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Whither Muslim Politics?

Mohd Sanjeer Alam

Generalisations on the political 
behaviour of Muslims in India 
abound though little empirical 
evidence is offered in support. 
Two common perceptions are that 
more of the Muslims vote than 
any other community, and that 
they strategically vote en bloc 
to be able to influence electoral 
processes and outcomes directly. 
However, the figures show that 
nothing is so simple. The Muslim 
vote in each state is influenced by 
a complex set of factors that are 
highly contextual and has to be 
analysed against this background.

Broadly, minority groups (ethnic, ra-
cial and so on) in democratic politi-
cal systems have two options when 

participating in electoral processes. One, 
they could choose to participate as fully 
equal members of the polity by integrat-
ing themselves into the larger group and 
practice politics according to the majori-
ty’s rules. If they do so, there is, however, 
the risk of losing their minority identity 
and culture. Two, they could insist on 
retaining their solidarity and group iden-
tity and behave as a cohesive unit. If they 
do this, they separate themselves from 
larger society at the risk of continued iso-
lation (Blair 1973) and being seen as the 
“other”. As conventional wisdom has it, 
Muslim politics in India revolves round 
the latter.1 

Though generalisations about the politi-
cal behaviour of Muslims abound, there 
are, nevertheless, two points common to 
them. One, Muslims participate in electoral 
politics as a cohesive unit and outnumber 
the rest of the electorate when it comes to 
voting. Two, Muslims strategically vote en 
bloc to be able to influence electoral proc-
esses and outcomes directly. These assump-
tions, though hardly tested empirically, 
have not only persisted for decades but 
have also played an important role in shap-
ing the development of electoral politics in 
India. It has not mattered that Muslims are 
geographically thinly dispersed across the 
country and in a first-past-the-post elector-
al system have little elbow room to organ-
ise themselves politically and express 
“group solidarity” in any meaningful way. 

Do Muslims behave as a “cohesive po-
litical unit” and vote much more than oth-
er social communities to be able to influ-
ence electoral processes and outcomes, 
and realise group goals? And do they vote 
en bloc and constitute what some people 
refer to as a “vote bank”? A fair treatment 
of these questions requires empirical evi-
dence, which is rarely there in much of the 
literature on the political attitudes and be-
haviour of the community. This paper is 
an attempt to fill the gaps.

Measuring the degree of participation 
of different social communities/groups in 
electoral processes is a difficult task. Even 
if the voter turnout can be considered a 
measure of participation in electoral proc-
esses, one is not able to figure out how 
many from different social groups voted. 
The Election Commission of India, the sole 
body for recording, compiling and main-
taining electoral data, does not divulge 
statistics cross-classified by socio-religious 
communities. However, the problem can 
be overcome with the help of large-scale 
survey data, which this paper tries to do.2

Muslim Turnout

A glance at Muslim turnout figures in the 
past few elections appears to show no sec-
ular trend, as is the case with overall turn-
out. Muslim turnout has oscillated be-
tween a high of 67% in 1999 and a low of 
46% in 2004. In 2009, it was slightly less 
than the national average (Table 1). In a 
nutshell, the temporal trend shows a high-
ly fluctuating pattern. 

A deeper probe would, however, sug-
gest that going to the polling booth is a 
complex phenomenon among Muslims. 
There are certain political/electoral con-
texts in which Muslims vote in large num-
bers and influence the overall turnout. It 
can be observed that as the relative size of 
the Muslim population increases, so does 
the overall turnout. The turnout increases 
substantially when the proportion of the 
Muslim population is between 30% and 
below half the total population. Once the 
demographic balance is clearly in favour 
of the community, overall turnout declines 
(Table 2, p 93). 

However, it is possible to argue that a 
relatively high turnout in constituencies 
with a Muslim population of 30-45% is 
not solely due to a higher Muslim turnout 
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Table 1: Trends in Turnout among Muslims (in %)

Election Year	 All	 Muslims

1996	 58	 56

1998	 62	 65

1999	 60	 67

2004	 58	 46

2009	 58	 55
Since the Election Commission does not collect data on 
community-wise turnout, these figures are based on self-
reporting by respondents. Respondents who said that they 
had voted but did not have a mark on their finger were treated 
as not having voted. Those treated as having voted were 
weighed by the actual turnout and rounded off with 0.5 as the 
cut-off point. 
Source: National Election Study, respective years.



sectors

Economic & Political Weekly  EPW   september 26, 2009  vol xliv no 39 93

but the result of competitive communal 
mobilisation. Put differently, when the 

Muslim population reaches a critical 
threshold, say 30%, it may offer incen-
tives for communal polarisation, in which 
case competing groups (Muslims and 
others) come out to vote in large num-
bers. But a close look at the constituen-
cies where the proportion of Muslims is 
around 30-45% only partly supports this 
premise. For example, in eight of the 24 
parliamentary constituencies with a Mus-
lim population of 30-45%, the contest 
was between the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) and other parties. The high turnout 
in these constituencies, it can be argued, 
was due to competitive communal mobi-
lisation. However, the high turnout in 11 
constituencies in West Bengal and Kerala 
(six and five respectively) cannot be ex-
plained by competitive communal mobi-
lisation. For, the overall turnout in these 
states has usually been high and the con-
test was between non-BJP political for-
mations, namely, the Congress and its al-
lies and the left. 

State Patterns

What this suggests is that the participa-
tion of Muslims in voting tends to be influ-
enced by a complex mix of factors. This 
point is further strengthened if we look at 
voter turnout at the state level (Table 3). A 
closer reading reveals some interesting 
patterns and helps understand what influ-
ences the participation of Muslims in 
voting. With few exceptions, the following 
patterns can be observed.
(a)  Overall high turnout in the state, but 
the Muslim turnout is even higher. These 
states are Assam, Karnataka, Kerala and 
West  Bengal.
(b)  Overall low turnout in the state, but 
the Muslim turnout is much lower than 
the state average. These states are 

Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Maha
rashtra and Rajasthan.
(c)  Overall low turnout in the state, but 
the Muslim turnout is higher than the 
state average. These states include Bihar, 
Delhi and Gujarat.

The higher than average Muslim turn-
out in Assam, Kerala and West Bengal can 
be attributed to the demographic weight 
of the community and its resultant politi-
cal configurations. For example, many 
parliamentary constituencies in Assam 
have either become Muslim dominated or 
the Muslim population has gradually 
grown large enough to influence poll out-
comes. This has led to competitive com-
munal mobilisation in the state in recent 
years. In Kerala and West Bengal, there is 
no communal mobilisation in the true 
sense of the term despite a relatively high 
number of Muslims. But dissatisfaction 
with left-led governments and the urge to 
dominate local politics in a large number 
of constituencies have resulted in mobili-
sation of the community. However, the 
slightly higher Muslim turnout in Karna-
taka can be explained by the communali-
sation of politics of late.

On the other hand, the lower than aver-
age Muslim turnout in states such as Mad-
hya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Maharashtra 
can be largely attributed to the relatively 
small size of the community and that its 
members are geographically widely dis-
persed. They neither have any significant 
stake in the body politic, nor do they con-
stitute a significant political category in 
the eyes of politicians. This results in a 
low level of mobilisation despite politics 
revolving around a Hindutva vs non-Hin-
dutva axis in these states.

In sum, the participation of Muslims in 
voting does not reveal any fixed pattern. 
Their participation appears highly con-
textual. In certain contexts, their turnout 
is higher than the overall turnout, and 
much lower or just close to average in 
other contexts. Thus voting among 
Muslims is influenced by a complex mix 
of factors operating at different spatio-
political contexts. 

Muslim ‘Vote Bank’

Let us now turn to the next important ele-
ment – Muslim vote banks. A vote bank 
may be defined as a section of the electorate 

that consistently votes for a particular 
political formation or a candidate. Do 
Muslims constitute a vote bank? Moin 
Shakir (1990), using aggregate data from 
a number of parliamentary elections, has 
demonstrated that Muslim support for the 
Congress or any other party has never 
been constant.3 Evidence presented here 
also suggests that while the Congress has 
been getting more Muslim votes than other 
parties, the support of the community has 
been in a flux – staggering between 32% 
and 40%. It was held in the media and 
political circles that the relatively better 
performance of the Congress in 2009 
could be attributed to the overwhelming 
support of Muslims, but the evidence sug-
gests that there was no such wave of sup-
port for the Congress among Muslims, at 
least at the national level, for a majority of 
Muslim votes went to other parties. The 
Congress secured a little above one-third 
of the Muslims votes, slightly above what 
it got in the 2004 election. 

Besides the Congress, the left parties 
also get a significant chunk of Muslim 
votes. The support of Muslims to the left 
has also been variable across time. Inter-
estingly, while the overall vote share of 
the left declined in 2009 compared to the 
2004 Lok Sabha election, it improved its 
vote share among Muslims by 2 percentage 
points (Table   4, p 94). However, the sup-
port of Muslims seems to be fluctuating in 
the case of the Samajwadi Party (SP). 
Nationally, the SP secured one-fourth of 
the Muslim vote in 1996 though the party 

Table 2: Turnout in Constituencies by Proportion of 
Muslim Population
Proportion of Muslims	 No of  Lok Sabha	 Average 
	 Constituencies	 Turnout (%)

Up to 15%	 418	 57.8

15-30%	 86	 56.9

30-45%	 24	 67.5

Above 45	 15	 65.0

All 	 543	 58.2
Classification of constituencies is based on an approximation 
of the Muslim population from Census 2001. 
Source: CSDS Data Unit.

Table 3: Turnout among Muslims in Major States
States	 Share of Muslim	 Turnout (%)
	 Population (%)	 All 	 Muslim

All India	 13.4	 58	 55

Andhra Pradesh	 9.2	 73	 70

Assam	 30.9	 69	 81

Bihar	 16.5	 45	 51

Delhi	 11.7	 52	 58

Gujarat	 9.1	 48	 50

Jammu and Kashmir	 67.0	 40	 31

Jharkhand	 13.8	 51	 45

Karnataka	 12.2	 63	 65

Kerala	 24.7	 73	 80

Madhya Pradesh	 6.4	 51	 40

Maharashtra	 10.6	 51	 48

Rajasthan	 8.5	 48	 43

Uttar Pradesh	 18.5	 48	 48

West Bengal	 25.2	 81	 87
Turnout figures for Muslims are weighed by actual Muslim 
population and turnout in the respective states. Figures are 
rounded off with 0.5 as the cut off-point. 
Source: National Election Study, 2009.
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had little of a mass base outside Uttar 
Pradesh. It may be recalled that this was 
the first election held after the demolition 
of the Babri Masjid and the SP was seen by 
Muslims as the only party, at least in Uttar 
Pradesh, that stood for betterment of the 
community. However, the support of the 
community has eroded over the years, and 
in 2009, it got only one-tenth of the 
Muslim vote. 

Voting Behaviour

But the voting behaviour of Muslims at 
the macro level (national) conceals more 
than it reveals. Given the demographic 
diversity of the Muslim community and 
spatially (regionally) entrenched politics, 
a better understanding of voting beha
viour or political preference among Mus-
lims is possible only when it is examined 
at the state level. At the state level, it is 
possible to argue that the voting behav-
iour of Muslims is influenced primarily 
by two factors – nature of political com-
petition as well as choices available in 

the state and the size of the community. 
Based on political choices, states can  
be grouped into three categories. One, 
states with bipolar contests between  
the Congress and the BJP with their  
allies, such as Delhi, Gujarat, Madhya 
Pradesh, Maharashtra, Karnataka and 
Rajasthan; two, states with bipolar con-
tests between the Congress or its allies 
and non-BJP parties, such as Andhra 
Pradesh, Kerala and West Bengal; and 
three, states with multipolar contests, 
such as Assam, Bihar, Jharkhand and 
Uttar   Pradesh.

In the states where electoral contests 
are largely bipolar and between the Con-
gress and the BJP, Muslim voters tend to 
favour the Congress, something not un-
expected or unnatural. It is because Mus-
lims see the BJP as a party that threatens 
their interests – and their very existence. 
But Muslim votes begin to get fragment-
ed as we move to a political terrain where 
the community has some choice, at least 
due to the absence of a party not liked by 
it. For instance, although Muslims tend 
to be divided in their political preferenc-
es in states such as Andhra Pradesh, Ker-
ala and West Bengal where the BJP has 
little or no electoral base, they are slight-
ly more inclined towards a particular 
party than others. However, Muslim 
votes get much more fragmented where 

there are multiple 
political actors of-
fering a wide range 
of political choices. 
With the notable 
exception of As-
sam, where the As-
sam United Demo-
cratic Front (AUDF) 
was recently suc-
cessful in getting a 
large slice of Mus-
lim votes, the vot-
ing behaviour of 
Muslims in states 
such as Bihar, 
Jharkhand and 
Uttar Pradesh tes-
tify to this pattern 
(Table 5). 

The voting be-
haviour of Muslims, 
as evidence derived 

from the National Election Study 2009 
demonstrates, does not fit a single frame 
of reference. There is no gainsaying that 
nationally and in many states Muslims 
have preferred the Congress and sup-
ported it overwhelmingly, but there  
are a number of states where they have 
supported and voted for different politi-
cal formations. Viewed thus, what seems 
to determine their political behaviour  
is the nature of political competition 
(competititive communal mobilisation) 
and the range of political choices availa-
ble within the state they live in. The 
wider the canvass of political competi-
tion, the greater the fragmentation of 
Muslim votes. 

Context Is Key

To conclude, what shapes and reshapes 
Muslim politics in India largely remains in 
the realm of speculation. Little evidence 
has been used to substantiate what is said 
and argued, giving rise to certain myths 
and stereotypes. Empirical evidence 
seems to defy the conventional under-
standing of Muslim participation in elec-
toral processes. Their participation shows 
no unilinear pattern – broadly reflecting 
the diversity in political competition and 
mobilisation in the country. They partici-
pate in voting as much as others when the 
context is one of normal politics. But 
deviations occur in contexts where it is 
perceived they have something important 
at stake. 

Party preferences among Muslims fol-
low the same pattern. When the context 
is one of competitive communal mobili-
sation, they vote en masse in favour of a 
particular party. Conversely, if political 
mobilisation is congruent with secular 
lines and the political menu offers multi-
ple choices, Muslim votes are fragment-
ed. Thus, Muslims apply both the strate-
gies mentioned at the outset with regard 
to the participation of minority groups in 
electoral processes. What it suggests is 
that a complex issue such as the partici-
pation of a minority group (Muslims) in 
electoral processes in general and its vot-
ing behaviour in particular has to be seen 
in multilayered and nuanced ways, and 
has to be placed within a wider spatio-
political framework rather than resorting 
to overarching generalisations. 

Table 4: Trends in Voting Pattern of Muslims (in %)

Party	 1996	 1998	 1999	 2004	 2009

Congress	 32	 32	 40	 36	 38

BJP	 2	 5	 6	 7	 4

Left	 13	 8	 10	 9	 12

SP	 25	 19	 11	 15	 10
Figures are weighed by actual vote share of parties at the 
national level and all figures are percentages.
Source: National Election Studies, respective years, CSDS, Delhi.

Table 5: Nature of Electoral Contests and Voting Pattern among Muslims (2009 , in %)

States by Nature of Electoral Contest	 Congress +	 BJP +	 Other Major Parties
			   Party	 Votes

I  Bipolar contest between Congress/allies  and BJP/allies 
  Delhi	 77	 15	 –	 –

  Gujarat	 67	 13	 –	 –

  Karnataka	 68	 6	 –	 –

  Madhya Pradesh	 64	 30	 –	 –

  Maharashtra	 54	 11	 –	 –

  Rajasthan	 81	 14	 –	 –

II  Bipolar contest between Congress/allies and non-BJP parties/allies 
  Andhra Pradesh	 45	 –	 TDP	 20

  Kerala	 70	 –	 LDF	 27

  West Bengal	 59	 –	 Left	 39

III  Multipolar contest 
  Assam	 32	 – 	 AUDF	 61

  Bihar	 29	 9	 RJD	 20 
			   LJP	 10

  Jharkhand	 46	 12	 RJD	 15 
			   LJP	 8

  UP	 28		  SP	 27 
			   BSP	 21
1  Congress allies include the Jharkhand Mukti Morcha (JMM) in Jharkhand; the Nationalist 
Congress Party (NCP) in Maharashtra; the Indian Union Muslim League (IUML) in Kerala; and the 
Trinamool Congress (TMC) in West Bengal.
2  BJP allies include the Shiv Sena in Maharashtra. 
3  Figures are weighed by the actual vote share of parties in the respective states and all figures 
are in percentages.
Source: National Election Study 2004 and 2009, CSDS, Delhi.
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Notes

1		  The development of Muslim politics in post-
independent India has been described variously – 
often mired in conflicting claims and polemical as-
sertions. Up until 1960, the Muslim community in 
India was said to have been aloof from active poli-
tics and electoral processes as well (Harvani 1968). 
Gradually, especially towards the end of the 1960s, 
the community was seen to be coming out of its po-
litical shell and beginning to be assertive of its 
rights, leading to increased participation in elec-
toral processes (Krishna 1967), even to the extent 
of voting in larger numbers than others. There are 
many who have argued that Muslims continue to 
live in the past. What happened in the past persists 
into the present and plays a crucial role in the men-
tal restructuring of Muslims. The community lead-
ership lies in the hand of clergy which invokes unity 
of Islam (Karandikar 1968). The net effect is that 
the Muslim community acts as a cohesive unit po-
litically and strategically votes en bloc to be able to 
influence electoral processes and outcomes directly. 

However, many of these claims have been contest-
ed in a number of studies. Also see Shakir (1990) 
and Yadav (2009).  

2		  With the help of large-scale survey data, it is pos-
sible to estimate turnout figures for different so-
cial groups. The methodology is simple – weigh 
the number of respondents (of the group) who re-
port to have voted by the actual turnout.

3		  In a perceptive account of voting behaviour among 
Muslims in Lok Sabha elections held in 1971, 1977, 
1980 and 1984, Moin Sahakir concludes that the 
Congress did not enjoy a monopoly of the minority 
vote and support, especially that of Muslims. There 
are various factors operating at multiple layers that 
govern the political behaviour of minority segments 
(Moin Shakir 1990). On the politics of Muslim vote 
banks, also see Engineer (1995).  
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Table 1: Congress Lead Over BSP in Different Categories 
of Dalits (in percentage points)

 	 Jatav*	 Significantly  Large	 Smaller Dalit 

		  Dalit  Sub-Castes** 	 Sub-Castes***

Rural upper class	 -2	 21	 25

Rural middle class	 0	 28	 23

Rural lower class	 -22	 3	 13

Urban upper class	 35	 23	 45

Urban middle class	 1	 22	 28

Urban lower class	 -21	 12	 15

Total	 -7	 16	 21

N	 2,026	 2,291	 1,144
*Jatavs are mainly present in Haryana, Madhya Pradesh, 
Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Delhi, Punjab and Himachal Pradesh; 
the data here also includes among Jatav, the Charmkars and 
Madigas.
** Significantly large dalit castes include Balmiki, Pasi, Dom, 
Dhobi, Mahar, Mala, Rajbanshi, Julaha, Kewat, Kori, Dhanuk, 
Gond, etc.
*** Smaller dalit castes are the category of those dalits who 
belong to dalit jatis mostly confined to a region.
Source: NES 2009.

Dalit Voting Patterns  

Rahul Verma

Data from the National Election 
Study 2009 for voting patterns 
among the dalit community 
across the country indicate 
that the dalit vote is not 
homogeneously favourable to 
any one particular political 
outfit. Instead the dalit vote is 
determined by the nature and 
dynamics of the political party 
system in constituencies of  
most states. 

In the post-Bhimrao Ambedkar era, the 
narrative on dalit politics in the coun-
try is more often confined into the 

binaries of “identity assertion” or “oppor-
tunistic politics”. The scholarship that has 
attempted to explain participation in 
electoral politics among dalits has often 
treated the community as a homogeneous 
category without dissecting the demo-
graphic details and inter-state variations.1 
There has been little attempt to under-
stand whether the dalits tend to partici-
pate in electoral arena en bloc or other-
wise. In the current intellectual and aca-
demic discourses on dalit politics in par-
ticular and ethnic politics in general, 
sociological and cultural theories have 
been given primacy over political analysis 
for their explanatory potential in eluci-
dating the phenomenon of mobilisation 
of ethnic groups.2 This literature primari-
ly based on the sociological understand-
ing of political contestations seems noth-
ing more than “crude versions of electoral 
sociology”3 in which all forms of political 
mobilisation are seen as product of social 
cleavages or conflicts and political parties 
are considered merely an assembly of 
horizontally organised associations of 
castes or groups.

This article on voting behaviour among 
dalits in 2009 Lok Sabha elections is roo
ted in a historically inspired analysis of 
politics while recognising the merit in the 

“principles of demography and geographi-
cal contiguity” (Palshikar 2007) in politi-
cal analysis. It begins with an overview of 
trends in dalit voting since 1971 and shall 
then present a summary of spatial pattern 
of voting among various sub-castes of dal-
its in different states. The article will then 
briefly discuss the performance of various 
political parties in the constituencies re-
served for scheduled castes. It shall then 
refer to the presence of the Bahujan Samaj 
Party – BSP (as the party has made overt 
gestures to dalits since its inception) and 
its impact on the nature and character of 
dalit politics.4 It concludes by linking the 
evidence from the National Election Study 
(NES) 2009 and questions the claims of 
identity assertion theories5 that have at-
tempted to formulate universal generali-
sations and law-like propositions around 
cultural/sociological analysis of “pride 
and dignity”. 


