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Abstract



India’s electoral democracy operates within a complex matrix of historical legacies, cultural identities,
and social hierarchies. Among the most influential factors shaping electoral outcomes are caste and
religion—both deeply embedded in India’s socio-political consciousness. This paper critically
examines the evolving strategies used by political actors to mobilise voters on the basis of caste and
religious identities. It explores how identity politics both empowers marginalised communities and
simultaneously risks deepening social cleavages. The study aims to strike a balance between
recognising the democratic agency of identity-based mobilisation and cautioning against its potential
to fragment the democratic ethos. The paper also offers policy-oriented solutions for promoting more

inclusive and issue-driven electoral politics in India.

Keywords: Electoral democracy, caste identity, religious mobilisation, political strategy, voter

behaviour, identity politics

Introduction

India’s democratic framework is unparalleled in scale and diversity. With over 900 million eligible
voters representing a multitude of languages, religions, castes, and regions, elections in India are not
just political events—they are profound exercises in social negotiation. Among the forces that

continue to influence electoral outcomes, caste and religion remain enduring variables.

Rather than being passive reflections of inherited identities, caste and religion have evolved into
politically constructed categories. Political actors often tailor their electoral strategies—candidate
selection, manifesto framing, alliances, and rhetoric—by invoking identity markers to create cohesive
voting blocs. While this form of mobilisation can offer representation to historically disadvantaged
communities, it also carries risks: it can institutionalise exclusion, breed polarisation, and obscure

governance issues behind the veil of identity politics.

Historical Evolution of Identity Politics in Indian Democracy

Caste and religion have always been critical to India’s social architecture, but their political relevance
has grown through distinct historical phases. The colonial administration’s census-based

classification of castes and religious communities formalised identity markers. Post-independence



India’s constitutional vision of social justice and secularism sought to redress historical injustices

through affirmative action and minority rights.

Over time, political actors began using caste and religion as mobilising tools, aligning identity with
political participation. Electoral democracy provided space for communities to assert themselves
through the ballot, transforming long-marginalised identities into politically salient categories. Yet,
this political recognition often came at the cost of communalisation and caste-based segmentation of

the electorate.

Mechanisms of Caste-Based Electoral Mobilisation

Caste in India operates not merely as a social order but also as an electoral arithmetic. Political
strategies often involve crafting broad-based social coalitions by appealing to specific caste groups.

These coalitions are formed through:

« Candidate Representation: Voters are more likely to support candidates who share their caste

identity, believing such representatives will address their specific interests.

« Symbolic Inclusion: Identity-based promises—such as reservations, commemorative projects,

and community-targeted welfare schemes—enhance caste mobilisation.

« Caste Narratives: Campaign speeches and party propaganda often deploy the language of

historical injustices, collective pride, and dignity to galvanise caste-based support.

Such mobilisation enables disadvantaged communities to articulate political claims but can also
reduce politics to mere identity arithmetic, sidelining broader issues like development, education, and

healthcare.

Religious Identity and Political Discourse

Religion, too, functions as a central axis of political mobilisation. Religious sentiments are invoked

through a variety of symbolic and rhetorical practices:

 Cultural Nationalism: Emphasising religious heritage and narratives to foster a sense of national

unity or moral authority.

« Minority Appeasement Accusations: Accusations of favouritism toward particular religious

communities often emerge during campaigns, contributing to a polarised political environment.



» Religious Events and Symbols: Political actors often participate in religious rituals, festivals,
and pilgrimages as visible signs of solidarity with religious constituencies.

While the constitutional ideal promotes secularism, electoral politics often drifts into communal

terrain, subtly or overtly reinforcing religious divisions.

Intersections of Identity and Political Strategy

The interplay between caste and religion in electoral strategy is highly dynamic. Political actors use
data analytics, voter profiling, and localised outreach to finely calibrate their campaigns to different
identity groups. These efforts often involve:

» Tailored Campaign Messaging: Specific campaign promises, slogans, and speeches are targeted
at different social groups based on their historical grievances or aspirations.

» Strategic Ticket Distribution: Candidates are often selected based on the identity profile of

constituencies, reinforcing the logic of identity-based representation.

« Community-Specific Welfare Schemes: Development programs are often designed or

publicised in ways that highlight benefits to specific caste or religious groups.

This form of micro-targeting ensures electoral effectiveness but can fragment public discourse,

shifting focus from universal policy concerns to segmented identity-based interests.

Impact on VVoter Behaviour and Democratic Discourse

Caste and religion do not function in isolation; they interact with socioeconomic factors, regional
cultures, and generational shifts. While identity remains a powerful driver, recent trends indicate a

gradual diversification of voter priorities:

« Urban and Youth Voters: In urban centres and among younger voters, aspirations for
employment, education, and governance are increasingly taking precedence over traditional

identity affiliations.



Welfare as a Unifier: Universal welfare schemes—focused on health, sanitation, and income
support—have begun to cut across identity lines, offering alternative frameworks for political

engagement.

Issue-Based Movements: Recent social movements driven by issues such as corruption, climate

change, gender justice, and economic inequality suggest the potential for post-identity politics.

However, the resilience of caste and religion in rural and semi-urban settings indicates that identity

politics remains deeply entrenched. It may adapt in form—through data-driven outreach or subtler

messaging—but its core logic remains potent.

Risks and Ethical Challenges of Identity Mobilisation

While identity politics can democratise representation, it also raises critical ethical and structural

concerns:

Democratic Fragmentation: Excessive emphasis on caste and religion risks transforming

elections into identity contests, overshadowing governance debates.

Social Polarisation: Mobilising on religious lines can deepen societal divides, sometimes

inciting conflict or communal disharmony.

Erosion of Meritocracy: Overemphasis on identity can undermine merit in candidate selection

and governance roles.

Symbolic Tokenism: Mere representation without substantive empowerment risks reducing

identity politics to symbolic gestures.

These concerns highlight the need for institutional safeguards, civic awareness, and normative checks

within democratic practice.

Policy Recommendations for Inclusive Electoral Democracy

To reconcile identity politics with democratic ideals, the following steps are recommended:

1. Electoral Reforms: Strengthen mechanisms to monitor hate speech, casteist or communal

propaganda, and enforce strict penalties for divisive rhetoric.



2. Inclusive Governance: Design development schemes that are universally accessible, minimising

the need for identity-based targeting while still ensuring social justice.

3. Civic Education: Introduce democratic literacy campaigns that emphasise issue-based

evaluation of candidates and discourage identity-based voting.

4. Internal Party Democracy: Political organisations must promote diversity in leadership,

encouraging cross-identity participation rather than identity silos.

5. Media Accountability: Encourage responsible journalism that focuses on policy debates and

governance analysis rather than amplifying identity-driven narratives.

Conclusion

Caste and religion, as instruments of political mobilisation, have contributed both to democratic
deepening and democratic distortion in India. On one hand, they have empowered marginalised
communities and enhanced participation. On the other, they have reinforced social divisions and often
undermined governance priorities. The challenge is not to eliminate identity from politics—it is too
deeply rooted in India’s democratic story for that—Dbut to elevate it into a framework of empowerment
rather than exclusion. Political actors, institutions, media, and civil society all share responsibility in
steering India’s democracy toward greater inclusion, integrity, and innovation. Democracy must be
more than arithmetic. It must be a shared aspiration—one where caste and religion are not barriers,

but building blocks of a common civic future.
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