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“Democracy has transformed caste from a system of oppression into a resource for political
mobilisation.” — Christophe Jaffrelot
“The rise of lower castes in politics marks the second democratic upsurge in India.” - Yogendra

“Inequality is sustained when social identity overrides individual freedom.’

Introduction

Caste and politics in India are intricately
connected, influencing electoral behaviour,
systems of governance, and the design of social
policies. Although the Constitution upholds
equality and outlaws caste-based
discrimination, the continued role of caste in
political mobilization highlights the enduring
and complex interaction between traditional
social structures and modern democratic ideals.

Caste Politics in Independent India

e Most significant post-Independence
change: caste—politics interface

e Democratic politics deeply
conditioned by caste since inception

e Electoral politics increasingly
complex, yet caste remains central

e Understanding caste—politics interplay
key to Indian politics

Emergence of Caste-Based Parties

Explicit caste-based
parties rise since

1980s

Early elections: caste
affiliations decisive

Later phase: parties

compete using overlapping
caste coalitions

Electoral outcomes less
predictable but caste
calculations persist

il

— Amartya Sen

Sanskritisation & Dominant Caste (IVI.N.
Srinivas)

e Sociologists developed concepts to
explain caste change

e Key concepts: Sanskritisation &
Dominant Caste (widely debated)

SansKkritisation Dominant Caste

o [Lower/middl | Castes with:

e castes
adopt rituals, o Large
norms, population
practices of e Land
higher castes ownership

e Aim: via post-
upward Independenc
social e land
mobility reforms

Land Reforms & Caste Power

e Land reforms weakened upper-caste
absentee landlords

e Land transferred to intermediate castes
managing agriculture

e Upper castes often urban, detached
from farming

e Intermediate castes relied on lower/SC
castes for cultivation

e Numerical strength + land + universal
suffrage — political power



e Result: intermediate castes became
rural & regional power holders

Examples of Dominant Castes

Yadavs — Bihar, Uttar Pradesh
Vokkaligas — Karnataka

Reddys, Khammas — Andhra Pradesh
Marathas — Maharashtra

Jats — Punjab, Haryana, Western UP
Patidars — Gujarat

Explicit and Implicit Manifestations of Caste
Politics in Modern India

e Caste Invisibility (Urban Upper
Classes): Caste appears “invisible” for
upper-caste  urban  middle/upper
classes.

e Post-Colonial Development Effect:
Beneficiaries of development perceive
caste as irrelevant since it has already
worked in their favour.

e Caste as Enabler: Caste status
ensured access to economic +
educational capital, enabling full use
of development opportunities.

e Education Advantage:
Disproportionate benefit from
subsidised public education (science,
technology, medicine, management).

e Public Sector Gains: Early post-
independence public sector expansion
favoured them; minimal competition
due to educational edge.

e Generational Privilege: Over
generations, privilege consolidated —
belief that success is caste-neutral.

o Third-Generation Perception:
Economic and educational capital seen
as sufficient for mobility, independent
of caste.

e Caste in Public Retreat: Caste
perceived as absent from public life,
limited to private spheres (marriage,
kinship, religion).

e Internal Differentiation: Upper caste
# uniformly privileged; poor upper-
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caste groups exist, complicating the
narrative.

Caste in Politics — Rajni Kothari Analysis

1970)

Stage 1: Conflict between
entrenched high castes (Reddi,
Pattidars, Lingayats, Bhumihars,
% Rajputs) and ascendant high castes
(Kayastha, Jats); involves power

structure, economic benefits, caste
consciousness.

Stage 2: Factionalism and
fragmentation within competing
castes -+ multi-caste/multi-faction
alignments; lower castes mobilized
to support high caste leaders;
involves caste consciousness, client
loyalties, factional dynamics.

Kothari’s. Conclusions on Caste and
Politics

e New [Elite Structure: Politics
includes elites from different castes
sharing a common secular outlook
and some homogeneous values.

e New Organisational Form: Caste
associations active at universities,
clubs, offices; broad-based caste
conferences; emergence of caste
federations.

e Factionalism: Castes operate on
factional basis, dividing political
and social groups.

e [Electoral Relevance: Both large
and small castes influence politics
and vote-seeking strategies.

Politicization of Caste in India

Strategic use of caste identities for political
gain, shaping alliances, policies, and electoral
behaviour.

Historical Context:

e Pre-Independence: Caste structured
society, occupations, and identities.

e Post-Independence: Constitution
introduced affirmative action
(reservations) to redress historical
injustices.



e Shift:  Political actors  began
leveraging caste electorally.

Caste as Political Tool:

e Electoral Mobilization: Parties align
with castes to secure votes.

e Operational Areas: Candidate
selection, coalition formation, policy
promises.

Forms / Examples:

e Reservation Politics: Quotas become
central electoral issues; promises to
protect/expand.

e Caste Alliances: Tie-ups with caste
groups to form vote blocs.

e Caste-Centric Campaigns: Targeted
appeals to caste-specific demands.

Democratic Impact:

o Identity-Centric  Voting:  Caste
overrides developmental issues.

e Policy Distortion: Governance
skewed toward caste-specific
interests.

e Social Division: Weakens national
cohesion.

Challenges & Criticisms:

e Identity over Merit: Undermines
meritocracy.

e Socioeconomic Oversimplification:
Ignores internal caste diversity.

e Inclusivity Gap: Marginalizes cross-
cutting issues (poverty, education,
health).

Caste-Based Reservation

Recent  Example:  Maharashtra  State
Reservation for SEBC (Marathas) Bill, 2024 —
10% quota in government jobs & educational
institutions, over existing reservations, for
SEBC excluding creamy layer.

Reasons for Demand:
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e Structural: Declining agricultural
income; limited jobs in tech-driven
markets.

e Job Market: Public sector offers
higher wages, stability, social
security.

e Political: Caste-based mobilization
fuels demands (e.g., Patidars, Kapus,
Jats).

e Relative Deprivation: Communities
demand parity when others benefit
from reservations.

e Intra-Community Variations:
Economic/educational disparities
within communities (e.g., Maratha
farmers).

Impact: - Social Justice: Correct historical
caste-based injustices. Representation: Ensure
adequate presence in jobs & education.
Substantive Equality: Addresses socio-
economic disparities beyond formal equality.

Key Judicial Pronouncements:

¢ |Indra Sawhney (1992): Reservation
ceiling 50%; concept of creamy
layer.
* M. Nagaraj (2006): States must
prove backwardness, under-
representation, administrative
efficiency for promotion quotas.
e Jarnail Singh (2018): Removed
need for quantifiable data for
SC/ST promotion quotas.
e Janhit Abhiyan (2022): Upheld
EWS quota based on economic
criteria.




Systematic collection of caste data during
Census; informs social justice, reservations,
welfare policies.
Historical Context: Conducted 1881-1931
(British); post-1951, limited to SCs/STs; 2011
SECC included caste & socio-economic data.
States like Bihar, Karnataka, Telangana
conducted state-level surveys.

Need:

e Data Gap: No updated national
OBC/other caste data; 1931 data
outdated (OBCs ~52%).

e Policy Formulation: Enables
reassessment of quotas, affirmative
action, equitable distribution (Rohini
Commission).

e Political Representation:  Helps
marginalized groups gain better
representation.

e Targeted Development: Identifies
intersections with poverty, region,
gender.

Concerns:

e Reinforces Caste Identities: May
entrench divisions, oppose
constitutional equality.

e Equity vs Equality: Micro-quota
fragmentation = may harm social
cohesion; minorities may be excluded.

e Political Exploitation: Vote-bank
politics, “competitive backwardness”
risks.

e Legal Ambiguities: Article 340
permits backward class identification;
no constitutional mandate for caste
enumeration in general Census.

Challenges:

e No Standardized Caste List: Central
vs state OBC lists differ; SECC 2011
had 46.7 lakh entries, 8 crore errors.

o Self-Reporting & Mobility Claims:
Individuals may claim higher/lower
caste for prestige or benefits.
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o Misclassification: Similar surnames,
state-wise differences (e.g., Meena ST
in Rajasthan, OBC in MP).

o Administrative Constraints: Lack of
verification/coding units  risks
unreliable data.

Measures for Accuracy & Credibility:

e Listing Castes: Consult academics,
caste groups, parties, public; consider
state differences.

e Data Verification: Integrate
Aadhaar, multi-tier verification,
grievance  redressal, = community
oversight.

e Tech Use:' A/ML for sorting and
analysis.

e Sub-Categorization: Implement
Rohini Commission
recommendations, sub-classify
SC/ST/OBC for equitable reservation
benefits.

e . Socio-Economic Integration:
Combine caste with MPI, BPL/APL
data, address regional disparities.

e Fair Usage: Treat census as
developmental tool, monitor policy
outcomes, prevent political misuse.

Key Findings:

Key Findings:
EBCs: 36.01%,
OBCs: 27.12%,
SCs: 19.65%,

STs: 1.68%,

Others (Buddhists,
/// Christians, Sikhs, Jains):
1%; Total Population: 13.07
crore.
OBCs + EBCs = 63% of
population.




IN OBC, YADAVS MAKE UP OVER 14%

Extremely 1.79 Scheduled » Among OBCs, Yadavs
Backward ** ®Tribes account for nearly
General

14.4% of the population;
Kushwaha 4.3% and
Kurmi 2.9%

> In general category,
Scheduled Brahmins make up 3.6%,

CASTE
BREAK-UP /P astes Rajputs 3.4%

‘% > Survey also showed
that Hindus make up
Other. close to 82% of the

Backward Classes population, followed by
“Values rounded off to 1st decimal  Muslims at 17.7%
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|

e C(Category-wise Distribution:
Extremely Backward Classes (EBCs) —
36.01%, Other Backward Classes
(OBCs) — 27.12%, Scheduled Castes
(SCs) — 19.65%, General Category —
15.52%.

o Religious Composition: Hindus —
81.99%, Muslims — 17.70%, others —
<1%.

e Dominant Caste Groups: Yadavs —
14.26%, Paswans — 5.31%, Kushwahas
—4.21%, Brahmins = 3.65%.

Survey Procedure:
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I |

/
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Demographic Breakdown

Key Political Implications

e Power Blocs: Muslims and Yadavs
together form 32%, a strong political
bloc, but EBCs (36%) emerge as the
decisive “swing factor.”

e Impact on Smaller Parties: Claims of
certain smaller caste groups are
overstated (e.g., Nishads — 2.5% vs.
6%, Mushars — 3% vs. 5%), weakening
their bargaining power.

e Strategic Targeting: Kushwahas, as
the second-largest OBC group, are
being actively courted by parties like
BJP to shift loyalties from the Grand
Alliance.
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Issues & Concerns: Emotive Politics: Risk of
solidifying caste identities; SECC 2011 data
partially unreleased. Caste # Class: Embedded
discrimination persists despite economic status
(e.g., employment, housing, marriage biases
against Dalits).

Conclusion: Caste and politics in India
reinforce each other: democracy has
empowered marginalized castes but also
deepened caste identities in politics. A balanced
approach should address caste inequalities
while promoting inclusive, development-
focused politics.



