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Abstract 

Caste, a hierarchical system of social stratification rooted in ancient Indian history, 

continues to cast a long and complex shadow over the electoral landscape of 

modern India. Despite constitutional guarantees of equality and decades of socio-

political reforms, caste identity remains a significant factor influencing voter 

behavior, political mobilization, and the very dynamics of Indian elections. Its role 

is multifaceted, acting as both a tool for social justice and empowerment, as well 

as a potential source of division and political manipulation. Historically, caste 

determined not only social standing and occupation but also access to resources 

and political power. While the formal structures of caste discrimination have been 

dismantled, its residual influence permeates societal norms and individual 

identities. In the electoral arena, this translates into political parties strategically 

appealing to caste loyalties to consolidate vote banks. Candidates are often 

chosen based on the dominant caste demographics of a constituency, and 

campaign rhetoric frequently subtly or overtly invokes caste pride and solidarity. 

This practice, while seemingly pragmatic for electoral gains, can reinforce caste 

consciousness and hinder the development of a political discourse based on 

broader socio-economic issues and policy platforms. 

Keywords: 

Caste, Elections, Political, Policy 

Introduction  

Caste has been a deeply entrenched social institution in India for centuries, and 

despite constitutional efforts to promote equality, it continues to significantly 
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influence various aspects of Indian society, including the political landscape. The 

electoral process, a cornerstone of democracy, is no exception to this dynamic, 

with caste playing a complex and multifaceted role in shaping voting behavior and 

election outcomes. (Venkatesha, 2022) 

The caste system, rooted in the Hindu social hierarchy, historically determined 

social status, occupation, and interactions. While its rigidities have weakened over 

time, caste identities remain powerful social markers, particularly in rural India. 

These identities often translate into strong community bonds and networks, which 

political parties strategically tap into during elections. 

The role of caste in Indian elections is not solely one of perpetuating division. For 

marginalized castes, electoral politics has also served as a crucial avenue for 

asserting their rights and demanding political representation. The mobilization of 

lower castes through caste-based organizations and political parties has led to 

increased political awareness and participation. The demand for reservations in 

legislative bodies and government jobs, often articulated along caste lines, reflects 

a struggle for social justice and a more equitable distribution of power. In this 

context, caste identity becomes a tool for collective action and a means to 

challenge historical inequalities. 

The interplay of caste with other socio-economic factors adds another layer of 

complexity. While caste affiliations can influence voting patterns, they are not 

always the sole determinant. Class, education, and local issues also play 

significant roles, often intersecting with caste identities in intricate ways. For 

instance, the political aspirations of a particular caste group might be further 

shaped by their economic status or their access to education and resources. This 

intersectionality can lead to diverse voting behaviors within a single caste group 

and the formation of cross-caste alliances based on shared interests. (Rana, 2022) 

The impact of casteism on Indian elections is not without its drawbacks. The focus 

on caste-based mobilization can sometimes overshadow crucial developmental 

issues and lead to fragmented political mandates. It can also exacerbate social 

tensions and hinder the formation of a cohesive national identity based on shared 

citizenship rather than ascriptive identities. Moreover, the manipulation of caste 



International Journal in Commerce, IT and Social Sciences 
Volume 9 Issue 1,January 2022 ISSN: 2394-5702 Impact Factor: 5.617 
Journal Homepage: http://ijmr.net.in, Email: irjmss@gmail.com 
DoubleBlind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International Journal 

 
Double- 

 International Journal in Commerce, IT and Social Sciences  

http://ijmr.net.in, Email: irjmss@gmail.com 
8 

 

 

sentiments by political actors for electoral gain can undermine the principles of free 

and fair elections and perpetuate a cycle of identity-based politics. 

Political parties in India often select candidates based on caste to appeal to 

dominant groups in specific constituencies. This practice reflects deep-rooted 

social structures and has significantly shaped India's political landscape. The caste 

of the winning candidate often aligns with the dominant caste in a constituency, as 

parties leverage caste alliances to secure votes. This can marginalize smaller or 

non-dominant castes, limiting political diversity.  

Voters often support candidates from their own caste, particularly in rural areas. 

Political parties use caste-based strategies to gain votes. While the Indian 

Constitution promotes equality and prohibits discrimination based on caste, caste-

based political mobilization remains a significant factor in elections. The impact of 

selecting candidates based on dominant caste in Indian elections is a complex and 

deeply rooted issue. It significantly influences the political landscape, with both 

positive and negative consequences. 

Political parties often prioritize caste calculations when selecting candidates, 

aiming to secure vote banks from dominant caste groups. This reinforces the 

importance of caste identity in electoral politics. This practice can overshadow 

other crucial factors like candidates' competence, policy positions, and integrity. 

When dominant castes hold significant political power, it can lead to the 

marginalization of smaller or less influential caste groups. Their concerns and 

needs may be overlooked in policy formulation and resource allocation, 

perpetuating social and economic inequalities. (Kothari, 2021) 

Literature Review 

Brass et al. (2021): The dominance of certain castes can shape policy priorities, 

often favoring the interests of those groups. This can result in unequal distribution 

of resources and development, further exacerbating existing disparities. Caste-

based politics can create social divisions and tensions, leading to inter-caste 
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rivalries and conflicts. This can undermine social cohesion and hinder the 

development of a unified national identity. 

Devi et al. (2020): Caste-based politics can also provide a platform for 

marginalized communities to assert their political identity and demand 

representation. It can empower previously excluded groups and give them a voice 

in the political process. Reservation policies are designed to give representation to 

historically marginalized groups. While caste remains a large factor in Indian 

elections, there is evidence that younger generations are less influenced by caste 

than older generations. 

Dutta et al. (2021): The selection of candidates based on dominant caste has a 

profound impact on Indian elections, influencing voting patterns, policy formulation, 

and social dynamics. While it can provide a means of representation for some 

marginalized groups, it also perpetuates social divisions and inequalities. 

Understanding this complex interplay is crucial for fostering a more inclusive and 

equitable democratic process. 

Hasan et al. (2022): The Indian electoral landscape is a complex tapestry woven 

with threads of socio-economic factors, regional identities, and, most significantly, 

caste affiliations. The mobilization of lower castes, historically marginalized groups 

within the Hindu social hierarchy, has been a defining feature of Indian elections 

since independence. Their participation and assertion of political agency have 

profoundly shaped electoral outcomes, party strategies, and the very nature of 

Indian democracy. 

Role of Casteism in Indian Elections 

Historically, the rigidities of the caste system relegated lower castes to the 

periphery of political power. They faced social discrimination, economic 

exploitation, and limited access to education and resources. The introduction of 

universal adult suffrage in independent India, however, provided a crucial avenue 

for these communities to collectively voice their concerns and aspirations through 

the ballot box. This marked the beginning of a gradual but significant process of 

political mobilization. 
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Several factors have fueled the mobilization of lower castes in Indian elections. 

Firstly, constitutional provisions such as the abolition of untouchability and the 

reservation of seats in legislatures and government jobs have provided a legal and 

institutional framework for their empowerment. These measures, while not 

eradicating caste discrimination entirely, have created opportunities for political 

representation and social mobility. 

Secondly, the rise of caste-based political parties and social movements has 

played a pivotal role. Leaders and organizations emerged from within these 

communities, articulating their grievances, building solidarity, and demanding 

political power commensurate with their numerical strength. Parties like the 

Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP), primarily representing Dalits (formerly known as 

"untouchables"), and various Other Backward Classes (OBC) centric parties have 

successfully mobilized their respective caste groups, transforming them into 

formidable electoral blocs. 

Thirdly, the process of democratization itself has empowered lower castes. 

Increased political awareness, access to information, and the experience of 

exercising their franchise have instilled a sense of political efficacy. The realization 

that their collective votes can influence election outcomes has become a powerful 

tool for demanding accountability from political parties and advocating for their 

interests. 

The impact of lower caste mobilization on Indian elections is multifaceted. Lower 

castes now have a greater presence in legislative bodies at various levels, 

ensuring their voices are heard in policy-making processes. Issues of social 

justice, equality, and affirmative action, central to the concerns of lower castes, 

have become prominent themes in electoral campaigns and government agendas. 

The emergence of caste-based parties has fragmented the traditional dominance 

of national parties, leading to coalition governments and the need for broader 

social alliances. Political mobilization has fostered a sense of collective identity 

and self-respect among lower castes, challenging the historical dominance of 

upper castes. The political clout of mobilized lower castes has compelled 
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governments to implement policies aimed at addressing historical injustices and 

promoting socio-economic inclusion. 

However, the mobilization of lower castes in Indian elections is not without its 

challenges and complexities. Fragmentation within and between caste groups, the 

co-option of leaders by dominant political forces, and the persistence of caste-

based discrimination continue to hinder the full realization of their political 

potential. Moreover, the focus on caste identity can sometimes overshadow other 

crucial issues of development and governance. 

The mobilization of lower castes has been a transformative force in Indian 

elections, contributing to a more inclusive and representative democracy. While 

significant progress has been made in amplifying their political voice and securing 

their rights, the journey towards genuine social and political equality remains 

ongoing. The dynamics of caste and electoral politics will continue to evolve, 

shaping the future trajectory of Indian democracy as lower castes strive for their 

rightful place in the nation's political landscape. 

Voters often exhibit a preference for candidates belonging to their own caste. This 

loyalty can be driven by a sense of solidarity, the expectation that a candidate from 

their caste will better represent their interests, or simply by ingrained social norms. 

Studies have shown that a significant percentage of voters consider their caste 

identity important when making political choices and believe it is crucial for 

candidates to represent their caste interests. 

Political parties are well aware of the importance of caste in elections and often 

engage in what is known as "vote bank politics." This involves cultivating the 

support of specific caste groups by appealing to their identity, addressing their 

grievances, and promising them benefits. Parties may strategically field candidates 

from dominant castes in a constituency to consolidate these votes. 

Recognizing that no single caste usually forms a majority, political parties often 

forge alliances and coalitions with different caste groups to create a winning 

electoral combination. These alliances can be complex and dynamic, shifting from 

one election to another based on political expediency and social equations. 
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Caste considerations play a significant role in the selection of candidates. Political 

parties often nominate candidates from the numerically dominant castes in a 

constituency to maximize their chances of winning. The perceived ability of a 

candidate to mobilize their caste members is a crucial factor in their selection. 

Caste affiliations can influence voters' perceptions of a political party's policies and 

their belief in whether the party will represent their community's interests 

effectively. Demands for reservations in education and government jobs, often 

along caste lines, highlight the political salience of caste-based interests. 

The influence of caste on voting behavior varies across different states and 

regions of India. In some states like Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and Tamil Nadu, caste 

plays a particularly dominant role, while in others like Kerala and West Bengal, 

class-based politics or other factors may have a comparatively stronger influence. 

The relationship between caste and politics in India is not one-way. The 

democratic process has led to the politicization of caste, with caste associations 

and political parties forming to articulate and advance the interests of specific 

caste groups. This has provided marginalized castes with a platform to assert their 

identity and demand political power. 

Political parties have effectively used caste as a tool for mobilizing voters, 

particularly in regions where caste identities are strong. This mobilization can lead 

to increased political participation, especially among disadvantaged communities. 

The engagement of caste with the political process has also led to transformations 

within the caste system itself. Traditional hierarchies are sometimes challenged as 

lower castes gain political power and assert their rights. 

Studies suggest that younger voters may be less influenced by caste 

considerations compared to older generations, potentially indicating a gradual shift 

in voting behavior over time. With increasing urbanization and modernization, the 

traditional rigidities of the caste system are weakening, and other factors like 

socio-economic status, education, and development issues may gain prominence 

in influencing voting choices, particularly in urban areas. 



International Journal in Commerce, IT and Social Sciences 
Volume 9 Issue 1,January 2022 ISSN: 2394-5702 Impact Factor: 5.617 
Journal Homepage: http://ijmr.net.in, Email: irjmss@gmail.com 
DoubleBlind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International Journal 

 
Double- 

 International Journal in Commerce, IT and Social Sciences  

http://ijmr.net.in, Email: irjmss@gmail.com 
1
3 

 

 

Some analysts argue that there are limits to caste mobilization, and voters are 

increasingly looking beyond traditional divides towards issues of economic 

opportunity and a better future. The advent of social media has introduced new 

dynamics, with political parties using digital platforms to target specific caste 

groups while also facing the potential for counter-mobilization and the rise of 

alternative narratives. 

Caste continues to be a crucial determinant of voting behavior in Indian elections. 

It influences voter preferences, party strategies, candidate selection, and the 

formation of political alliances. While its impact may be evolving with 

modernization and generational shifts, understanding the complex interplay 

between caste and politics remains essential for comprehending the dynamics of 

Indian democracy. Political parties, despite constitutional ideals of a casteless 

society, continue to navigate and leverage caste identities to secure electoral 

success, highlighting the enduring significance of this social institution in the 

political landscape of India. 

Conclusion 

The role of casteism in Indian elections is a complex and evolving phenomenon. It 

acts as a significant social reality that political parties cannot afford to ignore, 

influencing candidate selection, campaign strategies, and voter behavior. While it 

has served as a tool for marginalized communities to gain political voice and 

demand social justice, it also carries the risk of reinforcing social divisions and 

hindering a focus on broader developmental agendas. As India continues its 

democratic journey, navigating the intricate relationship between caste and 

electoral politics remains a critical challenge for fostering a more inclusive, 

equitable, and issue-based political landscape. The enduring shadow of caste 

requires constant engagement through policy, education, and a conscious effort 

from political actors and citizens alike to prioritize shared values of citizenship and 

development over narrow caste-based considerations. 
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