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Studying Elections in India: Scientific
and Political Debates

Stéphanie Tawa Lama-Rewal

1 Studying elections in the largest democracy in the world is bound to be a challenge: given

the size of the country and of its population, Indian national elections have been the

largest electoral  exercise in the world ever since the first  national  elections in 1952.

Moreover the cultural, linguistic, ethnic and religious diversity of the Indian society, as

well as the federal nature of the Indian state, make this event a particularly complex one.

What, then, have been the methodologies and approaches deployed to study this major

political event? What have been the disciplines and foci of election studies? Who have

been the main authors? In what form have these studies been publicized, and what type

of readership have they targeted? Reading the available literature with these questions in

mind, I have tried to identify some major shifts over time, and to grasp their meaning and

implications; a few interviews with specialists of the field have allowed me to test some of

the interpretations suggested by the readings.  Through a review of  the literature on

Indian elections since the 1980s, this paper aims at mapping the scientific and political

debates around election studies.

2 Election studies are here defined as scholarly work focusing on the major phases of the

electoral  process,  i.e. the  campaign,  the  vote,  the  announcement  of  results  and

subsequent  government  formation.1 This  is  a  restrictive  definition:  elections  are

obviously  a  central  institution  of  representative  democracy,  and  as  such  they  are

connected to every aspect of the polity. Yet election studies constitute a distinct sub-

genre of studies on democracy, which focuses, so to speak, on the ‘mechanics’ more than

on the ‘substance’ of representative democracy.2 This sub-genre, being relatively more

visible than other studies of representative democracy, has specific implications, in the

academic but also in the political arena, which will be the focus of this critical review.

This paper will argue that election studies are really in between science and politics, and

that it is important, therefore, to contextualize them. 
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3 The paper starts with a quick overview of the different types of election studies which

have been produced on India, and goes on to analyze a series of dilemmas and debates

attached to election studies,  which highlight the intricate nature of  the political  and

scientific issues at stake.

 

The study of Indian elections: an overview 

4 At least three previous reviews of election studies have been realized, by Narain (1978),

Brass (1985), and Kondo (2007). Both Narain and Kondo provide a fairly exhaustive list of

publications in this field, and discuss their relevance and quality. Brass’ review also offers

a detailed discussion of the advantages and limitations of ecological approaches, to which

I will later return.

5 There  is  no  need  to  repeat  this  exercise  here.  But  in  view of  situating  the  debates

described in the next section of the paper, I simply want to sketch a broad typology of

election studies published since the late 1980s—a moment which can be considered as the

emergence of the new configuration of the Indian political scene, characterized by (i) the

importance of regional parties and regional politics; (ii) the formation of ruling coalitions

at the national and regional levels; and (iii) the polarization of national politics around

the Congress, the BJP, and the ‘third space’.

6 All three reviews of the literature highlight the diversity of disciplines, methods, authors,

institutions, and publication support of studies of Indian elections. But a major dividing

line appears today between case studies and survey research (which largely match a

distinction between qualitative and quantitative studies), with a number of publications,

however, combining elements of both.

 

Case studies

7 Case studies analyze elections from the vantage point of a relatively limited political

territory, which can be the village (for instance Somjee 1959), the city (or, within the city,

the mohalla, the basti), the constituency, the district, or the state. The major discipline

involved in this type of research has been political science. Indeed elections have been

the object par excellence of political science worldwide. In India as elsewhere, as we will

see  below,  election  studies  reveal  characteristic  features  of  this  relatively  recent

discipline, insofar as they embody some tensions between science and politics.

8 Paul Brass developed the case study method in the course of his long interest for politics

in Uttar Pradesh. His monograph on the 1977 and 1980 elections focuses on Uttar Pradesh

(he justifies this choice saying that this election was largely decided in North India). His

research is based on fieldwork in five selected constituencies whose ‘electoral history’ is

minutely  recalled.  Here  the  choice  of  the  unit  of  analysis  is  linked  to  pedagogical

considerations: ‘Each constituency chosen illustrates a different aspect of the main social

conflicts that have been prominent in UP politics’, he writes (Brass 1985: 175). Indeed in

the case study approach, the detailed observation of elections in a particular area aims at

uncovering processes and dynamics which are relevant for a much wider territory.3

9 Beside political science, anthropology has also approached elections in a manner close to

case studies.4 But anthropological studies are usually focused on a more limited political

territory  (typically,  the  village),  and  more  importantly,  they  are  centered  on  a
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questioning of the meaning of the electoral process5 for voters: why do people vote? More

precisely,  why  do  they  bother,  what  is  the  meaning  of  voting  for  them?  Thus

anthropologists often focus on the symbolic dimension of elections:

From  this  [symbolic]  perspective,  democracy  is  really  an  untrue  but  vitally

important  myth in  support  of  social  cohesion,  with  elections  as  its  central  and

regular  ritual  enactment  that  helps  maintain  and restore  equilibrium (Banerjee

2007: 1556).

10 Taking the ritual as a central metaphor in their accounts of elections, anthropologists

help us see the various ‘ceremonies’  and ‘performances’  that  constitute the electoral

process:

To define [the] cultural qualities of Indian democracy, it is important to view the

ritual  of  the  election  process  through  four  consecutive  ceremonies  [:]  Party

endorsement  […],  the  actual  campaign  […],  the  day  of  polling  [and  the]  public

announcement [of winners] (Hauser & Singer 1986: 945).

11 On the basis of their observations of two elections in Bihar in the 1980s,  Hauser and

Singer define the electoral process as a ‘cycle’. They describe the successive phases of this

cycle,  and draw parallels with religious rituals,  noting for instance that the electoral

process involves a series of processions. Their likening of the electoral campaign to a

‘pilgrimage’ manifesting the ‘inversion of power from the hands of the politicians back to

the hands of the voters’ (Hauser & Singer 1986: 947) goes a long way in explaining the

festive dimension of Indian elections.

12 Anthropological studies of elections also clearly show how elections precipitate, or at

least highlight, otherwise latent political dynamics. The long fieldwork characteristic of

the discipline makes it possible to concretely demonstrate how elections render visible

otherwise subtle, if not invisible, relationships of influence:

[…] election day was when the complexity of the village’s social life was distilled

into moments of structure and clarity,  when diffuse tensions and loyalties were

made unusually manifest (Banerjee 2007: 1561).

13 For Banerjee, who studied politics from the standpoint of a village in West Bengal, an

election is a celebration in two ways: (i) it is a festive social event; (ii) it involves a sense

of democracy as sacred. Therefore she understands ‘elections as sacred expressions of

citizenship’ (Banerjee 2007: 1561).

14 For all their evocative strength, one can regret that anthropological studies of Indian

elections deal mostly with villages and with traditional electoral practices. However one

must  also  note  that  elections  elsewhere  have  attracted  even  less  attention  from

anthropologists. Indeed, a recent issue of Qualitative Sociology deplored that ‘at a time

when few, if any, objects are beyond the reach and scrutiny of ethnographers, it is quite

surprising that politics and its main protagonists (state officials, politicians and activists)

remain largely un(der)studied by ethnography’s mainstream’ (Auyero 2006: 257).

 

Other approaches

15 A number of articles and books on Indian elections combine different methodological

approaches. Thus some of Banerjee’s conclusions are shared by the political scientists

Ahuja and Chibber (n.d.), in an interesting study combining quantitative and qualitative

methods (i.e. election surveys (1989-2004) and a series of focus group discussions) in three

large Indian states. In order to understand the particular pattern of electoral turnout

described by Yadav as characteristic of the ‘second democratic upsurge’ (Yadav 2000),
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Ahuja  and  Chibber  identify  three  broad  social  groups,  defined  by  three  distinct

‘interpretations’ of voting. They argue that ‘differences in the voting patterns of opposite

ends  of  the  social  spectrum  exist  because  each  group  interprets  the  act  of  voting

differently’. Thus the act of voting is considered as a ‘right’ by the groups who are on the

lower end of the socio-economic spectrum—the ‘marginalized’; as an ‘instrument […] to

gain access to the state and its resources’ by those in the middle of that spectrum—the

‘State’s clients’; and as ‘civic duty’ by those at the top—‘the elite’ (Ahuja & Chibber 2009:

1-9).

16 Among the  ‘other  approaches’  of  elections,  one  also  finds  a  number  of  monographs

devoted to a single election6.  For instance Myron Weiner’s study of the 1977 election

constitutes an interesting, contemporary account of the beginning of the end of Congress

dominance over Indian politics,  with the first  part devoted to the campaign and the

second part to the analysis of results, on the basis on a medley of methods typical of

political science:

In four widely scattered cities – Bombay […], Calcutta, Hyderabad, and New Delhi […

]—[the author] talked to civil servants, candidates, campaign workers, newspaper

editors,  and  people  in  the  streets,  attended  campaign  rallies  and  visited  ward

offices, collected campaign literature, listened to the radio, and followed the local

press (Weiner 1978: 21)

17 In the 1990, a series of collective volume were published on parliamentary elections (for

instance Roy & Wallace 1999). Often based on aggregate data such as those published by

the Election Commission of India, they offer a series of papers that are interpretative,

speculative, critical in nature.

18 I  have  found one single  book of  electoral  geography (Dikshit  1993),7 which presents

election results (crossed with census data) as a series of maps. This particular method

highlights  unexpected  regional  contrasts  and  similarities,  which  stimulates  the

production of explanatory hypotheses.

19 Finally, a recent book by Wendy Singer (2007) makes a case for an application of social

history to elections. Going through a large material relating to elections (national, state,

local) from 1952 to the 1990s, she shows how some details of the electoral process reveal

important social changes over time.8 

20 The gathering of the above mentioned writings in a single, residual category is not meant

to suggest that they are less effective than case studies or survey research in describing

and  explaining  elections.  On  the  contrary,  the  variety  of  methodologies  that  they

mobilize shows the richness of  elections as an object  of  scientific  enquiry.  But these

studies eschew the strong methodological choices which define the other two categories

and which point to the political stakes specific to election studies.

 

Survey research

21 Survey research has been dominating election studies since the 1990s for a variety of

reasons. I will here use Yadav’s definition of this particular method:

[…]  a  technique  of  data  gathering  in  which  a  sample  of  respondents  is  asked

questions about their political preferences and beliefs to draw conclusions about

political opinions, attitudes and behavior of a wider population of citizens (Yadav

2008: 5).
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22 Survey  research  exemplifies  the  close  relationship  between  the  media  and  political

science. It was introduced in India in the late 1950s by an economist turned journalist,

Eric Da Costa, considered ‘the father of opinion polling in India’ (Butler et al. 1995: 41),9

who went on to work with the Indian Institute of Public Opinion (IIPO) created in 1956—

but  it  was  political  scientists  such as  Bashiruddin Ahmed,  Ramashray Roy and Rajni

Kothari who gave it a scientific grounding. In his Memoirs (2002), Kothari recalls how he

went to Michigan University—which had developed an expertise in psephology, i.e. the

statistical analysis of elections - to get trained in survey research. When he came back to

India, Kothari applied this new method in his work at the Delhi-based Centre for the

Study of Developing Societies (CSDS), which he had founded a few years earlier, in 1963.10

The first election to which he applied this newly acquired expertise was the Kerala state

election in 1965 (Lokniti team 2004: 5373). The CSDS team then went on to study general

elections in 1967,  1971 and 1980,  but it  seems to have progressively lost  interest  for

election studies—hence the gap between this first series11 and the new series which

started in 1996—in a new political context, as we will see further.

23 The renaissance, so to speak, of electoral surveys, came from another academic turned

journalist:  Prannoy Roy. An economist by training, Roy learnt survey research in the

United Kingdom. After coming back to India in the early 1980s, he applied this method to

Indian  elections.  He  co-produced  a  series  of  volumes,  with  Butler  and  Lahiri,  he

conducted a series of all  India opinion polls for the magazine India Today, but more

importantly in 1998 he founded a new television channel, New Delhi Television (NDTV) on

which  he  anchored  shows  devoted  to  the  statistical  analysis  of  elections—thus

popularizing psephology.

24 The link between these two pioneering institutions of psephology, CSDS and NDTV, was

provided  by  Yogendra  Yadav,  a  young  political  scientist  who  was  brought  from

Chandigarh University to the CSDS by Rajni Kothari. Yadav revived the data unit of the

CSDS and went on to supervise an uninterrupted series of electoral studies which have

been financially supported and publicized by the print media, but also by NDTV. Yadav’s

expertise, his great ability to explain psephological analyses both in English and Hindi,

made him a star of TV shows devoted to elections, first on NDTV, and then on the channel

co-founded by the star anchor Rajdeep Sardesai after he left NDTV: CNN-IBN.12 In 1995,

the CSDS team around Yogendra Yadav created Lokniti, a network of scholars based in

the various Indian states, working on democracy in general and on elections in particular.

The  Lokniti  network  has  been  expanding  both  in  sheer  numbers  and  in  terms  of

disciplines, and it has consistently observed elections since 1996.

25 In a landmark volume published in 1995 by Roy along with two other scholars, David

Butler  and  Ashok  Lahiri,  the  authors  had  made  a  strong  statement  in  favour  of

psephology, even while acknowledging its limits: ‘This book […] offers the ‘What?’ of the

electoral record; it does not deal with the ‘Why?’’ (Butler et al. 1995: 4). In this regard, the

CSDS data unit has strived, from 1996 onwards, to improve its data gathering in order to

capture  more  of  the  ‘Why?’,  i.e. to  capture  with  increasing  accuracy  the  electoral

behaviour of Indians and its explanatory factors. More generally, it has aimed ‘to use

elections  as  an occasion or  as  a  window to  making sense  of  trends  and patterns  in

democratic politics’ (Lokniti Team 2004: 5373).

26 The CSDS election studies have also been published in academic supports such as the

Economic and Political Weekly (EPW) in India, or Electoral Studies on the international
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level13,  and  they  have  been  used  by  a  large  number  of  academic  works  in  political

sociology (for instance Jaffrelot (2008) on the vote of the urban middle classes). Recently,

the  Lokniti  network has  published a  series  of  state  election studies  in  Hindi  and in

English, with academic publishing houses (Mohan 2009, Shastri 2009).

 

Scientific and political debates

27 Debates around the study of Indian elections involve political and scientific arguments

which are sometimes difficult to disentangle. These debates underline that no method is

politically neutral, and they illustrate the particularly problematic relationship of one

discipline, political science, with the political sphere and with the media.

 

Scientific dilemmas

28 The opposition between case studies and survey research can be broken into a series of

dilemmas and choices.

29 The first dilemma concerns the most relevant unit of analysis: should one privilege width

or depth? The central difficulty here is often to combine feasibility and relevance. In his

introduction to a series of case studies done in the 1960s and 1970s, Shah writes:

A major limitation of the survey method is its inability to capture the influence of

local  politics  on  the  electoral  behavior  of  small  communities.  A  questionnaire

administered to individual voters can elicit information about individual attitudes

and opinions but cannot capture the larger reality of events involving a collectivity

of individuals acting over a longer period of time. A fieldworker who knows the

community is better equipped to capture that reality (Shah 2007: 12).

30 As we saw, case studies, focusing on a limited area,14 do offer historical depth, for example

in Brass (1985). The anthropological brand of case studies also offers ‘cultural’  depth,

through a wealth of concrete details which suggest the multiple meanings of elections for

voters. However survey research allows generalizations; and it contextualizes results by

identifying patterns, linked to regions or social groups.

31 The  second  dilemma  concerns  quantitative  vs. qualitative  methods.  This  opposition

cannot be reduced to the use of figures vs. words. While many case studies involve some

quantified description of the vote, they are deeply qualitative in nature, insofar as they

aim at uncovering the qualities of particular political trajectories—of a community, a party,

a constituency, a state etc.  Survey research on the contrary aims at revealing general

patterns. Here again the question of feasibility is central: while surveys are expensive,

case studies are time intensive.

32 An important dimension of that dilemma relates, again, to the capacity of these two types

of methods to capture the meaning of elections for voters. Survey research, functioning

with closed questions, conveys only the meanings that the survey design has anticipated,

and risks perpetuating the prejudices of its authors.15 By contrast, qualitative methods

such as open interviews and direct observation are more likely to bring out unexpected

interpretations.

33 However one large consensus appears to bridge the divide between survey research a la

CSDS and case studies: the ‘ecological’ approach is preferred to the ‘strategic’ approach of

elections.  Ecological  analyses  ‘correlate  electoral  with  other  kind  of  aggregate  data’

(Brass 1985: 3). They focus on ‘the sociological characteristics of voters, which determine

Studying Elections in India: Scientific and Political Debates

South Asia Multidisciplinary Academic Journal, 3 | 2009

6



the construction of their representation of politics and their social solidarity’ (Hermet et

al. 2001: 31), whereas the ‘economical’ or strategic approach is based on methodological

individualism and the  problematic  of  the  rational  voter.  Already  in  1985  Paul  Brass

argued that ‘ecological  analyses had a ‘useful  place in India electoral  studies’  (ibid)—

indeed he expanded on their advantages and limitations, through a detailed discussion of

the methodological issues arising from the difficulty of relating electoral and census data,

and of the technical solutions found by a number of works which he reviewed.

34 The evolution of National Election Studies (NES) conducted by the CSDS since 1996 shows

an attempt to develop increasingly ecological types of analysis, by introducing more and

more variables in their considerations. Indeed the latest surveys come close to meeting

the  advantages  of  ecological  approaches  as  explained  by  Brass:  ‘Identifying  the

underlying structural  properties  of  party systems,  […]  presenting time series  data to

discover trends in voting behaviour, […] identifying distinctive regional contexts in which

voting  choices  occur,  and  […]  discovering  unthought  of  relationships  through  the

manipulation of available data’ (Brass 1985: 4).

35 A recent exception vis-à-vis this consensus is Kanchan Chandra’s work on ‘ethnic voting’

(Chandra 2008), which analyses electoral mobilization as a mode of negotiation used by

marginal groups. Chandra argues that the poorer groups in India use their vote as ‘their

primary channel of influence’. In a description of ‘elections as auctions’, she argues that

the ‘purchasing power of small  groups of voters’  depends ‘upon the degree to which

electoral contests are competitive’ (Chandra 2004: 4). Her interpretation of the relatively

high turnout in Indian elections, even as one government after the other fails the poor, is

a materialist one:

When  survival  goods  are  allotted  by  the  political  market  rather  than  as

entitlements, voters who need these goods have no option but to participate. […]

Voters do not themselves have control over the distribution of goods. But by voting

strategically and voting often, they can increase their chances of obtaining these

goods (Chandra 2004: 5).16

 

Academic rivalries

36 The  above  dilemmas  are  extremely  widespread,  but  in  the  Indian  context  they  also

correspond,  to  some extent,  to  academic  rivalries  between scholars  and institutions,

which might explain their persistence over time.

37 One  can  identify,  to  start  with,  an  implicit  rivalry  between  political  science  and

psephology—even though the latter can be considered as a sub-discipline of the former.17

A few texts, but also interviews, reveal a mutual distrust, both in scientific and political

terms.  Indian political  science values theoretical  work more than empirical  research;

qualitative more than quantitative methods;18 politically, it favours a radical critique of

the political system.19 Survey research, of course, is essentially empirical, quantitative

and ‘status quoist’. Yogendra Yadav thus sums up the situation that prevailed in the late

1980s:

The label ‘survey research’ stood for what was considered most inappropriate in

the third world imitation of American science of politics: it was methodologically

naïve, politically conservative and culturally inauthentic (Yadav 2008: 3).

38 Even today, quantitative methods, which are much fashionable in American (and more

lately in French) political science, are hardly taught in the political science curriculum of

Indian  universities.  Thus  Kothari’s  endeavour  to  launch  a  ‘so-called  ‘new  political
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science’’ in the CSDS in the 1960s—this was the time of the behaviorist revolution in social

sciences—was a lonely one. He describes this ambition thus:

[It]  was  mainly  based  on  the  empirical  method  leading  to  detailed  analytical

understanding  of  the  political  processes  […]  The  ‘people’  came  within  that

framework, as voters and citizens with desires, attitudes and opinions; our task as

academics was to build from there towards a macro-theory of democracy, largely

through empirical surveys of political behavior (by and large limited to electoral

choices) but also through broader surveys of social and political change (Kothari

2002: 60-61).

39 This project actually seems to be realized through the Lokniti network which links the

CSDS data unit with a number of colleges or universities across the country (and thus

contributes to training an increasingly large number of students who are then hired as

investigators for National and State Election studies).

40 As far as the political agenda of survey research is concerned, Yadav makes a passionate

plea for ‘transfer as transformation’  (Yadav 2008:  16)  i.e. for an adaptation of  survey

research to the political culture of countries of the global South, with a double objective:

(i)  to make survey research more relevant scientifically;  (ii)  to use it  as  a  politically

empowering device, that is ‘[…] to ensure that subaltern and suppressed opinions are

made public’ (Yadav 2008: 18).

41 Much of  the latent  opposition between psephologists  and other political  scientists  is

probably due to the disproportionate visibility of psephologists when compared to other

social scientists working on elections. But the close connection between psephology and

the media is a double edged sword. On the one hand, it offers researchers a much needed

financial support:

Some of the leading media publications like the Hindu, India Today, Frontline and the

Economist supported  [National  Election  Studies]  between  1996  and  1999  (Lokniti

team 2004: 5375).

42 On the other hand, it forces them to engage with the scientifically dubious, and

economically risky, exercise of predicting results,20 or explaining them immediately after

their  publication.  However,  the  consistent  transparency  and critical  self-appraisal  of

surveys conducted by the CSDS goes a long way in asserting their scientific credibility:

Within  India,  the  NES  series  has  sought  to  distinguish  itself  from  the  growing

industry of pre-election opinion polls […] The difficulties of obtaining independent

support  for  NES  made  the  Lokniti  group  turn  to  media  support  which  in  turn

required the group to carry out some pre-election opinion polls and even exit polls

linked to seats forecast.  The experiment yielded mixed results,  some reasonably

accurate forecasts along with some embarrassing ones (Lokniti team 2004: 5380)

43 A  more  explicit  and  constructive  debate  has  been  taking  place,  lately,  between

psephology  and  anthropology.  Notwithstanding  his  refusal  to  ‘participate  in

methodological  crusades  on  social  sciences’  (Yadav  2008:  4),  Yadav  has  consistently

sought to situate, explain, improve and diffuse his brand of survey research on elections21

. His call for a ‘dialogue’, elaborated upon by Palshikar (‘how to integrate the methods and

insights of field study and survey research’ 2007: 25) has been answered by Mukulika

Banerjee,  who is currently directing,  along with Lokniti,  an unprecedented project of

Comparative Electoral Ethnography, which aims at ‘bringing together the strengths of

large-scale  and  local-level  investigations’  (www.lokniti.org/

comparative_electoral_ethnography.html accessed in May 2009).
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Political issues

44 One can distinguish three types of relationship between elections studies and politics,

which correspond to three distinct, if related, questions. Firstly, how do elections studies

meet  the  need of  political  actors?  Secondly,  to  what  extent  are  they  an offshoot  of

American  political  science?  And  thirdly,  what  representation  of  democracy  do  they

support? 

45 Firstly, the development of survey research is directly linked to Indian political life:

In the 1950s there were virtually no market research organizations in India. The

dominance  of  the  Congress  diminished  any  incentive  to  develop  political  polls

(Butler et al. 1995: 41).

46 At the time of the second non-Congress government at the Centre (1989-1991), political

parties started commissioning surveys which they used to build their electoral strategy

(Rao 2009). Indian elections have been decided at the state level since the 1990s, and the

proliferation of national pre-poll survey from the 1991 election onwards can be linked to

the uncertainty of the electoral results in a context of increasing assertion of regional

parties  (Rao  2009).  The  fact  that  the  CSDS  resumed  its  elections  series  in  1996  is

doubtlessly  linked  to  the  transformations  that  have  been  characterizing  the  Indian

political scene since the beginning of that decade. The rise to power of the Bahujan Samaj

Party  in  Uttar  Pradesh  and  its  emergence  in  other  North  Indian  states,  and  more

generally the fragmentation of political representation, with new parties representing

increasingly smaller social groups, has made it increasingly necessary to know who votes

for which party in which state—and why.

47 Furthermore the decentralization policy adopted in 1992 has generated a lot of interest

both  from actors  and  observers  of  Indian  politics.  Today  the  newfound  interest  for

ethnographic, locally rooted types of election studies may well have to do with the fact

that the national scale is increasingly challenged as the most relevant one to understand

Indian politics. 

48 Secondly, a more covert, but no less important aspect of the debate relates to what could

be roughly called the ‘Western domination’ of survey research. Methods have been learnt

by leading Indian figures in the United States or in the United Kingdom (even in the

2000s, CSDS members get trained in the summer school in survey research in Michigan

University). Authors are often American (or working in the American academia). Funding

often involves foreign funding agencies. 

49 More importantly, the key concepts of survey research are often drawn from the rich

field  of  American election studies,22 and particularly  from behaviourism,  a  school  of

thought which is rejected by part of the Indian academia. Lastly, the general (and often

implicit) reference to which the Indian scenario is compared is actually the United States

and Western Europe. On the one hand, these comparative efforts23 testify to the fact that

India is not an outsider any more as far as democracies are concerned. On the other hand,

one can regret an excessive focus, in comparisons, on the West, insofar as it skews the

assessment of the Indian case (for instance the Indian pattern of voter turnout, which is

qualified as ‘exceptional’ by Yadav because it breaks from the trend observed in North

America and Western Europe,  might appear less  so if  it  was compared,  say,  to post-

Apartheid South Africa).24 
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50 Thirdly,  all  election  studies  support  a  (more  or  less  implicit)  discourse  on  Indian

democracy; they can always be read as a ‘state of democracy report’ (Jayal 2006). In this

regard, one of the criticisms addressed to psephological studies is that their narrow focus

tends to convey a rosy picture, since elections are usually considered as ‘free and fair’ in

the Indian democracy, which is often qualified as ‘procedural’,  i.e. which conforms to

democratic procedures (regular elections and political alternance, a free press) but not to

democratic values (starting with equality). The sheer magnitude of the logistics involved

in conducting national elections is bound to evoke admiring appraisals, which tend to

obliterate the limits of procedural democracy. Thus Jayal criticizes the ‘the fallacy of

electoralism’:

The scholars who subscribe to the limited, proceduralist view of democracy, are

generally buoyant about Indian democracy... Their analyses emphatically exclude

the many social and economic inequalities that make it difficult for even formal

participation to be effective (Jayal 2001: 3).

51 Moreover the huge costs involved in conducting sample surveys on ever larger samples

imply  that  the  funders—which  include  the  media—can  put  pressure  on  the  team

conducting the survey. And one can see two reasons why survey research is so media

friendly:  one,  its  (supposed)  ability  to  predict  results  makes  it  an  indispensable

component of the horse-race, entertaining aspect of elections; two, it contributes to the

‘feel good’ factor as it shows, election after election, that the turnout is high and that

results are unpredictable; it thus gives credit to the idea of democratic choice.

52 To this  positive assessment,  some Indian political  scientists  oppose the more critical

vision offered by case studies of Indian politics focusing not on the mainstream, but on

the margins. Here anthropology offers a way out, since the informed perspective of the

long time fieldworker allows a simultaneous perception of the mainstream and of the

margins. Thus the works of Hauser and Singer or that of Banerjee, offering a minute

description of the various ‘ceremonies’ that together constitute the election process from

the vantage point of voters, highlight both the empowering and the coercive dimensions

of voting. Their studies suggest that when it comes to elections, the relationship between

celebration and alienation is a very subtle one.

 

Conclusion

53 Elections  are  a  complex,  multi-dimensional  social  and  political  event  which  can  be

captured only through a variety of methods: this literature review underlines how the

different approaches complete each other and are therefore equally necessary.  While

Indian election studies, at least at the national and state levels, have been dominated,

since the 1990s, by survey research, the Lokniti based project of ‘Comparative Electoral

Ethnography’  should  contribute  to  restoring  some balance  between various  types  of

studies.  Also,  academic  debates  around  the  scientific  and  political  implications  and

limitations of election studies seem to lead to a convergence: while questionnaire-based

surveys evolve towards a  finer apprehension of  the opinions and attitudes of  Indian

voters, anthropological studies strive to overcome the limitations of fieldwork based on a

single, limited area.

54 One can regret that studies of Indian elections, by all disciplines, tend to focus exclusively

on the vote, which certainly is a climactic moment of the electoral process, but by no

means  the  only  interesting  one.25 Indeed  a  recent  attempt  by  the  CSDS  team  to
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understand  participation  beyond  voting,  in  order  to  qualify  the  ‘second  democratic

upsurge’  (Yadav 2000) through a state wise analysis of  the 2004 Lok Sabha elections,

suggests that a broader definition of the electoral process might significantly contribute

to solving the ‘puzzle of Indian democracy’ (Chibber & Petrocik 1989, Lijphart 1996). They

conclude  that  ‘comparison  across  social  sections  shows  that  a  broader  entry  of  the

underprivileged into the political arena is much more limited, even today, than the entry

of  the  more  privileged  social  sections’  (Palshikar  &  Kumar  2004:  5414).  The

complementarities of different approaches are here glaring: ethnographic work is much

needed to understand the implications of the fact that ‘over the years there is a steady

increase  in  the  number  of  people  who  participated  in  election  campaign  activity’

(Palshikar & Kumar 2004: 5415).

55 One wishes also that anthropological studies of future elections deal not only with the

traditional elements of voting (the campaign procession, the inking of the finger etc.), but

also with newer elements of the process: what has been the impact of the model code of

conduct,  or  of  the increasing use of  SMS and internet in the campaign,  on electoral

rituals?  What  about  the collective watching of  TV shows focusing on elections,  both

before and after the results are known?

56 Finally, at a time when election surveys have acquired an unprecedented visibility, due to

their relationship with the mass media,  one can only lament the absence of rigorous

studies on the role of the media, both print and audio-visual, in funding, shaping and

publicizing election studies.
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NOTES

1. Most works considered here deal with national elections, but some of them also focus on state

elections.

2. I owe this formulation to Amit Prakash, whose comments on a previous version of this paper

were very helpful.

3. Another example is a study of parliamentary and state elections in a village in Orissa at the

end of Emergency, in which S. Mitra describes the caste dynamics in the village and the way it

plays  out  during  electoral  times  to  show how ‘elections  are  used  as  instruments  by  various

sections of the society to convert their political resources and power into authority’ (Mitra 1979:

419).

4. In the early years of independent India, the Indian Council for Social Science Research (ICSSR)

commissioned a series of case studies, some of which are reviewed by Narain (1978). A more

recently published volume offers a sample of such studies, conducted in the late 1960s by the

sociology department of Delhi University under the supervision of M.N.Srinivas and A.M.Shah

(Shah 2007).
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5. One must note that among the various disciplines producing case studies, anthropology uses

the largest definition of political participation, to include not only voting, but also participating

in meetings, supporting the campaign of a particular party or candidate etc.

6. One  must  also  mention  the  ‘Chronicle  of  an Impossible  Election’—i.e. the  2002  Assembly

election in Jammu and Kashmir - as told by the then Chief Election Commissioner, J.M. Lyngdoh

(2004), which provides an insider’s view of how election procedures are the result of a series of

(sometimes  minute)  decisions—aiming  at  asserting  that  the  Election  Commission  does  not

represent the Indian government.

7. This is in sharp contrast with France, where electoral geographers such as André Siegfried

have been the founding fathers of political science. For an illustration of how geography enriches

our understanding of elections, see Lefèbvre and Robin in this volume.

8. This inventory of ‘other’ election studies, that is, studies of elections that fall neither in the

‘case study’ nor in the ‘survey research’ type, would obviously become much more complex and

large if we were to include in it the large body of literature on the party system, or on the federal

structure as they evolve over time in India. However that literature does take elections as its

main focus, and has therefore not been considered here.

9. Eric Da Costa founded the Journal of Public Opinion.

10. The CSDS was meant, in Kothari’s own words: ‘One, to give a truly empirical base to political

science  [...]  Two,  to  engage  in  a  persistent  set  of  writings  through  which our  broad

conceptualisation of democracy in India was laid out [...] And three, institutionalise not just the

Centre as a place of learning but as part of the larger intellectual process itself’ (Kothari 2002:

39-40). Over the years, the CSDS has retained a unique place in the Indian academia, as it remains

distinct from universities even while engaging in a number of collaborations with their faculty—

Lokniti being a case in point.

11. The CSDS did not even study the 1977 election, on which we fortunately have Myron Weiner’s

monograph.

12. The CSDS entered into a stable partnership with the new channel six months before it went

on air, which testifies to the saleability of this brand of research. One week before the results of

the Fifteenth election were announced, huge signboards bore a picture of the star anchor of CNN-

IBN along with Yogendra Yadav, asserting the latter’s increasing popularity.

13. The  ‘notes  on  elections’  published  in  Electoral  Studies favour  a  strongly  institutional

perspective,  concerned almost  exclusively  with political  parties  (the alliances  they form,  the

issues they raise, the candidates they select etc.) Interestingly, nothing is said about voters.

14. Both Brass (1985) and Palshikar (2007) make a forceful argument in favour of taking the

constituency as a unit of analysis.

15. For instance, the first National Election Study, conducted by the CSDS in 1967, did not take

women voters into account! (Lokniti team 2004: 5374).

16. Emphasis mine.

17. The debate on the scientific legitimacy of survey research as opposed to more theoretical, or

more qualitative, approaches is by no means restricted to India. Political science is a relatively

young discipline, defined more by its objects than by its methods, and by a scientific community

that strives to assert its scientific credentials. In this regard, electoral surveys have an ambiguous

record. On the one hand, the highly technical aspect of quantitative methods gives an image of

‘scientificity’;  on  the  other  hand,  the  proximity  (in  terms  of  sponsors,  institutions  and

publication supports) of electoral surveys to opinion polls (characterized by a large margin of

error, and a close association with marketing techniques) maintains a doubt on the scientificity

of this sub-discipline.

18. The preference for qualitative methods actually extends to other disciplines among social

sciences in India: ‘A tabulation of articles in Contributions to Indian Sociology and the Sociological

Bulletin [...],  though  not  a  comprehensive  account  of  scholarship  in  sociology  and  social
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anthropology,  did  nevertheless  seem to  substantiate  the  fact  that  ethnographic  methods  far

outpaced any other kind of research method’ (Sundar et al. 2000: 2000).

19. In this regard, Mukherji’s account of State elections in the early 1980s in a constituency of

West Bengal dominated by Naxalites is an exception among monographic studies of elections.

The book offers a candid evocation of the methodological dilemmas, constraints and solutions

inherent in studying elections, and particularly of the political agenda behind election studies (in

this particular case, the author, engaged in a study of the Naxalite movement, presents himself

early on as a Naxalite) (Mukherji 1983).

20. Thus in spite of the continuing efforts of NES to improve its methods, it failed to accurately

predict the results of elections, both in 2004 and in 2009.

21. See, for instance, Lokniti Team 2004, in which the methodological flaws and evolutions (in

terms of sample size, number of languages used, decentralization of data entry and analysis etc.)

of National Election Studies are discussed in detail.

22. This  problem  is  not  restricted  to  survey  research  alone:  thus  Mitra  evokes  the

‘Americanisation of [the study of] ethnic politics in the Indian context’ (Mitra 2005: 327)

23. Linz, Stepan and Yadav 2007 represents a good example of the changing status of the Indian

case in comparative studies of democracy—from an exception to a major case.

24. See Fauvelle 2008.

25. For instance anthropological studies tend to focus on the short period comprised between the

beginning of the electoral campaign and the announcement of results.  A larger timeframe is

needed if we are to understand how clientelism operates through the electoral process.

ABSTRACTS

Election studies (which are here defined as scholarly work focusing on the major phases of the

electoral  process,  i.e. the  campaign,  the  vote,  the  announcement  of  results  and  subsequent

government formation) constitute a distinct sub-genre of studies on democracy, which focuses,

so to speak, on the ‘mechanics’ more than on the ‘substance’ of representative democracy. This

sub-genre, being relatively  more visible  than other studies  of  representative  democracy,  has

specific implications, in the academic but also in the political arena, which are the focus of this

critical  review  of  the  literature  on  Indian  elections  since  the  1980s.  The  paper  argues  that

election studies are really in between science and politics, and that it is important, therefore, to

contextualize them.
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