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shift in political fundamentals

The saturation of caste-based identity politics, the focus on good governance, and the BJP’s limitations gave Congress the edge

hen votes were

being counted on

the morning of

May 16, there was
an unmistakable sense of be-
ing witness to a turning point
in the nation’s political histo-
ry. The surprise element —
the Congress crossing 200
seats and the UPA coming
close to the majority mark
against the widespread ex-
pectation of a badly fractured
Parliament — underlined the
national character of the out-
come. The voters appeared to
have delivered a decisive ver-
dict, one that heralded a new
era in the country’s politics.
As India digested its import,
the consequences were stark
enough for all to see. The ver-
dict provided greater stability
to the national government
and reduced the bargaining
and blackmailing capacity of
coalition allies vastly. The
verdict eliminated the need
for a Congress-Left coalition
and was widely seen as paving
the way for greater economic
liberalisation. The verdict, es-
pecially the success of the
Congress in Uttar Pradesh,
catapulted Rahul Gandhi to
the centre-stage of national
politics. It was tempting to
read these consequences
back into the minds of the
voters and conclude that this
was avote for stability, a man-

date for economic reform and
proof that the Rahul magic
had worked. A focus on the
big regional losers such as La-
Iu Prasad and Mayawati gave
the impression that the days
of regional parties and caste-
based politics were coming to
an end. The new strength of
the Congress gave rise to the
idea that national parties
were back at the centre-stage
of national politics.

Political context

Now that the surprise has
worn off and now that we
have the data from National
Election Study 2009, it is
time to verify some of these
initial impressions. We need
to map the political context
of this election in different
parts of the country, under-
stand the nature of political
choices available to the vot-
ers and analyse the sociology
of voting. We need to keep in
mind a fundamental distinc-
tion between the conse-
quences of a verdict and its
meaning. We need to take our
minds away from the absorb-
ing spectacle of the fallout of
this election and focus on
how India voted. That is what
this special supplement is all
about.

Take two simple yet basic
points. First, for all the ex-
citement following its out-

come, this election was a
normal one. It was not woven
around an emotive issue, it
was not centred on a perso-
nality, and it was not a plebi-
scite on any one issue.
Secondly, while there was a
nationwide pattern in the
outcome for the two big par-
ties, the principal arena of
political contestation was ve-
ry much located at the State
level. The political choice
available to the voters, the
familiar social equation of
who prefers who, and the ma-
jor issues that determine vot-
er choice were all State
specific. To be sure, ‘national’
issues played an important
role this time, but these is-
sues and factors manifested
in different ways in different
States. National politics reac-
hes the people through the
prism of the State. The two
basic features of this election
ensured that the final out-
come reflected the balance of
political forces in all the
States. An interpretation of
the mandate, therefore, must
be an exercise in understand-
ing how the balance shifted
this time.

The widespread impres-
sion that the balance shifted
in this election in favour of
the national parties and
against the regional parties is
not borne out by evidence.

The combined tally of the
Congress and the BJP has no
doubt gone up from 283 to
322 seats but their combined
vote share has actually come
down by 1.3 percentage
points. If we add the Left to
the definition, the national
parties have gained two seats
and have lost about two per-
centage points in vote share.

Remarkable stability
Similarly, the combined
vote share of all the regional
parties in the country put to-
gether shows a remarkable
stability: the figures for the
last three Lok Sabha elec-
tions read 29.3 per cent, 29.3
per cent and 29.2 per cent.
The figure for this time reads
29.2 per cent. The obituaries
of the regional parties are
premature. As long as the
States remain the principal
arena of politics, State-spe-
cific parties will be relevant.
Besides, the regional senti-
ment on which these parties
draw is alive and kicking.
More than 70 per cent of re-

spondents in our nationwide
survey agreed with the state-
ment that we should first be
loyal to the region and then
to the nation; only 14 per cent
disagreed. In fact, this elec-
tion buttressed the trend of
the regionalisation of the na-
tional parties, as leaders of
national parties with a re-
gional touch such as Y. S. Ra-
jasekhara Reddy, Tarun
Gogoi, B.S. Yeddyurappa and
Raman  Singh  emerged
winners.

What really happened is
that the internal balance be-
tween the two leading na-
tional parties has shifted in a
fundamental and perhaps en-
during manner to the Con-
gress party’s advantage. The
Congress has gained signif-
icantly, if unevenly, in a ma-
jority of States, while the BJP
has lost across the country.
This shift appears to signify
more than the usual ups and
downs of electoral politics.
While the Congress was so-
mewhat lucky to have im-
proved its seat tally in such a

The balance between the BJP and
Congress has shifted to the
advantage of the latter

big way, in a way dispropor-
tionate to the modest in-
crease in its vote share, the
BJP appears to be stuck in a
restricted pool of potential
voters, a limitation inherent
in its exclusionary politics.
This shift in balance in favour
of the Congress was not a
short-term phenomenon.
This election was not won or
lost during the few weeks of
the election campaign or in
the few months prior to the
polling day. In hindsight, the
outcome of this election re-
flects the political fundamen-
tals.

The Congress did not win
because it did something very
clever in the last few weeks to
sell itself — as always, the
party appeared to be working
more at cross purposes and
seemed lacking in organisa-
tional capacity — but because
it had a better product to sell
than its main rival. It had
leaders perceived to be hon-
est and well-meaning, a pro-
poor platform, a relatively
fair record of governance aid-
ed by an economic boom dur-
ing much of its tenure, and a
non-divisive approach to so-
cial conflict. The only ele-
ment of strategy that did
work in favour of the Con-
gress was its decision to go it
alone in Uttar Pradesh, which
paid off in ways unanticipat-

ed by its own leaders.

The Congress was also
helped by two fundamental
shifts that these elections sig-
nalled. First, various kinds of
identity politics have now re-
ached a point of saturation
and are beginning to be elec-
torally non-rewarding. Vot-
ers have rejected the kind of
caste politics practised by the
Rashtriya Janata Dal, the Ba-
hujan Samaj Party and the
Pattali Makkal Katchi. This
politics played an important
role in giving their voters a
sense of self-worth, but now
they want more. In several
States, Muslims have refused
to remain hostage to the par-
ty that captured their vote.
They needed these parties to
protest against Congress in-
difference, but they now
want to make nuanced choic-
es. This is not to say that we
are about to see a demise of
caste in politics. Perhaps the
way forward is ‘identity plus’
politics where the basic
building blocs of caste or
community will be combined
with some basic interests.

Good governance

The second fundamental
shift is the emergence of
quality of governance as an
important voting considera-
tion. When elections become
‘normal,” routine considera-

tions such as delivery of go-
vernance emerge as crucial
factors in an election out-
come. The days of blind anti-
incumbency are over. At the
State level, we have reached a
fine balance where the in-
cumbent government faces
the elections with neither an
advantage nor a disadvantage
to begin with. This factor
worked to the advantage of
the Congress, especially
among those whose vote was
determined by an assessment
of the Central government.
Voters assessed the UPA go-
vernment in the last five
years positively. It was seen
to be better than the previous
NDA government and a ma-
jority of the people wanted to
give it another chance.

The Congress was in a po-
sition to benefit from these
two shifts. It has a skeleton of
a national organisation and
its leaders currently enjoy a
positive image. The Congress
presented itself, without de-
signing — and its critics may
say without deserving — as
the natural alternative to
those voters who wanted to
make a shift. While it seems
likely that both these factors
will shape the future of Indi-
an politics, there is no guar-
antee that these will work to
the advantage of the winner
of this election.

Portrait of a party in retreat

The BJP needs to reflect not so much on campaign strategy as on its overall

political direction

Ithough the Bharatiya Janata

Party did not start this election as

the favourite, the scale of its de-

eat must still come as a shock. It

posted its lowest vote share since it first

exploded on the national stage in 1989. It

won just 116 seats, down from 138 seats it

had last time. Its vote share of 18.8 per

cent was 3.4 percentage points down on

2004. This is the third successive election

that its support base has shrunk since the
high watermark of 1998.

While the Congress did not enjoy a
positive vote swing all over the country,
the BJP suffered a negative swing in near-
ly every State. Despite picking up the odd
seat in Karnataka and Himachal Pradesh
thanks to an increased share of the vote,
the party saw its support base shrink in

BHARATIYA JANATA PARTY

BJP's vote share

every other major State. Its vote share fell
from less than one percentage point in
Punjab, Bihar and Kerala to a whopping
12.4 percentage points in Rajasthan. It
shrunk in places where it had previously
been strong and also in places where it
was weak. This did not always translate
into a loss of seats; in Bihar and Jhark-
hand, it was able to pick up an extra seven
seats apiece. But these were rare success
stories. The party managed to defend its
seats in Karnataka, Gujarat, Chhattisgarh
and Uttar Pradesh though even this came
at the expense of a loss in votes. In U.P.,
the BJP on its own has been relegated to
the fourth place behind the Samajwadi
Party, the Bahujan Samaj Party and the
Congress.

A retreat of this scale cannot be ex-
plained by the kind of factors the popular
media attributes it to. Yes, the BJP did
make some mistakes during the cam-
paign — attacking a Prime Minister with a
clean image, bringing up Narendra Mo-
di’s name half-way through the cam-
paign, supporting Varun Gandhi, and so
on. But the BJP was not the only party
making such mistakes. On balance, the
BJP’s selection of candidates and cam-
paign strategy was, as always, a shade
better than that of the Congress. A defeat
of this kind challenges the idea that this
election was lost during the campaign.
The BJP needs to reflect not so much on
the election campaign and strategies as
on its overall political direction.

The BJP’s rise to power through the
1990s involved three kinds of expansions,
all of which faced a reversal this time.
First of all, it involved extending the par-
ty’s support base to new States. The big
strides that the party made in the South
and the East in the early 1990s soon came

State Vote share : Swing from 2004
Andhra Pradesh 3.7 -4.7
Assam 16.2 -6.7
Bihar 14 -0.6
Chhattisgarh 45 -2.8
Delhi 35.2 -9.9
Gujarat 46.0 -0.8
Haryana 12.1 -5.]
Himachal Pradesh |  49.5 2.3
Jharkhand 27.5 -9.9
Jammu & Kashmir | 18.0 44
Karnataka 39.7 49
Kerala 0.3 41
Maharasthra 18.2 44
Madhya Pradesh 43.5 -4.0
Orissa 16.9 -2.4
Punjab 10.1 -0.4
Rajasthan 36.6 -12.4
Tamil Nadu 2.3 -2.8
Uttar Pradesh 17.5 -4.7
Uttarakhand 34 -7
West Bengal 6.1 -2

Source: NES 2009. Weighted data, all figures are in
per cent, swing in percentage points, rest no opinion

to a point of stagnation, much before the
party could cross the threshold of viabil-
ity. This election marks a point of retreat
in this project. The BJP is no longer the
small but crucial player that it used to be
in West Bengal, Andhra Pradesh, Tamil
Nadu and Kerala. Despite paying a good
deal of attention and adopting unortho-
dox tricks, the BJP is in retreat all over
the North-East.

Secondly, the BJP expanded its band-
width on the political spectrum by ac-
quiring new allies. The NDA of
1999-2004 represented the pinnacle of
the BJP’s political expansion. Since then
it has been downbhill for the party. From
the peak of 41.1 per cent share of the na-
tional vote, the NDA slipped to 35.9 per
centin 2004 and has fallen tojust 24.1 per
cent this time. Big allies such as the All
India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazha-

The BJP suffered
a negative swing
in nearly every
State

gam, the Telugu Desam Party, the Trina-
mool Congress have dumped the BJP,
because they found the cost of losing mi-
nority votes higher than the gains the alli-
ance brought. This time the BJP did win
back some old allies like the Asom Gana
Parishad in Assam and the Indian Na-
tional Lok Dal in Haryana, but it is pos-
sible that they may reach similar
conclusions. The manner in which the Bi-
ju Janata Dal dumped the BJP and got
awaywith it could give ideas to the Janata
Dal (United) in Bihar. As the BJP’s own
strength declines, and its capacity to ac-
commodate diverse interests decreases,
it becomes less attractive to existing and
potential alliance partners.

Thirdly, the BJP attracted new social
groups during its phase of expansion. It
expanded from urban to the rural areas.
Frombeingan upper caste party, it cultiv-
ated amajor base among the lower OBCs.
It took major strides towards capturing
the adivasivote in middle India and start-
ed securing some votes among non-Hin-
dus. By 1999, the BJP was in a position to
claim power by adding these newly ac-
quired votes to its core bloc of the socially
privileged.

This election represents a stagnation
or reversal in all these respects. Except
Karnataka, the BJP does not appear to be
cultivating a new social base anywhere.
In this election, the BJP’s hitherto up-
ward trend among adivasis and Muslim
voters has been reversed and its expan-
sion among the lower OBCs halted. The
BJP faces athreatinits core constituency
too. Though it continues to be the first
preference of upper caste Indians, the on-
ly social group where the BJP is ahead of
the Congress, the party has faced a shar-
per than average erosion in this group.
The BJP trailed the Congress among
‘middle class’ urban voters. All this con-
firms the picture of a party in retreat.

These threereversals underline the ba-
siclimitations of the political strategy the
BJPhasbeen employing. Itis a party with
a smaller catchment area, a declining ca-
pacity toreach out to newer groups, and a
lower ‘coalitionability.’ It takes an excep-
tional situation such as Kargil, an ex-
traordinarily accommodative leadership
asthatof A.B.Vajpayee, and an extralarge
coalition such as the NDA 0f1999 to carve
out avictory from this base. Otherwise, it
faces apermanentdisadvantage. Perhaps
itis time for the party to ask the big ques-
tion: aren’t these limitations related to
the narrow and divisive approach the
party has espoused? The BJP is still the
largest opposition party, runs many State
governments (and reasonably well by the
prevailing standards), and contains a sec-
ond rung leadership. It is in a position to
ask the big question that it needs to.

A revival for the Congress?

The truth is that the party increased its vote share only marginally,
but earned a disproportionate reward in terms of seats

his election handed over an

unambiguously positive ver-

dict for the Congress at a time

when the party least expected
it. The Congress went into this elec-
tion with three handicaps: it was an
incumbent government nervous
about what it had to show by way of
achievement, its allies were fewer and
weaker than in 2004, and it was per-
ceived as being on the backfoot on the
question of its prime ministerial can-
didate. Eventually, the Congress won
206 seats, crossing the 200-seat
threshold for the first time since 1991.
It performed well in States that it was
expected to dominate, and also did
better than expected in many others,

CONGRESS

where it was considered too weak to
make a recovery. Though there was
nothing like a national wave, strong
or mild, there appeared to be a na-
tionwide trend working to the Con-
gress’ advantage.

A close look at the vote shares and
vote changes suggests that initial re-
actions may have overestimated the
Congress gains. Despite boosting its
tally by an impressive 61 seats, the
Congress did this by increasing its
vote share by a mere two percentage
points from 2004. Overall, it won 28.6
per cent of the vote, almost identical
to its vote share in 1999, when the
National Democratic Alliance tri-
umphed. In the last three elections,
the seat/vote ‘multiplier’ (proportion
of seats won divided by proportion of
votes) for the Congress has gone up
from 0.74 in 1999 to 1.01 in 2004 and
to 1.34 in 2009. To put it differently,
every one per cent of the vote gave the
Congress four seats in 1999, 5.5 seats
in 2004 and 7.2 seats in this election.

Now, a higher multiplier is not just
plain luck. Clearly, the Congress suc-
ceeded in focusing its energies in key
battlegrounds such as Andhra Pra-
desh, Uttar Pradesh, Kerala and Ra-
jasthan and obtained
disproportionate rewards for its
votes. At the same time, a higher mul-
tiplier should not be confused with an
electoral wave representing a broad
change in the public mood, or a na-
tional swing.

An analysis of the State-wise pic-
ture bears this out. The swing in fa-
vour of the Congress was far from
uniform. Among the major States, it
varied from a loss of 7.6 percentage
points in vote share in Orissa to a gain

such as Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh
and Kerala, a moderate positive
swing brought handsome gains for
the party in terms of seats. Parties
should not expect such a boon

The Congress’ vote share in Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar ought to please
the party most. In Uttar Pradesh,
the votes it received were concen-
trated in some pockets, thus giving
it disproportionate rewards. But
even so, a vote share of 18 per cent
provides it with a launching pad for
reviving the party in the State. The
journey of revival in Bihar is bound
to be tougher than in Uttar Pra-
desh, but Rashtriya Janata Dal chief
Lalu Prasad may have done the
Congress a favour in Bihar by
forcing them to make an attempt.
In Tamil Nadu and West Bengal,
the Congress proved a useful sec-
ondary partner for its bigger allies,
the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
and the Trinamool Congress.

A revival in the electoral fortunes
of the party has also been accompa-
nied by a subtle shift in the social
profile of its voters. By the late
1990s, the Congress had become a

State Vote Swing
share | from 2004
All India 28.6 2.1 every time.
Andhra Pradesh | 39.0 -2.6
Assam 34.9 =02
Bihar 10.3 5.8
Chhattisgarh 37.3 -2.9
Delhi 57.1 2.3
Gujarat 43.5 -0.4
Haryana 41.8 -0.3
Himachal Pradesh | 45.6 -6.3
Jharkhand 15.0 -2.9
Jammu & Kashmir | 24.7 -0.4
Karnataka 36.8 0.0
Kerala 40.1 8.0
Maharashtra 19.6 -4.2
Madhya Pradesh | 40.1 6.0
Orissa 32.8 -7.6
Punjab 45.2 11.0
Rajasthan 47.2 5.8
Tamil Nadu 15.0 0.6
Uttar Pradesh 18.2 6.2
Uttarakhand 43.3 5)

Source: NES 2009. Weighted data, all figures
are in per cent, swing in percentage points,
rest no opinion

of 11 percentage points in Punjab.
But such was the Congress’ fortune
this time, that even losses trans-
lated into victories. Thanks to the
break-up of the Bharatiya Janata
Party-Biju Janata Dal alliance in
Orissa, the Congress was able to
pick up four extra seats. In Andhra
Pradesh and Maharashtra, the loss
in the Congress’ vote was more
than offset by the entry of crucial
players such as the Praja Rajyam
Party and the Maharashtra Nav-
nirman Sena; these parties allowed
the Congress to add to its tally of
seats. On the other hand, in States

The Congress
has not yet
peaked; it still
has a lot of
room to grow

party whose support base was a
mirror image of its opponent in
different parts of the country. The
party did not have a vote of its own
and was excessively dependent
upon the residual support it got
from the marginal sections of socie-
ty. In the last election, the Congress
regained something of its famous
‘rainbow coalition.” This election
takes this trend a step further. The
stigma attached to voting for the
Congress among a section of Mus-
lims and Sikhs is definitely over.
The Congress has improved its
standing among the urban middle
classes and educated voters. It has
done so while largely retaining the
‘bottom of the pyramid’ that consti-
tutes its core voting bloc.

This recovery is still very partial,
especially in States such as Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar, where the
Congress has been unable to access
the bottom of the social pyramid.
Also, there are many States where
the Congress is in no position to
take on the BJP. The Congress
cannot outgrow its allies in other
parts of the country, at least not
yet. But to say this is to imply that
the party has not yet peaked. The
Congress still has a lot of room to
grow.
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A case of stagnant political support

The challenge for the Left is to expand its presence beyond its strongholds

s this a temporary setback for
the Left? Or does this election
result portend a long-term de-
cline for the organised Left in
Indian politics? This question sug-
gests itself as the Left has come
down from its historic high of 61

LEFT

seats in the previous Lok Sabha
election to 24 seats. Part of the rea-
son for this is a coincidence of po-
litical calendars: the low tide in
Kerala happened to coincide with a
political earthquake in West Ben-
gal. The political context, the party
system and the nature of issues are
so different in these two States that
it would be hard to see both these
defeats as constituting the same
phenomenon. Also, it so happened

that the alliances that the Left
joined in Tamil Nadu and Andhra
Pradesh did not do very well. If
nothing else, the law of averages
would ensure that the next elec-
toral outcome is not so disastrous
for the Left.

While this prognosis may not
be inaccurate, it evades some
serious questions that need to be
posed. While the parliamentary
presence of the Left has fluctuat-
ed somewhat, in terms of popular
support, it has been stagnating
for some time. Over the last two
decades, its vote share has slipped
from about 10 per cent in the
early 1990s to eight per cent in
the last election and below eight
per cent this time. The problem
for the Left parties is that they
are unable to expand beyond
their strongholds of West Bengal,

Kerala and Tripura for several
decades. Their vote share has
been fluctuating without any in-
crease in other States where they
are moderately present, such as
Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu.

This stagnation may point to a
deeper difficulty in the social base
of the political support enjoyed
by the Left. There is no doubt
that the support for Left parties
comes more from the poor and
very poor classes. In its strong-
holds, the Left has drawn dis-
proportionately from
marginalised social communities
such as Dalits, adivasis and in
some cases Muslims. More than
half of those who voted for the
Left parties belong to the poor or
very poor sections. In terms of
the social profile of Left voters,
about 42 per cent are Dalits and

Muslims. Despite their claims of
representing  the  proletarian
classes, these parties draw 80 per
cent of their vote from rural
areas, significantly more than the
‘bourgeois’ parties. Notwithstand-
ing their self-image of drawing
upon the youth, who are general-
ly prone towards radical political
ideologies and practices, the Left
parties do not any longer enjoy
greater than average support
among younger voters. In West
Bengal at least, the Left is ex-
panding its base among the rural
well to do and the urban middle
classes at the expense of the
small and marginal farmer.
There is no reason to believe
the Indo-U.S. nuclear deal was a
big issue in the voting decision of
the Left voters. About 55 per cent
of Left voters have no knowledge

of the deal. Of those, who have
heard about it, more than half do
not have an opinion. However,
compared to the Congress and
BJP voters, more Left voters
believe that the Indo-U.S. nuclear
deal would place India in a
subservient position to the U.S.
On the economic policies of the
UPA government and their conse-
quences, the positions and per-
ceptions of Left voters do not
seem to be very much different
from that of other non-Congress
voters.

The challenge of operating in a
liberal democracy requires not
just expanding political appeal
but also aligning the party with
the beliefs of existing and poten-
tial supporters. That is where the
deeper political lesson of this
electoral defeat may lie.

Taking the leap that never was

But all may not be lost for the BSP, which has improved its vote share by one point

his election was to be the

Bahujan Samaj Party’s
big leap forward. The BSP’s
electoral victory in 2007 in
Uttar Pradesh, Mayawati’s
projection as a Prime Minis-
terial candidate, and the ex-
pectation of her growing
clout provided the perfect
setting for the party to ex-
pand its footprint. The final
result was a big setback for
Ms. Mayawati’s ambitions.
With just 20 seats in her bag
and that too in a Lok Sabha
where no one needed these
seats, she was left with no
option but to join the herd
that was over-eager to ex-
tend unconditional support
to the UPA. All may not be
lost for the BSP though. Be-
yond the political drama, the

BAHUJAN SAMAJ PARTY

BSP has quietly pushed its
vote share up by one point,
from 5.3 per cent to 6.2 per
cent. This is the third con-
secutive election in which
the BSP’s national vote
share has grown significant-
ly. If we look at the vote
share in U.P., the BSP is still
by far the largest party in
the State and has fallen only
marginally below its vote
share in the Assembly elec-
tions of 2007.

The party also made sig-
nificant gains in Haryana
and Uttarakhand in terms of
vote share. In several other
States such as Madhya Pra-
desh, Delhi, Maharashtra

The Muslim vote
and where it went

The Muslim vote split between
parties in States where there was
greater electoral choice

How Muslims have voted across the years

Party 1996 1998 1999 2004 2009
Congress 32 32 40 36 36
BJP 2 5 6 7 3
Left 13 10 9 11
sp 25 19 11 15 10

and Jharkhand, the BSP
made small but significant
accretions to its vote share.
Yet, there is no clear upward
trend in the party’s gains
outside U.P. It achieves a
breakthrough in one State
in an election only to sur-
render it the next time. In
Delhi, for instance, the BSP
polled only 5.3 per cent of
the vote against 14 per cent
in the 2008 Assembly elec-
tion. Similarly in Maharash-
tra, where the BSP hoped to
capitalise on the Republican
Party of India’s eroding Da-
lit base, it failed to win a
single seat, its only consola-
tion coming from four of its

candidates securing more
than 1 lakh votes. The party
is still disproportionately
dependent on Uttar Pra-
desh.

The other major limita-
tion is its dependence on
Dalit votes. The NES 2009
data suggests that the party
draws a majority of its vot-
ers from Dalits — 52 per
cent all over the country and
55 per cent in U.P. Nation-
wide, only about three to
four per cent of the upper
castes, peasant proprietor
castes and Other Backward
Castes voted for the BSP. Its
support levels among the
Scheduled Tribes were two
per cent and among Mus-
lims seven per cent. This
time, the BSP secured a

quarter of the Dalit vote in
the country, just five per-
centage points behind the
Congress. But a dispropor-
tionate amount of the BSP’s
Dalit votes is confined to the
Jatav community to which
Ms. Mayawati belongs.
There may be a third and
somewhat hidden limitation
of the BSP. About a quarter
of BSP voters said their
main consideration was that
people of their caste or com-
munity supported the party.
Only five per cent of respon-
dents said they expected to
benefit from the party com-
ing to power and only 12 per
cent voted for it because
they felt its overall pro-
gramme was good. It is im-
portant to note that the

The myth of the youth vote

In India, they mirror political attitudes of the older generation

party receives greater sup-
port from voters who feel
that the performance of the
State government is more
important than that of the
Central government. While
the party’s non-Dalit voters
are unhappy about its non-
performance on the devel-
opment front, Dalit suppor-
ters are also beginning to be
resentful: 46 per cent of Da-
lits believe Ms. Mayawati
has ignored their aspira-
tions by promoting Brah-
mins and upper castes. As
the BSP makes a transition
from the politics of ‘bahujan
samaj’ to that of ‘sarvajan
samaj’ and looks for the
‘plus vote,” it would do well
to address some of these an-
xieties.

o Indian youth vote dif-

ferently from their el-
ders? A comparison of
respondents below 25 years
of age with other age cate-
gories shows that the pat-
tern does not vary
significantly from the rest of
the population. The evi-
dence does not support the
stereotype that youth prefer
radical parties such as the
Left or the Bahujan Samaj
Party (BSP). It also does not
confirm the pattern wit-
nessed in the 1990s, and
which continued till 2004,
when the Bharatiya Janata

Party (BJP) did a little bet-
ter among the voters below
25. The data also buries the
hypothesis that it was the
youth vote that brought the
Congress to power this
time. In fact, the Congress
does a shade worse among
young voters than the rest of
the electorate.

Even their prime minis-
terial choice mirrored the
options indicated by the ol-
der population. Many would
have expected that younger
leaders like Rahul Gandhi
would find a greater reso-
nance with the youth. The

fact is that more or less the
same number of young peo-
ple favoured Rahul Gandhi
as Prime Minister as those
belonging to older age
groups. This is a consistent
pattern that has been no-
ticed in previous election
studies as well. In the West,
the youth are seen to artic-
ulate their political prefer-
ences in a distinctly
different manner. This ob-
viously does not hold good
in India. A recent all-India
youth study completed by
the Lokniti programme of
the CSDS also confirmed

that youth mirror the politi-
cal attitudes and preference
of the older generation.

However, when it comes
to crucial issues concerning
their own future, the youth
tend to indicate a less con-
servative mindset. For in-
stance, they were more
supportive of marriages
across caste groups and en-
dorsed equal status for
women in more categorical
terms. They are more posi-
tive compared to the older
generation about how the
future of the country willl
shape up.

Figures are weighted by actual vote share of parties at national level.

All figures in per cent

Conventional wisdom has
it that the Muslims con-
stitute a vote bank. And ac-
cording to this wisdom, they
vote en bloc to make or break
a party. The NES 2009 offers
enough evidence to assess
this view. At the national lev-
el, the Congress and its allies
bagged less than half the
Muslim vote. If there is any
pattern, it is this: Muslim
support for the Congress and
the Left fluctuates, while that
for the Samajwadi Party has
headed consistently down-
ward since 1996.

The State-level pattern of
how Muslims voted in 2009
isrevealing. The Muslim vote
seems to be consolidating in
those States where the com-
munity’s electoral choices
were limited. States such as
Delhi, Gujarat, Rajasthan,
and Madhya Pradesh fall in
this category. In contrast, the
Muslim vote seems to have
split among many parties
wherever multiple choices
are available — in States such
as Uttar Pradesh, Andhra
Pradesh, Kerala, Bihar,
Jharkhand and Maharashtra.
A notable exception to this
rule was Assam, where Ba-
druddin Ajmal’s AUDF gar-
nered 61 per cent of the

Muslim vote with a little as-
sistance from helpful clerics
and ulemas.

While the AUDF succeed-
ed in mobilising Muslim sup-
port, the same attempt failed
in other States, especially in
Uttar Pradesh where the Ule-
ma Council drew a blank de-
spite fielding a dozen of its
own candidates. In Uttar
Pradesh, the Congress, the
SP and the BSP together
bagged about two-third of
Muslim vote. Muslim sup-
port for the Congress in U.P.
and Bihar suggests a possible
recovery of the ground the
party lost following the dem-
olition of the Babri Masjid. In
Kerala, the Left Democratic
Front’s efforts to court the
Muslim votes with the help of
Madhani did not pay off as
the United Democratic Front
polled over two-thirds of the
Muslim vote. The message is
clear that the Ulema alone
cannot sway Muslim voters.

The fragmentation of the
Muslim vote may have led to
a decline in the number of
Muslim MPs — from 36 last
time to just 28 in the new Lok
Sabha. The poor perfor-
mance of the SP and the RJD
has hurt the number of Mus-
lim representatives.
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Methodology of
NES 2009

he analysis of the
national and State-
level verdicts pre-
sented hereisbased
on the National Election
Study 2009 (NES 2009), a
post-poll survey conducted
by a team of scholars from
all over the country and co-
ordinated by Lokniti, Pro-
gramme for Comparative
Democracy at the Centre
for the Study of Developing
Societies (CSDS). The NES
2009 is the largest and most
comprehensive social sci-
entific survey of an Indian
general election, perhaps of
any election in the world. It
adheres to the best interna-
tional practices and proto-
cols of survey research.
While the NES gathers ro-
bust information about
how Indians voted, this is
not just a study of voting
behaviour. The NES treats
elections as a window to
capture the most accurate
snapshot of political beliefs,
attitudes and opinions of
Indian citizens. The NES
2009 also explores aware-
ness levels and opinions on
issues related to the Indian
economy, national security,
democracy, and diversity.

The study of Indian elec-
tions based on survey meth-
od started in the CSDS in
the 1960s, led to the first
National Election Study in
1967. Before this one, the
National Election Studies
(NES) — were carried out in
1967, 1971, 1996, 1998, 1999
and 2004. Together, they
comprise the most compre-
hensive information data-
base of social and political
change in India, one that
has been used as a source
for international compara-
tive studies.

NES 2009 has the unique
distinction of being a col-
laborative research work
shared by over 35 scholars
across the country, many of
who have been awarded
Major Research Projects by
the University Grants Com-
mission for studying this
election. The present re-

port is the first collabora-
tive output of these
projects.

The post-poll survey pre-
sented here is very different
from an exit poll, in which
voters are approached and
interviewed outside the
polling booth. The purpose
of the post-poll survey is to
provide insight into the vot-
ers’ political preferences
and determine the reasons
for the electorate’s choice
rather than to forecast or
anticipate the outcome.
However, early projections
based on the initial findings
of this study were released
to The Hindu (published
on May 14,15 and 16) and
the actual election results
broadly confirmed the
trend indicated by these
projections. To provide an
accurate and reliable ac-
count, the survey has been
designed to be representa-
tive not just at the national
level, but also at the State
level. For this, the sample
for the study was randomly
selected from all eligible
voters in the country. This
meant that every single In-
dian on the electoral rolls
had an equal chance of be-
ing selected and inter-
viewed. Thus, all the 536
Lok Sabha constituencies
in the 28 States of the coun-
try and the Union Territory
of Delhi were selected for
the study. Other Union Ter-
ritories were excluded for
logistical reasons. Within
these constituencies, As-
sembly constituencies and
polling booths were ran-
domly selected, using the
principle of a blind lottery.
Thus, atotal of 729 Assemb-
ly segments were selected,
and then a further 2,346
polling stations areas, typ-
ically villages or urban
wards, were selected for
conducting the interviews.

From each rural polling
station 20 registered vot-
ers and from urban polling
station 25 registered vot-
ers were randomly select-
ed from the latest electoral
rolls. This procedure of
multi-stage stratified ran-
dom sampling ensures that
the selected sample is fully
representative  of  the
cross-section of voters in
the country.

Once the sample of the
electorate was prepared,
trained investigators went
to meet them at their
residences. In all, 1,847
investigators were trained
in 39 workshops held
across the country for this
purpose, supported by a
special grant from the In-
dian Council of Social Sci-
ence Research. They were
asked to interview only
those whose names were
provided to them. Sub-
stitution was not allowed
under any circumstances.
If the identified respon-
dent was not available, the
investigator would come
back at a later time in
order to carry out the
interview. Information
was recorded on the age,
sex, religion and caste of
the non-respondents as
well to ensure that those
who did not take part in
our survey were not sub-
stantially different from
those who actually did. In
all 59,650 persons were
approached and 34,365 in-
terviews could be complet-
ed. The sample profile
shows that the persons
interviewed broadly mir-
rored the Indian popula-
tion, in terms of the
country’s demographic
profile. All the interviews
were conducted within a
few days of the date of
polling in that locality but
before the counting day.

Once a respondent
agreed for the interview,
the field investigators

asked them a detailed set
of questions in face-to-face
situation at their resi-
dence. The respondents
were given a ‘secret’ ballot
paper designed to look like
the list of candidates on
the EVM, on which they
could mark their choice.
This was then placed in a
sealed ballot box. This
process was followed to
ensure that the ‘voters’
knew their response would
be confidential.

A committee of social
scientists carefully de-
signed five sets of ques-
tionnaires randomly given
to the sampled voters. For
the first time in NES, a
‘split sample’ was intro-
duced, and the question-
naires carried additional
survey modules on a range
of different themes, cov-
ering topics such as the
economy, security, com-
munalism, democracy and
social values. The ques-
tions were phrased so that
they did not lead the per-
son being interviewed to
any particular answer. The
questionnaire was trans-
lated not just into the
language of each State but
often into the ‘dialect’ spo-
ken in the region in which
the respondent was in-
terviewed. The translation
process was carefully mon-
itored, so that a question
in one State did not have a
different meaning in an-
other. Detailed informa-
tion about the background,
socio-demographics  and
the household was also
collected. State specific
questions regarding local
issues and local politics
relevant to each of the
different States were also
asked.

More information about
NES 2009 will be available
at www.lokniti.org. The
Lokniti team will be happy
to answer any query about
NES at election@csds.in
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