, 

trying to bypass the big and organised farmers in his outreach. These small and marginal farmers are also the core 

beneficiaries of Narendra Modi’s flagship scheme towards the farming community — an annual ₹6,000 transfer 
through the PM Kisan Samman Nidhi. 

Even as the BJP quite overtly indulges in elaborate caste strategies for electioneering, it maintains that it 

is the only party above jativad or caste favouritism. It also tries to convince the subaltern castes that the cash 

transfers they have come to routinely expect are an outcome of the ‘double engine’ government in U.P., and 

therefore, might come to a stop under a new regime. 

The ideological challenge that the BJP’s Hindutva faces in States such as U.P. is to hold down the resurgence of 

multiple political identities among the electorate. It is an enormous task, and thus social welfare politics has been 

melded with Hindutva for extra reinforcement. This is the ideological crux of the BJP’s welfare politics, whose 

effectiveness is being stress tested in the caste cauldron of the Uttar Pradesh elections. 

 

 plank (noun) – a fundamental point. 

 mobilisation (noun) – the act of bringing 

forces/people/resources together for a particular 

cause. 

 analytically (adverb) – logically, scientifically, 

precisely/accurately. 

 populism (noun) – policies that supposedly 

represent the opinions of ordinary people 

(Courtesy: VOA Learning English). 

 regime (noun) – system. 

 Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT) (noun) – a scheme 

launched by Government of India on 1 January 

2013 to transfer the benefits and subsidies of 

various social welfare schemes like LPG subsidy, 

MNREGA payments, Old Age Pension, 

Scholarships etc. directly in the bank account of 

the beneficiary. 

 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. 

 neutralise (verb) – eliminate, cancel out, 

invalidate; counteract, counterbalance. 
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 basis (noun) – reason, grounds, justification, 

rationalization. 

 mount (verb) – increase, rise, escalate; organize, 

stage, prepare, arrange. 

 ethnic (adjective) – relating to a population 

subgroup (cultural, national, traditional/folk) 

with a common national or cultural tradition. 

 case study (noun) – a particular 

instance/example of something. 

 mar (verb) – spoil, ruin, destroy, impair. 

 bureaucratic (adjective) – relating to a 

bureaucracy; administrative, official, procedural, 

red-tape, governmental, ministerial. 

 discretion (noun) – choice, option, preference, 

volition. 

 patronage (noun) – support, backing, protection. 

 characterise (verb) – identify, depict, describe. 

 helm (verb) – manage, administer, direct, 

control. 

 mobilise (verb) – (of resources) bring together 

for a specific cause. 

 salient (adjective) – important, main, major, 

primary, notable. 

 arbiter (noun) – someone who has ultimate 

authority/power; judge, authority, controller. 

 “double engine” government theory (noun) – 

the concept behind “double engine” 

governments is that the same party (in this case 

BJP) should be in power in the state and at the 

Centre. 

 downgrade (verb) – lower in 

status/rank/importance, demote. 

 to a large/great extent (phrase) – substantially, 

largely. 

 middleman (noun) – broker, agent, go-between, 

intermediary. 

 triad (noun) – a group of three 

connected/related things; trinity. 

 Jan Dhan-Aadhaar Mobile (JAM) trinity (noun) – 

the initiative by Government of India to link Jan 

Dhan accounts, Mobile numbers and Aadhar 

cards of Indians to directly transfer subsidies to 

intended beneficiaries and eliminate 

intermediaries and leakages. 

 PM Kisan (Pradhan Mantri Kisan Samman Nidhi) 

scheme (noun) – an initiative by the government 

of India in which all farmers will get up to ₹6,000 

per year as minimum income support. 

 Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala Yojana (PMUY) (noun) – 

a social welfare scheme envisages of smoke free 

Rural India and aims to benefit five crore families 

especially the women living below poverty line 

(BPL) by providing concessional LPG connections 

to entire nation. The scheme will increase the 

usage of LPG and would help in reducing health 

disorders, air pollution and deforestation. 

 Pradhan Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana (PM-JAY) 

(noun) – Ayushman Bharat – Pradhan Mantri Jan 

Arogya Yojana (PM-JAY), is a flagship scheme of 

Government of India to provide cashless 

secondary and tertiary care treatment from the 

empanelled public and private hospitals 

providing coverage to more than 10 crore poor 

and vulnerable beneficiary families. 

 Ayushman Bharat (noun) – Ayushman Bharat is 

National Health Protection Scheme in India, 

which will cover over 10 crore poor and 

vulnerable families (approximately 50 crore 

beneficiaries) providing coverage up to 5 lakh 

rupees per family per year for secondary and 

tertiary (highly specialized) care hospitalization. 

 disburse (verb) – pay out, give, hand out.  

 reportedly (adverb) – supposedly, seemingly, 

apparently, professedly, ostensibly, purportedly. 

 unorganised sector/workforce (noun) – 

unorganized sector means an enterprise owned 

by individuals or self-employed workers and 

engaged in the production or sale of goods or 

providing service of any kind whatsoever, and 

where the enterprise employs workers, the 

number of such workers is less than ten. 

 tangible (adjective) – real, actual, solid, concrete, 

substantial, well defined. 

 handout (noun) – aid, financial support. 

 provision (noun) – furnishing, giving, allocation, 

distribution, presentation. 

 ration (noun) – the practice of having a fixed 

allowance of food, esp. a statutory one for 

civilians (particularly in time of scarcity or 

soldiers in time of war); allowance, allocation, 

allotment. 

 interpretation (noun) – explanation, elucidation, 

clarification, definition. 

 nurture (verb) – encourage, promote, stimulate, 

develop, foster, cultivate, further, advance, 

boost, strengthen. 

 dilute (verb) – diminish, reduce, decrease, 

lessen, (the value of something). 

 salience (noun) – prominence, importance, 

significance. 
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 discourse (noun) – discussion, conversation, 

communication, expression. 

 in tandem (phrase) – alongside each other. 

 fashion (verb) – construct, build, manufacture, 

make, create, fabricate. 

 utopia (noun) – ideal place, paradise, heaven (on 

earth), Garden of Eden, Shangri-La, nirvana, 

seventh heaven. 

 let alone (phrase) – not to mention. 

 entrench (verb) – ingrain, establish, embed, 

settle. 

 funnel (verb) – channel, guide, feed, direct. 

 public goods (noun) – goods/services that are 

commonly provided to all people within a society 

or community.  

 public good (noun) – the advantage/benefit of 

the community in general.  

 Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana (PMGSY) 

(noun) – The Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana 

(PMGSY), was launched by the Govt. of India to 

provide connectivity to unconnected Habitations 

as part of a poverty reduction strategy. 

 swathe (noun) – a wide area of something. 

 functionary (noun) – government official; an 

official who is involved in public administration 

or government, through either election, 

appointment, selection, or employment.  

 intercessor (noun) – mediator, moderator, go-

between, negotiator, middleman, intermediary 

arbitrator, arbiter. 

 bureaucratic (adjective) – relating to a 

bureaucracy; administrative, official, procedural, 

red-tape, governmental, ministerial. 

 oversee (verb) – supervise, be in charge of, be 

responsible for, look after, keep an eye on, 

inspect. 

 dissolve (verb) – disband, disestablish, dismiss; 

annul, nullify. 

 build up (phrasal verb) – strengthen, improve, 

augment, raise. 

 persona (noun) – image, character, identity. 

 benevolent (adjective) – accommodating, 

helpful. 

 blitz (noun) – intense campaign. 

 cultivate (verb) – improve, better, refine, 

elevate. 

 spectrum (noun) – wide range, gamut, ambit. 

 exodus (noun) – mass departure, evacuation, 

leaving/exit. 

 flip side (noun) – other side. 

 lavish (adjective) – generous, liberal, bountiful, 

open-handed, 

 materialise (verb) – happen, occur, take place. 

 abject (adjective) – miserable, hopeless, 

pathetic. 

 narrative (noun) – a representation of a 

particular situation; portrayal/account. 

 room (noun) – scope, chance, leeway, freedom, 

latitude, opportunity (for something to happen). 

 ameliorate (verb) – make better, enhance, 

improve (a bad or unpleasant situation). 

 hot button (noun) – an important topic or issue 

or subject. 

 ground (noun) – basis, factor, rationale. 

 at/in/to the forefront of (phrase) – be in a 

leading/front/important position in an important 

activity; spearhead, van guard, front line, leading 

position. 

 bypass (verb) – circumvent, avoid, dodge, 

escape, sidestep. 

 outreach (noun) – the level of reaching 

out/activity/effort; involvement. 

 overtly (adverb) – openly, transparently, clearly. 

 indulge in (verb) – become involved in (an 

undesirable activity). 

 electioneering (noun) – canvassing, campaign, an 

act of soliciting (asking for/requesting) votes; an 

organized effort that seeks to influence the 

decision-making progress within a specific group. 

 favouritism (noun) – partiality, partisanship, one-

sidedness, prejudice, inequality. 

 subaltern (adjective) – relating to the lower 

status/ranking (people) in a social or political 

hierarchy. 

 hold down (phrasal verb) – prevent; oppress, 

repress, suppress, subdue, tyrannize, dominate, 

subjugate. 

 resurgence (noun) – reoccurrence/recurrence, 

reappearance, reemergence. 

 electorate (noun) – all the people who entitled 

to vote in an election. 

 reinforcement (noun) – strengthening, 

augmentation, fortification, bolstering. 

 cauldron (noun) – unstable situation, uncertainty 

(with emotions). 
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