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spending data to document a long-run evolution of 

political cleavages in India. The transition from a 

dominant-party system to a fragmented system 

characterised by several smaller regionalist parties and, 

more recently, the Bharatiya Janata Party, coincides with 

the rise of religious divisions and the persistence of 

strong caste-based cleavages, while education, income 

and occupation play a diminishing role (controlling for 

caste) in determining voters’ choices. More importantly, 

there is no evidence of the new party system of being 

associated with changes in social policy, which 

corroborates the fact that in India, as in many Western 

democracies, political conflicts are increasingly focused 

on identity and religious–ethnic conflicts rather than on 

tangible material benefits and class-based redistribution.
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What governs the choice of who to vote for in India? 
How has it changed over time? A claim that is often 
heard is that the traditional cleavages of caste and 

religion have been shrinking over time and that this process 
accelerated because of Narendra Modi’s leadership of the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which placed it on a broad and 
inclusive platform around the theme of development. Milan 
Vaishnav (2015), while summarising the 2014 Indian elections 
for the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, writes:

Economic factors played an unusually large role in shaping voting 
behavior. Traditional patterns of caste-based voting were much less 
evident, and regional parties, often thought to be gaining ground, 
suffered a setback. A slightly deeper look, however, reveals that these 
changes were not necessarily unique to the 2014 general election. 
There is evidence to suggest that many of these trends have been per-
colating beneath the surface for some time. What 2014 has done is to 
bring these trends to the fore of public consciousness. 

This emphasis on economic factors over social factors (such 
as caste and religion) makes a certain amount of theoretical 
sense in the context of India’s rapid growth accompanied by 
growing inequality (Chancel and Piketty 2017; Bharti 2018) 
which opens a space for competition over different types of 
government interventions. Indeed, the BJP’s 2014 campaign 
emphasised an aspiration to change the relation between the 
citizen and the state. But is it actually happening—are people 
in different economic positions voting very differently? And 
are social factors becoming less predictive of voting patterns? 
To answer these questions, we make use of post-electoral sur-
veys both for national and the state elections over the period of 
1962 to 2014 (though the data coverage is often patchy). The 
evidence shows some very clear patterns. 

Sectarian Divide of the Indian Electorate

The role of caste in predicting support for what are conven-
tionally described as parties of the right (the BJP, Shiv Sena, 
and Akali Dal) has not diminished over 1999 to 2014. The upper 
castes were always much more likely to support these parties 
than the rest of the electorate and this continues to be the 
case. There was a sharp increase in the upper caste bias in the 
support for these parties in the mid to late 1990s, which has 
come down somewhat since its peak, but if anything, the bias 
was higher in 2014 than in 2009. By contrast the Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes (SCs/STs) have always had a bias 
against the right, but that bias has not really changed very 
much since the end of the 1990s. The only group where we see 
a sharp change in their support for the right are the Muslims, 
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who, interestingly, were moving closer to the non-Muslim pop-
ulation in terms of their support for the right between 1998 
and 2009, but that trend was sharply reversed in 2014. These 
results are robust to just focusing on the BJP (as against the 
right) and including controls for voter characteristics other 
than caste (education, occupation, state of residence, etc).

The story of the Congress is partly the fl ip side of this. In the 
1960s and early 1970s, it was the hegemonic party, but this 
changed by the 1990s, when both the right and centre-left parties 
(including a number of caste-based parties) ate into their support 
base. Nonetheless, the bias against the Congress among upper 
castes became less sharp since the late 1990s due to a shift in their 
support away from the centre-left and left parties, which 
recovered a bit since. Likewise, the positive bias among the 
SCs/STs has declined slightly over the last 60 years. in part, due to 
a shift in their support towards the centre-left and left parties. 

While there was a sharp economic cleavage among right voters 
in the 1960s and 1970s—they were more educated and richer 
than the rest of the population, even after controlling for their 
location, their caste, religion and other demographics—this effect 
became weaker in the 1990s and disappeared in the recent years. 
Correspondingly, the support for the Congress among university 
graduates has risen relative to its overall support in the popula-
tion since 1970s, and in 2014 was indistinguishable from that of 
the BJP. In other words, the caste and religion-based schisms 
remain sharp, but the economic cleavages seem to have mostly 
disappeared over the last decades. It is only in this limited sense 
that the support for the right is now more broad-based, as a 
number of commentators have suggested (Vaishnav 2018).

These results are broadly confi rmed by the results from 
state assembly elections. While our data here only starts in 
1996 for Uttar Pradesh (UP) and after 2000 for all the other 
states, the patterns are very similar. Upper castes favour the 
right in general, though there are lots of ups and downs in the 
extent of the upper caste bias. There is no clear pattern in 
whether the economically better off favour the right.

That there is no clear division of economic interests across 
the parties, comes from looking at changes in the spending 
patterns of the states when the state government shifts to the 
right. While the right-wing ruled states have lower social 
spending, in general, there is no evidence that switching to a 
right-wing party reduces social spending. In fact, there is some 
evidence in the opposite direction. The one caveat here is that 
we do not have data for state-level policies with respect to 
caste-based reservations for jobs, where the differential caste 
basis of these parties may make a big difference.

Taken together these results suggest that the main driver of 
political differentiation in India are the nature of caste and re-
ligious identifi cation and the related variation in cultural and 
ideological positions. This is consistent with the fi ndings by 
Piketty (2018) that the straight economic model of the rich and 
the more educated voting for the right and the less educated 
and less wealthy voting for the left, which emerged in countries 
like France, the United Kingdom and the United States, imme-
diately in the post-war period, started breaking down after 
1990, with the well-educated now voting more and more for 

the left and the others aligning with the right.1 Similarly, in 
India, voters seem to be gradually less driven by straightfor-
ward economic interests, and more by sectarian interests and 
cultural priorities. But, unlike in the West, this does not seem to 
require any sacrifi ce of economic interests for Indian voters, 
since all the parties support similar policies.

Again, unlike in the West, caste identity is highly specifi c to 
India. One might be tempted to argue that in some cases caste 
provides a better proxy for permanent income and economic 
position than other indicators (that is, income, education and 
especially asset ownership that are not particularly well meas-
ured in surveys). One natural interpretation of the fact that 
income, education and occupation seem to play so little auton-
omous role in explaining political cleavages (controlling for 
caste) is that India’s political confl ict has given unusual impor-
tance to caste-based reservation policies and relatively little 
importance to income-based, education-based or wealth-based 
redistributive policies. The analogy would be the rising impor-
tance of the migration-based and the religious-ethnic confl icts in 
the West, in the context when policies aiming at reducing inequali-
ties in income, education and wealth have lost strength. The 
decline of class-based redistribution in the West (and the fact 
that it never really took shape in India) can also be related to the 
changes in global ideology since the 1980s–90s, an evolution 
which might possibly reverse itself in the future. 

These results are also consistent with the general position 
taken by Chhibber and Verma (2018), who argue that the Indi-
an voter is motivated by ideology as much as anything else and 
that the main ideological divide has its roots in the national 
movement and its immediate aftermath. They may also be 
consistent with theories that give a central place to politics of 
patronage that is targeted towards specifi c groups (Chandra 
2017; Wilkinson 2009; Dunning and Nilekani 2013), under the 
assumption that the caste-based cleavages refl ect different 
positions on the affi rmative programmes or other mechanisms 
to deliver patronage to specifi c social groups.

In terms of the overall agenda the paper that comes closest 
to us is Chakrabarti (2017). She shows that the fraction of the 
state legislature that is from the upper castes is strongly cor-
related with the share of total state development expenditure 
that goes to the social sector and this relationship survives a 
range of specifi cations, including those that include state fi xed 
effects. By contrast our focus is on the ruling party or coalition, 
which may be identifi ed with the upper castes but put up candi-
dates from the lower castes for strategic reasons—during the 
2014 election the BJP, for example, was at pains to emphasise 
that its prime ministerial candidate, Narendra Modi, was not 
from the upper castes. Perhaps for this reason we fi nd that once 
we control for a fi xed effect for the state, the identity of the 
ruling party has no discernable effect on social spending.

Classifying the Political Parties

Given the sheer number of parties on the Indian political land-
scape, we need to classify them to make the analysis tractable. 
We start from the two main parties, the Indian National Congress 
(INC) and the BJP. Congress has held power most of the time since 
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the fi rst general post-independence elections in 1952, except 
briefl y in 1977–80 (following the Emergency period and the 
short-lived anti-Congress alliance) and 1989–91, and most im-
portantly in 1998–2004 and 2014–19, when BJP was heading 
the government. In most of our results on the structure of the 
electorates, we include the Congress vote in a “centre” alliance 
together with the vote for centre parties like the Nationalist 
Congress Party (NCP), the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) 
or the Telangana Rashtra Samithi (TRS) that have usually al-
lied with Congress. Likewise, we include the BJP vote in a 
“right” alliance together with parties with the Shiv Sena (SHS), 
the Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD) or the Telugu Desam Party 
(TDP). Finally, we include the various communist parties, the 
Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) and the Janata Dal in a “centre-left 
and left” alliance. We refer to Table 1 for the full classifi cation 
that we use for India’s main contemporary political parties. 

We should stress that although we rely on the conventional us-
age of the terms right, left and centre to refer to political alliances 
in the Indian context, we fully recognise that these terms origi-
nated in Europe, dominated by a class politics that is very different 
from today’s India. Our purpose in this research is precisely to 
investigate the changing meaning of such classifi cations, by look-
ing at the changing structure of the corresponding electorates.

To ensure that this classifi cation is accurate we also asked a set 
of economists and political scientists working on Indian politics 
as well as some senior journalists in prominent newspapers and 
some active politicians to classify 18 major Indian political parties 
based on a left, centre-left, centre, centre-right, right scale. There 
is an impressive amount of concordance both between the views 
of these experts and our classifi cation. Our main results, however, 
do not change if we slightly alter their classifi cation (in particular 
if we look separately at Congress and BJP votes, or if we exclude 
the CPI and the CPI(M) from the centre-left and left coalition).

Vote Banks of Different Parties

The data we use in this section combines surveys and offi cial 
election results. Data on both state and general (Lok Sabha) 
election results since 1947 are available at the constituency 

level from reports made public by the Election Commission of 
India, and were recently digitised and harmonised by Jensenius 
(2016). In order to study the electoral behaviours at the individual 
level, we rely on surveys conducted by the Lokniti Institute and 
by the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS). These 
include the National Election Studies (NES), available from 1996 
to 2014, as well as a number of other state election surveys. We 
complete our database with surveys from the Indian National 
Election studies conducted by the Inter-University Consortium 
for Political and Social Research in 1967, 1971 and 1979. 

Given important variations in the defi nitions of available 
variables, we focus on a restricted set of characteristics which 
could be harmonised across the surveys. We divide caste/minority 
affi liations into fi ve groups: SCs/STs, Other Backward Classes 
(OBCs), Brahmins, other Forward Castes (FCs) and Muslims. 
Education takes four values corresponding to illiteracy, primary 
education, secondary education and university degree. We de-
compose age into four groups (25–34, 35–49, 50–64 and 65+) 
and use dummy variables for gender and rural/urban areas.

The harmonisation of income is more challenging given 
that only income brackets were reported for the earlier years. 
Following Piketty (2018), we approximate income deciles by 
expanding surveys and reweighting observations so as to at-
tribute individuals to their multiple potential income groups. 
This is equivalent to assuming that the voting patterns are 
constant within brackets. We also construct a social class vari-
able by following Chakrabarti’s (2018) classifi cation of differ-
ent occupational groups. Lower classes are composed of low-
skilled workers and illiterate individuals, the middle class in-
cludes small businessmen, craftsmen and skilled workers, and 
upper classes comprise mid-level and high-level civil servants, 
politicians, business-owners, medium and large landowners 
and higher educated voters.2 Finally, we combine retrospec-
tive questions from the 1979 and 1967 surveys to get informa-
tion on electoral behaviour in 1962.

National Elections Results

We fi rst use the long time-series data for the national elections 
to investigate the caste composition of support for right-wing 
parties, left-wing parties and centrist parties. Figure 1 shows 
the decline of the Congress from its original hegemonic state 
to its 2014 nadir and the rise of the BJP. Between 1962 and 
1984, Congress was supported by between 40% and 50% of 
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Figure 1: Lok Sabha Election Results, 1962–2014 (%)

Table 1: Classification of Main Indian Political Parties
Party Name Abbreviation  Party Group 

Bharatiya Janata Party BJP Right

Shiv Sena SHS Right

Shiromani Akali Dal SAD Right

Telugu Desam Party TDP Right

All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam AIADMK Centre

Biju Janata Dal BJD Centre

Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam DMK Centre

Indian National Congress INC Centre

Nationalist Congress Party NCP Centre

Telangana Rashtra Samithi TRS Centre

Bahujan Samaj Party BSP Centre-left/left

Communist Party of India CPI Centre-left/left

Communist Party of India (Marxist) CPI(M) Centre-left/left

Janata Dal (United) JD(U) Centre-left/left

Janata Dal (Secular) JD(S) Centre-left/left

Rashtriya Janata Dal RJD Centre-left/left

Samajwadi Party SP Centre-left/left

All India Trinamool Congress AITC Centre-left/left
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Indian voters. Starting in 1989, this share decreased steadily 
until today, reaching only 19% in 2014. Correspondingly, the 
BJP took an increasingly important place in India’s political 
spectrum, receiving an unprecedented vote share of 31% in the 
last Lok Sabha election.

Figures 2, 3 and 4 decompose support for centrist parties, 
right-wing parties and left-wing parties by caste group. Electoral 
politics in India have always been characterised by strong 
caste cleavages. The Muslims and the SCs/STs have always been 
more likely to vote for the Congress and other centrist parties, 
while Brahmins and other upper castes are most biased in 
favour of the BJP and other right-wing parties. Over time, the 
Congress’s popularity has declined among all the groups while 
that of the BJP has mainly been going up, except among SCs/STs 
and the Muslims where there is no clear long-run trend. The 
2014 election was an exception: for the fi rst time, nearly 

one-third of SCs and STs supported the BJP and other right-wing 
parties. However, support for the right among other caste 
groups increased in similar proportions, leaving the voting gaps 
between upper castes and lower castes essentially unchanged.

The centre-left and left parties have gone up and down, 
with a peak in the late 1990s. The groups that are most likely 
to support them are the Muslims, the SCs/STs and the OBCs. 
Overall, caste cleavages appear to be remarkably strong and 
persistent since the beginning of the 2000s: between 50% 
and 60% of Brahmins have voted for right-wing parties in all 
national elections, compared to less than 15% of Muslims.

Framework of estimation: To summarise this data in a single 
number, we look at the difference between the average vote 
share of these party groupings in that year’s national election 
and the share they got from the upper castes/Brahmins on one 
side and the SCs/STs on the other. Specifi cally, we estimate: y = + caste + X +  

where  = 1 if individual i voted for a party belonging to 
group p (centrist, right-wing, centre-left to left or other), and 

 = 0 otherwise.  is a dummy for individual i belonging 
to caste c. Xi is a vector of controls (state, social class, income, 
education, gender and rural/urban) and εi is the error term. 
Without controls, we have: = E(y |caste = 1) E(y |caste = 0)

If  refers to belonging to upper castes, for instance, 
then β corresponds to the difference between the proportion 
of upper castes and the proportion of other castes voting for p. 
It can be estimated by ordinary least squares (OLS) using a 
linear probability model of the form: P(y = 1|x) = + caste +

Adding controls preserves the intuitive meaning of the indi-
cator: all other things being equal, upper castes are more likely 
to vote for party p than other castes by β percentage points. 
Since control variables are only categorical, the linear probabi-
lity model is saturated and can be estimated by OLS using 
heteroscedasticity-robust standard errors (Wooldridge 2002). 
In the main text of this section, we present results for right-
wing parties. We extend this main specifi cation to centrist 
parties, centre-left and left parties. Our main conclusions are 
robust to considering these different party groupings and to 
restricting the sample to Hindus alone.

Drivers of electoral support: Figure 5 (p 38) describes the 
evolution of support for right-wing parties among upper castes 
before and after controls. Without any controls the upper 
castes have always been more likely to vote for the right by about 
20 percentage points on average. However, this apparent stability 
confl ates within state trends with the fact that the BJP may be 
growing faster in states where its support base is more or less 
biased towards the upper castes. The dotted line controls for 
state effects and the solid black line controls in addition for 
other individual characteristics. This reduces the level of 

Figure 3: Vote for Congress and Other Centrist Parties by Caste/Minority, 
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Figure 2: Vote for BJP and Other Right-wing Parties by Caste/Minority, 
1962–2014 (%)
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the bias appears to go down over time. Once we control for 
state effects and respondent fi xed effects, the bias is signifi -
cantly reduced, boiling down to zero in recent years. This 
suggests that education has become less and less important to 
understand political cleavages in India: state specifi cities and 
caste affi liation, which are strongly correlated to education, 
have remained much more fundamental.

The same conclusion holds for income (Figure 9) and social 
class (Figure 10), which are both generally strongly correlated 
to caste affi liation. While belonging to top 10% earners seemed 
to have an effect on vote choice in 1971, it has come close to 
zero in recent elections. Similarly, upper classes are generally 
more supportive of right-wing parties, but the effect is purely 
driven by the fact that they are more likely to belong to upper 
castes. Once one controls for available socio-demographic 
characteristics, upper classes are about as likely to support 
right-wing parties as middle or lower classes.

Regression analysis: Table 2 (p 39) reports regression results 
on the main determinants of support for the BJP or other right-
wing parties between 1962 and 2014.3 In line with what previous 
fi gures suggested, caste identity appears to be the strongest 
factor for understanding electoral behaviours. In 2014, Muslims 
were less likely than OBCs to support the right by more than 

 upper caste bias but the slope over time, if anything, goes up: 
while upper castes were more likely to support right-wing par-
ties by 5 to 10 percentage points in the 1960s and 1970s, the 
gap has risen to 15–20 points in recent years.

Figure 6 shows similar results for the SCs/STs, who have 
always been less favourable to the right than the rest of the 
population. Lower castes’ opposition to right-wing parties 
seems to have remained stable over time, both before and af-
ter controlling for individual characteristics. The voting gap 
between SCs/STs and other castes has always ranged between 
5 percentage points and 10 percentage points. By contrast, 
Muslims have become increasingly inclined to vote for centrist 
or left-wing parties (Figure 7). In the early 1960s, they were 
about as likely to support the right as other religious groups, 
while in 2014 non-Muslims were more likely to do so by 30 
percentage points. This extreme and rising religious polarisa-
tion is due to Muslims being the only social group who has not 
become more supportive of the BJP. While a rising share of up-
per castes, OBCs, and more recently SCs and STs have been at-
tracted towards the right, a stable 85% to 90% of Muslims 
have continued to vote for centrist, left-wing or other parties.

We do the same exercise for education, with a focus on uni-
versity graduates (Figure 8). Strikingly, while it is always true 
that the graduates are biased in favour of right-wing parties, 
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30 percentage points, while Brahmins were more likely to do so 
by more than 10 percentage points. Education was not signifi -
cantly associated with vote choice before 1996, but this effect 
decreased again until 2014. Age and gender do not have any 
signifi cant effect. The last column shows the difference between 
the 2014 and the 1962 estimated coeffi cients. Except for the 
Muslim bias against right-wing parties, which has dramatical-
ly increased over time, the caste gradient does not seem to 
have changed signifi cantly during the past decades.

The same exercise can be done for the centrist parties and 
centre-left to left parties. Upper castes are less likely to vote 
for these parties than the rest of the population, and once we 
control for state and respondent characteristics, there is no 
stable long-run trend. Support for the centre among SCs/STs 
has been going down relatively to other caste groups, even 
though it remains slightly higher than that in the entire 
 population. Among all groups of parties, Muslim support is in-
creasingly biased towards centrist parties and in particular 
the Congress: in 2014, they were more likely to vote for Con-
gress alone by more than 15 percentage points compared to 
other voters. Centre-left and left parties have essentially 
 attracted a large share of the Congress’s former electoral base 
among lower castes, while the BJP has been more successful 
among upper castes, so that only Muslims have remained 
faithful to Congress.

In summary, India’s national party system has substantially 
changed since the 1960s as the once hegemonic Congress became 
increasingly challenged by the BJP and the often caste-based 
parties of the centre-left. Despite these structural changes, 
caste status has remained the most important social cleavage 

materialised in national elections. Even after accounting for 
other state-level and individual-level specifi cities, upper castes 
appear to be signifi cantly biased towards the right-wing par-
ties, while centrist and left parties receive higher support 
among the lower castes and the Muslims. While these caste 
divisions have remained more or less stable over time, reli-
gious cleavages have increased dramatically. Muslims have 
been the only social group to not become more likely to sup-
port the BJP, remaining faithful to the Congress and other 
centrist parties. Strikingly, while education and income has 
played a role in some specifi c elections, we fi nd no evidence 
of the emergence of a new cleavage linked to economic or 
human capital over time.

State Elections Results

India’s transition from the Congress dominance to a multiplicity 
of fragmented party systems opposing the INC to regional 
parties and, more recently, to the BJP in state elections, has been 
associated with a progressive diversifi cation of the nature of 
political competition in state elections (Figure 11, p 40). We 
have used a set of surveys conducted by Lokniti–CSDS during 
state elections to study how varieties in state party politics 
translate into specifi c cleavage structures. 

Our sample covers 28 elections which took place between 
1996 and 2016 in nine major states: Bihar, Gujarat, Jharkhand, 
Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu, UP, Uttarakhand and 
West Bengal. There are large variations in the relative vote 
shares received by regional parties, Congress and the BJP. In 
some states (such as Gujarat), Congress hegemony was gradu-
ally replaced by a two-party system which opposed the INC to 

Table 2: Determinants of Vote for Right-wing Parties in Indian National Elections, 1962–2014
  1962 1967 1971 1996 1998 1999 2004 2009 2014 2014–1962

Caste group: Muslim -0.054 -0.081*** -0.168*** -0.192*** -0.274*** -0.229*** -0.208*** -0.154*** -0.314*** -0.26***
  (0.048) (0.020) (0.020) (0.013) (0.017) (0.013) (0.009) (0.008) (0.010)  

Caste group: SC/ST -0.078** -0.070*** -0.128*** -0.091*** -0.132*** -0.108*** -0.114*** -0.100*** -0.101*** -0.02
  (0.033) (0.018) (0.021) (0.012) (0.013) (0.012) (0.008) (0.006) (0.009)  

Caste group: Other FC 0.083 0.062*** -0.024 0.043*** 0.044*** 0.122*** 0.058*** 0.042*** 0.056*** -0.03
  (0.055) (0.020) (0.033) (0.014) (0.015) (0.015) (0.009) (0.008) (0.012)  

Caste group: Brahmin 0.067 0.090*** 0.070* 0.011 0.144*** 0.164*** 0.166*** 0.144*** 0.133*** 0.07
  (0.061) (0.031) (0.039) (0.025) (0.031) (0.024) (0.015) (0.014) (0.018)  

Education: Primary -0.023 -0.014 -0.038* 0.037*** 0.046*** 0.054*** 0.001 0.012* 0.023** 0.05
  (0.033) (0.016) (0.022) (0.011) (0.012) (0.012) (0.007) (0.006) (0.009)  

Education: Secondary -0.042 -0.045 -0.032 0.098*** 0.031** 0.062*** 0.049*** 0.020*** 0.040*** 0.08
  (0.052) (0.029) (0.039) (0.014) (0.015) (0.015) (0.008) (0.007) (0.010)  

Education: Tertiary 0.041 0.026 0.072 0.097*** 0.090*** 0.085*** 0.051*** 0.038*** 0.007 -0.03
  (0.074) (0.034) (0.045) (0.025) (0.024) (0.022) (0.011) (0.009) (0.013)  

Age: 25–34 0.018 -0.054** 0.004 -0.005 0.019 0.007 0.000 0.005 0.001 -0.02
  (0.162) (0.023) (0.032) (0.013) (0.015) (0.016) (0.008) (0.008) (0.012)  

Age: 35–49 0.072 -0.035 0.010 -0.012 0.009 -0.019 0.013 0.010 -0.021* -0.09
  (0.163) (0.024) (0.031) (0.013) (0.014) (0.016) (0.008) (0.008) (0.012)  

Age: 50–64 0.102 -0.061** 0.010 -0.003 0.014 0.002 -0.012 -0.003 -0.020 -0.12
  (0.163) (0.025) (0.034) (0.015) (0.016) (0.018) (0.010) (0.009) (0.013)  

Age: 65+ 0.081 -0.005 -0.008 -0.016 -0.020 0.011 0.008 -0.012 -0.031* -0.11
  (0.165) (0.037) (0.040) (0.019) (0.021) (0.021) (0.012) (0.010) (0.016)  

Gender: Male 0.012 0.021 0.023 -0.004 0.018* 0.003 0.009 0.004 0.010 -0.00
  (0.031) (0.016) (0.017) (0.009) (0.010) (0.010) (0.006) (0.005) (0.007)  

Location: Rural area -0.047 0.015 -0.114*** -0.012 -0.029** -0.034*** -0.002 0.010* -0.034***  
  (0.040) (0.018) (0.028) (0.013) (0.013) (0.012) (0.007) (0.006) (0.009)  

R-squared 0.25 0.26 0.29 0.17 0.21 0.20 0.19 0.20 0.19  

Observations 1,329 4,007 3,560 8,283 7,354 8,352 21,966 28,085 19,343  
All models include state fixed effects. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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Figure 11: Party Affiliations of State Governments, 1962–2017
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the BJP. In another group of states (such as Maharashtra), 
both Congress and the BJP have had to build coalitions with 
other smaller parties. Finally, the Congress has almost com-
pletely disappeared in some states and has been replaced by 
one or more regional parties. In Tamil Nadu, for instance, the 
AIADMK and the DMK have essentially alternated in holding 
power since the beginning of the 1970s.

Statewise drivers of electoral support: We start by looking 
at the caste and religious basis of support for right-wing 
parties in states where the BJP is a major competitor. 
Figure 12 decomposes the vote shares of right-wing parties 
by caste group, pooling all surveys available in each state. 
Support for the right is strongly differentiated by caste: in 
all states for which we have data, it is always the case 

that upper castes are more likely to support the right than 
SCs/STs or Muslims. The relationship between social class 
and right-wing affi liation is also positive, but substantially 
weaker (Figure 13). Lower classes are always less likely 
to support the BJP than upper classes by about 10 to 150 
percentage points.

However, given that income, wealth, social class and caste 
are strongly correlated, these plots of the unconditional 
correlation are potentially misleading. Figure 14 (p 41) shows 
the difference between the share of upper castes and the share 
of other caste groups voting BJP/right, after controlling for 
social class, age, gender and locality size (rural/urban). Right-
wing bias towards upper castes survives the inclusion of con-
trols in more surveys, and while state-specifi c dynamics are 
visible, there does not seem to be any long-run common trend. 

Figure 13: Vote for BJP/Right by Social Class in State Elections (%)
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Figure 12: Vote for BJP/Right by Caste/Minority in State Elections (%)
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Figure 15 plots the difference in vote shares for right-wing 
parties  between the upper class and the middle/lower classes, 
after controls. While there is evidence that the right tends to 
be slightly biased towards the upper class, the relationship is 
much weaker: in most elections, the gap does not exceed 5 per-
centage points.

In states where Congress is still a key competitor, the caste 
basis of centrist parties is less clear-cut and depends upon the 
nature of the state party system (Figure 16). Centrist parties 
tend to receive stronger support among upper castes when they 
face a strong left-wing competitor (Bihar and West Bengal). 
When they face the BJP, on the other hand, they tend to attract 
a higher proportion of voters among lower castes and Muslims 
(as in Gujarat, Maharashtra or Rajasthan).

Regression results: In Table 3, we pool all state election sur-
veys over the 1996–2016 period and run models equivalent to 

those used in the previous section. In line with our previous 
fi ndings at the national level, centrist parties tend to be strong-
ly biased towards Muslims, while leftist parties’ and right-wing 
parties’ electoral bases are more concentrated among lower 
castes and upper castes respectively. Social class is signifi cant, 
but its role is much smaller: upper class individuals are more 
likely to support right-wing parties by only 3 percentage 
points. Finally, centrist and right-wing parties tend to receive 
greater support in cities, while independents and other small 
parties are more common in rural areas.

In line with our results in national elections, caste and reli-
gion appear in most cases to be strongly signifi cant. Social 
class does seem to play a role in some elections, but voting dif-
ferences, if anything, seem to have decreased over time. Our 
analysis of voting patterns in Indian states therefore suggest 
that caste has continued to structure local politics since the 
end of the 1990s, as in the case of national elections.

Social Spending and Party Affiliation

The results suggest that the main dividing factor between the 
political parties is social rather than economic, except perhaps 
in their views of affi rmative action quotas, which are both social 
and economic. A plausible implication of this is that the shift in 
which party governs a state should not affect its economic 
decisions. We investigate this by asking whether social spend-
ing goes up when there is a shift in political power away from 
the right, which is what one would expect to fi nd in the West. 

Our data on social spending comes from the Reserve Bank 
of India, which has released a set of documents providing 

Figure 14: Vote for BJP/Right among Upper Castes by State (%)
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Figures show the difference between the share of upper castes and the share of other 
castes voting for right-wing parties, after controlling for social class, age, gender, and 
locality size (rural/urban).

Figure 15: Vote for BJP/Right among the Upper Class by State (%)
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Figure 16: Vote for INC/Centre among Upper Castes by State (%)
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Figures show the difference between the share of upper castes and the share of other 
castes voting for centrist parties, after controlling for education, age, gender, and locality 
size (rural/urban).

Table 3: Determinants of Electoral Behaviours in State Elections, 1996–2016
  BJP/Right Congress/ Centre-left/ Other Parties
  Centre Left parties
  (1) (2) (3) (4)

Caste: Muslims -0.056*** 0.075*** 0.002 -0.021
  (0.005) (0.009) (0.008) (0.014)

Caste: OBC 0.066*** -0.018*** -0.011** -0.037***
  (0.005) (0.006) (0.005) (0.010)

Caste: Forward Castes 0.153*** 0.000 -0.079*** -0.075***
  (0.006) (0.007) (0.005) (0.012)

Middle class 0.010** 0.011** -0.017*** -0.005
  (0.004) (0.005) (0.004) (0.009)

Upper class 0.028*** -0.009 -0.020*** 0.001
  (0.006) (0.006) (0.005) (0.011)

Age: 25–34 -0.001 0.005 -0.006 0.001
  (0.006) (0.007) (0.006) (0.013)

Age: 35–49 0.005 0.013* -0.003 -0.015
  (0.006) (0.007) (0.006) (0.012)

Age: 50–64 -0.002 0.005 0.006 -0.009
  (0.007) (0.008) (0.007) (0.014)

Age: 65+ -0.003 0.018* 0.004 -0.019
  (0.009) (0.010) (0.008) (0.017)

Gender: Male 0.002 -0.004 0.001 0.001
  (0.004) (0.005) (0.004) (0.008)

Location: Rural area -0.028*** -0.044*** -0.008** 0.081***
  (0.005) (0.006) (0.004) (0.010)

Constant 0.205*** 0.289*** 0.300*** 0.207***
  (0.012) (0.013) (0.012) (0.025)

R-squared 0.14 0.18 0.19 0.05

Observations 84,817 84,817 84,817 84,817
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
For detailed regression results for all states contact authors.
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information on the allocation of state budgets in recent years. 
We digitise these reports to obtain a measure of total social 
spending covering the 2003–17 period. The reports distinguish 
between revenue and capital expenditures and provide detailed 
information on the allocation of these expenditures to differ-
ent sectors. We compute social expenditures by aggregating 
revenue and capital expenditures for education, sports, art 
and culture, medical and public health, water supply and sani-
tation, housing, welfare of SCs, STs and OBCs, social security 
and welfare, and labour and labour welfare.

Methodology for estimation: One issue we have to deal with 
is which denominator to choose. One possibility is to measure 
social spending as a fraction of gross state domestic product 
(GSDP). To the extent that states build fi scal capacities and 
allocate tax revenues to different sectors, this contains infor-
mation about how states decide on whether or not to expand 
the social sector in the long-run. Another possibility is to di-
vide social spending by total developmental expenditures, de-
fi ned as the sum of expenditures dedicated to both the social 
and the economic sector.4 This measure corresponds better to 
short-run motives: given a fi xed budget allocated to develop-
ment, governments choose which sector to prioritise. Since 
government terms tend to be relatively short, we choose to 
focus on the latter measure.

In addition, we use both state surveys and national election 
studies to compute a measure of the relative representation of 
different caste groups and social classes in state governments.5 
More specifi cally, we defi ne government bias towards group c  as: 

Bias = % of government supporters belonging to group c% of state population belonging to group c
A value higher than 1 indicates that caste or class c was over-

represented in voters supporting the party in power, while a 
value lower than 1 means that the ruling party was relatively 
more supported by other groups. For reasons of data availabil-
ity and sample sizes, we restrict our analysis to 18 major states: 
Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Goa, Gujarat, Haryana, 
Himachal Pradesh, Jharkhand, Karnataka, Kerala, Madhya 
Pradesh, Maharashtra, Odisha, Punjab, Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu, 
UP and West Bengal. 

We run regression models of the form: Social = +  Ideology +  Bias + X + + +
Socialit is the share of developmental expenditures dedicated 
to the social sector in state i at time t.  Ideology is a measure of 
the representation of different ideologies in state governments, 
such as the total vote share received by right-wing parties in 
the last election or the ruling party’s ideological orientation.  X 
is a vector of controls in which we include the logarithm of 
real state GSDP per capita as well as the overall electoral turn-
out in the last state election.6 Finally, μi and λt are state and 
year fi xed effects, and εit is the error term. Notice that our ex-
planatory variables are all lagged to account for the fact that 
changes in social expenditures are decided by governments 
for the next year.

Cross-sectional evidences: Figure 17 reveals a strong nega-
tive correlation between the average vote share received by 
right-wing parties in state elections and the average share of 
developmental expenditures dedicated to the social sector 
during the 2003–17 period. In Gujarat, where the BJP has won 
every election since 1995 with large popular support, state 
budgets allocated less than 40% of developmental expendi-
tures to the social sector on average. In Kerala and West 
Bengal, both states with strong centre-left or leftist parties 
and no signifi cant right-wing contestant, the corresponding 
fi gure was higher than 55%. Figure 18 shows a similar nega-
tive link between social spending and the caste basis of the 
party in power.

One problem with interpreting this evidence is that the dif-
ference could refl ect any state characteristic—the political culture, 
the economy, the level of poverty, etc. We therefore include state 
effects and present changes in social spending as a function of 
right-wing vote shares and caste biases in previous years. 
Figure 19 shows that states with strong right-wing parties 
do not signifi cantly decrease social expenditures more than 

Figure 17: Statewise Social Expenditures vs BJP/Right Vote Shares, 2003–18
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Figure 18: Statewise Social Expenditures vs Government Bias towards
Upper Castes, 2003–18
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Figure 19: Change in Social Spending vs BJP/Right Vote Share
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evolution of social spending within states. While the cross-
sectional evidence is robust and signifi cant, evolutions over 
time therefore suggest more complex and unclear patterns. 
Our fi ndings therefore point to the importance of long-run 
historical trajectories (rather than switching party labels) to 
understand variations in welfare regimes across Indian 
states. The fact that neither caste-based cleavages, nor class-
based divides have had measurable social policy consequences 
suggests that political confl ict in India has not been primarily 
focused on the redistribution of economic resources or the re-
design of service delivery. Rather, divisions between social 
groups have essentially been based upon symbolic claims. 

Conclusions

Our results show that political cleavages are strong in India. 
The view that the main parties now speak to the same elector-
ates is not corroborated by evidence. However political cleav-
ages in India’s party system have developed mostly along the 
lines of caste identity and religious confl ict. Inequality in educa-
tion, income or occupation seems to have a limited impact on 
political preferences (after controlling for caste, religion and 
other attributes). The BJP and right parties are characterised by 
the fact that they disproportionally attract voters from upper 
castes. Congress and centre parties are relatively more suc-
cessful among lower caste Hindus and especially Muslims. Cen-
tre-left and left parties make their stronger score among lower 
castes (SCs, STs and OBCs). 

Our results might also provide some insight into why the 
Indian state has not been under more pressure to improve the 
delivery of social services, to raise more revenue through greater 
and more progressive taxation, or to carry out the reforms nec-
essary for improving the environment or the employment 
landscape. The big political fi ghts seem to be about caste and 
religious identity in its many forms and the caste quotas in educa-
tional institutions and government jobs, the one place where 
the identity and economic dimensions intersect. Interestingly, 

Table 4: Social Expenditures and Vote Shares for Party Groups
  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12)

Vote share:  -0.224***   -0.214***   -0.070   -0.063 

BJP/right  (0.044)   (0.049)   (0.080)   (0.080)   

Vote share:   0.033*   0.017   -0.007   0.019  

Congress/centre   (0.018)   (0.018)   (0.030)   (0.039)  

Vote share:    0.169***   0.241***   0.131   0.114

Centre-left/left parties    (0.047)   (0.045)   (0.108)   (0.115)

Government bias    0.932 2.287 0.960    4.952** 5.201** 4.759**

towards upper castes     (2.373) (2.651) (2.386)    (2.171) (2.247) (2.311)

Government bias    -5.684 -14.397*** -0.653    -5.243 -6.140* -5.431

towards upper classes     (3.977) (4.413) (4.887)    (3.583) (3.632) (3.729)

Turnout    0.145* 0.256** 0.189**    0.172 0.178 0.188

     (0.076) (0.098) (0.075)    (0.143) (0.144) (0.145)

Log - GSDP per capita    1.884 -0.497 4.010**    3.044 2.415 2.282

     (1.610) (1.855) (1.813)    (3.772) (3.792) (3.651)

Constant 52.937*** 46.518*** 44.009*** 36.634*** 44.577*** 6.392 42.428*** 39.901*** 39.416*** 13.553 14.977 14.372

  (1.695) (1.719) (1.746) (7.000) (7.875) (10.658) (3.651) (2.131) (2.114) (22.814) (23.301) (22.759)

State fixed effects No No No No No No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

R-squared 0.363 0.068 0.280 0.450 0.233 0.469 0.721 0.720 0.723 0.741 0.740 0.742

Obs 222.000 222.000 222.000 222.000 222.000 222.000 222.000 222.000 222.000 222.000 222.000 222.000

* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01    

other parties during their term. The absence of correlation 
between political representation and changes in the share 
of developmental expenditures allocated to the social sector 
is also visible when looking at upper caste representation 
(Figure 20). Governments supported by a larger relative pro-
portion of upper castes are not more or less likely to expand 
the social sector.

Regression analysis: Table 4 presents our main regression 
results. We use all states-years for which we have data and 
we cluster standard errors by election periods to account for 
correlated unobserved heterogeneity within election periods. 
Columns (1) to (6) show the effect of popular support for 
different party groups on social spending before and after 
controls, without state fi xed effects. The results point to a 
signifi cant link between the ideology of states’ main parties 
and social expenditures: a one percentage point increase in 
popular support for the BJP or other right-wing parties is 
associated with social expenditures lower by 0.2 percentage 
points on average. Columns (7) to (12) confi rm that these 
effects are purely driven by interstate heterogeneity. After ac-
counting for state fi xed effects, the vote shares received 
by different party groups have no signifi cant effect on the 

Figure 20: Change in Social Spending vs Government Bias towards 
Upper Castes
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the amount of redistribution that actually happens through the 
quota system is quite limited, just because there are not so many 
government jobs and not that many high-quality educational 
institutions. But it is possible that in a world of multidimen-
sional competition, the fact that quotas and fi ghts over sym-
bolic aspects of identity (cow slaughter, Ram Mandir, triple 
talaq, etc) are so salient means that all the other, potentially very 
important dimensions of political competition (better schools 

and health facilities, cleaner air, land redistribution, etc), tend 
to get lost. One of the key challenges might be to develop policy 
instruments that address issues such as effective access of low-
er and middle classes to high-quality public services (irrespec-
tive of caste or religious identity), the reduction of income and 
wealth inequality, or the effectiveness of progressive taxation, 
that are suffi ciently salient and verifi able that they can help 
move India’s political cleavages in a more productive direction. 

Notes

1  Relatedly Gethin and Morgan (2018) have 
shown that rising class cleavages in Brazil can 
be explained not only by poorer voters’ support 
for the Workers’ Party welfare policies, but also 
by upper classes’ disappointment with the 
political system’s corruption. 

2  For a full list of occupations and education 
levels included in different social classes, see 
Chakrabarti (2017).

3  Income is excluded from this analysis since it 
was unfortunately not available in the 1996, 
1998 and 1999 surveys. Social class is also 
excluded since occupation categories could not 
be harmonised before 1996.

4  Development expenditures directed to the 
economic sector include nutrition, relief on 
account of natural calamities, agriculture and 
allied activities, rural development, special area 
programmes, irrigation and fl ood control, en-
ergy, industry and minerals, transport and com-
munications, science, technology and environ-
ment, and general economic services.

5  When state election surveys are available, the 
computation of the social basis of ruling parties 
is straightforward. For states and years where 
no dedicated survey is available, we use the 
closest national election studies available to 
match voters with their corresponding parties 
or coalitions at the state level.

6   Our GSDP data come from the National Institu-
tion for Transforming India (http://niti.gov.in). 
We obtain GSDP per capita by dividing total GSDP 
by state populations obtained from Ministry 
of Statistics and Programme Implementation 
(http://www.mospi.gov.in), and we defl ate our 
series using India’s national CPI obtained from 
the Federal Reserve Bank of St Louis (https://
fred.stlouisfed.org/).
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