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ABSTRACT 

The Merits of Money and “Muscle”:  

Essays on Criminality, Elections and Democracy in India 

 

Milan Vaishnav 

 

This dissertation seeks to understand how democratic elections can coexist with a significant 

number of politicians implicated in criminal wrongdoing.  Specifically, it seeks answers to three 

questions.  Why do parties nominate candidates with criminal backgrounds?  Why do voters vote 

for them?  And what does their proliferation mean for democratic accountability?  To address 

these questions, I draw on a wide body of quantitative and qualitative evidence from India, the 

world’s largest democracy.  I argue that parties are attracted to criminal politicians because they 

have access to financial resources that allow them to function as self-financing candidates.  

Whereas the prevailing consensus in political economy suggests that voters support “bad 

politicians” because they lack adequate information on candidate quality, I develop an alternate 

theory that suggests well-informed voters can display rational behavior by voting for such 

candidates.  Specifically, in contexts where social divisions are highly salient, voters often desire 

a representative who they perceive can protect group-based interests most credibly.  In such 

settings, criminality can serve as a useful signal of a candidate’s credibility.  As a result, parties 

selectively field criminal candidates in those areas where social divisions are most pronounced.  

The implications of this study are far reaching because they suggest that information about a 

candidate’s criminality is not only available, but actually is central to understanding the viability 

of his candidacy.  Thus, there are circumstances in which “bad politicians” can in fact be 



 

 

 

 

compatible with democratic accountability.  Empirically, this dissertation makes use of a unique, 

author-constructed database of affidavits submitted by more than 60,000 candidates contesting 

state and national elections between 2003 and 2009.  This dataset contains detailed information 

on candidates’ financial and criminal records from 37 elections, which I analyze using state-of-

the-art quantitative methods.  I complement these quantitative analyses with qualitative 

fieldwork conducted in three states, including an in-depth exploration of the case of Bihar, a state 

in north India. 
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Chapter 1: Overview 
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1.1 Introduction 

 In July 2008, the Indian capital of New Delhi was abuzz with rumors of an impending 

collapse of the country’s governing coalition and the specter of early elections.  In the dead of a 

typically sultry Indian summer, the ruling United Progressive Alliance (UPA) was staring down 

the prospect of losing a crucial no confidence measure over its proposed nuclear cooperation bill 

with the United States.  The UPA government, led by the Congress Party and its Prime Minister 

Manmohan Singh, felt backed into a corner and responded by pulling out all the stops to avoid 

defeat.  In its hour of need, it sought help from an unexpected source: the inside of some of the 

country’s most notorious jail cells.  For inside those cells sat five Members of Parliament (MPs) 

who, though indicted or convicted for a litany of heinous crimes, still retained crucial votes that 

could tip the balance in the government’s favor (Lal 2008).  Forty-eight hours before the vote, 

the government temporarily furloughed five of the nation’s most renowned lawbreakers from 

their cells so that they could fulfill their duties as national lawmakers.  The temporarily sprung 

parliamentarians were Ateeq Ahmad, charged with murdering a rival legislator; Afzal Ansari, 

Ahmad’s party mate, who too was accused of murder—for gunning down an opposition party 

leader in broad daylight; Mohammed Shahabuddin and Pappu Yadav, both convicted on murder 

counts; and last but not least, Suraj Bhan Singh, convicted of murdering a farmer in his 

constituency over a heated land dispute (Shenoy 2008). 

In the end, the UPA government survived the no confidence motion and the five MPs—

having aided the government’s cause—promptly returned to jail.  As outlandish as it seemed, the 

incarcerated lawmakers who cast their vote in favor of the bill were far from the only members 
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implicated in criminal wrongdoing.
1
  Of the 543 members of the Lok Sabha (the “House of the 

People,” or lower house of parliament) elected to office in 2004, nearly one quarter were under 

criminal indictment—and almost two-thirds of those faced especially serious charges.  When the 

UPA government’s term finally concluded in 2009 and fresh elections were held, the new class 

of MPs boasted an even greater number of indicted lawmakers.  This was in spite of a nation-

wide effort by civil society and independent media to educate voters about the backgrounds of 

aspirants to elected office.   Indeed, it was not only the national legislature that featured a 

significant number of indicted politicians: out of more than 4,000 state legislative seats in India’s 

federal system, roughly one in five legislators faced at least one pending criminal case.
2
     

As far as modern Indian democracy is concerned, the “criminalization” of its political 

class has become the political economy issue du jour.  A quick glance at recent news headlines 

from around the world reveals as much: “In Indian Politics, Crime Pays”; “India’s Jailbirds Win 

Elections”; “Criminals Flourish in Indian Elections” are the titles of just three of the myriad 

stories about Indian elections that major international news organizations have written over the 

past few years.
3
  Indeed, consider the following three stylized facts about the present state of 

India’s democratic politics
4
: 

 

 In India’s highly competitive electoral environment, candidates under indictment are 

twice as likely to win election when compared to their unindicted colleagues.  A 

                                                 
1
 In fact, the temporary release of the five incarcerated lawmakers was not even the only scandal associated with the 

trust vote.  In the middle of the proceedings on the bill, three opposition lawmakers held up wads of cash they 

alleged government legislators had given to them in an attempt to buy their support (Khetan 2011). 
2
 Calculations based on the author’s data on the criminal backgrounds of candidates contesting state legislative 

elections between 2003 and 2009. 
3
 As an illustration of the global interest India’s criminal politicians have generated, these three headlines were taken 

from stories published in the New York Times, Bloomberg Businessweek, and the Washington Post, all in 2012. 
4
 Based on the author’s calculations. 
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candidate picked at random has a one in ten chance of winning election, yet nearly 

one in five indicted candidates is electorally successful. 

 The electoral advantage of indicted candidates increases in step with the severity of 

the charges they face.  Whereas 18 percent of indicted candidates win election, almost 

24 percent of candidates charged with crimes subject to a five-year jail sentence get 

elected. 

 Although India’s elected politicians are subject to a well-known incumbency 

disadvantage, indicted incumbents win re-election more frequently than their peers.  

Unindicted incumbents are as likely to win re-election as they are to suffer defeat, 

while 60 percent of indicted legislators earn re-election. 

 

These facts demonstrate that members of India’s political class who are suspected of 

engaging in illegal behavior, far from occupying the fringe of domestic Indian politics, are very 

much front and center in the political scene.  Yet for all the focus on India’s criminalized 

political elite, it is worth pointing out the country has plenty of company in this respect.   In 

Colombia, outlawed paramilitary groups and other criminal organizations have used their 

extensive political connections and deep pockets to get their members elected to local and 

national political office (Acemoglu, Robinson et al. 2009; ICG 2011).  In Southeast Asia, there is 

a tradition of “godfathers” (known as chao pho in Thailand) tied to criminal activity playing a 

leading role in regional politics (Ockey 1998; Sidel 2005).  In democracies ranging from Jamaica 

to Nigeria, candidates to public office compete not on the basis of ideas and competing policy 

platforms but on their connections to criminal gangs (Harriott 2003; Olarinmoye 2008).  As 

Kenya prepared for national elections in 2012, there was speculation that Deputy Prime Minister 
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(and presidential candidate) Uhuru Kenyatta actually stood to gain from the fact that the 

International Criminal Court had indicted him for engaging in “crimes against humanity 

(Onyango-Obbo 2012).
5
 

 

1.2 Motivation 

The underlying motivation for this dissertation is to understand how free and fair 

democratic elections and large numbers of elected officials tied to criminal activity can co-exist.  

After all, democratic theory suggests that one of the crucial functions of elections is to provide a 

channel through which voters can weed out politicians who may be motivated by concerns other 

than the public interest (Schumpeter 1962).  As Powell (2000, 47)  has written, “The citizens’ 

ability to throw the rascals out seems fundamental to modern representative democracy because 

it is the ultimate guarantee of a connection between citizens and policymakers.”  In particular, 

this dissertation asks—and tries to answer—three questions.  First, why do political parties select 

candidates with criminal backgrounds? In most modern democracies, including India’s, parties 

play the essential role of screening and selecting candidates to elected office.  And one might 

reasonably expect that parties would hesitate to recruit candidates linked to criminality for fear of 

being tainted or tarnished.  Second, why do voters vote for criminal candidates?  As 

Schumpeter’s classic work explains, voters can use elections to weed out low quality politicians 

and select high quality ones.  Third and finally, what are the implications of the presence of 

criminal politicians for democracy and accountability?  Scholars have previously argued that in 

cases where elections result in the victory of candidates tied to wrongdoing, democracy has 

                                                 
5
 The charges against Kenyatta and several other prominent figures (including former Education Minister and fellow 

presidential candidate William Ruto) stem from their alleged involvement in post-election violence that gripped 

Kenya in 2007-2008. 
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demonstrably failed to engender accountability.  Furthermore, a new consensus in political 

economy suggests that information asymmetries can largely explain such outcomes.  

This dissertation addresses each of these three questions, drawing on a wide body of 

quantitative and qualitative evidence from India.  Home to one quarter of the world’s voters, 

based on size alone India is a worthy test case for seeking answers to the thorny questions 

surrounding the link between criminality and politics.  Further, India is not only the world’s 

largest democracy, it is also the most enduring democracy in the developing world.  As the 

number of low income democracies continues to grow (including many that, like India, are both 

low income and multiethnic), India’s experience can provide lessons to an expanding set of 

developing country peers.  Third, by focusing on India, researchers stand to benefit from 

analyzing several sources of rich, credible data on elections—chief among them data collected 

by the independent, highly professionalized Election Commission of India (ECI).
6
  Finally, 

India’s federal set-up provides researchers with an opportunity to test hypotheses by exploiting 

the country’s tremendous subnational variation on key economic, political and social 

dimensions.  The fact that India’s institutional and electoral design can be held constant across 

subnational units is a major boon to researchers concerned about possible confounding factors in 

carrying out empirical analyses.
7
 

 

1.3 Preview of findings 

                                                 
6
 Indeed, the ECI is frequently cited as one of the most effective public sector institutions throughout India (Pritchett 

2009)  Election officials from throughout the developing world regularly seek out ECI advice on the conduct of 

elections, as noted on the ECI’s website.  
7
 This is particularly relevant for this study as there is a large body of work that examines the impact of institutional 

and electoral design on the quality of politicians (Persson, Tabellini et al. 2003; Persson and Tabellini 2003; 

Kunicova and Rose-Ackerman 2005; Chang and Golden 2007)  
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Drawing on the Indian case, this dissertation articulates three principal findings with 

respect to criminality and politics.  Regarding party selection, I argue in Chapter 2 that one 

reason parties are attracted to candidates linked to illegal behavior is that they have access to 

independent sources of wealth that allow them to function as self-financing candidates.  In a 

context of costly elections and scarce resources, parties place a premium on candidates who will 

not drain finite party coffers (and who can be a source of rents to the party).  Given that parties 

have an incentive to recruit and field criminal candidates, why do voters choose to vote for such 

candidates?   Whereas the prevailing consensus in political economy suggests that voters support 

“bad politicians” because they lack adequate information on candidate quality, in Chapter 3 I 

develop an alternate theory that suggests well-informed voters can display rational behavior by 

voting for such candidates.  Specifically, I argue that in contexts where social divisions (such as 

ethnic or religious differences) are highly salient, voters often desire a representative who they 

perceive can most credibly protect the interests of their social group and its allies.  In such 

settings, criminality can serve as a useful signal of a candidate’s credibility in this regard.  If 

criminality can in fact serve as a useful cue for voters, then this should in turn have ramifications 

for political selection.  While parties might value candidates because of their access to financial 

resources, incorporating a theory of voter preferences provides some indication of where 

criminal connections might add value.  It also produces an obvious testable implication, which I 

substantiate in Chapter 4: parties strategically select criminal candidates in areas where social 

divisions are more salient.   

The implications of this study are far reaching because they suggest that information 

about a candidate’s criminality is not only available, but is central to understanding the viability 

of his candidacy.  This study illuminates a strategic calculus—both on the part of parties and 



9 

 

 

 

voters—that provides a straightforward explanation for the likely success of candidates tied to 

illegal behavior.  Thus despite what the literature might otherwise suggest, there are 

circumstances in which “bad politicians” can in fact be compatible with democratic 

accountability.   

 

1.4 Theoretical framework 

This dissertation’s exploration of the role criminal candidates play in democratic settings 

contributes to, and builds upon, at least three venerable literatures in social science: the literature 

on political selection; the literature on democratic accountability and the role of information; and 

the ethnic/identity politics literature.  Below, I briefly summarize how this dissertation speaks to 

each of these three bodies of work. 

 

Political selection 

For many decades, the median voter framework of Downs (1957) provided the standard 

paradigm for studying the selection of politicians.  The median voter model predicted that voters 

would elect the politician who represented the preferences of the median voter, but that the 

identity of the politician him- or herself was largely irrelevant.  Besley (1997) and Osborne and 

Slivinski  (1996) established an alternative view in their “citizen candidate” framework in which 

a politician’s identity and policy preferences were intrinsic to establishing their credibility.  This 

insight spawned a vast literature examining the role candidate-specific characteristics (such as 

race, gender and ethnicity) play in influencing elections and subsequent policy outcomes (Pande 

2003; Besley 2005; Duflo 2011).  It also provided the foundation for scholarship on the 

emergence (and persistence) of “bad politicians,” or politicians characterized as corrupt, 
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incompetent or both (Caselli and Morelli 2004; Besley 2005; Besley 2006).  Although this 

literature has refocused scholarly attention on the identity of leaders and the quality of leadership 

(Jones and Olken 2005; Ahlquist and Levi 2011), it suffers from two major shortcomings, which 

this dissertation seeks to address.  First, existing studies have not adequately acknowledged the 

selection incentives of parties, or the demand for different types of politicians (Poutvaara and 

Takalo 2007; Galasso and Nannicini 2011).  Second, much of the literature ignores the question 

of what “bad politicians” can affirmatively offer either to parties or voters.  As a result, although 

the literature has focused on the incentives of bad politicians to contest elections, it has been 

largely silent on why anyone might affirmatively seek out such politicians.  In contrast, this 

dissertation focuses on the added value of “bad politicians” from the perspective of both political 

parties, which typically choose candidates in the first instance, and the electorate.   

 

Democracy, accountability and information 

 This study also contributes to a second literature on the functioning of democracy and 

democratic accountability.  The canonical models of democracy in political science suggested 

that democracy engenders accountability because elections offer citizens the opportunity to 

sanction their representatives at regular intervals (Schumpeter 1962; Fiorina 1981; Fearon 1999). 

But the historical experience with democracy suggests that there is nothing mechanical about the 

relationship between democracy and accountability.  Rather, democracy’s ability to foster 

accountability is premised on the effective functioning of democratic institutions (Keefer 2004; 

Keefer and Vlaicu 2008).  Several scholars have suggested one critical pre-condition is the 

ability of voters to access credible sources of information about the performance of their 

government and elected representatives (Sen 1981; Ferejohn 1986; Przeworski, Stokes et al. 
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1999; Besley and Burgess 2002).  Indeed the scholarship on “bad politicians” has often framed 

their political success as symptomatic of a breakdown in the democracy-accountability nexus as 

a result of information failures (Persson and Tabellini 2003; Ferraz and Finan 2008; Chang, 

Golden et al. 2010; Pande 2011).  This dissertation, in contrast, suggests that voters are not 

always unwittingly saddled with bad politicians; rather, there can be an affirmative case in 

support of their selection.  Furthermore, such voter preferences need not be a harbinger of a 

breakdown in the accountability relationship.  In this way, this study connects to a subset of the 

corruption literature, which posits that voters are often forced to make trade-offs between 

malfeasant behavior and other salient factors, such as ethnic or partisan loyalty (Rundquist, 

Strom et al. 1977; Kurer 2001).  In fact, this dissertation goes even farther—suggesting that 

rather than making a trade-off, some voters might actually embrace a candidate’s “bad” behavior 

because it signals their credibility vis-à-vis those other salient factors. 

 

Ethnic politics 

The dissertation also contributes to the literature on ethnic or identity politics.  A large 

body of work in comparative politics argues that voters often rely on cues related to ethnicity or 

group identity when making voting decisions (Horowitz 1985; Chandra 2004; Ferree 2006; 

Conroy-Krutz 2008; Carlson 2010).  This study builds on, and adds to, these prior insights.  First, 

in line with more recent constructivist work, this study assumes that the salience of ethnic 

differences is not static but varies over time and space according to the incentives of political 

entrepreneurs (Chandra 2004; Wilkinson 2004; Posner 2005; Chandra 2012) .  Second, it 

suggests that criminality provides a cue to voters above and beyond the simple fact of co-

ethnicity.  The extant literature does not sufficiently consider the possibility that voters may be 
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faced with several credible co-ethnic representatives.  Furthermore, this dissertation also 

contributes to a fast growing literature on the impact of affirmative action quotas for ethnic and 

other minorities.  Although ethnic and gender quotas are in use in over 50 countries (Htun 2004), 

much of the literature has examined their impact using data from India (Pande 2003; 

Chattopadhyay and Duflo 2004; Chauchard 2011; Dunning and Nilekani 2011).
8
  This study uses 

caste reservation of state legislative seats as a source of variation in the salience of ethnic 

differences, which allows for testing predictions about the selection patterns of criminal 

candidates.  This empirical strategy differs from much of the quota literature in two ways.  First, 

this study focuses on reservation at the state rather than the village level.  A focus on the state 

level is important given the wide array of scholarship on India that has emphasized the dominant 

role of state governments in citizens’ lives—even in the era of decentralization (Yadav and 

Palshikar 2008).  Second, much of the previous literature has examined the impact of quotas on 

the group the reservation was intended to benefit (low castes, women, etc.).  This study, in 

contrast, highlights the fact that quotas can often have far broader (albeit unintended) impacts on 

the general population. 

 

1.5 Research design and methodology 

The research design of this dissertation primarily explores how politics operates at the 

state level in India.  In this section, I describe the rationale behind the research design employed 

for this study and provide an overview of its methodology.   

 

Focus: India’s states 

                                                 
8
 The academic focus on India is due, in part, to certain institutional characteristics of quotas (or “reservations”) in 

the Indian system that allow for rich causal analyses. 



13 

 

 

 

India is a federal parliamentary democracy divided into 28 states and seven Union 

Territories.
9
  Some states, such as Uttar Pradesh and Maharashtra, have populations similar in 

size to the largest countries in the world.  Indeed, on account of its size, diversity, and 

population, it is often said that India’s federal democracy has more in common with the 

European Union than the United States (Rudolph and Rudolph 2002).  Taking advantage of this 

enormous diversity, this study examines the dynamics of criminality as they relate to state-level 

politicians: members of the respective state assemblies (MLAs) and those that aspire to be 

MLAs.  All told, India’s states are subdivided into 4,134 state electoral constituencies where 

each constituency is governed by identical first-past-the-post, single member district rules.  

India’s states are worthy of scholarly attention for a host of reasons.  First, there is a 

consensus among scholars of India that states are the primary arena for political contestation and 

mobilization (Weiner 1968; Narain 1976; Wood 1984; Yadav and Palshikar 2003; Yadav and 

Palshikar 2008) .  Indeed, there is a widely held belief that voters’ political choices at the state 

level are “principal” while those made at the national level are increasingly “derivative” (Yadav 

and Palshikar 2009, 55).  Second, states in India’s federal set-up have enormous power and are 

the decisive actors when it comes to governance and determining the day-to-day impact of 

government on citizens’ lives (Chhibber, Shastri et al. 2004).  Indeed, the political heft of the 

states has largely dampened de facto progress toward decentralizing governance away from state 

capitals (Bohlken 2010; Bussell 2010); World Bank  (2000).  Third, due to the identical 

institutional and electoral frameworks governing India’s states, the states offer unique 

“laboratories” for social scientists (Kohli 1987; Harriss 1999).   

                                                 
9
 Union Territories, with the exception of Delhi and Pondicherry, are directly governed by the central government 

and hence do not have state assemblies. 
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Although the state level is the principal focus of this study, I also collect and analyze data 

on India’s national level politicians (particularly in Chapters 2 and 4) that is identical in form and 

content to that collected at the state level.  Exploiting data at the national level provides an 

opportunity to test the broader applicability of the empirical results derived from the state-level 

analyses.  Furthermore, certain institutional features of the national parliament (such as the fact 

that members of the upper house are indirectly elected while lower house members are directly 

elected) serve as additional tests of some of my hypotheses. 

 

India’s criminal politicians 

 This study makes use of recent candidate declarations involving their personal criminal 

and financial records (the data are described in greater detail below).  Because this new 

disclosure only began in 2003, this study is necessarily focused on the very recent past.  Yet, the 

association of criminals and politics is hardly a new phenomenon.  Indeed, there is evidence to 

suggest that parties and politicians have been relying on criminals for electoral purposes ever 

since India’s first general election in 1952 (and most likely even before).  In the past, politicians 

relied on criminal or “anti-social” elements to coerce opponents, mobilize supporters, distribute 

clientelistic goods/handouts, and staff election campaigns, among other duties (Jha 1996).   

While the marriage of crime and politics is not new, observers of Indian politics have 

noted that a qualitative shift occurred in the 1970s.  During that period, individuals who had 

previously engaged in criminal activity on behalf of politicians began to directly contest 

elections, no longer content to concede the spotlight to traditional party elites.  For instance, 

Kohli (1990) quotes a Bihari MLA as saying, “[Before 1977] criminal elements used to help 

politicians.  Sooner or later they realized, why not run ourselves.”  Other sources too have noted 
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that while criminals were once content to engage behind-the-scenes in the service of politicians, 

at some point they decided to step into the political foreground (Jaffrelot 2002; Manor 2002; 

NCRWC 2002).
10

  There has been little empirical analysis of this change in strategy among so-

called “criminal” elements.  Various observers have suggested that it is related to the breakdown 

of the Congress party’s dominance and the decay of its vertical patronage networks (Jaffrelot 

2002); a general deterioration in law and order and the politicization of the state overseen by 

Prime Minister Indira Gandhi (Kohli 1990); a “demand overload” facing state institutions 

prompted by lower caste political awakening (Manor 2002); or simply the passage of time 

(Nedumpara 2004). 

My own view, explored in ongoing work, is that the entry of criminals into mainstream 

politics can best be understood using the economic concept of “vertical integration” (Williamson 

1971).
11

  In the days of the “Congress system,” the Indian National Congress dominated control 

of both the national as well as most state governments (Kothari 1964).  During this period, 

criminals operated as hired guns or free agents who contracted with Congress politicians to do 

their bidding.  Criminals were content to receive money and protection from the politicians, 

while the politicians were eager for extra help during election season (Agarwalla 1994).  As the 

era of Congress dominance gave way to genuine, robust multi-party competition, criminals could 

no longer rest easy knowing that the party that employed them would be returned to power.  This 

uncertainty induced by periodic and chaotic “client-shifting” forced criminals to vertically 

integrate their operations.  By directly contesting elections, criminals could cut out the politician-

                                                 
10

 A government-sponsored commission concluded that in the previous era, “the criminal was only content to 

playing second fiddle to the politician to enable him win the election and in turn to get protection from him.  The 

roles have now reversed.  It is the politician now, who seeks protection from the criminals. The latter seek direct 

access to power and become legislators and ministers.”  See NCRWC (2002). 
11

 “Vertical integration” is the merging together of two businesses that are at different stages of production—for 

example, a tire manufacturer and an automotive company. 
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cum-middleman and take matters into their own hands, in the hopes of reducing the uncertainty 

and transaction costs associated with negotiating (and re-negotiating) contracts with parties who 

might or might not capture power.
12

   

At the same time, just as criminals decided to join politics, many politicians also became 

“criminalized” over time (Manor 2002).  The boundary between the two is blurred, and the data 

compiled for this study, unfortunately, cannot distinguish between these two pathways.  Yet 

irrespective of the sequence of events, the bottom line is that in the current period there are large 

numbers of candidates implicated in criminal activity (whether they were politicians first who 

later got involved in wrongdoing or vice versa is a secondary issue).  This study seeks to 

understand this modern day phenomenon through the lens of elections.  Despite the media 

coverage of India’s “criminal politicians”, there has been surprisingly little scholarly analysis of 

their role in democratic politics.  For instance, to date, there has been only one data-driven study 

exploring the reasons why parties might select candidates associated with criminal wrongdoing 

(Aidt, Golden et al. 2011).  And there is still no careful, quantitative exploration of why voters 

might value such politicians.
13

  

 

Methodology 

 The methodology of this dissertation takes the subnational comparative method as its 

starting point (Snyder 2001).  A unique, author-constructed dataset of affidavits candidates 

submit to the Election Commission of India (ECI) forms the bedrock of the study.  Following a 

                                                 
12

 Interestingly, this hypothesis mirrors Linden’s (2004) explanation for why incumbency disadvantage in India 

increased after 1991.   Linden suggests that Congress dominance prior to 1991provided a stable political system in 

which voters could expect to reap benefits from having a MP gain experience within the Congress Party.  Starting in 

1991, this experience became less valuable since Congress could no longer be counted on to win the next election. 
13

 There is, however, a rich ethnographic literature that has explored issues related to criminality and Indian politics 

(see (Witsoe 2005; Michelutti 2007; Sanchez 2009; Witsoe 2009; Michelutti 2010; Berenschot 2011; and Witsoe 

2011). 
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landmark 2003 Indian Supreme Court judgment, the ECI made it mandatory for candidates 

seeking elected office to submit and publicly disclose judicial affidavits detailing their 

educational qualifications, financial assets and liabilities, and information about pending criminal 

cases.
14

  Although the ECI does not make this data available in a format suitable for empirical 

analysis, the Liberty Institute (a Delhi-based think tank) maintains a web database of candidate 

affidavits, which they have digitized and translated into English.  Using a specially developed 

Java-based web extraction (scraping) tool, I extracted this data from more than 60,000 individual 

webpages into a database that could facilitate quantitative analysis.  I then matched this data with 

additional data on elections from the ECI and administrative data from the Census of India and 

other official sources.  The end result is a dataset with detailed information on nearly 60,000 

candidates from 37 state and national elections held between 2003-2009.  The construction of 

this dataset was a laborious process, involving not only web extraction, but also methods of 

approximate string matching (to deal with inconsistent spelling of candidate names and other 

attributes) and Geographic Information System (GIS) mapping.
15

 To analyze the data, I use state 

of the art statistical techniques such as multilevel/hierarchical linear modeling, differences-in-

differences, and propensity score matching.  In Chapters 2 and 4, I provide detailed information 

regarding the construction and analysis of the data.  

Although there are a few previous studies that have analyzed candidate affidavit data from 

India (Banerjee and Pande 2009; Aidt, Golden et al. 2011; Bhavnani 2011; Chemin 2011), the 

data assembled for this project is unique for at least two reasons.  First, it is (to my knowledge) 

                                                 
14

 Candidates must only disclose charges that a judge has deemed credible and worthy of judicial proceedings 

following independent investigations by the police and prosecutors.  This distinction is important as it is the 

difference between a mere allegation and what we in the United States consider an “indictment.”   
15

 There is also the issue of missing and incomplete data, data discrepancies between sources, and variation in 

formatting.  Each of these issues was dealt with on a case-by-case basis and often resulted in consulting the original 

affidavit on file with the ECI. 
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the most comprehensive dataset that has been assembled using candidate affidavit data.  Several 

prior studies have limited their attention to data on national parliamentary candidates or data 

from either one or a small subset of state elections.  Second, this dataset expands on existing data 

by incorporating very detailed information on the nature of candidate criminality and financial 

assets.  Previous studies using affidavit data have not examined the types of criminal activity in 

candidates’ criminal backgrounds, instead treating all alleged crimes as equivalent.  But for 

every pending criminal case listed on their affidavit, candidates must disclose the section(s) of 

the Indian Penal Code (IPC) they are charged with violating.  I coded each section of the IPC and 

matched each affidavit-listed charge with the relevant section of the IPC to construct a more 

conservative measure of criminality.  To protect against any residual political bias, I focus 

exclusively on “serious” crimes that are unlikely to be related to elections, campaigning, 

assembly, opinion or lifestyle.
16

  Finally, the detailed information on candidates’ criminal 

records is matched by rich data on their financial assets and liabilities.    

The empirical analysis is also informed by fieldwork carried out in India in 2008, 2009 and 

2010.  To understand the role criminal candidates play in India’s democracy, I carried out 

structured interviews of politicians, party officials and journalists in the states of Andhra 

Pradesh, Bihar and Delhi.  In Bihar, I conducted in-depth fieldwork during the 2010 state 

assembly elections, which involved following electoral campaigns of state legislative candidates 

across three districts.  Specifically, I gained access to the campaigns of several criminal (as well 

as non-criminal) candidates and was fortunate to observe the crucial interactions that took place 

between candidates, voters and political parties on the campaign trail.  I performed detailed case 

studies of two constituencies but traveled to at least ten additional constituencies to test the 

applicability of the argument to a broader set of cases.  I also collaborated with the Centre for the 

                                                 
16

 I also consider several alternate measures of criminality as a robustness check. 
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Study of Developing Societies (CSDS) on a post-poll survey of over 2,000 randomly sampled 

voters in 40 assembly constituencies across Bihar.  I briefly describe some findings from this 

survey in Chapter 3.   

 

1.6 Chapter summaries 

 

Chapter 2: The Market for Criminality: Money, Muscle and Elections in India 

 This chapter investigates the supply-side, or party incentives, behind the selection of 

candidates under serious criminal indictment.  To date, scholars who have developed theories of 

the political selection of “bad politicians” have typically adopted the “citizen-candidate” 

framework of Osborne and Slivinski (1996) and Besley and Coate (1997).  The citizen-candidate 

framework treats the candidate pool as endogenous and, as a result, demonstrates that a 

politician’s identity has substantive impacts on elections and policies.  Despite possessing some 

attractive properties, this model suffers from two principal shortcomings.  First, it overlooks the 

fact that in most democracies parties play an important role mediating the relationship between 

candidates and the electorate.  Second, previous work on the selection of “bad politicians” does 

not articulate what the comparative advantage of these politicians actually is or why parties 

might choose them (Caselli and Morelli 2004; Besley 2005; Mattozzi and Merlo 2008). 

In contrast, I build on a strand of the political selection literature that posits that one 

(though not the sole) reason parties recruit “bad politicians” is because of the resources they 

control (Besley 2005; 2006).  Specifically, I argue that criminal politicians’ financial capacity 

allows them to function as self-financing candidates, reducing their dependence on party coffers 

while creating new revenue streams for the party.  The resource advantage of criminal candidates 
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presents several opportunities for parties.  If parties do not have to cover a self-financing 

candidate’s campaign costs, the result is a positive “rent,” in the sense that the party has more 

money to spend on other activities (or to distribute among elites).  Thus, rather than viewing 

money and serious criminality (or “muscle,” in the Indian parlance) as independent forces 

shaping India’s electoral politics, I argue that these forces are inexorably linked.  Parties value 

muscle, in part, because of the money that comes along with it.  The argument that money and 

muscle are complementary forces is further supported by qualitative evidence from personal 

interviews as well as the secondary literature (Jaffrelot 2002; Manor 2002).   

To test the money-muscle link more formally, I use multilevel statistical modeling to 

exploit a rich, nested dataset on nearly all state legislative candidates seeking office between 

2003 and 2009.  The results suggest strong support for the hypothesis that money and muscle do 

in fact go hand in hand: the extent of a candidate’s personal financial assets is strongly positively 

correlated with his criminal status.  In the core specification, the probability of facing a serious 

criminal indictment increases by between two to three percent as an average candidate’s wealth 

moves from the 25th to 75th percentile value in the sample.  The increase in probabilities is non-

linear and is much higher for very large levels of candidate wealth.
17

  An “out-of-sample” test of 

the model using data from national parliamentary candidates supports the findings.  When it 

comes to a candidate’s electoral prospects, criminality does seem to pay dividends.  A candidate 

who is under serious indictment is significantly more likely to win election than his unindicted 

competitors, even after controlling for the level of candidate wealth: an indictment increases the 

likelihood of winning election by nearly eight percent, on average.  However, further analyses 

indicate that wealth and criminality do have an interactive effect: wealth can magnify the 

                                                 
17

 The analysis explicitly addresses the issue of politically motivated charges and its findings are robust to 

alternative explanations and definitions of money and “muscle.”   
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electoral success of indicted candidates.  The effects are heterogeneous such that at very low 

(high) values of wealth criminality has a negligible (large) impact.    

 

Chapter 3: Doing Good while Doing Bad: Why Indian Voters Support Criminal Politicians 

 After explaining in Chapter 2 why parties might select candidates associated with illegal 

behavior, Chapter 3 asks why voters in democracies support such politicians.  The question is a 

vexing one for scholars interested in democratic accountability and representation because 

democratic theory suggests that voters in democracies can simply vote “bad politicians” out of 

office.  Yet the experience of many democracies around the world suggests that voters often 

reward—rather than reject—the so-called “rascals” (Schumpeter 1962; Schmitter and Karl 

1991).  The prevailing consensus in political economy suggests that voters support “bad 

politicians” because they lack adequate information on candidate quality (Ferejohn 1986; 

Przeworski, Stokes et al. 1999).  Indeed, as Chang et al. (2010) argue, the co-existence of 

malfeasant legislators and free and fair elections is often held up as evidence that democratic 

accountability is not functioning effectively.  And theory and a growing body of empirical 

evidence suggest that a lack of information is the foremost culprit (Ferraz and Finan 2008).  

Although the information deficit hypothesis provides a compelling explanation for why 

bad politicians persist, it leaves no room for the possibility that informed voters might have 

rational reasons to vote for bad politicians.  I argue that in contexts where social divisions are 

highly salient, politicians often use their criminality as a signal of their credibility to protect the 

interests of the “in-group” and their allies.  Where there is a pattern of dynamic competition 

between well-defined rival social groups, voters might value politicians who are willing to 

engage even in extra-legal tactics to protect the status of their community.   
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In particular, I argue that there are at least three ways that criminality signals a 

candidate’s credibility.  First, a candidate’s criminality can serve as a clear indication of his 

willingness and ability to bend the rules to advance his group’s own interests.  Second, a 

candidate’s criminality can help to counteract political opposition from rival out-groups through 

coercion and intimidation. Third, criminality can signal an enhanced capacity to act as a social 

safety net.  Criminal candidates, and those voters who sympathize with them, have incentives to 

cast this criminality as “defensive” in nature, further reinforcing the politician’s image as a 

“protector.”
18

  Thus, bad politicians can mobilize a core support base comprised of members of 

the in-group, who believe that these candidates will take all necessary steps either to lock-in or to 

improve the status (or social standing) of their community—what some have referred to as the 

“politics of dignity” (Kohli 2001; Weiner 2001; Dunning and Harrison 2010; Rao and Sanyal 

2010).  

This argument has far-reaching implications because it suggests that information about a 

candidate’s criminality is both available to voters and provides a central explanation for the 

viability of a criminal politician’s candidacy.  Viewed in this light, criminal candidates might in 

fact be compatible with democratic accountability.  Thus the hypothesis that information breeds 

accountability is correct, but not in the way scholars of political corruption and malfeasance have 

suggested. The findings of this paper are most clearly linked to previous studies that suggest 

voters reward corrupt politicians because they are making a trade-off between honesty and 

competence (Rundquist, Strom et al. 1977; Manzetti and Wilson 2007; Chang and Kerr 2009). 

Yet, in contrast, this study suggests that a lack of honesty can actually serve as a signal of 

competence to voters. 

                                                 
18

 In reality, the criminal acts could be considered “offensive” in nature from an objective standpoint.  The point is 

that there are incentives to cast them as “defensive.” 
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To illustrate the mechanisms at work, I provide evidence consistent with this theory 

based on previous ethnographic research on criminal politicians.  In addition, I present new case 

study evidence from field research carried out during the 2010 assembly elections in the north 

Indian state of Bihar.  Between October and November 2010, I followed campaigns in electoral 

constituencies spread across three districts of south-central Bihar, interviewing hundreds of 

voters, party workers, campaign officials, journalists and candidates.  In particular, I develop 

case studies of two constituencies in Patna district—Danapur and Mokama—that help 

substantiate the theoretical framework.  

 

Chapter 4: Social Divisions, Credibility and Criminality: Political Selection in India 

 If the model of voter preferences outlined in Chapter 3 accurately captures reality, we 

should be able to detect differential patterns in where parties give criminal candidates tickets.  

While resources are one consideration for parties, candidates’ ethnic bona fides are another.
19

  

Thus, the decision to field a criminal candidate should vary according to the salience of social 

divisions. 

Due to the lack of detailed data on ethnic demographics in India, it is challenging to 

devise a tractable research design to study the relationship between ethnicity and criminality.  

Here, I argue that we can exploit an important feature of India’s electoral design that can provide 

a source of variation in the salience of ethnic identity, allowing us to test the theory.  

Specifically, I hypothesize that we should observe lower levels of criminality among politicians 

in electoral constituencies constitutionally reserved for Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled 

Tribes (STs), two disadvantaged minority groups afforded special constitutional protection.  In 

                                                 
19

 Indeed, the resource imperative can only be a partial explanation for the selection of criminal candidates.  After 

all, political parties may be able to fulfill their resource maximization objective by recruiting businessmen, 

celebrities, or industrialists (i.e. wealthy, non-criminal individuals) as candidates if money were the only goal. 
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reserved constituencies, the candidate pool for elected office is restricted to aspirants who belong 

to one of these minority groups (and thus the group is guaranteed representation), but the entire 

electorate is eligible to vote.  The diminished salience of ethnic cleavages, and the pre-ordained 

ethnic identity of the winner, means that the incentives for parties to engage in multi-ethnic 

competition over votes are muted.  Thus, in reserved constituencies, parties will hesitate to 

mobilize strictly on ethnic lines and, hence, to field criminal candidates whose popularity rests 

on their comparative advantage in doing so.
20

   

Empirically, this chapter has four components.  First, to test the relationship between 

reservation and criminality, I exploit state legislative candidate affidavit data—aggregated at the 

assembly constituency level.  The results of multilevel regression analysis demonstrate a strong 

negative relationship between a constituency’s reservation status and the presence of indicted 

candidates.  On average, reservation reduces the likelihood a serious indicted candidate stands 

for election by 13 to 14 percent.  Because the allocation of reservations is non-random, I address 

concerns about endogeneity through two additional tests.  First, I exploit a 2007 legislative 

redistricting initiative to estimate the impact of a constituency changing its reservation status on 

criminality.  That is, I estimate the effect of gaining (or losing) reservation on criminality in 

constituencies that were, by and large, the same before and after redistricting.  The results from 

estimating a series of within effects (or first differencing) models using this subset of the data 

suggest that reservation is associated with a 2.3 percentage point decrease in a constituency’s 

share of criminal candidates, which represents a significant decline.  Because changes in 

reservation status could be correlated with demographic changes, however, I conduct a second 

analysis that exploits the fact that the rule governing the allocation of SC reservations includes a 

                                                 
20

 This, in turn, accords with the sentiment among scholars that candidates contesting elections in reserved areas are 

often more interested in wooing other voters than catering to their own co-ethnic base (Galanter 1984; Jaffrelot 

2003). 
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plausibly exogenous criterion meant to ensure an even spatial distribution of SC reservations 

within states.  Using a propensity score matching design, I compare constituencies that just 

barely earned reservation to those that narrowly missed out.  Even when restricted to this subset 

of the data, reservation has a negative impact on criminality.
21

   

The final two stages of the empirical analysis offer additional tests of the underlying 

theoretical logic.  First, I test the hypothesis that parties are more likely to field indicted 

candidates in reserved constituencies when the reserved community is sizeable enough to 

constitute a pivotal swing voter bloc, thereby increasing the incentives of politicians to mobilize 

on ethnic lines (Posner 2004; Wilkinson 2004).  Second, I argue that we should also observe 

lower levels of criminality in India’s indirectly elected bodies.  Because indirectly elected 

legislators do not have to contest elections that are decided by a popular electorate, those 

legislators who are electing them are less concerned about the ethnic bona fides of candidates 

and, by extension, selecting criminal candidates.  I report statistical evidence in support of both 

predictions. 

 

1.7 Major implications 

 Before advancing further, it is worth pausing to reflect on the major implications of this 

dissertation for comparative political scientists, and social scientists more generally.  In Chapter 

5, I outline in greater detail avenues for future work and the limits and extensions of the research 

contained in this project.  Below, I focus on the major “lessons learned.”  

 

“Bad politicians” and democratic accountability 

                                                 
21

 Beyond endogeneity concerns, I also consider—and rule out—several alternative explanations, namely that 

differences in the supply of criminal candidates or party affiliation are behind differences in reserved versus 

unreserved constituencies.   
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The findings of this dissertation suggest that a characteristic often portrayed as a liability 

for politicians in democracies with free and fair elections—connections to illegal behavior—can 

sometimes be an asset.  Unlike much of the political selection literature, this analysis provides an 

affirmative case for the selection of bad politicians.  Under certain conditions, a candidate’s 

criminality can serve as a positive, informative cue: voters can support bad politicians because—

not in spite—of their reputations.  In this light, the very term “bad politicians” (as used by the 

political economy literature) is somewhat of a misnomer:  politicians described as “bad” because 

of their behavior can actually be linked to “good” politics.  Second, the findings of this paper 

suggest that malfeasant politicians and accountability can be compatible.  As this paper has 

argued, there is a strategic logic motivating the selection of indicted candidates whereby bad 

politicians occupy a perceived representational vacuum.    

 

Limits to transparency 

 Over the past decade, a consensus has formed among political economy scholars and 

development practitioners, which postulates that citizens’ access to a free flow of information on 

political leadership and government performance is vital for improving governance outcomes 

(Islam 2006).
22

  If one takes a normative view that the presence of criminal candidates—while 

potentially compatible with accountable government—nevertheless has negative impacts on a 

polity at large, this study demonstrates that information may not be a panacea.  In this vein, this 

study represents a contribution to a growing literature that suggests there are reasons to be 

skeptical about the “information consensus.”  To date, the empirical evidence in support of this 

                                                 
22

 World Bank president Robert Zoellick summed up this consensus in a 2011 speech in which he said, “Our 

message to our clients, whatever their political system, is that you cannot have successful development without good 

governance…We [the World Bank] will encourage governments to publish information, enact Freedom of 

Information Acts, open up their budget and procurement processes, build independent audit functions” 

(http://go.worldbank.org/RV1ZBUC320; accessed December 15, 2011). 

http://go.worldbank.org/RV1ZBUC320
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connection has been mixed at best, and recent studies have pointed to a number of possible 

factors that might mitigate the transformative impacts of information on governance.  These 

include: the credibility of the information provider; time/duration impacts; low demand; citizens’ 

negative self-efficacy; and manipulation by strategic politicians (Winters, Testa et al. 2012). 

 

Electoral design and selection 

 One of the key lessons from Chapter 4 is that electoral design can influence selection 

incentives.  It is easy to paint with a broad brush when talking about a country’s political class.  

For instance, one often hears statements such as “Italy’s politicians are corrupt” or “India’s 

legislators are criminals.”  Yet this dissertation has shown that the “criminalization” of Indian 

politics is not a monolithic phenomenon, applying equally to the political class as a whole.  

Instead, the selection of candidates with criminal records is highly contextual and varies 

according to local incentives.  For instance, Chapter 4 shows that parties are more likely to select 

criminal candidates in unreserved constituencies and in direct (rather than indirect) elections 

because it is in those contexts that the salience of social divisions is greatest, thereby creating an 

opening for criminal contestants.  In the Indian context, this points to two paradoxes.  It appears 

that while voters regularly elect indicted legislators, when legislators themselves are given the 

opportunity to select their peers, they are less likely to choose such candidates.  Second, although 

the elite discourse often points to the mobilization of lower castes as contributing to a coarsening 

of Indian politics (Bardhan 2008), the fact is politicians affiliated with the lowest groups in the 
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caste hierarchy (SCs and STs) are significantly less likely to be under criminal scrutiny than their 

peers higher up on the social ladder.
23

   

 

Election finance and selection 

Chapter 2 demonstrates that parties value criminal candidates, in part, because of their 

access to financial resources.  In a context where elections are expensive but campaign finance is 

poorly regulated and accountability mechanisms are weak, parties prize private or illicit funds for 

fighting elections (Kapur and Vaishnav 2011).  As one observer of Indian politics noted: “Who 

has access to unaccounted funds?  Criminal elements.  [Poor regulation] forces you into bed with 

criminal elements” (Denyer 2012).  To the extent money plays a role in enhancing our 

understanding of the role criminals can play in electoral politics, it highlights our lack of 

understanding of how exactly parties finance elections in the developing world.  Election 

finance—both its methods and sources—is an issue that has great relevance for how politics 

functions in democracies both old and new.  This is an especially pertinent issue for developing 

democracies given the alleged role that illicit election funds play there.  

                                                 
23

 I argue in Chapter 4 that the differences in criminality rates between those at the bottom rungs of the social order 

(namely, Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes) and those higher up the social ladder are not due to cultural or 

group-specific traits.  Rather, reservation itself has a dampening effect on criminality.   
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“The voter [in India] is subject to the law of the two ‘Ms,’ money and muscle.” 

     -- Christophe Jaffrelot (2002) 

 

“Bhai saara mat khao, BSP ne MLA, MP banaya hain, ek lakh party ke liye lao.”  

[Brother, don’t eat it all yourself, the BSP has made you an MLA or MP, now bring one lakh 

(100,000 rupees) to the party.] 

 

-- Kumari Mayawati, Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) president 

and former Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh (2003) 

 

2.1 Introduction 

One hour west of Patna, the capital of the north Indian state of Bihar, sits the sleepy town 

of Bikram, once best known to outsiders as the home to an intricate network of canals 

constructed there by British colonial authorities.  In the fall of 2010, however, Bikram made 

headlines for the intense political contest being waged there leading up to regional elections.  

Here, a mysterious first-time candidate known only by his first name—Siddharth—was 

threatening to spoil the re-election campaign of the incumbent Member of the Legislative 

Assembly (MLA).  Siddharth, the candidate of the leading opposition alliance, was a relative 

unknown, save for three facts: that he had spent a decade in jail on murder charges; that he came 

from influential, wealthy upper caste (Bhumihar) stock; and that he spared no expense to contest 

elections.  Siddharth’s transformation from convict to candidate was a fascinating story.  Upon 

his release from jail, Siddharth sought to reinvent himself as a local “Robin Hood” figure, doling 

out patronage in the form of free medical care to residents and cultivating an image of a dabangg 

(a Hindi word carrying the dual meaning of “feared” as well as “fearless”) local strongman 

(Chaudhary 2010).
24

  Residents claimed it was an open secret that Siddharth had received the 

                                                 
24

 According to the press, Siddharth nursed his constituency within jail as well: “A good number of people Siddharth 

helped during his stay in Beur Central Jail…have pledged to ensure his victory…Pappu Pundit, one of those lodged 

in the jail with Siddharth, recalled how the latter helped him get bail. Not only that, Siddharth also arranged a 
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opposition’s backing by virtue of the fact that he came equipped with serious financial resources 

to contest elections.  Indeed, several local officials privately stated that Siddharth had paid the 

party handsomely simply for the privilege of running.       

In the end, Siddharth lost the election by a narrow margin.  But the fact that a political 

newcomer and convict who had never been associated with politics nearly won the race 

highlights questions about the role criminality and money can play in democratic elections.  

These questions are hardly of an academic nature: in India’s national parliament, 58 percent of 

Members of Parliament (MPs) are de facto millionaires while nearly one-third are under criminal 

indictment at the time of their election.
25

  The picture is similar among members of India’s state 

assemblies.  Beyond India, twin concerns over the influence of money and endemic criminal or 

corrupt behavior in electoral politics are a feature of a diverse set of democracies, including in 

several countries across Latin America (Acemoglu, Robinson et al. 2009; Casas-Zamora 2010; 

Garzon 2008); Italy (Chubb 1982); Nigeria (Ribadu 2010); and Russia (Varese 2005). 

This chapter seeks to address two questions on this subject.  First, to what extent should 

money and criminality be seen as interconnected (as the case of Siddharth suggests), rather than 

as independent, forces in democratic elections?  In other words, might “muscle” (shorthand for 

serious criminality in Indian parlance) be valuable to parties because of its systematic association 

with money?  Second, to the extent parties place a premium on selecting criminal candidates, 

does criminality itself enhance a candidate’s prospects for electoral success?  If so, does it have 

an independent effect on electoral outcomes, or is its influence limited to its connection with 

money?    

                                                                                                                                                             
separate ward for his stay and it was due to his good grace that Pappu got food of his choice in jail” (The Telegraph 

2010) 
25

 Individuals who have a personal wealth in rupees exceeding one crore, an Indian unit of measurement equivalent 

to 10 million, are known as crorepatis.  In purchasing power terms, they are equivalent to US dollar millionaires. 
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Empirically evaluating the answers to these questions presents a number of 

methodological problems related to data and measurement.  Limited available data often make it 

difficult to determine the financial capacity or criminal characteristics of candidates.  Even when 

researchers can construct credible data, it is often restricted to election winners rather than all 

candidates standing for office (which could lead to selection bias, if winners are systematically 

different from the broader candidate pool).   

This chapter seeks to remedy these shortcomings through an analysis of a unique source 

of data made available for every candidate to legislative office in India, the world’s largest 

democracy.  Since 2003, every candidate contesting state and national elections has been 

required to submit a legal affidavit disclosing his or her financial and criminal records.  Utilizing 

a dataset that contains information on virtually the entire universe of candidates to state office—

more than 45,000 individuals across 35 elections in 28 states—between 2003 and 2009, this 

chapter examines the factors that influence the selection of candidates with criminal records.  

In addition to the availability of extensive data on its politicians, India is a useful test case 

for at least three reasons.  First, as the most enduring democracy in the developing world, India’s 

experience can potentially offer great insights into the political dynamics of other developing 

democracies.  Second, the fact that India’s electoral design is consistent across states allows 

researchers to study the correlates of criminality while holding institutional variables constant.  

Finally, as alluded to above, the growing influence of money and muscle power in India’s 

democracy is a highly salient political issue.   

The statistical evidence presented below suggests that money and muscle do in fact go 

hand in hand: the extent of a candidate’s personal financial assets is strongly positively 

correlated with his criminal status.  This finding is robust to alternative explanations, additional 
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covariates, as well as controls for unobserved variation at the state and district level and over 

time.  Furthermore, the positive relationship is robust to a range of definitions of both wealth and 

criminality.  In the core specification, the probability of facing a serious criminal indictment 

increases by between two to three percent as an average candidate’s wealth moves from the 25
th

 

to 75
th

 percentile value in the sample.  The increase in probabilities is non-linear and is much 

higher for very large levels of candidate wealth.  For instance, a shift from the 75
th

 percentile to 

the maximum value of wealth results in a 10 percent increase in the likelihood of facing 

indictment.  Although the focus of this chapter is primarily on candidates contesting state 

elections, I find similar results when analyzing an identical dataset of candidates to national 

(parliamentary) office. 

When it comes to a candidate’s electoral prospects, criminality appears to pay dividends.  

A candidate who is under serious indictment is significantly more likely to win election than his 

unindicted competitors, even after controlling for the level of candidate wealth.  Holding wealth 

and other continuous variables at their mean value (and dichotomous variables at their mode), 

picking up an indictment increases the likelihood of winning election by 7.8 percent, on average.  

Nevertheless, wealth does magnify the electoral success of indicted candidates.  The effects are 

non-linear such that at very low (high) values of wealth, criminality has a negligible (large) 

impact.    

The added value of criminality, above and beyond a candidate’s access to resources, is 

confirmed by related research by Vaishnav (2012b; 2012c), who argues that criminal candidates 

are valued because of their ability to use their criminal reputation as a signal of their credibility 

in protecting identity-based interests (particularly in contexts where social divisions are highly 

salient).  Indeed, a model of political selection built on money alone is at best a partial 
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explanation of the selection of criminal candidates as parties would also be able to recruit other 

wealthy, non-criminal candidates. 

The findings of this chapter have great relevance for a diverse literature on the quality of 

leadership in democracies.  First and foremost, this chapter makes a contribution to work on 

political selection.  Most previous studies in this vein do not articulate what the comparative 

advantage of politicians involved in illegal or unethical behavior actually is or why parties might 

choose them.  This chapter addresses this gap by providing an intuitive explanation for why 

criminal candidates add value to political parties, building on recent theoretical work on political 

selection (which suggests parties have an underlying rent-seeking motivation to recruit “bad 

politicians”).  If rents accrue to parties as well as successful candidates, and protection of those 

rents is dependent on selecting bad politicians, then parties might have an interest in recruiting 

candidates involved in criminal or corrupt behavior (Besley 2005; Besley 2006).  Here, we can 

think of rents not simply as the illicit financial rewards of office, but also the ability of 

candidates to cover the expenses of contesting elections and to bring in resources for the party 

(thereby freeing scarce party resources for other purposes).
26

   

Second, this chapter contributes to the growing literature on the determinants of 

corruption and criminality among politicians.  Recent empirical studies have examined cases as 

diverse as Brazil (Ferraz and Finan 2008; Brollo, Nannicini et al. 2010); Italy (Chang, Golden et 

al. 2010; Galasso and Nannicini 2011); Japan (Nyblade and Reed 2008); Russia (Gehlbach, 

Sonin et al. 2010); and the United States (Peters and Welch 1980; Welch and Hibbing 1997).
27

  

Within this larger body of work, there is a growing literature on corruption and criminality in 

                                                 
26

 This paper, to the best of my knowledge, is the first empirical test of the Besley hypothesis.   
27

 In addition, there is a large body of work that examines the impact of institutional design on malfeasance 

(Persson, Tabellini et al. 2003; Kunicova and Rose-Ackerman 2005; Chang and Golden 2007).  One of the benefits 

of this subnational study is that institutional and electoral rules are virtually identical across India’s states.   
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Indian politics, including recent work that makes use of candidate affidavit data (Banerjee and 

Pande 2009; Aidt, Golden et al. 2011; Bhavnani 2011; Chemin 2011).  This chapter differs from 

other India-focused studies in several important ways.  First, this study codes individual charges 

contained under each criminal indictment a candidate faces.  This disaggregated coding allows us 

to separate “serious” from “minor” charges.  Second, the data collected for this study constitute 

the most comprehensive database of candidate affidavits across time and space.
28

  Third, this 

study focuses on the interplay between money and criminality, a connection that has heretofore 

been ignored by scholars who have looked at one or the other in relative isolation. 

The material in this chapter is also relevant for the study of election finance in developing 

countries.  While there is a voluminous literature on the financing of elections in advanced 

democracies (Scarrow 2007), we know very little about the nature of election finance in non-

OECD countries.  In developing democracies, due to the weakness of accountability and 

monitoring institutions, parties are said to engage in a diverse array of licit and illicit methods of 

funding their activities (Pinto-Duchinsky 2002).  This study points to one such strategy—the 

recruitment of candidates linked to criminal activity—that merits attention for both normative 

and positive reasons.  

The remainder of this chapter is organized in seven sections.  In the next section, I review 

the literature on political selection, particularly the strand of work that seeks to elucidate the 

conditions under which “bad politicians” gain traction.  Then, building on these insights from the 

literature, I demonstrate that the facts of the Indian case suggest that there are good reasons to 

hypothesize that money and criminality operate as complementary factors in the political arena.  

In the fourth section, I introduce the dataset constructed for this analysis.  In the fifth section, I 

                                                 
28

 Chemin (2011) uses data from the 2004 parliamentary elections; Aidt, Golden and Tiwari (2011) use data from 

the 2004 and 2009 parliamentary elections; Bhavnani (2011) uses data from elections in 11 states and the 2004 and 

2009 parliamentary elections; and Banerjee and Pande (2009) rely on data from state elections in Uttar Pradesh. 
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present the statistical model and empirical results of the analysis on candidate selection.  In the 

sixth section, I estimate the electoral returns to criminality.  Finally, I conclude with a discussion 

of the implications of this chapter for broader research on political selection, leadership quality 

and money politics.   

 

2.2 Political selection 

 The study of political selection is a growing field of inquiry in economics and political 

science.  But several of the seminal contributions in this area fall short.  Extant studies have not 

adequately acknowledged the selection incentives of parties, especially in contexts in which 

ideology is a limited factor and parties are weakly institutionalized and resource-constrained.  

Further, most of the literature ignores the question of what “bad politicians” can offer either to 

parties or voters.  This section summarizes these critiques and suggests, following the work of 

Besley, that one reason that parties might value candidates linked to wrongdoing is that they are 

fundamentally more concerned with resources and networks than personal probity.   

   

Theoretical considerations 

The classic political economy model of politics first proposed by Downs (1957) was 

premised on the search for the policy preferences of the median voter.  The question of who 

politicians are took a backseat to how closely they represent the views of the median voter.  

Novel work by Osborne and Slivinski (1996) and Besley and Coate (1997) ushered in the 

“citizen-candidate” model of politics, whereby political identity became a key driver both of 
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selection and of future policy change.
29

  One nice feature of the citizen-candidate framework is 

that it treats the candidate pool in an election as endogenous and, as a result, provides for the fact 

that a politician’s identity matters for voters and for policy outcomes. 

This elegant model of politics contains several attractive features, but it overlooks the fact 

that in most democracies parties play an important role mediating the relationship between the 

candidates and the electorate.  As Poutvaara and Takalo (2007) point out, a model premised on 

the self-selection of candidates renders parties redundant, which is out of sync with the essential 

gate-keeping function they fulfill in most modern democracies.  As a result, there has been a lack 

of scholarly focus on the demand for different types of politicians from the viewpoint of party 

elites (Galasso and Nannicini 2011). 

But if parties often play the essential role of screening candidates, why would they ever 

select candidates associated with criminal or corrupt activity?  The literature is largely silent on 

this score.  A recent paper by Besley (2005), however, suggests a rent-seeking motivation.  That 

is, if rents accrue to candidates as well as parties, parties might depend on the selection of “bad 

politicians” in order to protect those rents.  This rent-seeking motivation is potentially 

compounded by the fact that elites often dominate selection procedures, especially in developing 

democracies.  When intra-party democracy is weak and where party primaries do not exist and/or 

party elites are empowered to handpick candidates, selection can be a highly opaque, 

connections-driven process.  According to Besley (2005, 45), top-down or ad hoc selection 

processes “could allow bad candidates, intent on using their political office for private ends, to 

use their influence.”  This is especially likely to be the case in developing democracies, where 

                                                 
29

 In the classic citizen-candidate model, any citizen can put himself forward as a candidate in the election, and then 

all citizens elect politicians from the self-declared group of candidates.  In the final stage of the model, the winning 

candidate can decide to implement his preferred policy. 
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there is ample evidence that ideology plays a minimal role as a screening mechanism for parties 

and voters.
30

 

When we think of rents, we typically think of illicit acts of corruption; but we can 

construct a more expansive definition of rents that could also fit Besley’s hypothesis.  Take 

election finance, for instance.  Arguably, in order to succeed, a party’s primary job is to contest 

(and win) elections.  And because elections cost money, parties often have to use money from 

their own coffers to subsidize candidates’ expenditures.  On the other hand, if a candidate is able 

independently to finance his own campaign, he does not constitute a drain on party funds.  The 

result is a positive “rent,” in the sense that the party has more money to spend on other activities 

(or to distribute among elites). 

 Second, candidates who are well resourced might be in a position to provide funds 

directly to the party for the privilege of running or to subsidize poorer candidates.  Third, 

candidates could engage in run-of-the-mill rent seeking on behalf of parties, either contributing 

ill-gotten gains to party coffers or helping to protect the party’s illicit gains.  For example, 

Poutvaara and Takalo (2007) present a formal model in which the interactive effect of costly 

election campaigns and large financial rewards to office help fuel a party’s desire to recruit low 

quality politicians.  Initially, the presence of criminally suspect candidates contesting elections 

could be limited to a few “bad apples”, yet over time their entry could create long run path 

dependency (Caselli and Morelli 2004).
31

 

                                                 
30

 As Keefer (2004) writes: “In young or poor democracies, political party development and other indicators of 

credibility in political systems are often weak. Parties have little history and no identifiable positions on issues.”  
31

 The authors argue that “ego rents” (the psychological rewards to office) are a crucial motivator for aspiring 

candidates.  If low quality candidates contest elections, either for status reasons or the fact that they have a 

comparative advantage in seeking office (e.g. lower opportunity costs), they can generate negative externalities for 

high quality politicians.  This is because the presence of low quality candidates has an adverse effect on the ego 

rents of high quality candidates.  Over time polities can get stuck in a “bad equilibrium” trap. This finding is echoed 

in the work of Beniers and Dur (2007), whose model predicts that politicians will have stronger incentives to behave 

opportunistically if they believe other politicians are more likely to do so as well.  
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To date, the hypothesis that bad politicians are attractive to parties because of their 

underlying desire for rents has not been the subject of extensive empirical inquiry.  In the next 

section, I describe the contours of the Indian case and why the marriage of money and “muscle” 

is a plausible consequence of the structure of Indian electoral politics.   

 

2.3 Contextualizing the puzzle 

 This section provides an overview of the influence of criminality and money in recent 

Indian electoral politics.  While criminality and politics have been linked throughout India’s 

post-independence history, there is a belief among seasoned observers that the affinity has grown 

stronger.  Below I stipulate that one factor motivating parties to embrace candidates with 

criminal records is the increasing costliness of elections.  Crucially, this section provides some 

intuition for the hypothesis that access to financial resources is one of the advantages criminal 

candidates possess.  

 

Money and criminality: stylized facts 

 Two stylized facts likely to emerge from any exploration of India’s political economy in 

recent years are a) the criminalization of politics; and b) the role of money in the political 

process.  Indeed, one of the most oft-quoted statistics on Indian politics is that one-quarter of its 

Members of Parliament (MPs) face pending criminal charges.  This statistic has been highlighted 

by academics, civil society and media outlets ranging from The Economist to the Times of India 

as evidence of the growing “criminalization” of Indian political society.  The statistics among 

elected state legislators, though less discussed, are of a similar magnitude.
32

  The affinity 

                                                 
32

 According to data collected by the author, one-fifth of all MLAs are under indictment at the time of their election.  

In all, 4,712 out of 46,739 candidates (or 10 percent) seeking state office between 2003 and 2009 contested elections 
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between crime and politics is not a new phenomenon (it has been an issue facing the Indian 

republic since the first general elections of 1952), but observers of Indian politics have noted that 

there was a qualitative change in the 1970s as criminals actively joined politics, no longer 

content to concede the spotlight to party bosses.
33

  The growing concern with the influx of 

criminality in India’s politics led the government to convene an independent commission to look 

into the matter in the early 1990s.  The commission concluded:  

The nexus between the criminal gangs, police, bureaucracy and politicians has come out clearly in 

various parts of the country…[T]hese gangs enjoy the patronage of local level politicians, cutting 

across party lines and the protection of Government functionaries.  Some political leaders become 

the leaders of these gangs…and…get themselves elected to local bodies, State Assemblies and the 

National parliament. Resultantly, such elements have acquired considerable political clout.  

(Vohra 1995)  

 

A second stylized fact about Indian democracy is the increasing prominence of money in 

politics.  Here too, it would be naïve to argue that the role of money in politics is a new 

phenomenon; after all, money is an essential feature of democratic politics, and India is no 

exception in this regard.  Nevertheless, while we lack longitudinal data on election spending, in 

recent years there is a deeply held belief among students of Indian politics that the costs of 

elections have skyrocketed.
34

  Population growth, increasing levels of political competition, the 

advent of 2.9 million new elected positions (due to decentralization), and weak party structures 

have all contributed to the costliness of elections (Kapur and Vaishnav 2011).  Although election 

finance restrictions do exist, there is a yawning gap between de facto versus de jure regulation.  

                                                                                                                                                             
while under criminal indictment.  2,814 (or 60 percent) of these candidates were indicted on at least one serious 

charge, and 1,895 (or roughly 40 percent) were indicted on charges that warrant up to five years in jail (if 

convicted).    
33

 The causes of this shift are complex and disputed, but my own view (summarized in Chapter 1) is that the 

decision of criminals to directly contest elections has to do with the uncertainty and increased transaction costs they 

experienced as a result of the breakdown of Congress Party dominance.  This uncertainty forced criminals to 

“vertically integrate” their operations.    
34

 Economists estimate that candidates and parties in the 2009 Indian national elections spent roughly $3 billion on 

campaign expenditures, with election spending alone boosting India’s GDP growth by .5 percent for two quarters of 

2009 (Timmons and Kumar 2009). 
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On paper, there are strict statutory limits on election expenditures (Rs. 1-2.5 million for 

parliamentary seats and between Rs. 0.5-1.0 million for assembly seats), but these limits are 

widely ridiculed as unrealistic.
35

  The unrealistically low limit coupled with loopholes and weak 

non-electoral mechanisms of accountability have resulted in large flows of illicit or private 

election finance.
36

  Furthermore, there is no public funding of elections in India, so candidates 

and parties are compelled to identify private sources of financing.   

 

2.4 Criminality, money and comparative advantage 

Parties have an array of potential candidates to choose from, so why do they choose 

candidates with criminal records?  In this section, I argue that a major reason motivating this 

calculation relates to money, namely that candidates linked to criminal activity are likely to have 

a resource advantage and be willing to deploy these resources in the service of politics.  Rather 

than viewing money and “muscle” as independent forces shaping India’s electoral politics, I 

argue that these forces are intertwined.  Parties place a premium on muscle, in part, because it 

often brings with it the added benefit of money.   

In recent years, several observers of Indian politics have argued that money and muscle 

are complimentary forces, but this observation has not been subject to careful empirical analysis.  

James Manor has argued that parties recruit criminals because “[c]riminals bring with them 

money and the capacity to raise it” (Manor 2002).  Furthermore, legislators have gotten mixed up 

with criminal elements because such individuals “can assist in generating funds to meet the 

                                                 
35

 Assuming an assembly constituency population of 150,000 people, this implies spending between 6 and 13 cents 

per resident.  
36

 Thus, even when candidates do disclose campaign expenditures, the disclosures are farcical.  Independent 

estimates of average spending in a parliamentary election range between Rs. 8.3-13 million as of 1998-1999 (Kumar 

2002; Sridharan 2006). 
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soaring costs of elections” (Ibid, 235).
37

  An ethnographic account of goonda (thug) politicians in 

the western state of Gujarat highlights the fact that for parties, “goondas are indispendible for the 

money they bring in” (Berenschot 2008).  Describing local realities in a poor, urban 

constituency, Berenschot states that the election budget of the local MLA—who had deep ties to 

criminal elements—came largely from hafta, the payments owners of illegal businesses (such as 

liquor bootleggers and gambling dens) pay to politicians for protection.  In this way, goonda 

politicians are able to marshal both “muscle power” and “money power” for political ends.  

Others have also picked up on the connections between money and criminality.  The head of a 

leading election watchdog organization has explained that criminal candidates “bring muscle and 

money, which can be important ingredients in winning elections” (MacAskill and Mehrotra 

2012).  A recent New York Times article on Indian elections commented that “criminals and 

strongmen have long been a feature of Indian politics. Their ill-gotten wealth provides easy 

campaign cash” (Morrison 2012). 

In 2004, Paul and Vivekananda conducted one of the first analyses of elected officials 

using newly public affidavit data.  Though descriptive in nature and focused only on the 543 

elected national Members of Parliament, the authors’ findings are illuminating.  They found a 

strong correlation between a candidate’s criminal record and his financial assets; in fact, the 

overall asset base of members increased with the severity of the charges filed (Paul and 

Vivekananda 2004).  In summarizing their findings, the authors remark that “[it] is almost as if 

with larger assets one can graduate to a higher level on the crime ladder” (4931).  To provide 

some intuition for this association, I proceed by first describing how political recruitment and 
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 Jaffrelot (2002) remarks that, “[with] the growth in the financial outlay of politicians, money has become another 

major reason for collaborating with the underworld.” 
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party selection can work to facilitate the marriage of criminality and politics.  I then turn to 

outlining some possible advantages criminal candidates have with respect to resources. 

 

Political selection in India 

First, political parties in India are organized hierarchically and lack credible intra-party 

democracy; thus parties are organized in a manner that maximizes the discretionary power of 

party elites (Mehta 2001).  Because party elites play an outsized role in choosing candidates, 

their personal connections play a large role in selection.
38

  Such an elite-dominated process, as 

Besley suggests, can facilitate an influx of “bad” candidates who are willing to exploit political 

office for private ends.  Although parties often have very detailed, decentralized procedures for 

candidate selection on paper, in practice the party will often authorize the party leader to select 

its slate of candidates (Sridharan and Farooqui 2011).
39

  This is true for both established parties, 

which have experienced serious organizational decay over time (Chhibber 1999), and for newer 

parties, which have not dedicated themselves to the hard work of creating enduring party 

structures (Manor 2002).  Cherry picking powerful strongmen, many of whom ran afoul of the 

law in an effort to fill in the void left by the decline of mediating institutions, represented a quick 

and dirty method of political recruitment.
40

  Second, ideology is typically not a motivating factor 

in Indian politics.  In a context in which ideology is unimportant, parties prioritize maximizing 

their chances of winning the election over implementing their preferred policies.  The muted 
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 One consequence of this is nepotism or “dynastic politics” (Chandra and Umaira 2011).  French (2011) has found 

that nearly 30 percent of MPs elected in 2009 have a hereditary connection. 
39

 The author’s interviews with senior officials from the major parties contesting the 2010 assembly elections in 

Bihar confirm that often a small group of elites is empowered to make decisions on ticket distribution.  In some 

instances, the decision is left to the party leader alone.  See, for instance: 

http://www.bihartimes.in/Newsbihar/2010/Sep/Newsbihar19Sep2.html.   
40

 As one Congress MP privately quipped to the author: “If you put a few big-time criminals in room and you have a 

few crores, you can call yourself a party.  Crores and criminals are the essential ingredients.”  Author’s interview 

with Congress MP from Andhra Pradesh, New Delhi, August 2009 

http://www.bihartimes.in/Newsbihar/2010/Sep/Newsbihar19Sep2.html
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importance of ideology allows criminal candidates to operate as free agents, moving seamlessly 

between parties.
41

  As one author write, quoting a friend, “All political parties need bahubalis 

(strong-arm men) to win elections…They can change parties like we change our shirts” (Pande 

2009).  

 

Financial capacity of criminal candidates 

 If the nature of party organization in India provides a backdrop for the opportunity “bad” 

candidates enjoy, their financial capacity represents a crucial incentive.  Because parties need 

resources to fund activities such as campaigning, voter mobilization and vote buying, they must 

strategically select candidates who will not be a drain on finite party coffers.  In other words, 

parties are locked in a dilemma that pits their interest in maximizing their chances of electoral 

victory against the reality of limited resources.  Here, criminal candidates possess several 

advantages. 

 First, qualitative research shows that candidates with criminal records tend to be strongly 

linked to the villages and towns that make up their constituency (Witsoe 2005; Vaishnav 2012b).  

They tend to be “native sons,” clearly identified with a local base that is territorially rooted, and 

people of prominence in the local community, who maintain significant kinship and patronage 

networks.
42

  Such candidates can accumulate resources through local networks and leverage their 
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 Take the case of noted gangster-turned-politician Mukhtar Ansari of Uttar Pradesh.  Ansari got his start in politics 

as a member of the BSP, which later expelled him once his brazen criminal activity began creating headaches for the 

party.  Ansari then contested elections as an Independent with the tacit support of the Samajwadi Party (SP), the 

BSP’s chief rival.  Ansari later fell out with the SP and rejoined the BSP, contesting the 2009 national elections 

under their banner.  When he failed in his election efforts, the BSP cut ties with him.  In 2010, Ansari announced 

that he was forming a new political outfit, Qaumi Ekta Dal, and subsequently won state elections in 2012.  
42

 Based on data collected from the November 2005 elections in Bihar, candidates with serious criminal indictments 

are significantly more likely than “clean” candidates to contest elections from constituencies located within their 

home district.  The differences are significant at the 10 percent level using a two-tailed t-test.  
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power within network structures to obtain political support from other members.  In turn, these 

networks help to form the candidate’s base of support come election time.
43

  

 Second, historically, people of prominence in rural India were connected to land and 

landowning.  If we accept that criminal candidates tend to be prominent members of local Indian 

society, then we might expect criminal candidates to have an advantage in land assets.  The 

connection between influence and land is neither linear nor consistent across time or space.  

Nevertheless, it is not too strong a statement to say that rural power is frequently tied to land 

ownership.
44

  Thus, land is a reasonable measure of social prestige and power in a predominantly 

agrarian country.  A fair amount of social conflict involves disputes over land and the insecurity 

around property rights, and many criminal politicians gain support by mobilizing voters along 

this cleavage.  Indeed, the candidate affidavit data (discussed below) show that candidates under 

serious criminal indictment do, in fact, have an advantage in terms of the value of their 

agricultural landholdings. 

Finally, we might stipulate that if an individual is implicated in serious ongoing criminal 

proceedings, one can plausibly assume that he might be less ethical than the average citizen.  

This potential ethical deficit means that criminally suspect candidates may be able to raise 

significant funds through illicit means (or may already possess considerable ill-gotten gains) and 

to condone rent-seeking activities by the party.  This is akin to Besley’s logic of embracing “bad 

politicians” to protect rents. 

The resource advantage of criminally connected individuals presents several incentives 

for parties to recruit them as candidates.  We can think of the resources criminal candidates bring 
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 Baland and Robinson (2008) describe a similar process involving wealthy agrarian elites in mid-20
th

 century 

Chile. 
44

 In a study of rural panchayat candidates in southern India, Besley, Pande and Rao (2005) find that land ownership 

is positively associated with political selection. 
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to the table as a cross-subsidy of lesser-endowed candidates; and this subsidy can be either 

implicit or explicit.  (Thus, a self-financing candidate who covers the costs of his campaign, 

freeing up party resources for other candidates who really need party funds, is providing an 

implicit subsidy.)   

As elections have become more costly, the resources criminal candidates bring to bear 

can minimize the financial burden faced by parties contesting highly competitive elections.  One 

important fact to keep in mind about elections in India is that the campaign period lasts for only a 

matter of weeks.  Although campaigns are short, they require two primary inputs: money and 

labor.  Candidates must shell out for transportation; workers (and their nourishment); rallies; 

equipment; paraphernalia; and clientelistic goods.  In many low-income democracies, the 

distribution of private goods in exchange for political support is a critical component of 

campaigns.  Historically, candidates have resorted to handing out liquor, small amounts of cash 

or food to entice voters; though in recent years, expectations for handouts have greatly increased 

(as have their budgetary implications).
45

  Given the short time frame and the nature of retail 

politics in India, campaigns also require a brief, yet intense, reliance on manual labor to organize 

rallies, command vehicles, and recruit volunteers.  Criminal candidates, to the extent they are 

embedded within larger social networks (often dominated by underemployed males), possess an 

adaptable foundation for political campaigns.  

But if candidates provide funds (rents) to the party itself, this can also act as an explicit 

subsidy of other party-affiliated candidates.  In India, this often takes the form of ticket buying, 

whereby potential candidates pay parties for the privilege of contesting elections under their 

banner.  If party leaders can sell party tickets to the highest bidder, then they can create new 
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 For instance, one of the leaked U.S. diplomatic cables made public by Wikileaks documents in fascinating detail 

the exorbitant vote buying practices parties employ in southern India (Hiddleston 2011). 
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sources of revenue for themselves and the party.
46

  This is the exchange that Siddharth (described 

in the introduction) allegedly engaged in.
47

  As one author described the consensus view in 

eastern Uttar Pradesh: “[Criminal politicians] have enormous wealth. They go to any political 

parties with bags of money and buy party tickets” (Pande 2009). 

The financial incentive for parties to recruit criminal candidates is also borne out by 

personal interviews conducted by the author with MPs, MLAs and leaders of state and national 

parties.  Prior to the 2010 state elections in Bihar, the state treasurer of a major national party 

contesting elections admitted that his party explicitly made the money-muscle calculation when 

determining its ticket distribution.  “All parties claim to shun criminality, but as they say, ‘all is 

fair in love and war.’  Parties select people who can win by hook or crook (sam daam dhand 

bhed), and the most important criteria is financial assets.”
48

  The deputy president of one major 

party confided to me that parties support criminals because they have “currency” with the 

masses.  He explained that “currency” was both literal—money—as well as figurative, in terms 

of their ability to mobilize popular, caste-based support.
49

   

 

Incentives to join politics 

Thus far, we have addressed why parties desire criminal politicians to run as their 

candidates.  This is the demand side of the equation, but what about the supply side?  That is, 
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 The buying and selling of party tickets is a common phenomenon—what seems to vary is the transparency with 

which it is done.  Some parties, such as the BSP, openly embrace the practice of ticket buying (Farooqui 2011). BSP 

president and Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh Mayawati has openly owned up to the practice, stating: “Since many 

rich persons were keen to contest on our party ticket, I see nothing wrong in taking some contribution for them; after 

all, I use the money to enable poor and economically weak Dalit [lower caste] candidates to contest” (Pradhan 

2006). 
47

 The rumor was that Siddharth’s father, a prominent doctor, used his personal wealth to buy Siddharth’s ticket 

from LJP party president Ram Vilas Paswan, outbidding another wealthy physician from the area who sought the 

party ticket for himself (Author’s personal interviews in Bikram, October 31 and November 7, 2010). 
48

 Author’s interview with Bihar state treasurer of major national party, Patna, October 2010. 
49

 Author’s interview with Bihar deputy president of major national party, Patna, October 2010. 
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why do candidates suspected of criminality want to run in the first place?  There are at least four 

reasons.  First, candidates involved in criminal activity seek elected office because they fear the 

retributive reach of the state, and politics offers a promising mechanism for evading prosecution.  

While politicians in India do not have formal immunity from criminal prosecution, office-holders 

can rely on the trappings of office to delay or derail justice.  Most notably, numerous studies 

have documented the ability of politicians in Indian to transfer bureaucrats (including law 

enforcement officials) for political reasons unrelated to the quality of their performance (Wade 

1982; de Zwart 1994; Iyer and Mani 2011).   

Second, as previously stated, criminal candidates (like many other aspiring politicians) 

might value the psychological rewards, or “ego rents,” associated with office.  After serving as 

hired hands for major parties, many criminals employed by politicians eventually realized that 

they had accumulated enough local notoriety to cut out the politician-middleman and contest 

elections directly.  The criminal-turned-politician Ashok Samrat, who contested elections in 

north Bihar, explicitly embraced this view:  

Politicians make use of us for capturing the polling booths and for bullying the 

weaker sections… But after the elections they earn the social status and power 

and we are treated as criminals.  Why should we help them when we ourselves 

can contest the elections, capture the booths and become MLAs and enjoy social 

status, prestige and power?  So I stopped helping the politicians and decided to 

contest the elections. (Nedumpara 2004) 

 

The status rewards to office apply to both criminal and clean candidates, but it is possible that the 

“criminalization” of politics has weakened the status rewards of office for clean candidates 

(following the logic of Caselli and Morelli 2004 discussed in Section 2.1).  Third, in addition to 

status rewards, there are also financial rewards to holding office. There is considerable scope for 

politicians, once in office, to reap significant financial gains from corruption, bribe-taking, 
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government contracts or kickbacks.  As one recent editorial comments, while money often 

bankrolls politics in India, politics can also be used to amass enormous amounts of wealth 

(Economic and Political Weekly 2009). 

Finally, there is anecdotal evidence that some criminal politicians are contesting elections 

where their rivals have decided to do the same, resulting in constituencies dominated by criminal 

competition.
50

  In such instances, politics becomes the arena through which rivalries play 

themselves out.  As the Chief Election Commissioner of India has stated, “Whether it is money 

or criminals, both are competitive phenomena.  If a criminal is put up as a candidate by one party 

the other party feels very disadvantaged.  They feel they have no chance until a bigger dada 

[godfather] is put up against them” (Jain 2011). 

 

2.5 Data and measurement 

In this section, I present the details of a unique dataset on the personal profiles of 

candidates to state legislative office.
51

  India is a federal parliamentary democracy comprised of 

28 states and seven Union Territories, where elections to the state and national assemblies are 

governed by identical first-past-the-post, single-member district rules.
52

  States are sub-divided 

into administrative districts (which are analogous to counties in the U.S. system); on average, a 
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 One observer of state politics in the Pratapgarh constituency of Uttar Pradesh lamented the state of elections in the 

area: “It is a fight not between candidates and how good they are, or how much development the Congress party or 

anyone else promises to bring, but between goonda and goonda [thugs]” (Malhotra 2009). 
51

 Scholars dating back at least to Bailey (1963) have noted that MLAs are consumed not by their representative or 

legislative functions, but by their role as intermediary.  Both voters and MLAs themselves view the role of a state 

legislator a “fixer” in the process of policy administration and implementation (see Chopra 1996 for a review).  

Public opinion data reveals that a majority of citizens believe that state government has the primary responsibility 

for solving problems related to public goods provision (Chhibber, Shastri et al. 2004). 
52

 Unlike some studies on criminality in Indian politics, this study focuses primarily on the role of state legislators 

(known as MLAs).  Because there are more than 4,300 MLAs across India’s 30 state assemblies, by sheer virtue of 

numbers, these legislators are subject to much less scrutiny than their national-level counterparts.  This is in part due 

to the fact that data collection requires a much more significant effort because it involves compiling information 

across a large number of jurisdictions. 
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district contains 6.5 state assembly constituencies.  In 2010, there were 4,135 assembly 

constituencies nested within 626 districts, and I match them using information from the Indian 

Administrative Atlas (Government of India 2011).  

 

Constructing the dataset 

Legal affidavits submitted by candidates to the Election Commission of India (ECI) at the time 

of their nomination provide the primary source of data for this study.  In 2003, a landmark 

Supreme Court judgment mandated that all candidates to state and national office must publicly 

disclose information about any pending criminal cases; financial assets and liabilities (including 

those of their spouse and dependents); and educational qualifications.  The ECI posts copies of 

these affidavits on its website, but not in a manner that is suitable to systematic analysis.
53

  

Fortunately, the Liberty Institute, a Delhi-based think tank founded in 1996, has created a web-

enabled database of affidavits, which they have transcribed and translated into English (Affidavit 

Database 
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 The affidavits are merely scanned and posted, often in regional languages, and regularly difficult to decipher.  
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Appendix A-1 and Appendix A-2 display images of the original ECI affidavit and the Liberty 

Institute’s digitized version).  Using a Java-based script, I extracted this data from tens of 

thousands of discrete webpages into a tabular form suitable for quantitative analysis. Where 

possible, I manually coded missing or incomplete data using information from the original 

affidavits on the ECI site.  The end result is a dataset of 46,739 candidates from 35 assembly 

elections across 28 Indian states from 2003-2009.  This data reflect 5,001 discrete, constituency-

level elections.
54 

The affidavit data provide details on candidates’ backgrounds but not on election-related 

parameters.  For that, one has to match the affidavits with election returns from the ECI.  

Unfortunately, this process is not straightforward given inconsistencies in the spelling of 

candidates’ names.
55

  To remedy this, I used an automated procedure of approximate string 

matching to rank name matches in both datasets (according to the popular Levenshtein edit 

distance method).  Once approximate matches were identified, I adopted a conservative strategy 

of using affidavit information on a candidate’s age, constituency, party and sex to identify exact 

matches in the ECI data.
56

  To complete the dataset, I merged district-level data from the 2001 

Census of India and the Government of India’s National Crime Records Bureau.
57 

 

Criminality: measurement issues 
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 A list of state elections contained in the dataset can be found in Appendix A-3.  Details on the construction of the 

database itself can be found in Appendix A-4. 
55

 For instance, the name of one candidate is “A.P. Veermani” on the ECI return, but “Veermani A.P.” on his 

affidavit.  Matching is also difficult because multiple candidates in a constituency often have the same name.  In the 

2008 Chhattisgarh elections, there were four candidates named “Lekhram Sahu” from Kurud constituency. 
56

 Only when all fields in the two datasets were identical did I consider the result a true match.  This process often 

required individual hand matching where there were discrepancies.  In some cases, I discovered data entry errors in 

the affidavit dataset.  In these instances, I relied on the ECI data as the “true” data.   
57

 I thank the Center for Systemic Peace at George Mason University for compiling and sharing crime data. 
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Under the affidavit regime, candidates are required to provide details related to any 

pending criminal cases in which they stand accused.  In other words, the data contain 

information on the suspicion of criminal wrongdoing—a point to which I will return shortly.  

There are potentially two concerns with candidates’ self-reported criminal records: false 

reporting and politically motivated charges.  With regards to false reporting, one might be 

concerned that candidates have an incentive to under-report criminal cases.  Given the ease with 

which the public can obtain information on a candidate’s criminal record and the fact that 

criminal proceedings are a matter of public record (not to mention the fact that other candidates 

might have an incentive to serve as whistleblowers), this is not a serious concern.
58

   

The issue of politically motivated charges is more challenging.  Pending cases do not 

always produce convictions, and there is no doubt that data on the latter serve as a better 

indicator of criminality.  Under Indian law, a candidate is precluded from standing for election 

only if convicted of a crime, but not if he is merely charged with one.
59

  Unfortunately, data on 

convictions do not exist—both because there is no central clearinghouse for such information 

and because most cases do not result in convictions, due to the well-documented weaknesses of 

the Indian judicial system (Wilkinson 2001; Hazra and Micevska 2004; Chemin 2009).
60

   

Despite this shortcoming, it is worth noting that candidates are not required to disclose 

the mere filing of charges against them.  Candidates must only disclose charges that a judge has 

deemed credible and worthy of judicial proceedings following independent investigations by the 

police and prosecutors.  This distinction is important as it is the difference between an allegation 
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 Furthermore, many indicted candidates have no incentive to falsify their criminal records because, as several 

studies have shown, they often embrace their hardened reputation as a badge of honor (Witsoe 2005; Michelutti 

2007; Vaishnav 2012c). 
59

 According to Section 8(3) of the Representation of the People Act of 1951, a person convicted of a crime and 

sentenced to more than two years cannot contest elections for six years following the completion of his jail term. 
60

 Irrespective of the defendant’s guilt or innocence, India’s wheels of justice move in slow motion.  As of late 2010, 

there were 10,370 pending criminal cases before the Supreme Court; 881,647 before the High Courts; and 

20,096,614 before District and Subordinate Courts.  See Supreme Court of India (2010) 
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and what we in the United States call an “indictment.”  In other words, a politician need only 

disclose a charge when a judge has determined there exists sufficient evidence of wrongdoing for 

official charges to be framed and a criminal judicial process to commence.
61

 

The fact that candidates must only disclose indictments helps to reduce the presence of 

frivolous charges.  While indictments are a higher bar than the filing of charges, we can further 

refine our measure of criminality to reduce the risk of including politically motivated charges in 

the data.  On their affidavits, candidates are required to list each pending criminal indictment, 

including for each case the section(s) of the Indian Penal Code (IPC) they are charged with 

violating.  I coded every section of the IPC and matched each affidavit-listed charge with the 

relevant section of the code—in addition to supplementary information provided under the 1973 

Code of Criminal Procedure.
62

  I use this data to distinguish between “serious” and “minor” 

charges (details about the coding of the criminality measure are found in Appendix B-1).  I 

classify minor charges as those that might, arguably, be related to assembly, campaigning, 

elections, lifestyle, opinion or speech—or those that lend themselves most easily to political 

retribution.  The remainder I consider to be “serious” charges.
63

 

There are three advantages to distinguishing between charges in this way.  First, 

politicians engage in a variety of activities—such as protests, processions, and agitations—that 

might be against the law but are intrinsic to their vocation.  In democracies around the world, 

                                                 
61

 The first step in the process is the filing of a First Information Report (FIR) by police authorities.  Once an FIR 

has been filed, police conduct a preliminary investigation to determine if there is sufficient prima facie evidence of 

wrongdoing.  If such evidence exists, they file a “chargesheet” and government prosecutors launch an investigation.  

If prosecutors concur with the police recommendation, they file charges with the relevant court.  Finally, a judge 

must determine whether to “take cognizance” of the case and frame charges.  It is only after a judge takes 

cognizance that a candidate must disclose there is a pending case against him. 
62

 For instance, if a candidate is charged under Section 302 of the IPC, this is matched to the relevant category of 

crime (“Offenses against the human body”); the specific act (“Murder”); and the minimum sentence (“10 years”). 
63

 The strategy I employ here is similar to the one in Chang et al. (2010), whose study of malfeasance in the Italian 

legislature separates “opinion”-related investigations from all other criminal investigations in order to dispense with 

charges likely to arise during the process of campaigning. 
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politicians often court arrest and even imprisonment for political purposes.
64

  Second, while 

indictments present a higher hurdle than mere charges, they are not immune from abuse.  A 

government looking to create trouble for a politician could find ways of returning a false (or 

weak) indictment in order to tarnish his reputation.  Here I make the assumption that it is more 

difficult to engineer a false indictment against an individual on serious charges than minor ones.  

For instance, officials intent on maligning a politician are likely to have a harder time 

manufacturing an indictment on murder charges than one alleging unlawful assembly.  Third, 

because this study is interested in the serious criminality that is symptomatic of the growth of 

“muscle” power in politics, a focus on “serious” charges that are unlikely to be related to election 

activities makes substantive sense.  

Two examples illustrate why it is essential to carry out a disaggregated coding down to 

the level of individual charges.  In May 2011, Rahul Gandhi (a Congress Party MP and the scion 

of India’s most storied political family) was arrested in Uttar Pradesh after participating in a 

dharna (peaceful demonstration) to raise awareness about farmers’ rights.  Gandhi was arrested 

and charged with violating IPC sections 144 (joining an unlawful assembly with anything that 

can be used as a “weapon of offence”) and 151 (knowingly joining an assembly after it has been 

ordered to disperse).  Gandhi’s participation in a peaceful protest was nothing more than a savvy 

attempt to woo support in advance of state elections (The Hindu 2011).  Contrast this to the case 

of Shekhar Tiwari, an MLA from the same state, who was charged with attempting to extort and, 

later, abducting and killing, a bureaucrat who refused to “donate” money to the MLA’s party.  

Tiwari—who was charged with violating sections 302 (murder), 342 (wrongful confinement) and 

364 (kidnapping), among others—was sentenced to life in prison the same month Gandhi was 
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 Indeed, given the Gandhian roots of India’s pro-independence movement, its political class often places great 

value on such forms of civil disobedience. 
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arrested for his civil disobedience (Rai 2011).  Analyses that do not distinguish between the 

severity of charges risk conflating these very different types of cases.     

Therefore, the primary measure of criminality employed in the analysis below is a 

dichotomous variable, Serious Indictment, which takes the value of 1 if the candidate is indicted 

in at least one case in which he is accused of perpetrating a “serious” crime, and 0 if he faces no 

charges or only “minor” charges.  To understand the types of charges candidates face and to 

demonstrate the distinction between serious and minor charges, Panel (a) of Appendix B-2 

displays the five most common “minor” charges.  Of the five most common “minor” charges, 

three are in the category of “public tranquility,” which are commonly associated with protests or 

civil disturbances.
65

  Panel (b) of Appendix B-2 displays the five most common “serious” 

charges, which together account for roughly half of all serious infractions.  Four of the top five 

charges are offenses against the human body that involve physical offenses (the exception is 

theft, which is a property offense).  The average candidate charged with serious violations of the 

law faces 2.39 pending indictments, though there is a great deal of variation (standard deviation 

of 3.21).   

 

Candidate wealth: measurement issues 

 According to ECI guidelines, candidates must disclose details regarding their financial 

assets (and liabilities), including those of their spouse and dependents.  I aggregate candidates’ 

movable and immovable assets into an overall indicator of wealth, which is the measure used to 
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 Rioting is the most common charge, accounting for almost 12 percent of all minor charges and 8.7 percent of all 

charges in the dataset.  I deem “criminal intimidation” not to be a serious charge as it is often related to verbal rather 

than physical threats, throwing open the possibility that statements made in a political setting could be taken out of 

context.  The Indian Code of Criminal Procedure offers the following illustration of an act that could be classified as 

“criminal intimidation,” involving Persons A and B: If A, for the purpose of inducing B to desist from prosecuting a 

civil suit, threatens to burn B's house, A is guilty of criminal intimidation.  The same principle can be applied for the 

charge “voluntarily causing hurt,” which is also classified as a “frivolous charge.  Indian law makes a distinction 

between “voluntarily causing hurt” and “voluntarily causing grievous hurt.”  I code the latter as a serious charge.   
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capture a candidate’s resource base (Log Candidate Wealth).
66

  It is important to note that, 

strictly speaking, candidate wealth is a proxy for a candidate’s financial capacity.  I assume that 

the extent of a candidate’s personal wealth is positively associated with social networks, 

connections, fundraising ability and overall spending power.  

As with the data on criminal charges, there are two concerns with the data on candidate 

assets: benami assets and false reporting.  Benami assets are those an individual lists under the 

names of friends or family in order to avoid scrutiny.  In India, as in many other developing 

countries, it is common practice to hide the true identity of the “beneficial owner” of assets.  The 

ECI attempts to address this issue by requiring candidates to disclose the assets of their 

immediate family members, but a candidate could presumably transfer assets to a friend or non-

immediate family member to evade this requirement.  This is a valid concern. 

 The issue of false reporting is also a concern here.  Unlike pending criminal cases, which 

are a matter of public record, a candidate’s financial details are difficult to verify independently.  

To counteract the possibility of false reporting, the ECI stipulates that furnishing false 

information is grounds for criminal prosecution or disqualification.  In practice, however, it is 

not clear whether the threat of such punishment is sufficient to deter false reporting. 

 In principle, we are concerned with two types of false reporting: under-reporting and 

over-reporting.  The natural tendency of most skeptics is to assume that candidates regularly 

under-report the true value of their assets.  But despite the possible incentive to under-report 

assets, the reported assets of winning candidates are startlingly high.  To put this in perspective, 

the median net worth of an MLA is around $70,000, while the median Indian household is worth 
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 Movable assets include: cash; financial deposits; jewelry; vehicles; other financial instruments such as insurance 

policies or national saving schemes; securities; and other movable assets (such as the value of claims or interests). 

Immovable assets encompass several categories: agricultural land; non-agricultural land; commercial and residential 

buildings; residence (apartment/house); and other immovable assets. 
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roughly $2,500.  This puts the wealth ratio of MLAs to the average Indian household at 28:1.  

Compare this with the wealth ratio of members of Congress to households in the United States, 

which stands at 13:1, orders of magnitude smaller than in India.
67

   

 Second, because candidates are required to file affidavits each time they contest elections, 

we can also examine the growth in re-contesting candidates’ assets.  A civil society analysis of 

MPs elected in 2004 who re-contested elections in 2009 reported their assets increased, on 

average, by 289 percent.  In comparison, the value of gold (one of the world’s fastest 

appreciating commodities) increased by 131 percent over the same period (Thakur 2011).
68

  Such 

comparisons can be misleading, however, because the decision to re-contest elections is 

endogenous.  Using a methodologically rigorous research design, Bhavnani (2011) estimates that 

winning office in India increased an incumbent’s assets by 25 percent over five years (or roughly 

$54,000).   He estimates that between five and eight percent of incumbents possess “suspect 

assets,” or assets above and beyond what they could legitimately earn as legislators.  Bhavnani’s 

estimates, while less spectacular that popular claims, do suggest that not all legislators attempt to 

cover up evidence of the financial rewards to office.  Third, despite possible incentives to under-

report, there have been several recent investigations of high-profile politicians on suspicious of 

possessing “disproportionate assets.”  Authorities have brought such cases against at least six 
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 Data on India from author and Subramanian (2006).  Data on U.S. from Center for Responsive Politics (2012) and 

Pew Research Center (2011). 
68

 Teltumbde (2009) argues that it is “awkward” to tar politicians as corrupt when they are actually quite transparent 

about their fantastic wealth .  He writes, “There is never a question raised by the vigilant media as to how this 

financial wizardry is accomplished by these social-service worthies that may shame even the most adept money 

managers. The progressive norm like declaration of wealth by the peoples’ representatives and public servants has 

only served to legitimize corruption of the declarants for the gullible people.”  
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Chief Ministers in recent years, including UP Chief Minister Mayawati who enjoyed a 50-fold 

increase in her wealth over just four years.
69

 

 Indeed, the high value of assets being reported raises the question of whether candidates 

actually have an incentive to over-report.  There are two possible motivations for over-reporting: 

deterring challengers, and beliefs about voter preferences for wealthy candidates.  Overstating 

one’s wealth as a form of deterrence is unlikely due to the timing of the affidavit declarations 

(just a few weeks prior to elections).  At this stage, parties have already formulated their slate of 

candidates.  Beliefs about voter preferences are also unlikely to affect the actual filed affidavit 

because, while voters may be reasonably well informed about a candidate’s background, the 

average voter is not at all likely to have viewed his/her official affidavit in its written form.  It is 

more likely that candidates would seek to exaggerate their financial largesse through doling out 

clientelistic handouts on the campaign trail rather than on candidacy paperwork.
70

  Furthermore, 

grossly exaggerating one’s stated financial assets risks inviting government investigation, 

unflattering media scrutiny and allegations of corruption.  

 In sum, we cannot rule out the possibility that candidates file false financial disclosures, 

yet there appear to be few incentives to over-report assets.  To the extent candidates provide 

inaccurate information, it seems the incentives are to under-report.
71

  Given the substantial nature 

of the declarations candidates do make, there is likely a lower bound on this under-reporting. 

                                                 
69

 Mayawati’s self-disclosed personal wealth increased from around Rs. 10 million in 2003 to Rs. 500 million in 

2007.  She maintains that the dramatic shift is a result of 5 and 10 Rupee (10 and 20 cent) donations from her 

supporters (Outlook India 2010) 
70

 There is a third possible reason to over-report one’s assets, and that is to cover one’s tracks for expected future 

corruption.  If a candidate plans on engaging in corruption in the future, he might seek to overstate his assets so that 

any future ill-gotten gains will appear as wholly legitimate.  While this is possible, this strategy still runs the risk of 

a “disproportionate assets” investigation if the numbers are too far out of line with what is known about an 

individual’s likely wealth.   
71

 Indeed, an investigation of several prominent politicians’ asset declarations found that, if anything, they 

underreported the market value of their financial assets (Baweja and Khanna 2004).   
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2.6 Results 

 In this section, I present the results of the empirical analysis. First, I begin with some 

descriptive statistics on criminality and money in Indian state politics.  These descriptive 

statistics offer suggestive evidence in support of the hypothesis that money and “muscle” do, in 

fact, proceed hand in hand.  To explore this connection further, I use hierarchical linear 

(multilevel) modeling to identify the correlates of whether a given candidate standing for 

elections faces serious criminal indictment.  The results demonstrate that indicted candidates are 

indeed significantly wealthier than their clean counterparts, even after controlling for individual 

and constituency-level covariates, as well as unobserved district, state and time variation.  

Furthermore, the results hold, even after testing for bias in the outcome variable and controlling 

for variables that account for competing explanations.  

Descriptive statistics 

 Summary statistics for all variables used in the analysis can be found in Appendix Table 

2-1.  To begin our empirical exploration of the connection between money and serious 

criminality, Figure 2-1 demonstrates the percentage of candidates under serious indictment 

disaggregated by candidate wealth deciles.  The striking thing about this graphic is the 

monotonic relationship between criminality and wealth.  While less than two percent of 

candidates in the lowest wealth decile are under indictment, this figure increases in step with 

wealth—nine percent of candidates in the top wealth decile face indictment. The median “clean” 

candidate has a personal wealth of roughly Rs. 400,000 (almost US$ 9,000), while the median 

indicted candidate is worth almost Rs. 1.1 million or US$ 24,000.
72

  The next section tests 

                                                 
72

 Even if we discard all candidates who report little or no wealth, indicted candidates still have a Rs. 500,000 (or 

US$ 12,000) advantage. 
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whether differences apparent from the descriptive data are confirmed using multivariate 

regression. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2-1: Percentage of candidates under serious indictment, by candidate wealth decile 

 
 
Note: The y-axis measures the percentage of candidates under serious indictment.  The x-axis divides the sample of 

candidates into deciles, according to log candidate wealth. 
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Empirical model 

 To assess the connection between money and muscle more systematically, I estimate a 

multilevel logistic regression model of the following form: 

 

  (1) 

        (2) 

        (3)    

        (4)   

 

The outcome, , is a binary indicator of a candidate’s indictment status, where a value of 1 

indicates the candidate is indicted on serious charges (Serious Indictment).  Log Candidate 

Wealthi is the primary right-hand side variable of interest.  is a vector of candidate 

characteristics,  is a vector of constituency characteristics and Zj is a vector of district-level 

characteristics.  are district-level random effects,  are state-level random effects and  is a 

random effect for the year of the election (to control for any variation over time and because 

several states in the dataset experienced two elections).  The state and year random effects terms 

are comprised of a baseline intercept and a random error, which is normally distributed with 

mean 0 and variance 
2
.  The district-level intercepts are modeled as a function of a baseline 

intercept, a set of district-level variables (notice Zj is included in equation 3) and a normally 

distributed error term.
73
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 I experimented with including a constituency-level random effects parameter but this did not substantively alter 

the results, so I left it out. 
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The overall goal of multilevel modeling is to account for variance in an outcome variable 

that is measured at the lowest level of analysis by considering information from all levels.  

Multilevel modeling represents an optimal strategy for addressing the question under study here 

for a few reasons.  First, multilevel modeling allows us to account for individual and group-level 

variation when estimating group-level coefficients.  In understanding candidate selection, we 

have good theoretical reasons for expecting, for example, that district-level predictors play a 

significant role.  In classical regression, it is not possible to include both group-level predictors 

and group-level random effects in the same model (Steenbergen and Jones 2002).  Second, 

unlike classical regression, which treats all observations as independent, multilevel approaches 

allow researchers to use all the information that is available but have correctly estimated standard 

errors with clustered data.  This is because multilevel modeling represents a compromise 

between the two extremes of completely pooling the data and estimating separate models for 

each group (no pooling).  By “partially pooling” estimates, multilevel modeling considers pooled 

and unpooled information and weighs that information according to the sample size of the groups 

and the within and between-group variation (Gelman and Hill 2007).  

 

Does muscle contribute money? 

 In the baseline specification, I regress Serious Indictment on Log Candidate Wealth, 

including random effects parameters for states, years and districts.  The results are displayed in 

Column 1 of Table 2-1.  Column 2 adds additional candidate controls (Age, Sex, Log Total 

Liabilities).  Column 3 adds a basic set of constituency controls for the size of the electorate (Log 
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Total Electors) and the constituency’s reservation status, (SC Constituency, ST Constituency).
74

 

Details on the coding of all variables used in the analysis can be found in Appendix B-3. 

                                                 
74

 In related work, the author finds that criminality is higher in unreserved constituencies where ethnic divisions are 

more salient (Vaishnav 2012b). 
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Table 2-1: Is muscle associated with money? 

 -1 -2 -3 

DV: 
Serious 

indictment 
Serious 

indictment 
Serious 

indictment 

    

(Intercept) -4.95 -5.55 -6.15 

 [-18.01]*** [-19.59]*** [-6.31]*** 

Log Candidate Wealth 0.14 0.13 0.13 

 [20.70]*** [17.48]*** [17.10]*** 

Age  -0.01 -0.01 

  [-3.12]** [-3.13]** 

Sex  0.95 0.93 

  [8.20]*** [7.95]*** 

Log Total Liabilities  0.03 0.03 

  [7.08]*** [6.94]*** 

Log Total Electors   0.07 

   [0.88] 

SC Constituency   -0.42 

   [-5.77]*** 

ST Constituency   -0.38 

   [-3.73]*** 

    

district 0.47 0.47 0.47 

state 0.78 0.71 0.62 

year 0.53 0.47 0.44 

    

Obs 43519 41578 41578 

AIC 18977 18145 18102 

BIC 19021 18214 18197 

logLik -9484 -9064 -9040 

deviance 18967 18129 18080 
 

Note: *** significant at the .001 level; ** significant at the .01 level.   Robust z statistics in brackets.  Outcome is a binary 
indicator of whether a candidate is under serious indictment.  All models are estimated using multilevel logistic regression 

with random effects parameters for states, districts and years. 

 

Across all three models, the coefficient on candidate wealth is positive and strongly 

significant (p < .001).  Because logit coefficients are difficult to interpret, I simulate predicted 

probabilities to calculate the effect of moving from the 25
th

 to 75
th

 percentile in candidate wealth 

on the likelihood of possessing a criminal indictment, holding all other variables at their mean 

value.
75

  For a 44 year-old male non-incumbent candidate contesting elections in a general 

constituency of average characteristics, an increase in wealth from the 25
th

 to 75
th

 percentile 

                                                 
75

 Continuous covariates are held at the mean, and binary covariates at their mode. 
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increases the likelihood he is under serious indictment by 2.2 percent [95% CI: 1.4 to 3.1 

percent].  However, the impact of wealth on the likelihood of possessing a serious indictment is 

sensitive to the wealth values that one chooses to compare.  Figure 2-2 provides a sense of the 

variation by graphing the first difference in the predicted probabilities of facing indictment for 

indicted (versus clean) candidates across the entire range of candidate wealth values.  The 

increase in probabilities is non-linear and is much higher for very large levels of candidate 

wealth.  For instance, a shift from the 75
th

 percentile to the maximum value of wealth results in a 

10.2 percent increase [95% CI: 6.6 to 15.1 percent] in the likelihood of facing indictment.   

 

Figure 2-2: Simulating predicted probabilities of changes in wealth on criminality status 

 

 

Note: The y-axis is the first difference in the probability a candidate possesses a serious indictment, and the x-axis 

represents the range of the log candidate wealth variable.  The vertical bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals.  
Model from Table X, Column 9 is used to simulate predicted probabilities. 
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Figure 2-3 provides an alternate graphical display of predicted probabilities that allows for a 

different look at the non-linear relationship between candidate wealth and the likelihood of 

selecting an indicted candidate.    

 

Figure 2-3: Simulating predicted probabilities of changes in wealth on criminality status 

 

Note: Each bar represents the 95 percent confidence interval of the first difference in expected values [E(Y|Serious 
Indictment=1)-E(Y|Serious Indictment=0)] from 1000 simulations using the zelig package in R.  Predicted probabilities are 

calculated using the regression model from Column (3) from Table 4.  The small triangles represent the mean difference.  

Each simulation holds all continuous covariates at the mean value and binary covariates at the modal value. 

 

Testing for politically motivated charges 

 Although the data on criminality deal with indictments rather than charges, and even 

though we are focusing only on that subset of indictments involving serious charges, one might 

still be concerned about bias in our criminality measure.   Before proceeding, we can formally 

test for the influence of political motivation in three ways. The results of these tests, while 

suggestive, do not provide any prima facie evidence of an association between political 
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motivation and serious indictments.  First, if cases are politically motivated, one observable 

outcome might be that successful politicians are more likely to be susceptible to framing of false 

charges made by jealous rivals.  To analyze whether popular politicians are disproportionately 

under indictment, we take advantage of the fact that seven states in our dataset (plus the national 

parliament) have experienced two elections under the affidavit regime (in 2003/4 and 2008/9).  

Thus, we can examine candidates at two time periods and test whether the presence of a serious 

indictment in time t is related to the political success the candidate experienced in the prior 

election in time t-1.  Unfortunately, constructing a dataset of re-contesting candidates presents its 

own challenges for a host of reasons.
76

  After using an approximate string matching algorithm to 

identify the potential pool of re-contesting candidates over two election cycles, I used two unique 

identifying fields—candidates’ fathers’ names and their home addresses—to identify exact 

matches.
77

   

To test the proposition that politically successful politicians are more likely to be indicted 

on serious charges, I estimate a logistic regression of the following form: 

 

   (5) 

  

In equation (1), the outcome variable is a binary indicator of whether candidate i is indicted on a 

serious criminal charge in the most recent election, t.  The outcome is a function of prior 

electoral performance (VoteShareit-1), a binary indicator variable of a candidate’s indictment 

                                                 
76

 There are four primary difficulties: lack of standardized reporting of candidate names; party switching among 

candidates; redistricting of constituencies, which took place in 2007; and dynastic candidates (whose names are very 

close to their ancestors). 
77

 When one of both of these fields is not filled out or is difficult to decipher, I relied on supplementary information. 



Pr(yit 1)  logit
1(VoteShareit1 Indicted it1  Incumbentt 
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status (Indictedit-1) in the previous election, a binary indicator variable of candidate incumbency 

(Incumbentt) and an error term () that is clustered at the level of the constituency.   

 Table 2-2 displays the regression results.  I run three models: using state data; national 

data; and a pooled dataset.  There is no evidence of a relationship between prior electoral 

performance and a candidate’s criminal status.  In fact, the strongest predictor of a candidate’s 

criminal status in t is the presence (or absence) of a prior indictment in t-1.  

 

Table 2-2: Are cases politically motivated? 

 -1 -2 -3 

DV: Serious indictment 
Serious 

indictment 
Serious 

indictment 
Serious 

indictment 

Subset Assembly National Pooled 

    

Serious Indictment (t-1) 1.28 3.19 2.19 

 [5.04]*** [12.69]*** [13.01]*** 

Vote Share (t-1) 0.83 0.59 0.59 

 [1.27] [0.62] [1.12] 

Incumbent -0.17 -0.56 -0.27 

 [0.68] [1.28] [1.21] 

(Intercept) -2.71 -2.69 -2.67 

 [13.13]*** [11.07]*** [17.61]*** 

    

Observations 1209 742 1951 

Pseudo R-squared 0.03 0.27 0.12 
 

 

Note: * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%.  Robust z statistics in brackets.  Standard errors are 

clustered at the constituency level. Outcome is a binary indicator of whether a candidate is under serious indictment.  
Column (1) uses data from MLA candidates.  Column (2) uses data from MP candidates.  Column (3) pools MLA and MP 

candidates.  All models estimated using logistic regression. 

 

A second way of explicitly testing for politically motivated charges is to study 

differences between incumbent and opposition politicians.   If charges are easily manipulated, 

one would expect that the party in power would manufacture indictments against its political 

opposition while simultaneously squeezing the judiciary to drop cases against ruling party 

politicians.  To investigate this claim, I examine data from the north Indian state of Bihar, which 
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has the dubious distinction of fielding criminal candidates in elections (and actually voting them 

into office) in the greatest numbers.  Bihar is a hard case because it is a poor state with a weak 

bureaucracy that could be vulnerable to political interference. 

 

Table 2-3 contains information on candidates from Bihar’s two most recent elections 

(2005 and 2010).  According to this data, there does not appear to be any systematic pattern of 

political targeting: candidates from the incumbent party are just as likely as opposition 

candidates to contest elections while under serious indictment.   

 

Table 2-3: Are opposition candidates disproportionately targeted? 

% MLA candidates indicted 2005 2010 

   

BJP 37 39 

JD(U) 23 35 

LJP 25 35 

RJD 24 29 

INC 22 19 
 

Note: Percentage of MLA candidates facing serious indictment prior to the November 2005 and 2010 elections.  Ruling 
parties heading into elections in bold typeface. 

  

 A final method of testing for politically motivated charges is to explore the timing of 

charges filed against politicians.  For instance, if most charges are filed against politicians around 

election time, this would suggest an underlying political motivation.  In their affidavits, 

candidates are required to disclose the date on which a judicial body has taken cognizance of 

each pending case.  What we would like to know, however, is when the initial charges were filed 

(as there is typically a lag between the date charges are filed and when a court takes cognizance 

of a case).  In 2006, the Allahabad High Court (which has jurisdiction over Uttar Pradesh, India’s 

most populous state) asked the government to provide information on the criminal records of all 
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sitting politicians in the state.  The report, which I obtained from the court, discloses the year in 

which charges were filed against politicians with pending cases (and is current as of 2006).
78

 

 From this data, it is clear that the majority of charges against incumbent MLAs were not 

filed in election years: charges filed in an election year account for roughly one-quarter of all 

charges.  While there is an increase in charges filed in 2002 (the most recent election year in the 

data), there are also a substantial number of cases filed in the years before and after this 

election.
79

  A second interesting finding from this data concerns the pendency of cases: as of 

2006, nearly 50 percent of cases against sitting MLAs were at least ten years old (with one case 

dating back as far as 1968).  This reinforces the point made earlier that convictions are few and 

far between due to inefficiencies in India’s judicial system. 

 

Alternative explanations 

 Recent contributions to the political selection literature identify alternative factors that 

might influence the selection of “bad politicians.”  This section focuses on three prominent 

alternatives—the information environment, political competition and incumbency—and seeks to 

evaluate whether controlling for these factors diminishes the importance of wealth.  One 

prominent hypothesis is that voters might support bad politicians if they lack adequate 

information about candidate quality and, thus, cannot identify politicians who are most fit to 

serve as representatives (Besley 2005; Ferraz and Finan 2008; Chang, Golden et al. 2010).  If 

information breeds accountability and voters lack information, their ability to hold politicians to 

account will be limited.  If one assumes that parties incur a reputational cost if they field a 

                                                 
78

 The government of Uttar Pradesh submitted the report in response to a request from the Allahabad High Court 

emanating from Criminal Misc. Writ Petition No. 5695 of 2006, Karan Singh Versus State of U.P. and others.  
79

 Since elections were held early in 2002, it is possible that many charges were actually filed after elections.  There 

was also an increase in charges filed against MPs in 2002, which was not a parliamentary election year.  This 

suggests that the increase is due to other factors. 
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criminal candidate, parties might select such candidates only where a large proportion of voters 

are uninformed.
80

  To control for the information environment of a constituency, I rely on three 

measures, all of which are available at the district-level: the literacy rate (Literacy) and the 

percentage of households in the district with access to radio or access to television (Percent 

Radio and Percent TV, respectively).  Another way of conceptualizing the electorate’s level of 

political awareness is to control for the degree of social mobilization in a constituency.  To do so, 

I also control for the lagged value of voter turnout (Prior Turnout).  Columns 1-4 of Table 2-4 

demonstrate that, even after controlling for the information or social mobilization level, the 

relationship between money and muscle is unaffected.

                                                 
80

 Aidt, Golden and Tiwari (2011) explicitly invoke this argument to suggest that parties are more likely to list 

criminals in areas where there is a high percentage of uninformed voters.  The authors argue that, “putting a criminal 

on the list is risky because informed voters are likely to take this into account and to penalize the party as a result.”  

Uninformed citizens, however, “lack the cognitive skills, information or the capacity to evaluate political choices in 

light of their own preferences.”   
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Table 2-4: Controlling for alternative explanations 

 -1 -2 -3 -4 -5 -6 -7 -8 -9 

DV: 
Serious 

indictment 
Serious 

indictment 
Serious 

indictment 
Serious 

indictment 
Serious 

indictment 
Serious 

indictment 
Serious 

indictment 
Serious 

indictment 
Serious 

indictment 

          

Intercept -6.65 -6.21 -6.13 -6.71 -6.22 -6.23 -6.26 -6.04 -7.37 

 [-6.55]*** [-6.27]*** [-6.25]*** [-6.04] [-6.32]*** [-6.30]*** [-6.42]*** [-6.15]*** [-6.36]*** 

Log Candidate 
Wealth 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.12 0.12 0.12 

0.12 

 
[17.03]**

* 
[17.10]**

* 
[17.08]**

* 
[16.89]**

* 
[16.86]**

* 
[15.41]**

* 
[15.74]**

* 
[15.85]**

* 
[15.36]**

* 

Literacy Rate 0.74        0.88 

 [1.94]^        [2.25]* 

Percent Radio  0.16        

  [0.39]        

Percent TV   0.21       

   [0.85]       

Prior Turnout    0.30     0.29 

    [0.94]     [0.89] 

Prior Margin     -0.06    -0.11 

     [-0.23]    [-0.48] 

Prior Viable Count      -0.02    

      [-0.71]    

Incumbent       0.64  0.59 

       
[10.09]**

*  
[7.11]*** 

Party Incumbency        0.41 0.08 

        [6.83]*** [1.08] 

          

district 0.47 0.47 0.47 0.47 0.47 0.48 0.47 0.48 0.48 

state 0.63 0.62 0.64 0.60 0.60 0.59 0.61 0.60 0.60 

year 0.46 0.44 0.45 0.43 0.43 0.42 0.44 0.43 0.44 

          

Obs 41578 41578 41578 38586 38586 38586 41578 39569 38586 

AIC 18100 18104 18103 17106 17107 17020 18011 17492 17017 

BIC 18204 18207 18207 17209 17209 17149 18114 17595 17154 

logLik -9038 -9040 -9040 -8541 -8541 -8495 -8993 -8734 -8493 

deviance 18076 18080 18079 17082 17083 16990 17987 17468 16985 
 
 

Note: *** significant at the .001 level; ** significant at the .01 level.; ^ significant at the .10 level.  Robust z statistics in 

brackets.  Outcome is a binary indicator of whether a candidate is under serious indictment.  All models are estimated using 
multilevel logistic regression with random effects parameters for states, districts and years.  All models include controls for 

age, sex, log financial liabilities, log total electors, and dummies for SC and ST constituencies. 
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A second alternative explanation revolves around electoral competition.  One hypothesis 

scholars have advanced is that parties will deploy bad politicians only under “politically 

extreme” conditions.  That is, parties are only willing to take a risk on fielding bad politicians in 

highly competitive races when their backs are against a wall.  When uncertainty is high, parties 

calculate that the benefits outweigh the potential costs associated with sponsoring a “tainted” 

candidate (Aidt, Golden et al. 2011).
81

  To proxy for the degree of uncertainty, I use two 

measures: the lagged margin of victory in a given electoral constituency (on the assumption that 

close elections in t-1 serve as a signal to parties about the competitive environment in time t) 

(Prior Margin); and the number of viable candidates contesting elections in time t-1 (Prior 

Viable Count).  Columns 5 and 6 of Table 2-4 display the regression results, and it is clear that 

controlling for competition does not affect the core result.   

Finally, one obvious driver of party demand for indicted candidates is incumbency.  If 

certain constituencies are either personal or partisan strongholds, this is likely to influence a 

party’s selection calculus.  If the constituency is an indicted candidate’s stronghold, he is already 

entrenched in the local power structure and thus, it is no surprise if a party continues to support 

him.  If the constituency is a core constituency for the party, parties might not hesitate to field an 

indicted candidate because voters might prioritize parties over candidates—rendering the identity 

of the candidate irrelevant.
82

  Although incumbency is not predictive of electoral success in India 

(due to a well-documented incumbency disadvantage), it could still influence candidate 

                                                 
81

 Some scholars make the opposite argument. Galasso and Nannicini  (2011) devise a formal model in which parties 

allocate “expert” (competent) and “loyal” (less competent) candidates across electoral districts.  Their model 

predicts that parties will allocate expert candidates in electorally contestable districts because they have the greatest 

chance of wooing swing voters.  The authors confirm their predictions with empirical evidence from the Italian 

parliament. 
82

 For instance, Keefer and Khemani (2009) find that in partisan strongholds Indian legislators often exert less effort 

to deliver pork barrel to their constituencies because there is little incentive to cultivate a personal vote (the effect 

disappears in candidate strongholds). By the same logic, in party strongholds, the party might have less incentive to 

field a high-quality candidate. 
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selection.
83

  To control for both personal and party incumbency, I construct two indicator 

variables (Incumbent and Party Incumbency).  Columns 7 and 8 of Table 2-4 indicate that, even 

after controlling for incumbency factors, the relationship between money and muscle is robust.  

As a last step, I run a full model controlling for all alternative explanations simultaneously.  Here 

too, the core result remains unaffected. 

 

2.7 Robustness 

 In the following section, I run a series of robustness tests to assess the sensitivity of the 

primary finding of this chapter.  I proceed along several tracks, including by dropping 

independent and “non-viable” candidates; adding covariates; employing alternate definitions of 

money and criminality; dropping outliers; and re-running the analysis using data from national-

level parliamentary candidates. 

 

Dropping non-viable candidates and independents 

To confirm the relationship between money and muscle is not spurious on account of the 

large number of candidates contesting elections who are minor candidates, I re-run the baseline 

models after limiting the dataset to those candidates who can plausibly be considered “viable.”  

This shrinks the dataset considerably, as two-thirds of all candidates earn less than five percent 

of the vote, leaving us with around 15,000 candidates.  However, 60 percent of indicted 

candidates remain in the dataset of viable candidates (compared to just 30 percent of the 

unindicted candidates).  Second, I re-run the model dropping all candidates without party 

affiliation (e.g. independents).  In the dataset, independents constitute almost 40 percent of 

                                                 
83

 See (Linden 2004; Ravishankar 2007; Uppal 2009)  
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candidates standing for election, yet they account for less than four percent of eventual winners.  

More often than not, independents are minor candidates.  For example, the average vote share of 

an independent candidate is around two percent—nearly 10 times smaller than that of national 

party candidates.
84

  The results when restricting the data to these two smaller subsets are 

presented in Table 2-5.  Eliminating minor candidates or those without party affiliation does not 

substantively change the relationship between money and muscle. 

 

 Additional candidate controls 

 A second series of robustness tests involves re-running the analysis with a set of 

additional candidate covariates.  Namely, I control for a candidate’s education (Education) and 

willingness to submit his income tax ID number to election authorities (PAN).
85

  Additionally, I 

control for partisan affiliation because different parties might use different criteria for selection.  

I do this in two ways—by controlling for the classification of a candidate’s political party type 

(National; State; Unregistered; with Independent as the reference category) and controlling for 

his affiliation with one of the six, major national political parties (BJP, BSP, CPI, CPM, INC, 

NCP).  Controlling for additional candidate-level covariates does not alter the link between 

money and muscle (Table 2-6). 

 

 

                                                 
84

 I do not drop independents from the overall analysis because it is often the case that they contest elections with 

informal party backing.  Parties support independents informally in a variety of situations: where a party faction is 

dissatisfied with the official party nominee; when there is discord within parties in a coalition; or when a party 

supports a “dummy candidate” to draw votes away from rival candidates.  In other words, there is often a behind-

the-scenes selection process for unaffiliated candidates. 
85

 Education is not included in the baseline regressions due to the large amount of missing data.  A candidate’s 

unique income tax id is known as a Permanent Account Number (PAN).  Every Indian is required to have a PAN in 

order to execute most official financial transactions, including paying taxes.  Candidates are required to disclose 

their PAN number (if they have one) as part of their affidavit submissions.   
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Table 2-5: Controlling for alternative explanations 
 -1 -2 

DV: Serious indictment Serious indictment 

Subset: Only viables Drop independents 

   

(Intercept) -9.15 -6.79 

 [-6.40]*** [-5.25]*** 

Log Candidate Wealth 0.08 0.11 

 [8.19]*** [12.74]*** 

Age -0.02 -0.01 

 [-6.89]*** [-4.35]*** 

Sex 1.19 1.05 

 [7.52]*** [7.76]*** 

Log Total Liabilities 0.00 0.01 

 [-0.39] [2.67]** 

Log Total Electors 0.42 0.11 

 [4.03]*** [1.15] 

SC Constituency -0.63 -0.51 

 [-6.34]*** [-6.02]*** 

ST Constituency -0.50 -0.44 

 [3.59]*** [-3.58]*** 

Literacy Rate 1.37 1.00 

 [2.95]** [2.40]* 

Prior Turnout -0.26 0.04 

 [-0.61] [0.11] 

Prior Margin 0.04 0.14 

 [0.14] [0.52] 

Incumbent 0.24 0.39 

 [2.81]** [4.37]*** 

Party Incumbency -0.07 0.10] 

 [-0.90] [1.12] 

   

district 0.52 0.47 

state 0.49 0.63 

year 0.47 0.44 

   

Obs 12773 23545 

AIC 8300 12322 

BIC 8420 12451 

logLik -4134 -6145 

deviance 8268 12290 

 

 

Note: *** significant at the .001 level; ** significant at the .01 level.   Robust z statistics in brackets.  Outcome is a binary 
indicator of whether a candidate is under serious indictment.  All models are estimated using multilevel logistic regression 

with random effects parameters for states, districts and years.  Column (1) uses a subset of “viable” candidates; and 

Column (2) uses a subset of party-affiliated candidates. 
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Table 2-6: Additional candidate-level controls 

 

 -1 -2 -3 -4 

DV: Serious indictment Serious indictment Serious indictment Serious indictment 

     

(Intercept) -8.37 -7.14 -7.86 -7.22 

 [-6.61]*** [-6.16]*** [-6.74]*** [-6.19]*** 

Log Candidate Wealth 0.10 0.11 0.10 0.11 

 [8.80]*** [13.71]*** [13.33]*** [14.34]*** 

Education Level 0.00    

 [0.56]    

PAN  0.27   

  [4.92]***   

National Party   0.80  

   [13.30]***  

State Party   0.90  

   [14.32]***  

Unrecognized Party   0.25  

   [3.24]**  

INC    0.21 

    [2.80]** 

BJP    0.56 

    [7.84]*** 

BSP    0.13 

    [1.67]^ 

NCP    0.05 

    [0.25] 

CPI    0.83 

    [4.43]*** 

CPM    1.53 

    [11.41]*** 

     

district 0.44 0.48 0.49 0.47 

state 0.58 0.59 0.58 0.60 

year 0.43 0.44 0.43 0.44 

     

Obs 24884 38586 38586 38586 

AIC 12255 16995 16756 16865 

BIC 12393 17141 16919 17054 

logLik -6110 -8481 -8359 -8411 

deviance 12221 16961 16718 16821 

 
 

Note: *** significant at the .001 level; ** significant at the .01 level; ^ significant at the .10 level.  Robust z statistics in 

brackets.  Outcome is a binary indicator of whether a candidate is under serious indictment.  All models are estimated using 
multilevel logistic regression with random effects parameters for states, districts and years.  All models include controls for 

age, sex, log financial liabilities, log total electors, dummies for SC and ST constituencies, literacy rate, prior margin of 

victory, prior turnout, incumbency and party incumbency 
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Alternative measures of criminality 

 The outcome variable used throughout this analysis is a binary indicator of whether a 

candidate is indicted on a “serious” charge.  The classification of “serious” versus “minor” 

charges involves making a subjective distinction between charges that can be construed as 

plausibly politically motivated and those that appear to be unrelated to a politician’s vocation 

and of a serious nature.  To test whether the results are sensitive to a particular definition of 

criminality, I consider three alternative measures.  The first is a binary measure (Heinous 

Indictment) of whether a candidate is indicted on a “heinous” charge, as defined by India’s 

leading independent electoral watchdog, the Association for Democratic Reforms (ADR).
86

  The 

second is a binary measure of whether a candidate is indicted on at least one charge that would 

warrant a jail term of up to five years (if convicted) (Five Years).  This limits the scope of 

charges to ones of a very serious nature.  The third is a binary indicator of whether a candidate is 

charged with a serious crime and faces multiple indictments (Multiple Indictments).
87

  Columns 

1-3 of Table 2-7 contain the regression results, indicating that regardless of the definition of 

“criminality,” money remains a strong predictor of the selection of an indicted candidate. 

                                                 
86

 Because ADR’s definition of a “heinous” charge includes charges I believe are minor (such as the public singing 

of obscene songs under IPC 294) or possibly politically motivated, I choose not to adopt their classification 

throughout the analysis. 
87

 Of the 2,814 candidates indicted on serious charges, 1,529 or 54 percent of them face a single criminal indictment.  

Under this alternative measure, I treat the latter candidates as “clean.”   
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Table 2-7: Alternate criminality measures and control for crime incidence 

 -1 -2 -3 -4 

DV 
Heinous  
charge 

Five  
years 

Multiple 
indictment 

Serious 
indictment 

     

(Intercept) -8.82 -8.28 -10.74 -7.01 

 [-7.37]*** [-6.70]*** [-6.85]*** [-5.88]*** 

Log Candidate Wealth 0.13 0.14 0.14 0.12 

 [14.85]*** [14.60]*** [12.08]*** [15.30]*** 
 
Murders per capita    -2.26 

    [-1.03] 

     

district 0.39 0.41 0.54 0.48 

state 0.53 0.46 0.69 0.60 

year 0.44 0.44 0.50 0.45 

     

Obs 38586 38586 38586 38388 

AIC 14943 13003 9396 16960 

BIC 15080 13140 9533 17105 

logLik -7455 -6486 -4682 -8463 

deviance 14911 12971 9364 16926 
 

Note: *** significant at the .001 level; ** significant at the .01 level.  Robust z statistics in brackets.  Outcome variable in 

Column (1) is a binary indicator of whether a candidate is indicted on a heinous charge.  The outcome variable in Column 

(2) is a binary indicator of a candidate’s indictment status on a charge punishable by up to 5 years in prison, if convicted.  

The outcome variable is Column (3) is a binary indicator of whether a candidate is indicted on serious charges and has 

multiple pending cases.  The outcome variable in Column (4) is a binary indicator of whether a candidate is under serious 

indictment.  All models are estimated using multilevel logistic regressions with random effects parameters for states, 
districts and years. All models include controls for age, sex, log financial liabilities, log total electors, dummies for SC and 

ST constituencies, literacy rate, prior margin of victory, prior turnout, incumbency and party incumbency. 

 

Crime incidence 

 Another influence on the selection of indicted candidates could be factors that are 

responsible for greater criminal activity in a constituency, in general.  In other words, where 

society is more criminalized, it might not be surprising to observe greater numbers of criminals 

involved in politics.  Unfortunately, Indian crime statistics are notoriously unreliable because of 

the incentives of local authorities to underreport the true incidence of crime.  One of the few 

measures that scholars believe is reasonably reliable, however, is the murder rate because 

murders, unlike other types of crime, are difficult to conceal—and thus, to underreport 
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(Wilkinson 2010).  To control for the level of crime incidence, I control for the per capita murder 

rate (Murders per capita), which is available at the district level.  Doing so does not alter the 

core result (see Column 4 of Table 2-7). 

 

2.8 Alternative measures of wealth 

Due to the large number of candidates reporting zero or little wealth and the small 

number with extremely large asset holdings, there is a concern that the relationship between 

money and muscle is driven largely by the inclusion of outliers.  To address this concern, I 

pursue two strategies: winsorizing and trimming the Log Candidate Wealth variable.
88

  

“Winsorization” is a technique that sets the highest x% of wealth observations to the next 

smallest score and changes the x% of the smallest scores to the next largest score.  (For instance, 

a variable that is 90% Winsorized means that all values below the 5
th

 percentile would be set at 

the 5
th

 percentile and all values above the 95
th

 percentile would be set at the 95
th

 percentile.
89

) 

Winsorizing the data in this way gives less weight to values in the tail of the distribution, thereby 

reducing the influence of outliers (and increasing the influence of values closer to the middle of 

the distribution).  A second strategy is to trim the data, or simply drop observations with extreme 

values.  Appendix Figure 2-1 displays kernel density plots of the winsorized and trimmed 

variables, which provide a sense of how the distributions change under each modification of the 

wealth variable.  Figure 2-4 re-runs the full model after winsorizing (or trimming) the five or 10 

                                                 
88

 I also experiment with dropping states to check robustness.  The first method is to run several iterations of the full 

model, each time dropping one state from the analysis to see if a blatant outlier is driving the overall results.  There 

is no evidence that any one state is driving the results.  The second method is to discard those states that exhibit the 

greatest prevalence of criminal candidates, such as the BIMARU states of north India (Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, 

Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh.  I drop these four states from the dataset (plus the three new states of Chhattisgarh, 

Jharkhand, and Uttarakhand, which were carved out from these larger entities in 2000), yet the results do not 

change.  Results available on request. 
89

 Winsorization is a strategy often used to address outliers or concerns about coding or data entry error.  See 

(DeBacker, Heim et al. 2012) for one recent application of this technique. 
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percent of extreme values in either tail, or just the 15 percent of the smallest values.
90

  The 

association of criminality and wealth is robust to all modifications of Log Candidate Wealth.  As 

a final robustness measure, I transform the candidate wealth variable using the inverse 

hyperbolic sine (IHS) transformation rather than taking logs (Burbidge, Magee et al. 1988).  

Because the log of a variable is not defined at 0, the log transformation of candidate wealth 

replaces all zero values with 1.  One advantage of the IHS transformation is that it approximates 

a logarithmic distribution but is actually defined at 0 (so no values are artificially manipulated).  

The final row of Figure 2-4 demonstrates that, if anything, the relationship between candidate 

wealth and criminality is stronger using this alternate transformation. 

                                                 
90

 Since slightly fewer than 15 percent of candidates report zero wealth, hence the decision to winsorize (trim) the 15 

percent of the smallest values. 
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Figure 2-4: Testing alternate specifications of candidate wealth variable 

 

 

 

Note: Each dot represents the point estimate on the candidate wealth variable estimated from a unique multilevel logistic 
regression.  The horizontal lines represent 95% confidence intervals, whereas the vertical tick marks on the lines represent 

90% CI.  The outcome variable is a binary indicator of whether a candidate is indicted on a serious charge (Serious 

Indictment).  All models include district, state and year random effects terms. All models include controls for age, sex, log 
financial liabilities, log total electors, dummies for SC and ST constituencies, literacy rate, prior margin of victory, prior 

turnout, incumbency and party incumbency. 

 

Thus far, to measure a candidate’s wealth, I have relied on an aggregate measure of a candidate’s 

assets.  But it is possible that indicted candidates possess an advantage only with certain types of 

wealth, and, indeed, candidates provide much more detail on their assets in their affidavit 

disclosures.  To investigate further, I disaggregate wealth into its two primary components, 

Movable and Immovable Assets.  When we re-run the analysis on these two wealth components 
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separately, we find that while both variables are positive and significant, the coefficient on the 

Movable Assets variable is twice as strong ( 

Table 2-8).  This stronger relationship between criminal candidates and movable assets is in sync 

with my argument that stresses criminal candidates’ advantage in accessing liquid financial 

resources that could be harnessed for the purposes of an electoral campaign.
91

  

 

Table 2-8: Disaggregating between movable and immovable financial assets 

 -1 -2 

DV 
Serious  

indictment 
Serious  

indictment 

   

(Intercept) -7.43 -6.30 

 [-6.40]*** [-5.26]*** 

Log Total Movable Assets 0.11  

 [15.02]***  

Log Total Immovable Assets  0.05 

  [11.46]*** 

   

district 0.48 0.53 

state 0.58 0.58 

year 0.45 0.46 

   

Obs 38186 35923 

AIC 16881 16212 

BIC 17018 16348 

logLik -8425 -8090 

deviance 16849 16180 
 

Note: *** significant at the .001 level.  Robust z statistics in brackets.  Outcome variable is a binary indicator of whether a 
candidate is under serious indictment.  All models are estimated using multilevel logistic regression with random effects 

parameters for states, districts and years.  All models include controls for age, sex, log financial liabilities, log total 

electors, dummies for SC and ST constituencies, literacy rate, prior margin of victory, prior turnout, incumbency and party 
incumbency. 

 

2.9 Member of Parliament candidate data 

 Thus far, this chapter has examined the proposition that financial capacity is central to 

understanding the incentives of parties to recruit candidates with criminal reputations, using data 

                                                 
91

 Appendix Table A-4 parses the data even further, examining differences among each sub-class of movable and 

immovable assets separately to identify what specific assets are likely to be associated with an indicted candidate. 
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on the universe of state legislative candidates over a six-year period.  But criminality among 

India’s politicians is a national-level issue as well.  In fact, if parties are motivated to field 

indicted candidates on account of their financial capacity, this motivation is likely to be felt even 

more acutely in national elections, where constituencies are larger, elections are costlier and the 

rewards to office are arguably greater.  Therefore, if there is truly a strong connection between 

money and muscle, we should be able to replicate our results using data on candidates to national 

parliamentary office.   

As a final robustness test, I analyze data from the 2004 and 2009 Indian national elections 

to assess whether the model of candidate selection presented here using state data is confirmed 

when using national level data.  This is an “out-of-sample” test in that we have tested our model 

using state-level data and now want to see whether our model of money and muscle travels, 

when using an entirely different dataset of candidates.  The format of the affidavits submitted by 

parliamentary candidates is identical to that of state legislative candidates, facilitating an easy 

comparison of the two classes of candidates.  The results, graphically depicted in Figure 2-5, 

strongly reaffirm the connection between money and muscle.     

 



85 

 

 

Figure 2-5: Wealth and criminality using parliamentary candidate dataset 

 
Note: Each dot represents the point estimate on the log candidate wealth variable from a unique multilevel logistic 

regression.  The horizontal lines represent 95% confidence intervals, whereas the vertical tick marks on the lines represent 

90% CI.  Outcome variable is a binary indicator of whether a candidate is under serious indictment.  All models are 
estimated using multilevel logistic regression with random effects parameters for states, constituencies and years.  All 

models include controls for age, sex, log financial liabilities, log total electors, dummies for SC and ST constituencies, 

prior margin of victory, prior turnout, incumbency and party incumbency. 

 

2.10 Does criminality improve electoral prospects? 

 If money helps explain the selection of indicted candidates, this section examines 

whether a candidate’s criminal record has an impact on his electoral prospects.  It also analyzes 

whether the effect of criminality on electoral outcomes is conditional on a candidate’s wealth 

status.  Descriptive statistics suggest that candidates who face serious indictment are twice as 

likely to win election as candidates not under indictment.  A simple difference of means test 

suggests that indicted candidates also have a 2:1 advantage in terms of their overall vote share: 

the average indicted candidate earns 20 percent of the votes polled compared to just 10 percent 

for the average “clean” candidate.  These differences, however, are suggestive as they do not 

take into account possible confounders.  To model the relationship more formally, we estimate a 

regression analogous to the multilevel regression specified in Equations (1)-(4) except for the 

fact that the outcome variable here is a binary indicator for election victory, and criminality is 
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now on the right hand side along with wealth and other covariates.  In this regression model, we 

are trying to tease out the relative contribution of criminality to the probability of winning 

election.  Holding wealth and other continuous variables at their mean value and dichotomous 

variables at their mode, picking up an indictment increases the likelihood of winning election by 

7.8 percent (95% CI: 1.1 percent to 19.3 percent).   

 Thus, the results of this model suggest that criminality has a positive and significant 

effect on the likelihood of winning, even after controlling for the level of candidate wealth.  As a 

final step, I estimate an interaction model where I interact Serious Indictment with Log 

Candidate Wealth to test whether there are heterogeneous effects of criminality on electoral 

success contingent on the level of a candidate’s wealth.  Figure 2-6 graphically illustrates the 

interaction effects based on simulating predicted probabilities.  When wealth is very small (at the 

5
th

 percentile), criminality has a negligible impact on winning (the mean effect is two percent but 

the confidence interval nearly crosses zero).  Contrast this with when wealth is set at the median 

value: criminality boosts the prospects of winning by eight percent (95% CI: 6 to 10 percent).  

This is very similar to the result obtained in the previous model where I controlled for wealth but 

did include an interaction term.  At very high values of wealth (95
th

 percentile), the probability of 

winning increases by 11 percent (95% CI: 8 to 15 percent). 
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Figure 2-6: Predicted probabilities of possessing a serious indictment on winning, by 

candidate wealth 

 

Note: The y-axis is the likelihood a candidate wins the election, and the x-axis represents the range of the log candidate 
wealth variable.  The dotted lines indicate the mean value of the probabilities.  The vertical bars represent 95 percent 

confidence intervals. 

 

2.11 Conclusions 

 This chapter uses unique data on the almost the full universe of candidates contesting 

state elections in India to examine the puzzle of why parties nominate politicians with criminal 

records.  The nexus of malfeasance and politics that exists in India is certainly not unique; 

indeed, there is evidence to suggest this is a phenomenon endemic to a diverse set of 

democracies.  But despite growing recognition of the interplay between crime and electoral 

politics, there have been surprisingly few empirical studies examining the issue.  Building on a 

strand of the political selection literature which argues that parties recruit “bad politicians” due to 
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an underlying rent-seeking motivation, this chapter outlines and tests the hypothesis that the 

allure of candidates with criminal records is linked, at least in part, to their financial capacity.  

Using data on nearly all state legislative candidates seeking office between 2003 and 2009, I find 

that there is a robust, positive association between a candidate’s criminal status and his personal 

financial wealth.  This finding lends support to the hypothesis that parties value “muscle,” at 

least to some degree, because of its association with money.  When it comes to election 

outcomes, a candidate who is under serious indictment is more likely to win election, even after 

controlling for the level of his personal wealth.  The two variables do interact, however: 

criminality’s positive impact on election outcomes is markedly higher when supported by 

sizeable wealth. 

That criminality has an effect on electoral success independent of wealth suggests (as 

alluded to in Chapter 1) that money is, at best, a partial explanation of a party’s embrace of 

muscle.  A criminal candidate’s ability to self-finance elections and subsidize party activities 

tells us something important about why parties are attracted to candidates with criminal records.  

But a model of political selection built on money alone is an incomplete explanation of the 

selection of criminal candidates as parties also might be able to recruit other wealthy, non-

criminal candidates (such as businessmen, celebrities or other notables). 

In subsequent chapters, I argue that criminal candidates bring another benefit to parties 

and voters, above and beyond access to resources.  Criminal candidates add value because of 

their ability to use their criminal reputation as a signal of their credibility in protecting identity-

based interests (particularly in contexts where social divisions are highly salient).  It is these 

candidates’ ethnic bona fides that quite possibly account for the “criminal advantage” criminal 
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candidates enjoy, above and beyond the influence of money.  Chapter 3 sketches out a model of 

how criminality serves as a cue for one’s credibility, especially among co-ethnics. 

To the extent money does play a role in understanding criminals in politics, though, it 

highlights our lack of understanding of how exactly parties finance elections in the developing 

world.  Election finance—both its methods and sources—is an issue that has great relevance for 

how politics functions in democracies in the developed and developing worlds.  One key 

difference between the developed and the developing worlds is the alleged role that illicit 

election funds play in the latter.  In developed democracies, there are well-established systems of 

monitoring and accounting for election finance and for prosecuting those involved in alleged 

improprieties.
92

  In developing countries, however, scholars and observers have widely reported 

that illicit campaign finance expenditures often dwarf legal flows (Kupferschmidt 2009; 

Gingerich 2010; Mironov and Zhuravskaya 2011).  While there is a great deal of anecdotal 

evidence regarding the presence of illicit (or “black”) money in elections in developing 

countries, we still have a limited understanding of the financing options at a party’s disposal and 

why they choose certain methods of illicit finance over others. 

 

  

                                                 
92

 This does not imply that developed democracies are completely free of illicit election finance.  Rather, it simply 

means illegal financing is deterred to a large extent. 
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Appendix Table 2-1: Summary statistics for state assembly candidates 

 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

      

Serious Indictment 46739 0.06 0.24 0 1 

Five Years 46739 0.04 0.20 0 1 

Murders Per Capita 46510 0.03 0.02 0 0.17 

Heinous Charge 46739 0.05 0.22 0 1 

Multiple Indictment 46739 0.03 0.16 0 1 

Log Immovable Assets 40054 9.31 6.62 0 23.34 

Log Movable Assets 42973 9.90 4.94 0 23.02 

Log Wealth 43529 11.44 4.97 0 23.89 

Log Total Liabilities 46739 4.01 5.14 0 20.80 

Age 43985 43.95 11.00 21 93 

Sex 46739 0.93 0.25 0 1 

Viable 46739 0.33 0.47 0 1 

SC Constituency 46739 0.14 0.34 0 1 

ST Constituency 46739 0.09 0.29 0 1 

Log Total Electors 46739 12.02 0.58 8.04 14.28 

Percent Radio 46728 0.33 0.14 0.10 0.73 

Percent Television 46728 0.32 0.20 0.01 0.82 

Literacy Rate 46728 0.65 0.12 0.30 0.97 

Prior Turnout 43191 0.64 0.11 0 1.00 

Prior Margin 43191 0.11 0.10 0 1 

Prior Viable Count 43191 3.19 1.08 1 8 

Incumbent 46739 0.08 0.27 0 1 

Party Incumbency 44380 0.11 0.31 0 1 

National Party 46739 0.28 0.45 0 1 

State Party 46739 0.17 0.38 0 1 

Unrecognized Party 46739 0.16 0.37 0 1 

Independent  46739 0.39 0.49 0 1 

INC Party 46739 0.09 0.29 0 1 

BJP Party 46739 0.08 0.27 0 1 

BSP Party 46739 0.08 0.27 0 1 

NCP Party 46739 0.01 0.12 0 1 

CPI Party 46739 0.01 0.09 0 1 

CPM Party 46739 0.01 0.11 0 1 

PAN 46739 0.20 0.40 0 1 

Education Level  29066 5.34 3.41 0 11 

Year 46739 2006.32 1.86 2003 2009 
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Appendix Table 2-2: Summary statistics for national parliamentary candidates 

 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

      

Serious Indictment 13492 0.06 0.23 0 1 

Five Years 13492 0.04 0.20 0 1 

Heinous Charge 13492 0.05 0.21 0 1 
Log Immovable 
Assets 10436 10.80 6.17 0 25.22 

Log Movable Assets 12116 11.18 4.15 0 22.40 

Log Wealth 12310 12.64 4.05 0 25.22 

Log Total Liabilities 13492 3.54 5.70 0 20.37 

Age 13369 45.84 12.02 21 99 

Sex 13457 0.93 0.25 0 1 

Viable 13492 0.24 0.42 0 1 

SC Constituency 13492 0.13 0.34 0 1 

ST Constituency 13492 0.05 0.22 0 1 

Log Total Electors 13492 14.07 0.27 10.57 15.03 

Prior Turnout 11730 0.58 0.11 0.12 0.91 

Prior Margin 11730 0.11 0.10 0.00 0.62 

Prior Viable Count 11730 2.91 0.84 2 6 

Incumbent 13492 0.05 0.23 0 1 

Party Incumbency 11730 0.08 0.27 0 1 

National Party 13492 0.22 0.41 0 1 

State Party 13492 0.11 0.32 0 1 

Unrecognized Party 13492 0.21 0.40 0 1 

Independent  13492 0.46 0.50 0 1 

INC Party 13492 0.06 0.24 0 1 

BJP Party 13492 0.06 0.24 0 1 

BSP Party 13492 0.07 0.25 0 1 

NCP Party 13492 0.01 0.09 0 1 

CPI Party 13492 0.01 0.08 0 1 

CPM Party 13492 0.01 0.11 0 1 

PAN 13491 0.28 0.45 0 1 

Education Level  10247 5.35 3.29 0 11 

Year 13492 2006.99 2.45 2004 2009 
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Appendix Figure 2-1: Kernel density plots of log candidate wealth, varying levels of 

winsorization and trimming 

 

 
 
Note: The top row contains kernel density plots of three variations of winsorized Log Candidate Wealth (90 percent; 80 
percent; 85 percent - left tail only).  The bottom row displays kernel density plots of three variations of trimmed Log 

Candidate Wealth (90 percent; 80 percent; 85 percent - left tail only). 
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Appendix Table 2-3: Differences in wealth, by asset sub-class 

 

Variable Indicted Clean Diff t-test p-value 

      

Wealth 13.29 11.32 1.98 20.40 0 

      

Movable assets 11.70 9.78 1.92 19.81 0 

Cash 8.10 6.96 1.14 10.67 0 

Deposits 6.58 4.74 1.84 16.13 0 

Jewelry 7.58 5.74 1.83 15.41 0 

Other movable assets 1.83 1.06 0.78 10.66 0 

Other financial assets 0.87 0.99 -0.12 -1.79 0.07 

Securities 2.18 1.34 0.85 10.58 0 

Vehicle 2.04 1.36 0.68 8.33 0 

      

Immovable assets 11.42 9.16 2.26 16.94 0 

Agricultural land 6.85 5.02 1.84 13.24 0 

Buildings 2.45 2.92 -0.47 -4.01 0 

Non-agricultural land 3.72 2.32 1.40 12.96 0 

Other immovable assets 0.61 0.40 0.21 4.25 0 

Residence 5.67 3.61 2.05 16.22 0 

 

Note: All asset variables are log-transformed.
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Chapter 3: Doing Good While Doing 
Bad: Why Indian Voters Support 
Criminal Politicians
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“Anyone I killed got what they deserved but it’s not like I have killed a boatload of people.  The 

poor need my protection.  I only fight against the powerful.  When we were growing up, higher 

caste-men came and attacked our village.  Ever since that day, I have been fighting.  If anyone 

troubles the poor, I will murder them.” 
 

-- Mukhtar Ansari, former MP and current MLA from Mau, 

Uttar Pradesh (2012) 

 

“The idea is, ‘Who cares if [Ansari] is a gangster?  He is our gangster.’” 

 

-- Prakash Singh, retired Uttar Pradesh police chief, on 

popular perceptions of Ansari (2012) 

 

“Ansari is not perfect but he is one of the few politicians in India willing to stick up for Muslims.  

I’ll vote for him again even if he’s in jail.” 

 

-- Mohammed Ansari (no relation), resident of Mau, Uttar 

Pradesh (2012) 

 

3.1  Introduction 

Why do voters in democracies support politicians associated with illegal behavior?  The 

question is a vexing one for social scientists interested in democratic accountability and 

representation.  After all, democratic theory suggests that a key distinction between democratic 

and non-democratic systems is the fact that in democracies, voters can utilize elections to “throw 

the rascals out” (Bentham 1816 [1999]; Schumpeter 1962; Barro 1973; Schmitter and Karl 

1991).  Yet the experience of a diverse set of developed and developing democracies suggests 

that, perhaps more often than one would expect, voters reward, rather than reject, the so-called 

“rascals.”
93

  The prevailing consensus in political economy suggests that voters support “bad 
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 The consensus based on the existing literature is that tainted politicians suffer only modest electoral penalties.  

Even when they lose votes, they do not necessarily experience electoral defeat.  Reed (1999) finds that Japanese 

legislators indicted of corruption in the postwar period saw their vote shares decrease by around 11 percent.  Peters 

and Welch (1980) note that corruption-tainted members of the U.S. House of Representatives standing for re-

election between 1968-1978 lost between 6 and 11 percent of the vote, while Welch and Hibbing (1997) report 

slightly higher figures using an updated dataset.  Dimock and Jacobson (1994) find that the Congressional check-

bouncing scandal of 1992 only marginally hurt incumbents.  Costas et al. (2011) report modest average effects of 

corruption investigations on the vote shares of Spanish mayors standing for re-election, with the loss in vote share 

increasing in the severity of the charges.  Chang et al. (2010) find that postwar Italian deputies implicated in 



96 

 

 

politicians” because they lack adequate information on candidate quality (Ferejohn 1986; 

Przeworski, Stokes et al. 1999).
94

  If voters are not able to identify low quality candidates during 

election campaigns, they may become unwitting pawns in a game rigged by party elites and the 

candidates they recruit to contest elections.  I refer to this proposition as the information deficit 

hypothesis.     

Put simply, voters in democratic systems must have information on the quality of 

candidates if they are to hold their representatives accountable.  If voters do not have reliable 

information on the backgrounds of politicians, democratic representation may not necessarily 

lead to political accountability.  Indeed, as Chang et al. (2010) argue, the co-existence of 

malfeasant legislators and free and fair elections is often held up as evidence that democratic 

accountability is not functioning effectively.  And theory and a growing body of empirical 

evidence suggest that a lack of information is the foremost culprit.  Evidence for the information 

deficit hypothesis comes from cross-national studies (Treisman 2000; Adsera, Boix et al. 2003; 

Gerring and Thacker 2005; Djankov, La Porta et al. 2010) as well as a host of more recent 

subnational (Besley and Burgess 2002; Ferraz and Finan 2008; Chang, Golden et al. 2010; Aidt, 

Golden et al. 2011) and micro-level analyses (Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 2010; de Figueiredo, 

Hidalgo et al. 2011; Chong, De la O et al. 2012).
95

  

This chapter sets out to make two points.  First, under certain conditions, it is rational for 

well-informed voters to support politicians associated with illegal behavior.  Second, electoral 

                                                                                                                                                             
malfeasance enjoy re-election rates over 50 percent. Studies also find modest reductions in incumbent vote share for 

Mexican deputies implicated in corruption (Chong et al. 2012) and election fraud (McCann and Dominguez 1998). 
94

 “Bad politicians” are defined as those politicians who are deficient in competence, honesty or both (Caselli and 

Morelli 2004; Besley 2005; Besley 2006; Galasso and Nannicini 2011).  In practice, scholars have often used the 

term “bad politicians” as shorthand for politicians involved in illegal or unethical behavior.  I adopt this latter 

definition in this chapter.   
95

 Many studies that find support for the information deficit hypothesis also report heterogeneous treatment effects.  

That is, the impact of information about malfeasance on voter behavior is contingent on factors such as the 

credibility and specificity of information, partisanship, and candidate-specific characteristics. 
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support for bad politicians is not necessarily symptomatic of a breakdown in democratic 

accountability.  Although the information deficit hypothesis provides a compelling explanation 

for why bad politicians persist--even in developed democracies—it leaves no room for the 

possibility that there can be an affirmative case for the selection of bad politicians by informed 

voters.
96

  I argue that in contexts where social divisions are highly salient, politicians often use 

their criminality as a signal of their credibility to protect the interests of the “in-group” and their 

allies.  Where there is a pattern of dynamic competition between well-defined rival social groups, 

voters might value politicians who are willing to engage even in extra-legal tactics to protect the 

status of their community.  Thus, bad politicians can mobilize a core support base comprised of 

members of the in-group, who believe that these candidates will either lock-in or improve the 

status of their community.  Yet unlike a candidate who is merely a member of the in-group (but 

not tied to illegal behavior), a criminal candidate can mobilize support by both pledging to 

deliver benefits to his supporters and weakening opposition from rival groups.  In a zero-sum 

political environment, a candidate’s criminality can provide an added advantage vis-à-vis the 

electorate.  Criminal candidates, and those voters who sympathize with them, have incentives to 

cast this criminality as “defensive” in nature, further reinforcing the politician’s image as a 

“protector.” 

 This argument has far-reaching implications because it suggests that information about a 

candidate’s criminality is not only available, but is central to understanding the viability of their 

candidacy.  Viewed in this light, the presence of criminal candidates might in fact be compatible 

with democratic accountability.  In simple terms “bad politicians” can simultaneously engage in 

“bad” behavior and “good” politics.  Thus the hypothesis that information breeds accountability 
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 What I call the “information deficit” hypothesis has often been called the “ignorant voter” hypothesis (Rundquist, 

Strom et al. 1977). 
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is correct, but not in the way scholars of political corruption and malfeasance have suggested.  

The findings of this chapter are most clearly linked to previous studies that suggest voters reward 

corrupt politicians because they are making a trade-off between honesty and competence: voters 

might support corrupt politicians when the perceived benefits of such politicians outweigh the 

potential costs of corruption.  Such benefits could be related to factors such as ethnicity (Glaeser 

and Saks 2006; Chandra 2007), partisan loyalty (Anderson and Tverdova 2003; McCann and 

Redlawsk 2006), policy preferences (Rundquist, Strom et al. 1977) or patronage and clientelism 

(Fackler and Lin 1995; Kurer 2001; Manzetti and Wilson 2007; Chang and Kerr 2009).  But 

unlike previous studies, which have argued that voters make a trade-off between honesty and 

competence, the contribution of this study is to suggest that a lack of honesty can actually serve 

as a signal of competence to voters.
97

 

To illustrate the argument, I focus on how free and fair elections coexist with a large 

number of suspected criminal legislators in India.  The fact that a quarter of India’s national 

parliamentarians and one out of five state legislators face pending criminal indictment at the time 

of their election raises difficult questions about how such individuals can thrive politically in a 

consolidated democracy in which there is a strong tradition of media freedom, free and fair 

elections and intense political competition.  Given India’s well-documented struggle with high 

rates of illiteracy and poverty, a primarily rural population and diverse geography, and uneven 

access to traditional media outlets, the information deficit hypothesis provides a plausible 

explanation for the success of India’s criminal politicians.  As I show below, however, the 

exploitation of deep social divisions by political entrepreneurs, rather than a lack of information, 

is a more convincing explanation of voter support for tainted candidates. 
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 In keeping with the literature, I use the term “honesty” though it is intended here as a shorthand for moral 

character. 
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To illustrate the mechanisms at work, I present supporting evidence from field research 

carried out in two assembly constituencies during the 2010 assembly elections in the north Indian 

state of Bihar.  This research was part of a larger effort to study the electoral dynamics of 

criminal candidates—in which I followed campaigns in several constituencies across three 

districts of south-central Bihar.
98

  It consisted of interviewing dozens of voters, party workers, 

campaign officials, journalists and candidates.  Out of the 28 states in the Indian federal system, 

Bihar elects the greatest number of criminally indicted candidates to its regional assembly.
99

  

Nonetheless, the findings of this chapter have ramifications that extend far beyond Bihar.  The 

idea that voters embrace a candidate’s criminality for strategic considerations gains strength from 

similar conclusions reached by other studies of India in the fields of anthropology (Michelutti 

2007; Berenschot 2008; Witsoe 2011)  and economics (Banerjee 2010; Banerjee, Kumar et al. 

2011).  In addition, related work by the author (Vaishnav 2012b) offers quantitative evidence 

that parties in India—anticipating voter preferences—are significantly less likely to select 

criminal candidates in constituencies where the salience of ethnic cleavages is lower because 

those candidates cannot exercise their comparative advantage in mobilizing voters along ethnic 

lines.  Furthermore, the relevance of bad politicians in electoral democracies is not restricted to 

the Indian subcontinent.  The arguments presented here are particularly applicable to 

democracies where salient social divisions exist; the rule of law is weak or unevenly applied; and 

those that can be classified as “patronage democracies” (Chandra 2004).
100
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 State assembly constituencies are nested within districts, which are purely administrative units.  A typical district, 

analogous to a county in the U.S. context, contains 6.5 assembly constituencies. 
99

 According to data collected by the author, in the November 2005 elections 16 percent of candidates standing for 

election in Bihar faced serious criminal indictment.  Of the 243 representatives who were elected, nearly 36 percent 

were under serious indictment.  Data from the 2010 elections shows that 20 percent of candidates and 35 percent of 

winners were under serious indictment. 
100

 It is important to note that my focus here is on “criminality” rather than “corruption,” and although the two are 

linked (i.e. there are some types of criminal behavior that involve corruption), the two are analytically distinct.  The 

literature to date has largely focused on corruption, but there are reasons to expect that criminal—as opposed to 
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The remainder of the chapter proceeds as follows. I first begin by describing the 

information deficit hypothesis.  I then address the shortcomings of this explanation in the Indian 

context and present an alternative argument centered on the salience of social cleavages.  In the 

fourth section, I provide an overview of political development in Bihar.  In the fifth section, I 

describe the research design employed by this study and offer case study evidence drawn from 

two electoral constituencies in Bihar.  In the concluding section, I describe the implications of 

this research for theory and policy. 

 

3.2 Information, democracy and accountability 

Scholars of political economy have long argued that democracy empowers a country’s 

citizens to hold their elected representatives accountable.  Unlike authoritarian systems in which 

leaders can rule by fiat, democracies are marked by the rule by, for, and of the people 

(Przeworski, Stokes et al. 1999; Bueno de Mesquita, Smith et al. 2003).  As Schumpeter (1962) 

famously argued, if citizens living in democratic systems no longer approve of the job their 

representatives are doing, they are free “to throw the rascals out.”  Over time and based on a 

wide variety of country experiences, scholars have acknowledged that accountability is often 

partial, imperfect or broken in many democratic settings (Persson and Tabellini 2003; Keefer 

2004; Keefer and Khemani 2005; Keefer and Vlaicu 2008; Keefer and Khemani 2009).  We have 

learned that accountability is not an automatic feature of democratic politics.  Instead, the link 

between democracy and accountability is contingent on the effective functioning of democratic 

institutions. 

                                                                                                                                                             
corrupt—behavior could be linked to a unique set of voter incentives.  I return to this distinction in the conclusion of 

the chapter.   
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Many scholars have argued that for democracy to engender accountability, the average 

voter must have access to a free flow of information about the quality of candidates standing for 

elections (see Pande 2011 for a recent review of the literature).  Armed with information, the 

logic goes, voters can collect information about the broader candidate pool and make informed 

voting decisions about who is best fit to represent their interests (Besley 2005; Besley 2006).  

This line of argument builds on Sen’s (1981) groundbreaking work on information and 

government accountability.  Sen viewed information as the essential variable that explains why 

democracies (such as India) do not experience famine, yet non-democracies often do.  A growing 

body of empirical work provides support for the Sen thesis.  Besley and Burgess (2002) show 

that India’s state governments are more responsive to natural calamities where newspaper 

circulation is higher.  Stromberg (2004) analyzes the connection between New Deal spending in 

the United States and radio penetration.  He finds that counties with more radio listeners received 

more New Deal funds, even after controlling for the severity of unemployment in those 

localities. 

 

3.3  Information deficit hypothesis and bad politicians 

There is now a growing body of empirical work that reaches similar conclusions about 

the influence of information on electoral support for malfeasant politicians.  For instance, Ferraz 

and Finan (2008) study a randomized audit of central grant funding directed to Brazilian 

municipalities, the results of which were made available publicly via the media.  The authors 

find that the pre-election release of the audit reports had a significant negative impact on 

reelection rates in places rife with corruption.  This effect was even more pronounced in areas 

where local radio was present.  This core result has been replicated in the Brazilian context 
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through data from a survey experiment (Weitz-Shapiro and Winters 2010), in other countries 

(Chong, De la O et al. 2012) as well as in cross-national studies (Adsera, Boix et al. 2003; 

Brunetti and Weder 2003).  Adsera, Boix et al. (2003, 448) summarize the consensus well: “The 

degree of information citizens have, either through news media, personal networks, or their own 

direct experiences, curbs the opportunities politicians may have to engage in political corruption 

or mismanagement.” 

Based on this influential body of work, scholars who have studied the sources of electoral 

support for bad politicians typically make two assumptions.  The first is that if voters possess 

information about the quality of candidates, this information will influence their voting behavior 

and reduce support for “low quality” candidates.  If voters lack information about candidate 

quality, they cannot sanction them at the ballot box.  The second assumption is that the election 

of a significant number of bad politicians represents a breakdown in the democracy-

accountability link. 

One example of such an argument is Chang et al.(2010), who analyze the careers of 

criminally suspect Italian legislators in the post-war era.  The authors find that until the 1990s, 

Italian voters did not punish allegedly criminal legislators at the ballot box.  Election after 

election, Italian voters elected (and re-elected) deputies with criminal backgrounds.  A shift 

occurred, however, in the 1990s when voters began punishing allegedly malfeasant deputies.  

The authors argue that this shift is due to increased media scrutiny and the availability of 

information about deputies’ corrupt dealings.  They conclude that a free flow of information is a 

necessary condition for political accountability in democracies.  Aidt, Golden et al. (2011), 

building on this body of work, argue that criminality among Indian politicians can be understood 

in a similar light.  That is, parties make a strategic decision to field allegedly criminal candidates 
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in those constituencies that have high levels of illiteracy.  The intuition is that voters who are less 

well informed or who lack sufficient cognitive skills are more susceptible to intimidation by 

criminal candidates.  Where illiteracy is high, candidates can gain an electoral advantage by 

using their criminality to depress turnout more effectively.
101

   

The information deficit hypothesis is intuitively appealing in the Indian context for at 

least three reasons.  First, a significant proportion of India’s voting-age population is illiterate or 

uneducated, which implies that voters might be compelled to make uniformed voting decisions at 

the ballot box or simply be intimidated from turning out to vote.  As Paul and Vivekananda 

(2004, 4927) write, “In India...voters have very little knowledge of the backgrounds and personal 

antecedents of those whom they elect to their legislatures.”  Second, although India has a vibrant 

independent media, a lack of access to mainstream media resources can severely limit the 

influence of the media in educating the electorate.  Third, although credible information on 

candidates’ criminal records does exist in India, it has only been available publicly since 2003.  

And even so, the “availability” of this information is questionable given the above constraints 

and uneven attempts by the government and civil society organizations to disseminate it 

widely.
102

  Many local civil society organizations in India also believe that a lack of information 

is a major factor behind voters’ decisions to support criminal candidates.  Indeed, groups 

affiliated with India’s “Right to Information” movement successfully appealed to the courts to 

make information about candidate’s criminal records public, and they regularly urge voters to 
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 In a previous version of the paper, Golden and Tiwari (2009, 8) provide an alternative explanation for the 

association between a lack of information and criminal candidacy that emphasizes voter ignorance:  “Uninformed 

voters lack cognitive skills, information, or the capacity to evaluate political choices in light of their own 

preferences. Perhaps they are illiterate, or politically inexperienced, or inattentive, or isolated from sources of 

political information other than what is disseminated by the parties themselves.” 
102

 Two leading social activists wrote in 2004 that government authorities were doing a poor job of publicizing the 

affidavits and had not made them accessible enough to the average voter (Paul and Vivekananda 2004, 4927). 
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punish tainted candidates by publicizing information about their personal biographical details 

taken from affidavits submitted prior to elections.
103

   

Despite the appeal of the information deficit hypothesis, the Indian case raises questions 

about its universal applicability.  In the case of India, previous research and case study evidence 

from Bihar (detailed below) cast doubt on the lack of information as an explanation for voter 

support for suspected criminal candidates for at least four reasons.  First, qualitative research 

highlights the fact that criminal candidates often openly embrace their reputation as a badge of 

honor and that voters derive utility from supporting such candidates.  For instance, Michelutti 

(2010) studies the political mobilization of Yadavs (a mid-ranking, primarily agrarian caste) in 

the north Indian state of Uttar Pradesh (UP).  In UP, members of the Yadav caste have elected 

many of their fellow caste mates considered to be goondas (thugs) to powerful positions in local, 

state and national politics. Yadav voters unabashedly refer to many of their elected politicians as 

goondas, but as Michelutti explains, this does not imply any moral judgment.  In fact, she writes 

that “force’ is seen as a legitimate way of getting ‘respect’ and an integral part of the Yadav 

public image, and most local Yadavs think it is precisely through politics and ‘goondaism’ that 

they obtained dignity, power and importantly wealth” (Michelutti 2010, 60).  Yadav voters 

support goondas because they believe such candidates have the credibility (and the ability) to 

guarantee the social status of, and direct benefits to, their fellow Yadavs.  Witsoe (2005) argues 

that voters support criminal politicians in Bihar because of their perceived advantage in 

protecting the local superiority of their caste/community--what he terms “territorial dominance.”  

In the context of shifting patterns of caste relations over the past few decades, Witsoe finds that 
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 In response to public interest litigation initiated by a civil society watchdog organization, in 2003 a landmark 

Supreme Court judgment mandated that all candidates to state and national office must publicly disclose information 

about any pending criminal cases; financial assets and liabilities (including those of their spouse and dependents); 

and educational qualifications at the time of their nomination. 
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the once-dominant upper castes and recently empowered lower castes have both turned to 

criminal politicians to safeguard their status.  

This leads to a second important point: voters in poor democracies can be quite well 

informed about the nature of local leadership and governance despite their illiteracy and lack of 

education and regular access to news media (Olken 2009).  This is because community life in 

rural, agrarian societies is an extremely rich environment for informal information channels.  

Inter-personal communication, contact with one’s neighbors and the pace of village life all lend 

themselves to the spread of information about local-level politics.
104

  Research has shown that 

voters report much higher rates of interaction with state-level politicians (the focus of this study), 

in particular, despite the increasing shift toward decentralized governance (Chhibber, Shastri et 

al. 2004; Bussell 2010).
105

   Furthermore, it is often the case that many voters know criminal 

candidates personally (though not necessarily intimately) because these candidates are quite 

often “sons of the soil”--that is, life-long residents of the constituencies from which they contest 

elections.
106

   

Third, if a lack of information explained the appeal of criminal candidates, one might 

expect for the rate of criminal candidacy to decline over time as voters increase their level of 

awareness and correspondingly their behavior.  Despite the fact that information about 

candidates’ criminal records has been public information since 2003, there has been no clear 

decrease over the past several years in the rates of criminal candidacy.  Based on aggregate data 
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 This often contrasts with the realities of urban life, where residents are less likely to know their neighbors or to 

have time to interact with fellow residents and discuss politics.   
105

 There are numerous case studies of India’s state assemblies that support the notion that voters and MLAs 

themselves view the role of a state legislator as an intervener or fixer in the process of policy administration and 

implementation.  See Chopra (1996); Forrester (1969); Jha (1977); Puri (1978) and Bailey (1963). 
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 Based on data collected by the author from the November 2005 elections in Bihar, candidates under serious 

criminal indictment are significantly more likely than “clean” candidates to contest elections from constituencies 

that are located within their home district.  The differences are significant at the 10 percent level using a two-tailed t-

test. The sample consisted of candidates who earned at least 5 percent of the vote. 
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from 35 state elections between 2003 and 2009, there is no discernible decline in overall 

indictment rates of elected politicians since the affidavit regime’s inception in 2003.
107

  In 2003, 

11.4 percent of candidates stood for election while under indictment compared to 9.4 percent of 

candidates in 2009.  The percentages are even higher if we restrict our attention to the eventual 

winners, and there is no discernible decline in those over time either.  

Finally, the only study to have rigorously evaluated the impact of informing voters of 

their candidates’ criminal records found that providing information on this dimension had no 

impact on voter behavior at the ballot box.  Banerjee et al. (2011) conducted a randomized field 

experiment around Delhi municipal elections in which researchers provided residents of urban 

slums with a report card on the incumbent councilor’s performance, including information on his 

criminal record.  Interestingly, although the authors find that some aspects of the report card did 

affect voter behavior, providing information on criminality had no measurable impact.      

If voters possess information about the criminal backgrounds of candidates yet still 

willingly support them, there is a question whether the democracy-accountability link can be 

considered broken.  Here, the available evidence suggests that criminal candidates can thrive in 

democratic settings precisely because they are perceived by their constituents to be highly 

accountable.  From the perspective of political economy, the information-accountability 

hypothesis is correct: voters can simultaneously be well informed, support criminal candidates, 

and hold such candidates accountable.  The inferential mistake made in the literature is a) to 

assume that the election of large numbers of bad politicians is (a) the result of a lack of 

information and (b) necessarily inconsistent with democratic accountability. 
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 Regarding national elections, the percentage of candidates contesting Lok Sabha elections under indictment has 

increased from 8.9 percent in 2004 to 10.7 percent in 2009.  The percentage of eventual winners under indictment 

has also increased, from 23.6 to 30 percent.  If one only considers indictments of a serious nature, there has been 

almost no increase in the percentage of indicted candidates (5.7 vs. 5.9 percent) and a slight increase in winners 

(15.4 vs. 19 percent). 
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3.4 An alternative account: identity politics, credibility and criminality 

If the information deficit hypothesis does not constitute a compelling explanation for 

voter support of criminal candidates, what is a plausible alternative theory?  Building on the 

existing literature, I argue that voters can have an underlying strategic logic for supporting 

criminal candidates that is consistent with being well informed.  Before describing the argument 

in detail, it is important to state the assumptions on which the argument rests.  First, the argument 

assumes an elite-dominated selection process where the decision to select a candidate is made by 

a small coterie of elites within the party, and perhaps even by a single party leader.  As the 

previous chapter has argued, this is a valid assumption in most developing societies where intra-

party democracy is limited and party primaries do not exist (Pennings and Hazan 2001).
108

  

Second, the argument’s relevance is restricted to democracies where deep social divisions exist 

that politicians can exploit for political or electoral purposes.  Below, I assume that the relevant 

divisions in society revolve around the question of ethnic identity.  Indeed, there is a vast 

literature that suggests that ethnic identity is the most important axis around which politics in 

India—and in a range of other democracies around the world—revolves (Horowitz 1985; Bayly 

2001; Dirks 2001; Chandra 2004; Posner 2005)
109

  Although this chapter assumes that ethnicity 

is the primary relevant cleavage, one could imagine other possibilities.  The validity of the theory 

simply rests on the fact that social cleavages exist and that they provide a sufficient basis for 

politicians to identify, target and mobilize voters.  The reason ethnicity is particularly appealing, 

from the perspective of political elites, is that by mobilizing on ethnic lines leaders can take 

advantage of deep, pre-existing social networks, organizations and focal points that allow them 
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 On the lack of intra-party democracy in India, see Mehta (2001) and Sridharan (2009). 
109

 As in Chandra (2004), “ethnicity” refers to identities based on ascriptive categories.  These categories include 

race, language, caste and religion.  These categories are not interchangeable, but for simplicity’s sake, I group them 

together. 
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to efficiently communicate with voters (Wilkinson 2012, 5).  Finally, the argument assumes a 

weak rule of law society (Ziegfeld 2009).  Here, two dimensions are important: first, in weak 

rule-of-law settings politicians can exercise considerable discretion over state resources once in 

office; and second, they can engage in extra-legal activity with a reasonably high probability that 

they will face limited legal consequences for those actions.  

Below, I describe in greater detail an identity politics theory of willful voter support for 

candidates linked to illegal behavior.  The starting point for the argument is the counting heads 

logic of political behavior outlined most thoroughly by Chandra (2004).  Yet this logic alone is 

insufficient in explaining why voters support criminal politicians. 

 

1. In multi-ethnic “patronage democracies,” co-ethnicity is an influential cue for voters. 

A large literature has demonstrated that ethnicity is, on its own, a clear signal of a 

politician’s credibility among fellow co-ethnics.  Most notably, Chandra (2004) argues that in 

multi-ethnic “patronage democracies” a reliance on informational shortcuts leads voters and 

politicians to favor co-ethnics in the reciprocal exchange of votes and benefits.  Chandra defines 

“patronage democracies” as those “in which the state has a relative monopoly on jobs and 

services, and in which elected officials enjoy significant discretion in the implementation of laws 

allocating the jobs and services at the disposal of the state.”  In patronage democracies, ethnic 

identity serves as a commitment device, increasing the credibility of promises and allowing 

politicians to monitor voter behavior.  Habyarimana et al. (2009) suggest that co-ethnicity 

induces cooperation among co-ethnics because of norms of reciprocity among group members 

coupled with a credible fear of sanctioning for would-be defectors.  
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2. The salience of ethnic divisions often varies across time and space 

Within patronage democracies, the salience of ethnic cleavages is not uniformly distributed 

but often varies across time and space (Bates 1983; Horowitz 1985; Chandra 2004; Posner 2004; 

2005).  A large literature has shown that the intensity of identity-based preferences varies 

according to local conditions.  In other words, the salience of ethnic identity is socially 

constructed (Chandra 2012): it is salient insofar as it serves a purpose for individuals or 

politicians looking to mobilize groups of people.  For instance, Eifert et al. (2010) find that 

survey respondents in Africa tend to identify “ethnically” the closer the survey is to elections and 

where elections are highly competitive.
110

  The authors conclude that the relationship between 

political competition and ethnic salience could be due either to wily politicians “playing the 

ethnic card” or to forward-looking voters seeking to maximize post-election benefits from co-

ethnics.  Posner (2004) finds that the salience of ethnic identity varies according to the size of 

ethnic groups and whether they are large enough, relative to the electorate, to serve as viable 

blocs for coalition building.  Other authors have found that the significance of candidates’ ethnic 

identity as a shortcut for voters is mediated by other factors, such as the presence of cross-cutting 

cleavages, concerns over goods provision, partisanship or future expectations of patronage 

(Ferree 2006; Carlson 2010; Dunning and Harrison 2010).    

 

3. In some cases, voters are faced with multiple co-ethnic options. 

The conventional ethnic voting story does not offer firm predictions in situations where 

voters are presented with multiple co-ethnic options.  But it is often the case—in India and in 

other comparable settings—that there are multiple candidates standing for election who share a 
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 “Ethnic identification” is defined as naming one’s ethnic identity as the social group he or she belongs to first and 

foremost. 
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common ethnic identity.  In short, there is a degree of unexplained variance that a simple co-

ethnic voting logic cannot account for.  In these cases, voters are not selecting only on the basis 

of identity, but also selecting on the basis of whom among their co-ethnics—in their view—can 

best protect their interests.  Thus, in such circumstances, voters have to rely on some other 

reliable signal in order to determine who is most likely to be the most credible co-ethnic 

candidate. 

 

4. The salience of ethnic differences is high when local dominance is contested 

One instance in which social divisions are particularly salient is when there is a contest over 

local dominance; that is when multiple competing (and sizeable) social groups are at odds over 

which group exerts primary control over the levers of political and economic power in an area 

(Srinivas 1962).  There are two classic cases: when a community is trying to protect, and prevent 

the erosion of, traditional patterns of dominance; or from the opposite end of the spectrum, when 

a community is trying to consolidate newfound political and economic gains (Witsoe 2009).  

Where rivalries between multiple groups run high and local dominance is contested, social 

cleavages are salient and group-based voting takes on greater importance.  Under these 

conditions, politics becomes a zero-sum game: any gains made by one community are perceived 

to come at the expense of the other’s overall standing in society.  As Wilkinson (2012, 8) points 

out, whether the probability of the threat posed by the “other” is high is irrelevant; what matters 

is that the stakes are high and, as a result, people are likely to have inflated threat perceptions. 

 

5. When the salience of ethnic differences is high, a candidate’s criminality can serve as an 

additional signal of credibility 
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When politics becomes a zero-sum affair and there is a sharpening of ethnic differences, 

there are payoffs for candidates who can exploit this friction by providing an additional signal of 

their credibility.  This creates space for a candidate to use his criminality as a cue for his 

credibility.  This signal works in at least three ways.  First, a candidate’s criminality can serve as 

a clear indication of his willingness and ability to bend the rules to suit his group’s own interests.  

For instance, criminal candidates can use extra-legal means (or the threat of resorting to such 

means) to safeguard a community’s economic interests (such as intervening in land disputes) or 

to influence the distribution of public sector benefits.  This is especially relevant in patronage 

democracies, where access to the state’s resources is a vital lifeline for a broad swath of citizens.  

Second, a candidate’s criminality can also help to weaken—or counterbalance—political 

opposition from rival groups through coercion and intimidation.  In a context of competition 

among rival social groups, a candidate’s willingness to “flex his muscles”—or the perception 

that he is capable of doing so—allows him both to enhance his credibility to deliver benefits and 

to simultaneously keep rivals at bay.  A third way criminality can serve as a cue of credibility is 

through an enhanced capacity to act as a social safety net.  After all, criminality often requires an 

organizational platform, and this platform can serve multiple purposes: it is useful both for 

engaging in criminal acts and for carrying out constituency services.  Because criminal 

candidates are credible fixers who can effectively interface with the state (or, in some cases, 

substitute for it), voters often turn to them as a last resort if they experience some kind of 

economic or personal shock.  Such shocks could include having to shoulder the burden of 

covering costs for a sick relative; helping an unemployed family member get a job; or making 

payments for a daughter’s wedding.  Importantly, an organizational platform requires financial 

resources, and, as Vaishnav (2012a) has shown, criminal politicians often add value to parties 
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precisely because they have access to such resources.  Although criminality cues credibility 

primarily among co-ethnics, in many cases it may not be possible for criminal candidates to win 

election solely on the backs of their kinsmen.  In certain situations, candidates may need to 

construct a minimum winning coalition to get elected.  Here, criminal candidates can add to their 

core voter base by relying on their comparative advantage in deploying redistribution, coercion 

or social insurance to non-core voters, especially those groups occupying weaker positions in 

society.  These voters might lend their support, either out of fear or because they perceive that a 

criminal politician will be more likely to deliver on his promises. 

 

6. The credibility that criminality signals is linked to the politics of dignity 

If criminality signals an enhanced credibility to protect the interests of one’s own ethnic 

group and its allies, how do we think of the “interests” that are being protected?  Here I argue 

that the interests criminal candidates claim to protect are often grounded in the politics of dignity 

and self-respect (Kohli 2001; Weiner 2001; Dunning 2010; Rao and Sanyal 2010).  That is, a 

candidate’s credibility is evaluated according to how effectively he protects the status or honor of 

his community.  Patronage and other types of material benefits are important, but they are a 

means to a larger end.  They are important as they represent tangible manifestations of an 

improvement in the level of respect, equality of status and associated symbolic gains that accrue 

to a given community (Weiner 2001).
111

  As social identity theory has demonstrated, an 

individual’s evaluation of his or her self worth is often a product of how others recognize the 

status of the group to which he or she belongs (Horowitz 1985; Chandra 2007). 
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 As Varshney (2000) notes, the “politics of dignity” has played a powerful role in ethnic mobilization in post-

independence India.   
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Indeed, a candidate’s criminality can often be cast in “defensive terms”—that is, a 

politician who engages in criminal behavior can frame such activity as being intrinsic to 

defending the “dignity” or status of the in-group.  This does not imply, however, that the nature 

of the criminality was in reality “defensive” in nature.  Rather, the point is that there are 

incentives for both a politician and his supporters to characterize the criminality in defensive 

terms.  This is similar to Wilkinson’s (2012) argument that politicians in democracies often 

derive significant utility from sponsoring ethnic violence: because most voters did not witness 

the original illegal act, they will rely on accounts provided by in-group members and factor in 

stereotypes about out-groups.  

 In this way, politicians and their supporters can frame a candidate’s involvement in 

violent acts as a “defensive” response to a provocation by “the other.”  In north India, for 

example, a common adjective used to describe criminal candidates is “dabangg,” a Hindi word 

that connotes a powerful leader who is both “feared” as well as “fearless.”
112

  Dabangg 

candidates are politicians who tout their criminality—either their direct involvement or simply 

the veneer of criminal association—as a badge of honor.  They are self-styled “Robin Hoods,” 

who can use their reputation of “doing bad” to “do good” for their supporters.
113

  This echoes 

Schaffer’s (2002) work on the Philippines, which links support for corrupt politicians to what he 

calls a “class politics of dignity.”  Whereas the lower classes view cronyism and corruption as 
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 Although “dabangg” is a term used in Hindi-speaking north India, such politicians are by no means restricted to 

one part of the country.  For instance, YS Rajshekhar Reddy, the strongman former Chief Minister of the southern 

state of Andhra Pradesh, earned his stripes as a young politician by rallying members of the Reddy caste, often 

through muscular tactics, against others seeking to contest the Reddys’ local dominance in the Rayalseema 

region(Balagopal 2004).   
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 In India, criminal candidates and their backers often explicitly invoke the “Robin Hood” metaphor.  For instance, 

Joe Boy (aka Jose Lopes), a candidate in the 2012 Goa elections, responded to criticism that he is a known murderer 

and criminal by saying: “Don’t call me a history sheeter [serial criminal offender].  I am a Robinhood” (Times of 

India, February 16, 2012).  Similarly, UP Chief Minister Mayawati defended her decision to give a ticket to known 

mafia don Mukhtar Ansari by claiming he was a “Robin Hood” not a criminal: “A person who fights those who 

harass poor people cannot be termed as criminal just by implicating him in false cases” (Dikshit 2009) 
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part of a “good politics,” the middle and upper classes frown upon such “trapo” (short for 

“traditional politician”) tactics and prefer a politics based on issues and policy positions.
114

  

 

7. Information about criminality is central to candidates’ appeal 

If criminality cues credibility, this implies there are incentives for politicians engaged in 

wrongdoing to make their reputations widely known.  This flips the argument that voters support 

criminal candidates because they lack information about candidate characteristics on its head: 

rather, voters support criminal candidates because they have information about their reputations.  

Information about candidates’ criminality is central—indeed, essential—to understanding their 

appeal.  As Hansen (2001) points out, a strongman politician must develop his reputation as such 

by publicly engaging in activities befitting a strongman.  His research on the Shiv Sena party in 

the Indian state of Maharashtra shows that the criminal activities that party politicians engage in 

can best be thought of as part of a spectacle or performance: it is how they develop reputations 

for ruthlessness and as protectors of the common man.
115

  He argues that the Shiv Sena has no 

firm ideology or policy platform, but only the capacity to generate “moods”; in his words, party 

men practice the “politics of presence” (2004, 21).  In this regard, perception is almost as 

important as reality.  What matters most, writes Hansen, is that voters believe Shiv Sena 

politicians are willing and able to use violence to assert the rights of the common man vis-à-vis 

the state or other potential threats.  As Wilkinson (2012) has argued about ethnic riots, riot 

participation (like criminality, in this way) is a cost-effective means of attracting support from 

voters because it is cheap in terms of the “resources expended compared to the number of voters 
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 This dichotomy between criminal/protector is also analogous in some respects to the debate about the definition 

of terrorism, and what distinguishes a “terrorist” from a “freedom fighter.”  
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 As Berenschot (2008, 11) explains, there is a rationale underlying the violence employed by goondas in India that 

is grounded in the local political context.  Violence and criminality are essential to cultivating an image of being 

“tough.”  
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‘contacted.’”  Thus, once a reputation for criminality is developed it can be self-sustaining.  As 

Berenschot (2008) reminds us, the criminality perpetrated by goondas in politics is instrumental, 

rather than a sign of “pathologically deviant behavior.”  

 

3.5 Elaborating the criminality-credibility connection in India 

 If indeed there is an affirmative logic underlying voter support for criminal candidates, 

how applicable is it to the Indian context?  In this section, I argue that an identity politics 

explanation gains considerable strength from the findings of the extant ethnographic literature on 

criminality in Indian politics.  Central to all existing accounts is the notion that a candidate with a 

reputation of engaging in illegal activity distinguishes himself by projecting an image of being 

the candidate who not only can represent the interests of his community but also can do so more 

credibly than the alternatives.
116

  Above, I described three ways through which a candidate’s 

criminality can signal his credibility (to simplify, I refer to these mechanisms as redistribution; 

coercion; and social insurance).  This section illustrates each of these pathways with supporting 

evidence from the Indian case.    

Berenschot’s (2008) analysis of politicians and their use of goondas (thugs) in the 

prosperous Western state of Gujarat illustrates how voters derive utility from these candidates’ 

personal (or proximate) association with criminality due to their ability to use (or threaten) extra-

legal measures to “get things done.”  For instance, a politician’s capacity for local violence is 

useful from a voter’s perspective because it enhances his ability to intervene successfully in the 
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 The “targets” of candidates’ criminal activity generally come in three categories: opponents from rival ethnic 

groups; economic rivals (such as opposing parties in a land dispute or rival contractors); and the state apparatus. 
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administration and implementation of policy (5).
117

  Thus a reputation as a matabhare (literally, 

“heavyheaded”) person is viewed as an asset in solving local problems, arbitrating disputes and 

extracting benefits and services from the state apparatus.  As Berenschot writes:  “Although 

goondas are often referred to as ‘anti-social elements,’ the people of the area where they live 

often consider them to be very social: they help solve basic problems, offer opportunities to earn 

money, and arrange improvements of basic facilities” (12).  Residents with whom Berenschot 

spoke claimed they had no problem with the activities of a matabhare candidate, as his 

criminality is often very helpful in getting things done.   

While criminal politicians can wield their reputations as “toughs” to deliver benefits to 

their supporters, such a reputation is also useful in coercing opponents or rival groups.  Indeed, 

the ability of criminal candidates to use coercion as a tool for intimidating rival groups is a core 

element of Witsoe’s description of criminal politicians operating in Bihar.  Witsoe recounts the 

example of asking villagers from an upper caste Rajput community how they felt about the 

presence of a local goonda named Shiv, the local proxy of a powerful “mafia don” state 

politician from the area: “I asked an older Rajput farmer why villagers tolerated the presence of 

goondas like Shiv.  He pointed to the distance and explained, ‘The Bhumihars [a rival upper 

caste] reside just over there.’  He said without people like Shiv, ‘Bhumihar goondas would prey 

on the village.  He [Shiv] protects the village, protects the Rajputs, that’s why we tolerate him’” 

(Witsoe 2009, 65).  As Witsoe explains, locals’ reliance on criminally connected politicians is 

useful for keeping rivals at bay as well as for exercising local dominance.  One Rajput villager, 

commenting on relations with the Chamar [Scheduled Caste] population, stated: “We (Rajputs) 

dominate them….They are also scared of Shiv” (Ibid).  Locals Witsoe spoke with viewed Shiv 
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 This is particularly true of state-level politicians (MLAs) as there is a consensus in the literature that voters view 

these officials not as legislators but as local fixers (see Chopra 1996 for a review). 
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and, by extension, the criminal politician he served as a “necessary protector of Rajput interests, 

a guard against the territorial intrusion of other castes.  People considered the presence of 

goondas like Shiv to be a necessary evil, ‘our goonda’” (Ibid). 

The final way in which criminal candidates signal credibility is through their ability to act 

as a social safety net, or a form of social insurance.  Here, the role of financial resources is 

paramount.  Criminal candidates’ resource advantage has both a direct and an indirect impact on 

voters’ bottom lines.  First, criminal candidates can provide resources out of their own pocket to 

help constituents experiencing difficulties.  As one supporter of a criminal candidate named 

Ramanand Yadav from Bihar told the author, “Even though he held no formal office, Ramanand 

would still devote his time and money to help his supporters.”  The voter went on to describe 

how the candidate (a well-known local strongman described in the press as a feared leader who is 

not afraid of “flexing his muscles”) spent his own money to help the voter’s family cover the 

funeral expenses of a deceased relative.  But money also has an indirect impact on voters, in the 

sense that it can enable criminal candidates or politicians to set up effective organizational 

platforms for dealing with voters’ everyday problems.   Consider one journalist’s description of 

noted Uttar Pradesh criminal politician Ateeq Ahmed’s constituency service operation:  

Ahmad is particular about issuing instructions right away. The don has political ambitions and 

knows he has to deliver, fast.  His style is friendly. The opposite, in fact, of what the poor come 

expecting, given his reputation and his CV which resembles portions of the Indian Penal Code 

itself. He’s opened offices in different parts of his constituency. He makes it easier for his voters. 

Each office is staffed with a stenographer, a peon and a watchman and the central Civil Lines 

office is equipped with computers. Anybody who has a problem, grievance or complaint can drop 

in at these offices and submit his application…Even bureaucrats are impressed. Says one, 

‘Nowhere in UP are complaints so carefully attended to, documented and followed up as in 

Ahmad’s offices.’ Tehelka (2004) 

 

Another journalist recalls the example of Pappu Yadav, a Bihar MP with deep criminal 

connections whom the Yadav community touted as their “Robin Hood.”  The journalist 

interviewed a resident of Pappu’s constituency, who explained that Pappu gave out money to the 
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needy, forced the government to supply electricity and other civic services to his supporters who 

lived in far flung areas and beat up corrupt bureaucrats (Sahi 2009).  This nicely encapsulates the 

three pathways outlined previously.  And as theorized above, the interests criminal politicians 

serve are often wrapped in the garb of safeguarding the status and honor (in Hindi, izzat) of their 

fellow co-ethnics and their allies.  As Witsoe (2011) has observed in Bihar, corruption and 

criminality became “naked signifiers” of power, in this case perpetrated by lower castes in their 

struggle to uproot centuries-old upper caste dominance.  In sum, the existing literature supports 

the notion that voters cast ballots for criminal or strongman politicians because they believe 

doing so maximizes the probability of increasing their share of the benefits and attaining 

important symbolic gains in status and respect for their community.
118

   

 

3.6 The case of Bihar 

To further elucidate the mechanisms underlying voter support for criminal politicians, I 

provide supporting evidence from field research conducted in the north Indian state of Bihar. 

Situated along the Indo-Gangetic plain, Bihar is India’s third most populous state with over 100 

million residents; it is roughly the size of South Korea.  On a percentage basis, Bihar sends the 

largest number of politicians facing pending criminal indictments to its state assembly of any 

state in India.  Before describing the nature of the fieldwork and introducing the case studies, I 

provide a brief overview of Bihar’s political development.
119
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 It is no coincidence that criminal politicians are often referred to as “protectors,” “guardians,” or even “saviors.” 

Former MP Mohammed Shahabuddin of Bihar, one of India’s most notorious criminal-politicians now in jail 

serving a life sentence for murder, derived a great deal of support from his constituency’s sizeable Muslim 

population.  To his supporters, Shahabuddin’s political success was seen as crucial for ensuring the continued local 

prominence of Muslims in society.  As one supporter recalled, “He was 99 percent good, but people only speak of 

the 1 percent.”  And of that 1 percent?  “It’s like when a guardian gets angry with a child. Now Siwan [district] has 

no guardian” (Mishra 2010). 
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 Witsoe (2011) provides an excellent overiew of Bihar’s political economy. 
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The political economy of current day Bihar has its roots in the colonial power structure, 

the foundation of which had two pillars: land and caste.  In Bihar, the British colonial authorities 

implemented a system of land revenue--known as the “permanent settlement”--that entrusted a 

powerful class of feudal landlords (zamindars) with the legal responsibility for collecting 

revenue as well as overseeing most aspects of local governance (Frankel 1990).  With few 

exceptions, the zamindars came from the upper castes, who sat atop the traditional Hindu caste 

hierarchy.  In Bihar, this elite category consists primarily of members of the Bhumihar, Brahmin 

and Rajput castes (as well as certain upper caste Muslim communities).  In many instances, the 

zamindari elite abused their powerful position by presiding over an agrarian economic system 

that exploited the lower castes (see Banerjee and Iyer 2005 on the long run implications).
120

  

 After independence, the ruling Congress party inherited and perpetuated the local 

dominance of the landed upper caste elites.
121

  Due to popular pressure, however, Congress was 

compelled to enact legislation to abolish the zamindari system.  Although the legislation was 

riddled with loopholes, land reforms did succeed in damaging the upper castes’ social prestige 

(Frankel 1990, 95).  The newly empowered cultivators-turned-landowners came largely from the 

upper sections of the caste strata known as the Other Backward Classes (OBCs), specifically 

from the Yadav, Kurmi and Koeri castes.  Initially, the newfound economic power of the OBCs 

stood in stark contrast to their lack of political power.  The period from 1967 until 1989 was one 

of conflict and political instability in Bihar, marked by a gradual increase in the share of 

legislative seats occupied by OBCs (Blair 1981).  Among the OBCs in Bihar, the Yadavs 
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 The structure of economic relations stood in contrast with the overall demographics of Bihar: according to 

estimates from the 1931 census, the upper castes made up around 14 percent of the population, while the so-called 

other backwards classes (OBCs) made up 50 percent.  Scheduled Castes (the former “untouchables”) and Muslims, 

together, totaled more than 30 percent.  See Kumar et al. (2010); and Blair (1981) 
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 It bears mention that the upper castes were far from homogenous; in fact, factionalism was rife both within and 

among the ruling castes.  Yet, pragmatic political considerations as well as the nationalist struggle brought them 

together under the umbrella of the Congress Party. 
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emerged as the particular caste that gained political prominence.  During this tumultuous period, 

Congress maintained a tenuous hold on power in Bihar due, in part, to the strength of its patron-

client networks.
122

   

 In the late 1980s, the politics of backward caste empowerment was given a huge shot in 

the arm by the Mandal Commission, which advocated reservations for OBCs in public sector 

employment and education.  The “Mandalization” of politics resulted in the defeat of Congress 

in 1990 and the rise to power of the Janata Dal, led by Lalu Prasad Yadav, who would dominate 

the Bihar political scene for the next fifteen years.
123

  The rise of the backward castes, the decline 

of Congress, and the growing role of regional caste-based parties were part and parcel of a 

“silent revolution” in north Indian politics (Jaffrelot 2003).  Lalu served as Chief Minister for ten 

years, until he was forced to resign after being indicted in a massive corruption scandal.  While 

nominally stepping aside, Lalu managed to install his wife, Rabri Devi, as Chief Minister.   

 Lalu Yadav’s rise to power represented a critical juncture in Bihar’s politics.  Although 

caste had been a factor in Bihar’s politics for centuries, Lalu’s reign was associated with a 

deepening of caste politics. He skillfully combined language, symbols and retail politics to build 

and maintain a coalition strong enough to usher in a reconfiguration of patterns of caste 

dominance in Bihar.
124

  In addition, Lalu expressed deep distrust for what he perceived as an 
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 Most upper caste landowners had longstanding alliances with Congress in which state patronage was exchanged 

for the votes of villagers beholden to the landlords.  Landlords controlled vote banks through mechanisms of self-

interest as well as coercion (Frankel 1990, 123).  Congress Party candidates in Bihar’s Begusarai district pioneered 

the use of criminals in the electoral process in the early years of the republic.  Employing muscle power to 

manipulate elections is often referred to as “booth capturing,” although the extent of activities includes more than 

physically capturing polling stations.  Booth capturing can also entail stuffing ballot boxes; using coercion to 

depress turnout; employing violence to compel voters to vote a certain way; locating polling booths in a candidate’s 

stronghold; or simply divvying up control of the booths among rival factions.  See Chapter 3 in Agarwalla (1994). 
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 Janata Dal would later split, with Lalu forming a new party known as Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD), which became 

his personal fiefdom. 
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 It is difficult to overstate the heightened insecurity upper caste elites began to feel once Lalu Yadav came to 

power.  From their perspective, their once-dominant position in society was in danger of total extinction.  Lalu 

himself used grand rhetoric to deepen these feelings of concern.  Lalu confided to one journalist that “[t]he upper 
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upper-caste dominated bureaucracy.  Rather than investing in reshaping formal institutions, Lalu 

encouraged the creation of informal networks of power that sought to circumvent the state and 

mediate social demands directly.  This strategy created a vacuum through which criminals could 

gain a foothold in politics, using their resources and local networks to promote themselves as 

local strongmen (Mathew and Moore 2011).   

In Bihar, and elsewhere, politicians had nurtured close relationships with criminals for 

decades, yet the direct entry of criminals into electoral politics was new.  During the Congress 

era, politicians frequently contracted with local strongmen but criminals rarely stood for 

elections themselves.
125

  The proliferation of criminals in politics during the Lalu era was a 

culmination of factors, including many that had been under way for some time.  First, as the 

Congress Party’s position in Bihar began to weaken, so did its elite-dominated patronage 

networks.  Furthermore, the decline of Congress increased uncertainty and transaction costs for 

criminals acting as “sub-contractors” to the party; for them, bypassing politicians and directly 

contesting elections—achieving “vertical integration”—was a natural response.
126

  Second, many 

politically savvy criminals eventually realized that they had accumulated enough local notoriety 

to contest elections directly.
127

  Third, as caste politics intensified, many new parties identified 

local strongmen to carry their banner.  Established parties were not above fielding criminals 

either: as traditional patterns of dominance shifted, depriving upper castes of their supremacy, 

                                                                                                                                                             
castes want to get rid of me, but I will sit on their chests for another twenty years…I have changed things forever.  I 

have given them [the backward castes] a sense of self-respect.  Nobody can stop them” (Thakur 2006, 108).  
125

 One of the most notorious criminals-for-hire was Kamdev Singh, a feared gang leader employed by the Congress 

Party in Begusarai district to engage in “booth capturing” (Jha 1996, 44). 
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 Adopting the concept of “vertical integration” to understand the entry of criminals into politics is the subject of 

ongoing work by the author. 
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 The criminal-turned-politician Ashok Samrat, who contested elections in north Bihar, summed it up best: 

“Politicians make use of us for capturing the polling booths and for bullying the weaker sections…But after the 

elections they earn the social status and power and we are treated as criminals.  Why should we help them when we 

ourselves can contest the elections, capture the booths and become MLAs and enjoy social status, prestige and 

power?  So I stopped helping the politicians and decided to contest the elections” (quoted in Nedumpara 2004). 
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political contestation took on added meaning.
128

  Finally, since the early 1970s, Bihar has been 

home to a Naxal (Maoist) insurgency pitting agricultural laborers and landless segments of the 

lower castes against the upper caste landlords.  The insurgency prompted landed castes to form 

their own private armies (“senas”), creating a new class of political criminals (Kumar 2008).   

Lalu accelerated, but did not initiate, many of these ongoing trends.  Nevertheless, his 

reign came to be termed “Jungle Raj”— given the deterioration in state institutions and a 

breakdown of law and order.
129

  In 2005, the Lalu era gave way to a period of reform under 

Chief Minister Nitish Kumar.  Kumar, once a Lalu ally, eventually broke with Lalu and formed 

his own party, Janata Dal (United).  After years struggling in the opposition, the Kumar-led 

National Democratic Alliance (a coalition of the JD(U) and the Bharatiya Janata Party or BJP) 

took over the reins in 2005.  Kumar dedicated himself to pursuing a development and good 

governance agenda in Bihar.  Between 2005 and 2010, he made enormous strides in 

strengthening state institutions to combat Bihar’s lawlessness and re-investing in pro-poor 

development.  Yet for all of his accomplishments, Kumar also skillfully manipulated social 

divisions to build and maintain political support.  Although he may have improved law and order 

in Bihar, Kumar recognized that could not win elections by ostracizing the state’s powerful 

criminal politicians.  Because these politicians double as influential caste leaders, refusing to 

embrace them would have had catastrophic consequences for Kumar’s political standing.  And 
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 One of Bihar’s most notorious upper caste dons is Anand Mohan Singh, a Rajput MP from Saharsa.  In 1991 

when police tried to arrest him, thousands of his upper caste followers rushed to his aid.  To prevent the police from 

whisking him off to jail, they formed a human chain around him—including children armed with kitchen knives, 

housewives with broomsticks, and young men with guns.  Mohan’s supporters succeeded in repelling the police (Jha 

1996, 104-108). 
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 While some refer to “Jungle Raj,” others have labeled it “Yadav Raj,” due to the fact that Lalu’s caste-men were 

seen to have benefitted disproportionately from his 15-year reign. 
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indeed, Kumar’s willingness to embrace criminal politicians is evident from the data on MLA 

candidates fielded in the October 2005 and November 2010 elections (Figure 3-1).
130
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 In the October 2005 elections, 24 percent of MLAs from Nitish Kumar’s JD(U) faced serious criminal 

indictments; in 2010, that proportion grew to 38 percent.  In comparison with other major parties, neither Nitish 

Kumar’s own party nor his BJP alliance partner appear to be “cleaner.” 
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Figure 3-1: Bihar candidates and MLAs under serious criminal indictment 
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Setting the stage 

 Examining recent survey data from Bihar provides suggestive, though not conclusive, 

support for the proposition that support for criminal candidates is driven by concerns about 

status, not a lack of information.  Using voter survey data gathered by the Lokniti program of the 

Center for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS) from over 2,000 voters following the Bihar 

2010 elections, Figure 3-2 graphs the relationship between an individual’s decision to vote for a 

candidate under serious indictment and his educational background.  While education level is not 

the same as access to information, the two are likely to be highly correlated.  As the graph makes 

clear, there is no clear relationship between a voter’s education level and his propensity to vote 

for a serious criminal candidate.  In fact, if anything, it appears as if more educated voters (those 

who have completed matric/high school or college) are more likely to vote for such candidates 

than their lesser-educated peers.   
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Figure 3-2: Relationship between education level and propensity to vote for a candidate 

under serious indictment 

 

Note: N = 2045.  Data from 2010 Lokniti-CSDS Bihar Post-Poll Survey.  Y-axis represents share of voters in each 

education category voting for a candidate facing serious indictment. 
 

The CSDS survey data offer a second insight in support of an identity politics explanation 

(discussed further in Vaishnav 2012).  The survey asked respondents to identify the caste (jati) of 

the state assembly candidate they voted for in the 2010 elections.  A common assumption made 

by most studies of identity politics, including this one, is that most ordinary people can readily 

identify an individual’s ethnic identity (Habyarimana, Humphreys et al. 2009) is a notable 

exception).  Interestingly, the survey data reveal that there is a significant degree of 

misidentification among respondents: roughly 30 percent of voters misidentify the caste of their 

preferred candidate.  Yet, when one looks at the determinants of making an accurate 

identification, co-ethnic voters (those that share a caste affiliation with the candidate) are 

significantly more likely to correctly identify than non co-ethnics.  What is even more interesting 
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is that co-ethnicity and a candidate’s criminal record have a powerful interactive effect: co-

ethnics are roughly four percent more likely to identify a candidate’s caste correctly when the 

candidate has a serious criminal background.  Figure 3-3 graphically demonstrates the interaction 

effect.  These results suggest that the caste identity of criminal candidates is particularly 

prominent, especially as a signal to fellow co-ethnics.  To sum up, voters often misidentify the 

caste affiliation of their preferred candidate.  Individuals who share a caste affiliation with the 

candidate (co-ethnics) are more likely to get it right, and co-ethnics are especially likely to get it 

right when that candidate is under serious criminal indictment.  
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Figure 3-3: Interactive effect of co-ethnicity and candidate’s criminal status on accurate 

ethnic identification 

 
 

Note: N = 2045.  Data from 2010 Lokniti-CSDS Bihar Post-Poll Survey.  Y-axis represents share of voters who accurately 
identify the jati of their preferred candidate.  The x-axis represents a binary indicator of co-ethnicity (between voter and 

candidate). 

 

A final insight we can glean from the survey data relates to a possible alternative 

explanation for voter support for criminal candidates: coercion.  Perhaps voters do not vote 

willingly for criminal candidates, but do so out of fear of retribution.  I do not dismiss coercion 

as a contributing factor; indeed, in outlining the theory above I claimed that coercion is a tool 
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often wielded by criminal candidates—especially vis-à-vis non-core supporters—to win support.  

The theory, however, suggests the logic of coercion takes a backseat to the logic of identity 

politics.  One piece of suggestive evidence in this respect is the large proportion of voters who 

believe in the sanctity of the secret ballot.   

Figure 3-4 graphs the frequency distributions of voter responses to a question about their 

views about whether politicians can find out how they voted.  More than 75 percent of 

respondents stated that politicians could rarely or never learn how they voted. 

 

Figure 3-4: Voters’ beliefs about whether candidates can learn how they voted 

 

Note: N = 2045.  Data from 2010 Lokniti-CSDS Bihar Post-Poll Survey.  Y-axis represents share of voters in each 
response category. 
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3.7 Case study evidence 

 To illustrate the logic of why voters support candidates suspected of criminal 

wrongdoing, I interviewed dozens of voters, party workers, campaign officials, journalists and 

candidates in Bihar during the state assembly elections in October-November 2010.  Details 

about how this fieldwork was conducted can be found in Appendix C- 1.  My primary method of 

investigation was to follow election campaigns across constituencies in four districts of south-

central Bihar before, during and after Election Day.  Elections provide perhaps the best 

opportunity to observe voters, parties and candidates interact, and observing these interactions 

was crucial in developing insights about popular support for criminal politicians.  These 

interactions included campaign “walk-abouts” and “road-shows”, village and community 

meetings, campaign rallies and meetings and discussions at political party offices.
131

  

 My field research was concentrated in Patna district although I conducted supplementary 

interviews in neighboring Bhojpur, Vaishali and Arwal districts.  I focused on Patna district for 

three reasons.  First, the assembly constituencies that comprise Patna district are quite 

heterogeneous; they range from urban constituencies around the capital city to the almost 

exclusively rural constituencies of Mokama and Barh and the peri-urban constituencies of 

Danapur and Maner.  This variation allowed me to refine a theory of voter support for criminal 

candidates by observing election dynamics across a range of settings.  Second, Patna district is 

home to large numbers of upper caste Bhumihars (it is sometimes referred to as the “Bhumihar 

belt”) as well as backward caste Yadavs.  Because, traditionally, Bhumihars have been 

influential landowners (“bhumi” means land in Hindi), they have been politically dominant in 
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 “Walk-abouts” are candidate-led processions through a neighborhood or village in which candidates interact with 

residents and try to muster support for their election.  “Road shows” are similar to walk-abouts but are done by car 

or motorbike.  In either case, candidates try to amass a large number of supporters in order to signal to voters (and 

competitors) the strength of their local support.   
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much of this region.  But as Yadavs have grown in their political prominence, so has the political 

conflict between Yadavs and the upper castes--and the embrace of criminal politicians.
132

  

Finally, Patna is the capital of the state and its only major urban center.  As such, during election 

times, it becomes the hub of the most intensive campaign activity.  Maintaining a proximity to 

the capital allowed me to take advantage of politicians, party leaders and journalists who were 

passing through Patna on their way to different parts of the state.   

 In the next section, I provide case study evidence from Mokama and Danapur, two 

constituencies located in Patna district.  The purpose of these case studies is to illustrate, with a 

finer degree of granularity, the motivations underlying voter support for criminal candidates 

(Appendix C-2 contains a series of vignettes from several other constituencies where I conducted 

fieldwork, and they demonstrate the wider applicability of the theory outlined here).  I selected 

these two constituencies for a more in-depth exploration because they featured popular criminal 

candidates contesting elections in 2010 and were known to be sites of intense inter-ethnic 

competition, yet were markedly different on a range of other factors (rural/urban; low/high 

literacy; caste demographics; incumbency).  By illustrating how criminal candidates gain support 

in such diverse settings, my hope is to demonstrate the generalizability of the theory.  Of course, 

variation enters at a second level here as well: that of voters within each constituency.  Not all 

voters within a constituency supported the criminal candidates who contested elections in these 

two areas, and my research, in part, was designed to try to understand why.  These case studies 

are not designed to serve as explicit tests of the theory but to illustrate the distinct components of 
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 Prior to Lalu Yadav’s reign, the majority of criminal politicians belonged to the upper castes.  Lalu embraced 

many backward criminals in order to combat traditional patterns of dominance.  The end result was the 

mainstreaming of criminals of all stripes in electoral politics.  In the words of Sankarshan Thakur, the relationship 

between crime and politics in the Lalu era became so intertwined, “it almost became respectable” (2006, 167).The 

notorious gangster-cum-politician Pappu Yadav was emblematic of this melding of the criminal and the politician 

among the backward castes.  Thakur writes that Pappu typified the kind of elements Lalu Yadav’s social revolution 

brought to the political fore: “part gangster, part contractor, part caste-lord, part political profiteer.” 
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the argument.  Chapter 4 will present a more systematic test of a central implication of the 

argument, by exploring the connection between variation in the salience of ethnic rivalries and 

criminal candidacy. 

 

Table 3-1: Comparing characteristics of Mokama and Danapur assembly constituencies 

 

 Mokama Danapur 

 
Urban/rural 

 

 Mokama is a predominantly rural 
constituency located at the 
easternmost edge of Patna district 

 84% of residents live in rural areas 

 75% of labor force is engaged in 
agricultural labor or cultivation 

 

 Danapur is a suburban 
constituency just west of Patna 
city 

 35% of residents live in rural 
areas 

 34% of labor force is engaged 
in agricultural labor or 
cultivation 

Literacy   50% of individuals over the age of 6 
are literate 

 64% of individuals over the 
age of 6 are literate 

Caste  Upper caste Bhumihars are thought to 
represent a majority  

 Bhumihar dominance is challenged by 
Yadavs 

 Yadavs are numerically 
dominant  

 Yadav dominance is 
challenged by Kurmis and 
Bhumihars 

Political 
experience 

 Incumbent MLA Anant Singh  (JD-U) is 
a well-established figure with well-
known criminal connections 

 Leading criminal candidate is 
Reet Lal Yadav, a relative 
political newcomer contesting 
as an Independent. 

 

Table 3-1 provides information on the variation in Mokama and Danapur along four key 

dimensions.  With respect to geography, Danapur is a suburban constituency just west of Patna 

city, while Mokama is a predominantly rural constituency located at the easternmost edge of 

Patna district.
133

  According to data from the 2001 census, 84 percent of Mokama’s population 

lives in rural areas, compared to just 35 percent for Danapur.  75 percent of Mokama’s labor 
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 In the 2010 elections, there were no candidates who had developed a reputation for serious criminality contesting 

elections in the four exclusively urban constituencies of Patna.  I do not believe that the lack of serious criminal 

candidates in urban Patna is a general statement about the rural nature of the phenomenon.  Berenschot (2008), 

Hansen (2001), and Manor (2002) document the prevalence of suspected criminal candidates in urban India. 
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force is engaged in agricultural labor or cultivation, compared to around 34 percent in Danapur.  

The two constituencies also diverge with respect to their literacy rates.  According to 2001 

census estimates, the literacy rate in Bihar hovers around 47 percent, which is well below the all-

India average of 65 percent.  The literacy rate in Mokama is around 50 percent, close to the Bihar 

average, while the literacy rate in Danapur is 64 percent or slightly smaller than the all-India 

average.  The caste demographics also differ considerably.  Upper caste Bhumihars are thought 

to represent a majority in Mokama, while Yadavs are numerically dominant in Danapur.  In both 

constituencies, there are candidates with known criminal connections who represent the locally 

dominant caste contesting elections.  Nevertheless, each dominant caste faces competition from 

rival groups.  In Mokama, Bhumihar dominance is challenged by Yadavs; while in Danapur, 

Yadavs have rivals in Kurmis and Bhumihars.  Although both constituencies featured criminal 

candidates, those candidates had very different profiles.  In Mokama, the incumbent MLA Anant 

Singh of the JD(U) party, was a well-established figure with a state-wide profile.  In Danapur, 

the leading criminal candidate was Reet Lal Yadav, a relative political newcomer contesting 

elections as an Independent, though with considerable informal backing from elements within 

Lalu Yadav’s RJD.   

 

3.8 Mokama 

Located along the southern bank of the Ganges River in the easternmost tip of Patna 

district, Mokama is situated in the “taal” area—where low-lying, fertile farmland is submerged 

by the Ganges during monsoon rains for nearly half the year.  This annual submersion, which 

makes it difficult to demarcate land boundaries, means that tension over land is extremely high, 

especially given that upper-caste Bhumihar landlords have controlled most of Mokama’s 
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economic and political power for centuries.  Bhumihars are also numerically dominant in the 

constituency: according to local estimates, 90,000 of Mokama’s 220,000 voters are 

Bhumihars.
134

  Yadavs, who primarily work as cultivators, tillers and small-hold farmers and are 

thought to be the main rivals to Bhumihar dominance, bitterly complain of upper caste 

oppression.  For their part, Bhumihars lament that the annual submersion leads to land grabbing 

by Yadavs.  Mokama’s Bhumihars remain concerned that their traditional position of superiority 

is eroding.  This sense of insecurity over status stems from the changing patterns of dominance 

that have swept Bihar—and indeed, much of north India—over the past two decades.  In 

Mokama, many members of the Bhumihar community resent the 15-year reign of Lalu Prasad 

Yadav (“Yadav Raj”) and the social empowerment of the backward castes—empowerment that 

they perceived came at their expense.   

Although Bhumihars remain dominant in Mokama, internal factions have emerged due to 

issues of family, turf and local contract (thekadari) business.   Today in Mokama, the dominant 

strongman candidate is MLA Anant Singh of the JD(U).
135

  What makes Mokama interesting, in 

part, is that the upper castes have embraced a criminal candidate.  While this not necessarily a 

rarity, it has been underexplored by the literature, which tends to situate India’s “criminal 

politicians” in the context of backward caste empowerment (Michelutti 2007; Witsoe 2005).
136

  

Anant Singh rose to prominence on the back of his brother, Dilip, who emerged as a major 

Bhumihar “don” in Mokama in the mid-1980s, when conflicts over land began intensifying 
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 An article in the Times of India roughly corroborates this estimate, stating that there are 95,000 Bhumihars out of 

an electorate of 215,000 (Times of India, October 31, 2010.). 
135

 In years past, Anant Singh has been locked in a fierce rivalry with fellow Bhumihar strongman, Suraj Bhan 

Singh.  In 2010, Suraj Bhan did not contest elections directly but rather backed his sister-in-law.  Suraj Bhan was 

largely a non-entity in the election campaign. 
136

 Indeed, much of the political discourse seems to focus on the connection between lower caste empowerment and 

the rise of criminal politicians representing these groups (see Bardhan 2008, for example).  The Yadav caste, for 

instance, has received disproportionate attention. Yet, the traditionally dominant castes who prefer to cling to power 

have also sought solace in such politicians.  
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between Bhumihars, Yadavs and other lower castes.  Initially a hired goonda in service of the 

Congress Party, Dilip, a Janata Dal candidate, was first elected as an MLA in 1990.  Anant began 

his criminal career as Dilip’s enforcer, but he eventually took over the political reins—and won 

election to the assembly in a 2004 bye-election.   

 

Evaluating the information deficit hypothesis 

Although Mokama is a poor, remote, rural constituency with an exceptionally low 

literacy rate (even for India), voter ignorance does not appear to be a convincing explanation of 

Anant’s popular support.  Interviews with both supporters and detractors of Anant Singh indicate 

that his alleged criminality is common knowledge among voters.  Indeed, most villagers refer to 

Anant not by his given name but with the nickname “chhote sarkar” (“little lord”).  The name 

captures the popular belief that Anant Singh runs a parallel administration in Mokama.
137

   

During an early visit to Mokama, a prominent daily newspaper ran a story entitled, 

“Anant’s Sarkar in Mokama,” which characterized Anant as a criminal politician who—true to 

his nickname—wielded more influence in his constituency than the actual government.  When 

local residents viewed this news clipping, many nodded their heads and shrugged.  One Rajput 

villager and Anant supporter reacted by saying: “Every election, reporters will write such stories.  

Do you think we need a reporter from Patna to tell us what is happening in Mokama?  There is 

nothing in this we do not already know.”     

Virtually every voter I interviewed in Mokama was aware of Anant’s criminal record (he 

has had countless run-ins with the law since joining Dilip’s criminal racket),
 138

 and many of 
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 English-speaking residents (and many Bihari journalists) simply call him a “don” (as in mafia don).   
138

 The circumstances surrounding Anant’s first (alleged) murder are something of a local legend.  Anant and Dilip’s 

older brother was a mukhia (village headman) and a prominent Bhumihar landlord-strongman.  Several villagers told 

me that a sympathizer of the Naxals, who were carrying out targeted assassinations of upper caste landlords 
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them could recite specific criminal acts in great detail.  Since his early days, Anant has been 

indicted in dozens of cases, including several in which he is charged with kidnapping, murder 

and extortion – and of his criminal acts were carried out in a largely public manner.  Take the 

example of the murder of Anant’s cousin and fellow contractor, Sanjay Singh.  Anant’s 

henchmen allegedly shot and killed Sanjay in broad daylight in a crowded section of Patna on 

direct orders from Anant, who was upset that his cousin was collaborating with another local 

strongman (The Telegraph, January 9, 2008).  

Voters in the region were familiar with at least two other specific incidents involving 

Anant Singh.  The first was a 2004 shoot-out between Anant’s men and special police 

commandos that broke out when the police attempted to raid Singh’s compound.  According to 

interviews with several local residents who were Anant supporters (and backed up news 

accounts), the commandos were repelled by gunfire emanating from Anant’s compound—which 

was aided by specially constructed holes in the walls through which guns could conveniently fit.  

The police were forced to abort the operation (Sinha 2006).  A second well-known incident 

occurred in 2007 when news reporters visited the same compound to question Anant about his 

alleged involvement in the rape and murder of a young woman found dead in Patna.  Incensed at 

their probing questions, Anant and his men held the reporters captive for several hours in his 

house, assaulting them as well as a cameraman who came to investigate the reporters’ detention 

(Das 2007).  The fact that voters were keenly aware of Anant’s connection to illegal behavior 

reinforces a key point often overlooked by the political economy literature: under certain 

conditions, candidates involved in criminality often go to great lengths to ensure that 

information—or at least rumors—about their illegal acts are known to voters.  A criminal 

                                                                                                                                                             
throughout the region, shot and killed the third brother before taking refuge on a boat in the middle of the Ganges 

River.  Anant Singh, seeking to avenge his brother’s death, tracked his brother’s killer for months.  When he 

eventually learned of the killer’s location, Anant swam across the river and murdered the man. 
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candidate’s “criminality” must be well known to the public if he is to use it to be successful in 

either attracting political patronage or building a support base of constituents.
139

  

 

Criminality as a signal of credibility 

Anant Singh’s core support comes largely from fellow Bhumihars who think of him as a 

bold leader who can credibly protect their interests; it is not the result of an information deficit.  

Several decades after zamindari abolition, Bhumihars continue to dominate Mokama’s politics; 

one sign of this is that the three major party candidates contesting the 2010 elections all hailed 

from the Bhumihar caste.  Clearly, each candidate relies on personal, family and party networks 

to mobilize votes.  But moving beyond that, how do Bhumihars at large decide to which 

candidate to give their support?  And what relevance does Anant’s candidacy have for non-

Bhumihar voters who have no co-ethnic connection?  As the theory suggests, Anant’s criminality 

signals credibility through at least three channels.   

Redistribution.  Interviews with voters indicate that many Bhumihars favored Anant 

Singh because they perceived that he was the only Bhumihar candidate with the credibility to 

protect the economic interests that underpin the status of Mokama’s upper castes.  In Mokama, 

land is residents’ most highly prized economic asset, and Bhumihars as a group make up the bulk 

of the landed gentry in Mokama, the most powerful of whom are former zamindars.  In Mokama, 

Yadavs traditionally worked as laborers on farms owned by Bhumihar landlords.  As Yadavs 

gradually became empowered, they began to resist the traditional modes of landlord control and 

to demonstrate their resentment over the control Bhumihars exerted over land.  So to understand 
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 Anant himself seems to embrace the tough guy image.  In many ways, he encapsulates the stereotypical 

Bollywood hero-villain, a lovable bad guy the audience roots for: slicked-back hair, sunglasses, fancy cars, chain 

smoker, etc.  There is a well-known tradition in Indian politics of film stars contesting office and politicians 

imitating the imagery of film stars (Dickey 1993).  Indeed, the mutual reinforcement between Bollywood and 

politics helps to explain why Anant Singh’s “tough” image might help, rather than harm, him. 
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the appeal of Anant Singh for Bhumihars, one must understand the lasting impact of the twin 

forces of caste and land dominance.  For their part, many Bhumihars felt that only a dabangg 

MLA would be able either to slow down or reverse their declining dominance.  “Those [castes] 

which have risen up now think they can be the landowners and make decisions in Mokama,” one 

medium-sized upper caste landowner who pledged his vote for Anant Singh lamented to me.  

“We use to tell them what to do, how to act.  Now we are worried they will think for 

themselves.”
140

 

To the extent voters connected Anant with a specific policy stance in the run-up to the 

elections, it was the issue of land reforms.  During Nitish Kumar’s first term, a government-

sponsored commission recommended the implementation of a new round of land reforms, 

including granting legal rights to sharecroppers (bataidars).  Nitish Kumar never implemented 

the recommendations, but many of Mokama’s landed elites were nervous that he might revisit 

the issue in a second term.  Although Anant is an MLA from Kumar’s party, most Bhumihars I 

interviewed in Mokama expressed the belief that Anant would never allow the reform to be 

implemented in the area given the negative ramifications for landed Bhumihars as well as 

potential positive benefits for lower caste sharecroppers.
141

  “Anant is with Nitish [Kumar] and 

his party.  But on the [land] issue, he stands with the Bhumihars…He is one of them,” an 

unemployed Dalit agrarian laborer explained to me.  Indeed, Anant’s status as a local strongman 

was thought to enhance his profile with Nitish Kumar and other state leaders.  Interviews with 

JD(U) party officials, Nitish Kumar’s associates and several locals indicate that Anant Singh was 

simply too powerful for the Chief Minister to deny him a party ticket.  When Kumar had 
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 Of course, as in other countries, landlords also oversee powerful networks of patronage and control themselves 

(Baland and Robinson 2008).  Landlords in Mokama still claim influence or control over the vote of those they 

employ—agrarian laborers who are typically from the lower and backwards castes.  
141

 Across Bihar the upper caste blowback to calls for further land reform, such as granting sharecroppers legal 

rights, was swift (Ahmed 2010). 
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previously contested parliamentary elections from the region, Anant Singh was the dominant 

local strongman and was an inevitable force for any party to contend with.
142

  Kumar began to 

patronize Anant because he believed that any candidate who allied with Anant would have a 

strong advantage, especially among the upper castes.
143

  Thus, Kumar brought Anant within the 

JD(U) fold and first gave him a party ticket in 2005.  Anant Singh’s status (and the respect it 

earned him from powerful state leaders) further reinforced the perception that he wielded 

enormous influence over day-to-day matters in Mokama. 

“You may think of Anant Singh as evil,” one supporter stated, “but you could also call 

him necessary.  Real evil is what the Yadavs would do to us if they had their way.”    When 

probed further on what damage Yadavs could inflict on Bhumihars, one local Bhumihar resident 

with landholdings in the taal area worried aloud about the lack of property rights protection and 

the possibility that, without a local strongman keeping watch, Yadavs could encroach on his land 

and the state would be unable (or unwilling) to adjudicate the dispute.  Yadav residents, for their 

part, decried Anant Singh for running Mokama as his own personal fiefdom.  As one Yadav 

villager said, “Anant is a bahubali [strongman, literally “strong arm”] and he can squeeze the 

system so that it gives him what the upper castes want.  I say this is my land and he says it 

belongs to his friends…I cannot win.”  When asked whether the Yadavs could field their own 

strongman candidate, the villager waved the suggestion off: “Although upper castes fear us now, 

we are not in a strong enough position to counter their [Bhumihar] dominance.  This place has 

only known one way.”     
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 Indeed, many residents suggested that even Lalu Prasad Yadav had courted Anant Singh in order to win elections 

in eastern Patna district.  See Tehelka (2007). 
143

 Furthermore, Nitish Kumar is said to believe that rejecting Anant would endanger his prospects in his home turf 

of Barh (the area which borders Mokama to the west and technically where Anant’s ancestral village is located). 



140 

 

 

Coercion.  In years past, Bihar’s criminal politicians relied on outright forms of coercion 

to increase or depress turnout, depending on the proclivities of villagers in a given area.  For 

decades, elections in Bihar were synonymous with booth capturing, armed attacks on voters and 

polling stations and the brandishing of weapons on the campaign trail.  The introduction of 

electronic voting machines, the deployment of central paramilitary forces and the expanded 

reach of the Election Commission have largely tamed the worst of these excesses.  Unlike past 

elections, by 2010, Anant Singh was no longer able to resort to such overt forms of coercion.
144

  

But he had not relinquished the use of coercive measures as an electoral tool--both to keep his 

supporters in line and to intimidate unsympathetic voters.  Fear and coercion remain elements of 

his campaign strategy, although their manifestations have become subtler in nature.   

To give one example of the new modus operandi, one week before the election Anant 

held a meeting in Punarakh village, ostensibly to meet with local residents.  It became clear that 

this meeting was more performance than substance.  Although candidates in Bihar can no longer 

openly brandish weapons due to strict Election Commission guidelines and a much stronger 

police presence than in the past, strongman candidates still find ways of projecting power.  The 

village was home to a mix of castes, including many who did not belong to Anant’s traditional 

support base: they included Dalits, members of the Kurmi and Yadav backward castes and 

Muslims.  After much of the village had assembled in the small market area, Anant made his 

grand entrance with a convoy of 10 high-end SUVs filled with burly-looking men.   As the 

candidate sauntered into the assembled crowd of villagers wearing sunglasses and chain-

smoking, there was clearly an element of hero worship going on.  The “meeting” itself lasted but 
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 For instance, Anant Singh is believed to have close links with the leading Bhumihar caste army operating in 

central Bihar, known as the Ranvir Sena.  According to Kumar (2008, 150), the Ranvir Sena operates as a surrogate 

political arm for many JD(U)-BJP politicians in the region.  Upper caste criminal politicians like Anant often cast 

themselves in the role of “community warriors” who contest elections to protect the interests of their own caste 

community.  Of course, this appeals to many of the Sena’s “true believers.”   
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a few minutes before Anant took a walking tour through the village.  The tour was perfunctory: 

Anant basically raced from house to house in the village, often stopping for just a few seconds to 

greet the residents before moving on.  His interaction with villagers was kept to a minimum on 

issues of substance.   

 What soon became clear was that the purpose of Anant’s visit was not to meet villagers 

or to discuss issues they were facing in their daily lives; rather it was a display of force.  The 

procession of Anant and his young, male followers throughout the village was designed to send a 

message to villagers that Anant was the person they were to vote for if they did not want to be 

punished after the elections.  As Anant went from house to house, several villagers shouted after 

him with their complaints about basic services (such as a lack of water hand-pumps or electricity 

shortages).  But neither Anant nor his minions stopped to take note of their grievances—he had 

already moved on to the next house.  When asked what the point of the exercise was, one 

resident replied: “He showed his face, and the message to villagers is clear: “You better vote for 

‘chhote sarkar.’  This message does not need words.”
145

  

Social insurance.  A third way Anant’s criminality signals credibility is his ability to 

cushion economic shocks by doling out clientelistic handouts from his own coffers and providing 

patronage and employment to the under-employed.  The provision of social insurance appears to 

be a key way in which Anant builds bridges with voters from other castes, particularly those who 

are destitute or suffering hard times.  One Kurmi (backward caste) resident sitting at a local tea 

stall claimed that local residents regularly gather outside Anant’s compound with their pleas for 

help (usually financial assistance).  “You will see people from all backgrounds there: backward, 

forward, and even sideways castes,” he joked.  “These people know Anant can help them—no 
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 I later learned that Anant Singh’s campaign  had singled out Punarakh village because of rumors many of its 

residents were planning to vote for one of his competitors.  This may explain why he adopted the posture he did.  
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paperwork needed—and it will be done on the spot.  They will owe him something, and he is 

clever enough to know that, but it gets them through whatever difficulties they are facing.”  This 

also appears to be why Anant is beloved by many younger voters, who connect with Anant’s 

man-of-the-people persona.  High levels of unemployment in Bihar, and Mokama specifically, 

mean that there is a vast pool of young men with an abundance of free time.  These youths 

receive jobs working with the candidate as local fixers, often joining one of his various business 

interests, and provide the manual labor candidates need to contest elections.  

 

Politics of dignity and “defensive criminality” 

The notion of “defensive criminality” turns out to be a critical one.  Supporters of Anant 

Singh by and large did not view him as a criminal because his criminal acts take place either in 

contexts that are removed from their daily lives or in ways that only burnish his credentials as a 

protector of Bhumihar interests.  Many of his closest supporters vociferously argued that the 

“criminal” label was misplaced.  This echoes a sentiment I often heard from supporters of 

various criminal candidates in Bihar, who consistently claimed that candidates’ criminality had 

no negative impact on constituent interests because criminality does not per se conflict with the 

needs of ordinary citizens.  Moreover, a candidate’s criminal acts often takes place outside of the 

constituency.
146

 

Perhaps the most vigorous defense of Anant Singh came from the scion of a wealthy 

landlord family, an intellectual engineer who had taken control of his family’s land close to 

Anant’s ancestral village.  The man was also well acquainted with Anant Singh and his 
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 Journalist Ashish Khetan (2004) reaches an identical conclusion in his reporting on the “dons” of Uttar Pradesh.  

“His criminal record doesn’t matter to the man on the street. Because, one, there is no conflict between his illegal 

activities and the needs of the poor and the deprived who make up his vote bank. Two, he often carries out his 

criminal activities outside his constituency. The cases of murder or physical assault that he faces on home turf 

mostly relate to political or gang rivalry and do not involve the common man.” 
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associates.  When asked why he supported Anant despite his criminal reputation, the man argued 

that Anant is a “defensive” criminal.  He claimed that Anant does not commit offensive acts of 

violence against anyone, explaining, “Anant is known for being ruthless with his rivals in a kind 

of reaction/counter-reaction way—but not in a brazen, terrorizing way.”  To the extent he 

engages in criminality, it is only to counter other “criminals.”  When pushed further on who the 

“other criminals” are, it became clear that the man was referring to Anant’s political rivals, 

including those from other castes.   

When supporters argue that Anant is a defensive criminal, the implication is that Anant’s 

violence is aimed at his political rivals—a manifestation of criminality that has no bearing on an 

average villager’s daily life.  In other instances, Anant’s defensive criminality is seen as 

upholding order in Mokama.  Another popular story among locals involved an instance of a local 

businessman who was kidnapped by Rajput goondas.  Anant demanded that the kidnappers 

release the man, and when they refused, he initiated a shootout and freed the man on his own.  

This resort to vigilante justice may be illegal, but it earned him popularity as a hero in the region. 

Another distinction a few of Anant Singh’s supporters made was between murder and the 

“management” of murder.  This distinction, though perhaps comical on its face, came up in 

several conversations with local residents.  When Anant’s supporters were presented with news 

reports of his involvement in murders in the region, they would strongly object to my 

characterization of Anant’s acts as criminal.  “Anant Singh is not a murderer,” one man 

countered.  “He merely manages murder.”  Although this distinction has no legal grounding 

(after all, there is no distinction in the Indian Penal Code between committing and planning 

murder), it is central to understanding the calculations of those who support Anant.  To them, 
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Anant is not a violent outlaw but a CEO of a protection racket; his oversight of the occasional 

murder is but one aspect of his administrative responsibilities.  

The characterization, or not, of Anant as a criminal largely depends on caste affiliation.  

Across Bihar, candidates who engage in extra-legal activities—and the voters who support 

them—rarely characterize those activities as “criminal” or even “illegal.”  This would involve 

making a normative judgment (see Michelutti 2010 on this point).  When I asked Anant’s 

supporters—from the Bhumihar community or an allied caste group—whether he ws a criminal 

(aphradik), the overwhelming response was “No, but he is dabangg.”  The term connotes a 

leader who commands mass support, offers protection to his supporters, and will “get things 

done” by any means at his disposal.
147

  When one asked Mokama voters who were not core 

supporters of Anant’s of their opinion, they readily referred to the candidate as an apradhik and 

adamantly refuse to call him dabangg.  This is because the term dabangg carries with it a 

recognition of power, which non-supporters are reluctant to acknowledge.  Voters’ perceptions 

of who is dabangg versus who is criminal is clearly in the eye—or in the jati (caste)—of the 

beholder. 

There is a third category of voters—those that labelled Anant a “criminal” yet still 

expressed support for him.  These voters, who were largely from the lower segments of the 

OBCs and the Scheduled Castes, lack the numbers or the economic power to acquire a position 

of dominance themselves, but still have a stake in which group is ultimately dominant.  

Interestingly, the majority of non-Bhumihar, non-Yadav voters interviewed expressed a 

preference for Anant Singh in part because, in their eyes, Yadav dominance has far less 
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 One voter in the nearby constituency of Bakhtiarpur explained the “dabangg” concept to me succintly.  He 

clarified: “Someone who is dabangg is like a paperweight.  He makes his presence felt.” 
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legitimacy than upper caste dominance.
148

  As Kohli (1990) recognized, the newly empowered 

backwards castes (namely, Yadavs) have had a difficult time legitimizing their access to new 

positions of domination in the eyes of the weaker sections of society.  The old upper caste-

dominated order had more legitimacy because of religious-cultural traditions (the upper castes 

were “twice born” after all) as well as routinized, well-established mechanisms of reciprocity 

between lower caste subjects and upper caste rulers.  Thus Kohli (1990, 235) writes, “Although 

the scheduled castes may have been habitually subservient in the old elaborate system of 

traditional caste domination, they fail to see any legitimacy in this new domination.”  Anant 

Singh, in this context, is seen as the lesser of two evils.  “If not Anant, then who?  Them [over 

there]?” one Dalit street vendor asked, pointing to the tola where OBC villagers resided.  “I am 

not a friend to Bhumihars.  They do not respect me.  But I do not want them [OBCs] to run this 

place.” 

Part of understanding why people support criminal candidates is understanding why some 

voters do not support them.  Thus far, the analysis has identified caste as the major dividing line.  

While this is the major factor, there is of course heterogeneity in the electorate.   Leaving aside 

voters connected to the personal, partisan or patronage networks of Anant’s rivals, his detractors 

largely came in three types.  First, Anant seemed to have less appeal among voters who had an 

exit option (in terms of secure, outside employment), and whose families were not tied to the 

land.  There do not appear to be differences in support for Anant Singh, based on levels of 

education.  Although there are many poor upper caste voters, there continues to be a rough 

correlation between caste and class in Mokama.  Many upper caste individuals who support 

Anant Singh are educated and financially better off than their neighbors.  Second, several rank-
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 Kumar (2008, 39) notes that although the decline in upper caste dominance meant that old forms of feudal 

bondage slowly weakened, these were often replaced by new forms of oppression perpetuated by the big landowners 

among the upper OBCs. 
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and-file JD(U) members in Mokama considered Anant to be a liability to Nitish Kumar and the 

party.  In the Mokama JD(U) party office, several loyal party workers privately vented that 

Anant was a liability who was giving Nitish Kumar a bad name.  In addition to his alleged high-

profile criminal activities, Anant Singh had been involved in numerous incidents that have 

caused Nitish Kumar and the JD(U) a good deal of heartburn.
149

  Third, several supporters of 

Anant Singh privately admitted that as governance and law and order continue to improve, 

Anant’s relevance is increasingly coming into question.  There are two aspects to this.  The first 

is that as governance becomes more credible to voters, they will see less reason to support a 

parallel administration that is largely directed by Anant.  Second, as governance improves, the 

protection Anant Singh can offer Bhumihars or the landed elites will begin to face stiffer 

competition from the state.  

 

3.9 Danapur 

Danapur is a peri-urban constituency 45 kilometers west of Patna.  A satellite of the state 

capital, the constituency is divided into two segments: mainland Danapur and the “diara” region, 

which is the term for the vast stretch of land situated between adjacent streams of the Ganges 

River.
150

  Danapur has become a glorified suburb of Patna and, as such, has a much higher 

literacy rate than Mokama.  It also has very different caste demographics: in Danapur, the upper 

castes are in the minority and the Yadavs largely dominate politics in the region—the mirror 
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 These incidents include, for example, a video recording of a celebratory Anant Singh dancing while wielding an 

unauthorized AK-47 rifle and allegations that Anant threatened occupants of a posh building in Patna with eviction 

if they did not cede their property to him (Das 2007). 
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 The diara region is both extremely fertile and an endemic humanitarian crisis: the soil is fertile due to its location 

yet annual floods regularly displace local residents.  An overview of the peculiar governance problems related to life 

in diara region can be found in Jha (1996, Chapter 6). 
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image of Mokama.
151

  In 2010, Reet Lal Yadav, a native son of Danapur, was one of several 

Yadav candidates contesting assembly elections.  Reet Lal is widely known as a hardened 

criminal.  He began his criminal career as a chhota mota goonda (little thug) working with local 

Yadav gangs.  As he moved up the criminal ranks, Reet Lal’s ambitions grew and he turned his 

eyes toward extortion and contract work associated with the local railways.  During Lalu 

Yadav’s reign as Chief Minister, Reet Lal became an active member of Lalu’s RJD party and 

won election as a mukhia (village headman).
152

   

Reet Lal’s most spectacular criminal exploits allegedly took place in 2003-2004 during 

the nadir of the RJD’s 15-year rule in Bihar.  In 2003, he and his associates allegedly carried out 

a stunning murder of two small-time contractors who secured a railway tender Reet Lal coveted.  

According to police reports, Reet Lal boarded a moving train in which the two contractors were 

traveling and killed them while they were asleep in their compartment (Philip 2004).  But Reet 

Lal is perhaps best known for the 2004 murder of rival BJP leader Satya Narain Sinha.  Reet Lal 

is said to have had a long running feud with Sinha and allegedly carried out his murder as an act 

of revenge hours after gunmen tied to Sinha shot and killed a fellow RJD leader (Kashyap 2010).  

Sinha’s illiterate widow, Asha Devi, went on win election to her slain husband’s assembly seat in 

2005.  The 2010 election contest was pitched as a battle between Asha Devi and Reet Lal. 

 

Evaluating the information deficit hypothesis 

Like Anant Singh, Reet Lal’s criminality is central to his appeal as a candidate.  Three 

days before voters of Patna district went to the polls, one of Bihar’s most popular Hindi 
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 As in Mokama, the candidates from the three major parties all belonged to the same caste group. 
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 Lalu Yadav’s patronage of gangsters like Reet Lal was part and parcel of changing patterns of political 

criminality, and Reet Lal Yadav’s rise must be seen in this context.  As one Yadav MLA remarked of the changing 

political winds: “Those whose feet we used to touch are now touching our feet.  We captured booths for them, and 

now we are in power” (Kumar 2008, 84).       
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newspapers published a startling advertisement.  The ad featured the faces of three young 

children and the words, “Papa, ghar kab ayaenge?” (“Papa, when are you coming home?”).  The 

children in the ad were Reet Lal’s (Mishra 2010).  Just two days before elections were 

announced, Reet Lal surrendered to the police after evading the authorities for nearly seven 

years.  The ad, attributed to Reet Lal’s wife, was meant to cast the candidate as a martyr—a 

revolutionary leader jailed by the oppressive government authorities.  The ad, of course, also was 

designed to send a message that Reet Lal was a force to be reckoned with—publicizing his 

incarceration had the dual aim of evoking sympathy from constituents while simultaneously 

brandishing his credentials as dabangg.
153

  

Yet even before the advertisement was published, most voters interviewed in Danapur 

were well aware that Reet Lal was forced to contest the election from his jail cell.  This is despite 

the fact that he was a relative political newcomer, in contrast to Anant Singh.  As an absconder 

on the run from police authorities for years, Reet Lal’s whereabouts were a regular topic of pre-

election conversation among locals.  Once he turned himself in to the police, residents shifted 

their attention to the location of his incarceration: Bihar police authorities eventually transferred 

him from the nearby jail in Patna to a cell in Bhagalpur, on the other side of the state.  While 

Reet Lal’s wife complained that the transfer was undertaken due to the incumbent government’s 

concern over his popularity, the government stated it was worried Reet Lal was actively directing 

violence in Danapur from his jail cell.  Likely, both statements were true (Ramashankar 2010). 

“He is in Bhagalpur now,” answered one supporter of Reet Lal’s when asked where he was 

located.  “No matter.  His presence will still be felt here.”  When Reet Lal was denied an official 

party ticket from the RJD, his supporters stormed the state party headquarters—burning effigies 
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 Indeed, another of Reet Lal’s campaign advertisements compared him to past revolutionary Indian leaders like 

Subhash Chandra Bose and Mahatma Gandhi. 
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of the party leader and ex-Chief Minister Lalu.  This action took much of official Patna by 

surprise; most major parties had underestimated the popular support of the relative newcomer 

(The Hindu 2010).  Nor were the police’s concerns unfounded: media outlets reported that 

members of Reet Lal’s gang attacked rival candidates’ campaign vehicles in broad daylight in 

the lead up to Election Day (Times of India 2010). 

 

Criminality as a signal of credibility 

Like Anant Singh, and in support of the theory laid out in this chapter, Lal’s criminal 

reputation seemed intrinsic to his appeal as a political candidate.  Indeed, Yadav voters could 

have chosen from among a number of other Yadav candidates standing for election—including 

both the incumbent, Asha Devi, and the candidate of the RJD (the party with the strongest Yadav 

base).  What the other candidates lacked, Reet Lal’s supporters argued, was the credibility to 

effectively represent Yadav interests.  In Danapur’s main bazaar, several villagers claimed that a 

large number of Yadavs were supporting Reet Lal because the party most closely aligned with 

the Yadavs, RJD, had put forward a very weak candidate.  When asked why the RJD’s Yadav 

candidate was considered “weak,” the villagers responded that Reet Lal was “more capable in 

guaranteeing our work will be done.”   

Redistribution.  Reet Lal’s criminality was perceived to be an asset because it enhanced 

his ability to extract benefits from the state while simultaneously substituting for the state’s 

shortcomings in other areas.  As a well-known “muscle man,” many voters believed Reet Lal 

was a leader who was willing to take on the local authorities to “get things done,” primarily in 

service of his Yadav base.  “If Reet Lal is our vidhayak (MLA) he will look out for us,” 

explained one Yadav villager who knew the candidate largely by reputation.  “There are many 



150 

 

 

Yadav netas (politicians) here and they will all tell you a good story.  With Reet Lal, he is 

willing to back up his words.  He has nothing to fear.”  Several residents of Danapur—including 

some who stated they would vote against Reet Lal—argued that when he was mukhia he 

cultivated a strong reputation as a local fixer—intimidating public officials if doing so would 

extract benefits for his constituents.  His ability to wield “muscle power” meant that he had both 

the networks and the leverage to deliver favors for his constituents.  Even Reet Lal’s critics could 

understand his appear among the Yadavs.  For instance, one Dalit shopkeeper expressed it like 

this: “I do not support him.  He wants to take us back to the dark days of Lalu…I cannot allow it.  

But he is a ray of hope for the Yadavs.  If you were at the top once [during the Lalu era], would 

you not want to return there?”   

While some voters highlighted Reet Lal’s ability to skew benefits, others commented on 

his ability to stand in for the state—especially in the diara.  Due to its unique geographic 

circumstances, the diara area of Bihar has a longstanding reputation as a home to criminal gangs, 

who seek to control the landmass (and especially, its pockets of fertile soil).  Because boundaries 

in the diara are difficult to fix and its location is remote, a general sense of lawlessness has 

prevailed for generations.  This has created a power vacuum that Reet Lal has been able to 

exploit.  By projecting himself as a voice of authority and arbiter of disputes in a context in 

which property rights have little sanctity, he developed a reputation as a surrogate government 

authority.  On the main road leading to Danapur’s main bazaar, one Muslim woman who had 

family in the diara region related that some of her relatives were engaged in a dispute with their 

neighbors over access to a desirable plot of land and the matter was brought to Reet Lal’s 

attention.  Reet Lal helped resolve the dispute, although the resolution was unfavorable to the 

woman’s family.  “We think the outcome is unjust.  But at least an outcome exists.”     
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Coercion.  During the height of the 2010 campaign, there were several reports that Reet 

Lal was using coercion and intimidation against his political rivals in Danapur in the hopes that 

they would curtail their pre-election campaigning.  As one journalist wrote, “If you want to see 

the impact of guns and goons on elections, Danapur Assembly Constituency is the place to be in.  

A fear psychosis has gripped the main political parties, as their campaign vehicles are constantly 

under attack” (Hindustan Times, October 27, 2010).  Indeed, villagers corroborated news 

accounts that Reet Lal’s henchmen were attacking his opponents’ vehicles and rallies as well as 

the residences of local politicians supporting them.  Supporters of Reet Lal’s chief rival, Asha 

Devi, reported being worried by Reet Lal’s activities, which many residents believed he 

personally was directing from his jail cell.
154

  

Reet Lal’s activities suggest he had calculated that by creating local disturbances, he 

might be able to coerce voters into supporting him or to compel supporters of rival candidates to 

stay home.
155

  On Election Day in Danapur, three homemade bombs exploded in crowded 

sections of the constituency, injuring a handful of people.  The police arrested several men tied to 

Reet Lal, whom they suspected had a hand in the attacks as an eleventh hour attempt to 

intimidate opposition voters.
156

  Reet Lal’s overt uses of coercion harken back to an earlier 

chapter in Bihar’s history, and this raised hackles among non-Yadav residents who resented 

“illegitimate” Yadav control.  As one Kurmi resident explained to me, “We have voted for Asha 

Devi (of the BJP). She is a Yadav but she will not make us pay for the fact of not being Yadav.  

She is acceptable to us.”  Several upper caste residents of Danapur expressed a similar sentiment.  
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 As indicated earlier, the police eventually agreed to candidates’ requests to have Reet Lal transferred to a jail 

farther from Danapur to limit disturbances. 
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 One local resident, when asked by a journalist about Reet Lal, responded: “Such is his terror that nobody would 

utter a word against him.” When the reporter asked the man’s name, he responded, "I have little children. Why are 

you after my life?”  
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 “Three more held in Danapur blast case,” Times of India, November 8, 2010. 
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Because Asha Devi was running on a BJP ticket and the BJP is known to be sympathetic to 

upper caste interests, they believed she could be restrained in a way that Reet Lal perhaps could 

not.  The relevance of negative voting is worth pointing out: Asha Devi seemed to benefit from a 

clear anti-Yadav vote—she was someone around whom upper castes and non-Yadav backward 

castes and others could coalesce.  Although a Yadav herself, non-Yadav residents of Danapur 

deemed her less objectionable (especially given her profile as a female, uneducated widow). 

However, Reet Lal also benefitted from subtler forms of coercion.  One example is 

“booth contracting,” which involves parties paying local brokers (often goondas) a fixed sum to 

deliver the votes of villages comprising one electoral booth.  Booth contracting in Danapur was 

by no means the exclusive domain of Reet Lal.  A well-to-do Kurmi resident of Danapur, who 

was a supporter of Asha Devi, acknowledged that booth contracting was a tool all parties tried to 

use.  But he observed that Reet Lal enjoyed a number of advantages in employing the technique.  

First, as a criminal candidate he had close links with the thugs who double as brokers.  Second, 

thanks to his contracting income and extortion racket, he possessed a flexible pot of funds to buy 

the allegiance of brokers.  It is said that villagers go along with the scheme because they fear the 

consequences if they do not and because they are receiving compensation in cash in advance and 

feel an obligation to fulfill their half of the bargain. 

Social insurance.  Especially in the disaster-prone diara region, Reet Lal is known as 

someone who excels in undertaking constituency service for local residents, such as the 

provision of private goods. “Reet Lal’s village is in the mainland section of Danapur, but Reet 

Lal would still spend his own money to help the poor residents of the diara region recover from 

floods,” one Muslim villager shopping in Danapur’s main bazaar area told me.  “Even though he 

was not an MLA with any official powers or even a formal part of the government, he used to 



153 

 

 

come to their aid.”  Because he was in jail, Reet Lal was unable to campaign in person for the 

election; he did not meet a single voter in advance of the polls.  Instead, several residents 

reported that his father, wife and other family members traveled to Danapur’s villages to manage 

Reet’s “constituency service.”  Even residents of Asha Devi’s village (whose entrance off the 

main road is marked by a massive stone arch erected in honor of her slain husband allegedly 

killed by Reet Lal) remarked that Reet Lal’s jail term did not impede his campaign. 

In particular, Reet Lal attracts a fair amount of support from marginalized sections of 

society—namely the lower castes and Muslims.  I spoke with a Muslim shopkeeper in Danapur’s 

Anand Bazaar who explained the logic of many of his fellow Muslims in supporting Reet Lal 

(although this man did not).  He argued that Reet Lal essentially exploits the people of the diara 

region--who have very few resources--through small but symbolic acts of goodwill.  The fact 

that Reet Lal’s charitable acts are carried out in his private capacity (and without an official 

patronage stream) was even more laudable in the eyes of local residents.  For instance, the man 

informed me that Reet Lal paid for at least 15 weddings of Muslim families residing in the diara 

region who could not cover the expenses themselves.  During the rainy season, when the diara 

region is flooded, Reet Lal provided poor households with food and relief supplies.  Many 

Scheduled Caste (SC) residents of Reet Lal’s ancestral village of Kothwan pledged their support 

after he agreed to help finance construction of a temple to the Hindu sun god in their locality and 

organized a yagna (Hindu religious ceremony) to inaugurate the effort.  These private transfers 

and symbolic acts had created an enormous reservoir of goodwill – Reet Lal had cultivated a 

reputation as a “Robin Hood” figure who can provide resources and power to downtrodden 

segments of the constituency.   
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Politics of dignity and “defensive criminality” 

To his supporters, especially among Yadavs, Reet Lal’s criminality is cast as part of their 

ongoing struggle for lower caste empowerment.  Despite being the majority in Danapur, many 

Yadav residents expressed uncertainty about their community’s future status.  During the years 

of “Lalu Raj,” Yadavs achieved transformative status gains; indeed Lalu himself represented 

Danapur as its MLA for a time, which gives the seat an added air of symbolic importance.  With 

a pro-Yadav government controlling the state, Yadavs were not only socially empowered but 

also secure in their ability to extract benefits from the government.   In 2010, with a non-Yadav 

government in Patna, local Yadavs openly worried about their community’s status in the future 

and their ability to climb up the socio-economic ladder, especially given the prominence of the 

sizeable, local Kurmi community and growing number of upper caste suburbanites.  “They [the 

non-Yadav castes] are moving in and there be will little left for us.  We will have to return to the 

way things used to be,” one poor Yadav farmer privately confessed.  

On the Danapur main road, shortly before the election, a vocal group of men standing on 

the side of the road were shouting pro-Reet Lal slogans.  When I asked them about allegations of 

his criminality, they readily admitted his criminal connections, but, as one of them noted: 

“Connections to bad people have never stopped candidates from being nominated or elected.  So 

why not Reet Lal?”  Furthermore, his supporters confided that Lal’s dabangg image ultimately 

would serve as an asset, rather than a liability, because government authorities would fear the 

consequences of crossing Reet Lal if he were the MLA.  “Asha Devi [the sitting MLA] is fine.  

But she does not have a ‘hold’ on the constituency,” a pro-Reet Lal vendor explained. 

As with Mokama’s Anant Singh, supporters did not perceive Reet Lal as a criminal, but 

rather as a “dabangg aadmi (man).”  At Danapur junction in front of the local railway office, 
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whose officials Reet Lal regularly extorted and harassed, several Yadav men said they had voted 

for Reet Lal on account of his ability to twist the arms of public officials.  These supporters 

readily acknowledged that Reet Lal has dozens of pending criminal cases against him and that 

this may have been a factor in his not receiving a party ticket from the RJD (despite his links to 

senior party officials).  But they argued that those pending cases have to do with railway contract 

work and/or political rivalries—not issues that concern villagers’ daily lives.  For instance, as 

Reet Lal has become more enmeshed in the shady world of railway contract work, these 

supporters admitted Reet Lal has developed a reputation for extorting and harassing “Banias” (a 

term that alternately refers to the Hindu caste group of traders/merchants, or more generally to 

prominent businesspeople)—something that his supporters do not see as their concern (or as 

criminal behavior).  In an interview, one highly educated local resident of Danapur joked that 

Reet Lal is now an “MNC”—a multi-national criminal: he had expanded his criminal enterprise 

beyond the local constituency and now maintains inter-district criminal linkages.  In the eyes of 

his supporters, his ability to project power beyond Danapur and obtain the help of other criminals 

is a symbol of his influence.
157

 

According to a group of villagers I spoke to outside the home village of Asha Devi, even 

the 2004 murder of the BJP party leader Sinha (Asha’s husband) was a “defensive” act 

committed by Reet Lal to avenge the murder of an RJD party official by the Sinha’s associates 

(Press Trust of India 2003).  It became clear from interviews with Reet Lal’s supporters that they 

do not perceive his alleged transgressions Reet Lal to be “criminal.”  In fact, they argue that Reet 
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 Just as many of Anant Singh’s supporters valued his connection to Nitish Kumar and those in positions of power, 

many of Reet Lal’s supporters voiced a similar sentiment regarding Lalu Yadav.  Although Lalu Yadav’s RJD did 

not give Reet Lal a party ticket, the two men have many connections.  First, Lalu himself contested multiple 

assembly elections as a candidate from Danapur (he was its MLA from 1995-2005).  As a result, he has a personal 

stake in the constituency.  Second, it is believed that Lalu encouraged Reet Lal’s rise when he was a local leader and 

promising young RJD member.  Third, nearly everyone I spoke with believed that if Reet Lal won elections he 

would quickly join the RJD. 
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Lal is a “bold leader who is with the masses” (the way many of his supporters chose to define the 

term “dabangg”, when asked to clarify what the term meant to them).  To the extent Reet Lal’s 

supporters concede that he engages in criminal acts, they insist that these acts are irrelevant as 

long as he does not oppress anyone in the villages.
158

 

There were, of course, many Yadavs who openly repudiated Reet Lal.  While a fair 

number of Yadavs opposed the RJD’s decision to deny Reet Lal a ticket, many felt that doing so 

was the right course of action.  For some Yadavs in Danapur, Reet Lal’s criminality was so 

brazen that they believed it would have been a liability for Lalu Prasad Yadav to embrace him—

especially as Lalu had to contend with the “good governance” image Nitish Kumar was touting 

in 2010.  They believed Reet Lal represented some of the worst excesses of the 15-year “Jungle 

Raj” when criminality in Bihar dramatically increased; and they labeled his “constituent service” 

activities a cynical exploitation of the poor.
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  Several Danapur residents viewed Reet Lal’s 

criminality as a desperate attempt to create fear among residents in order to coerce their 

supportive vote.  As one proponent of this view put it, the best way to understand support for 

Reet Lal Yadav is through a Hindi proverb— “Someone drowning is so desperate, he will try to 

save himself even by grasping a piece of straw.” 

 

3.10 Conclusions  

                                                 
158

 As in Mokama, forces in Danapur opposed to Reet Lal refuse to call him “dabangg,” choosing instead to call him 

“apradhik” (or criminal).  This dichotomy is apparent even in Reet Lal’s ancestral village of Kothwan (where he 

was once headman), which is neatly divided between Yadavs and Kurmis.  When I asked a Kurmi resident of the 

village if Reet Lal was a dabangg, he laughed and responded: “Reet Lal is a petty criminal.  To call him ‘dabangg’ 

would show too much respect.”   
159

 Of course, Reet Lal was not the only candidate in the fray who recognized that the dire living conditions in the 

diara region presented an opportunity to win votes with pledges of humanitarian assistance and rebuilding. (“What 

After Dust Settles, Ask Diara Dwellers,” Hindustan Times, November 1, 2010).  Based on residents’ views, 

however, he did appear to be one of the most successful in exploiting this opportunity.   
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This chapter provides a framework for thinking about why informed voters might 

willingly support “bad politicians”—in this case, candidates linked to criminal behavior—and 

uses case study evidence from Bihar to substantiate the argument.  In so doing, it challenges the 

prevailing wisdom in the political economy literature on bad politicians in two important ways.  

First, this chapter demonstrates that, under certain conditions, it is rational for voters support 

candidates who are associated with wrongdoing even when they possess information about the 

“quality” of the candidate.  Thus, this account raises questions about the universal applicability 

of the information deficit hypothesis.  Second, the fact that voters perceive criminal candidates to 

be more credible than their counterparts suggests that the emergence of tainted politicians from a 

process of free and fair democratic elections is not necessarily symptomatic of a breakdown in 

democratic accountability.  Of course, this does not mean that there are no externalities 

associated with the presence of criminal politicians; rather it suggests that incorporating 

considerations of identity politics helps to explain why voters might, in their own self-interest, 

back candidates tied to wrongdoing.  In weak rule of law systems where social divisions are 

significant and access to the state’s resources represents a vital lifeline, politicians who play by 

the rules might operate at a competitive disadvantage to those who are willing to resort to extra-

legal tactics.   

 In conclusion, this chapter’s findings suggest at least three avenues for future research.  

First, its focus on criminality differs from much of the literature’s concern with corruption.  

Corruption and criminality often can go hand in hand, but they are by no means the same thing.  

Corrupt activities might be criminal, but not all types of criminality are inherently corrupt (if we 

use the standard definition of corruption as the “use of public office for private gain,” as in 

Bardhan (1997).  Future research should examine whether information about corruption impacts 
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voters in a fundamentally different manner than information about criminality.  One might 

expect, for instance, for voters to react more negatively to information that reveals their 

representative embezzling local funds than to news of him attacking a political rival.  Whether 

information elicits different political behavior on the part of the voters is an open question.  But 

even when it comes to corruption, the power of information to alter preferences is not inviolable.  

As Witsoe (2009) documents in his examination of corruption in Bihar, “many people supported 

politicians not only despite perceptions that they were corrupt, but precisely because they were 

perceived as corrupt, and therefore capable of using their positions for the benefit of their 

supporters.”  In post-Mandal Bihar where the once subordinate castes experienced newfound 

social prestige, “the ability to appropriate through corruption was seen as an indicator of power 

and a means to achieve power.”   

 Second, whereas scholars should be careful about distinguishing between corruption and 

criminality, there is also the issue of information provision versus persuasion.  This study argues 

that voters have information about the criminal profiles of political candidates yet choose to 

support them anyway.  One might conclude from this that providing information to voters on the 

backgrounds of candidates has no impact on their behavior, but this impact might depend on the 

nature of the information content.  For instance, the results of the Banerjee et al. (2011) Delhi 

study also conclude that providing information about candidates’ criminal records has no impact 

on voter support, but the study conducted by Banerjee et al. (2010) in Uttar Pradesh succeeded in 

sharply reducing the vote share for criminal candidates by persuading would-be voters not to 

vote on caste lines.  Therefore, future work could explicitly compare information treatments that 

are purely informational in nature against persuasive/hortatory campaigns. 
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 Finally, much of the theory presented here hinges on the ability of criminality to signal a 

candidate’s credibility.  The chapter has presented three possible channels—redistribution, 

coercion, and social insurance—through which such signaling could occur.  Future work could 

test the relative weights of these mechanisms.  One possibility is to design a survey experiment 

that would provide information to voters about potential candidates that the researcher could 

randomly manipulate by including (excluding) information about the ability of candidates to 

perform different sets of activities, if elected.
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Chapter 4: Social Divisions, 
Credibility and Criminality: Political 
Selection in India  
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“The party cannot be run with writers and bearded intellectuals.  Bhojai is our party’s asset…To 

fight Pakistan, I am bringing in China. Do you have any objection?  With China, I will take on 

Pakistan.  If China swallows me up, that’s my concern.” 

 

-- Trinamool Congress Party MLA explaining the party’s 

support for noted strongman, Bhojai Sardar (2011) 

 

4.1 Introduction 

On January 14, 2009, the chief minister of Uttar Pradesh Kumari Mayawati celebrated 

her 52
nd

 birthday in lavish style with a giant party in the state capital of Lucknow.  Each year, 

Mayawati—the first Dalit and the first female chief executive of India’s most populous state— 

directed leaders of her Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) to commemorate her birthday by raising 

funds for the party’s war chest.  That year’s celebrations were no different: supporters draped the 

capital in blue cloth (the party’s official color); plastered city walls with signs emblazoned with 

pictures of Mayawati beneath slogans like "tum jiyo hazaron saal, saal ke din ho pachas hazaar" 

(May you leave a thousand years with 50,000 days in each year); and even baked a birthday cake 

weighing 52 kilograms—one for each year (IBNLive.com 2009).  With national elections around 

the corner, the party’s legislators were under intense pressure not to disappoint in their 

fundraising efforts, lest they fall out of favor with their beloved leader.  Mayawati, it turns out, 

knew a thing or two about raising funds.  From 2003 to 2007, her self-reported financial wealth 

grew fifty-fold (Outlook India 2010).  At one highly publicized rally, supporters greeted her with 

a garland made entirely out of Rs. 1000 notes; the “cash garland” was estimated to be worth tens 

of millions of rupees (BBC News 2009).  

One of those legislators feeling the heat to raise significant funds was Shekhar Tiwari, the 

powerful incumbent Member of the Legislative Assembly (MLA) from Auraiya.  Tiwari was a 

noted BSP leader with a reputation as a feared local strongman.  A few weeks before the birthday 
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festivities, Tiwari paid a visit to Manoj Gupta, an engineer in the state public works department, 

to ask for a “donation” in honor of his party’s leader.  Gupta, an honest bureaucrat of modest 

means, refused Tiwari’s entreaties.  Days later, an infuriated Tiwari rounded up some of his 

associates, loaded up on liquor, drove to Gupta’s home, and subjected the bureaucrat to electric 

shocks and a merciless beating with a wooden baton. The engineer died that night of a fatal brain 

hemorrhage, and Tiwari conspired to cover up the killing (Indian Express, 2009).  As gruesome 

as Tiwari’s acts were, he was far from the only one of Mayawati’s party men to be implicated in 

criminal wrongdoing.  Of the 206 BSP MLAs elected to the Uttar Pradesh state assembly in 

2007, 24 percent faced ongoing criminal proceedings.  34 legislators were indicted on serious 

charges, including murder, kidnapping and extortion.  Beyond Uttar Pradesh and across India’s 

political landscape, candidates with criminal reputations are at the center of the political scene.  

According to data collected by the author, indicted candidates are twice as likely to win election 

as their unindicted counterparts.  Furthermore, in a country whose political system is marked by 

incumbency disadvantage, criminal politicians also appear to be more successful in getting re-

elected.
160

  To give a sense of their geographic reach,  

Figure 4-1 displays a map of India’s more than 4,000 state legislative constituencies.  As 

the shaded areas indicate, 35 percent of all state assembly constituencies feature at least one 

candidate contesting elections while under serious criminal indictment.
161 

  

This map raises an obvious question: what explains the variation in where criminal 

candidates stand for election?  The variation in where criminals run defies any neat explanation 

that focuses on conventional notions of an India divided into a relatively backward north and 
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 Calculations based on author’s data.  Based on descriptive statistics, indicted politicians have a 2:1 advantage in 

terms of winning election, with the odds increasing in the severity of the charges. 63 percent of indicted incumbents 

are re-elected, compared to 50 percent of unindicted incumbents. 
161

 Roughly 45 percent of national parliamentary constituencies have at least one candidate under serious indictment 

standing for elections (author’s data). 
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more progressive, wealthier south (as some observers have suggested).  One specific question of 

concern is what motivates a party leader like Mayawati, who controls the selection of her party’s 

candidates with an iron fist, to embrace politicians like Tiwari and his criminally implicated 

colleagues?  After all, Tiwari’s criminal associations were well known when Mayawati lured him 

away from the Congress Party and into the BSP fold: when he won election in 2007 on a BSP 

ticket, he was implicated in no fewer than 14 ongoing criminal cases.  One reason a strongman 

like Tiwari might be a political asset is related to the financial resources he can bring to the 

table—either from his own coffers or from funds he could amass from others.  In Chapter 2 of 

this dissertation, I argued that parties value candidates with criminal associations, in part, 

because of their ready access to financial resources, which can help defray expenses associated 

with costly elections.   

But Tiwari’s appeal transcended money alone.  As a prominent upper caste (Brahmin) 

leader, he was touted as one of Mayawati’s “Brahmin mascots”—someone who organized 

sammelans (caste meetings) to mobilize support from the upper caste Brahmin community on the 

party’s behalf.  Mayawati believed Tiwari held great appeal for Uttar Pradesh’s once-dominant 

Brahmin community; to them, his criminality—far from being a handicap—might well be an 

asset (Tripathi 2011).  As we saw in Chapter 3, it can be rational for voters to support criminal 

candidates in democratic elections when social divisions are particularly intense and opposing 

groups are struggling to assert their dominance.  In this context, criminality can serve as a cue for 

a candidate’s credibility—a sign of one’s willingness to get things done at all costs—primarily 

among members of his own ethnic group.
162
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 In this paper, I use “ethnicity” and “caste” interchangeably although I largely use the former term because the 

argument presented here is not tied to the idiosyncrasies of India’s caste system. Furthermore, “ethnicity” can also 

encompass religion, which is a salient cleavage in many parts of India. 
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Figure 4-1: Map of assembly constituencies, by indictment status 

 

 

 

This chapter integrates the insights of Chapter 3 and tests one obvious implication of the 

argument presented there: if voters rally behind candidates with criminal ties for reasons related 

to identity and identity-based competition, parties should have an incentive to select criminal 

candidates in areas where ethnic cleavages are more salient.  This chapter examines whether the 

political selection of criminal candidates varies depending on the salience of ethnic differences.  
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This explanation of why voters might knowingly choose to vote for “bad politicians” 

stands in stark contrast to the prevailing wisdom in political economy, which highlights the role 

of information asymmetries in the political selection of “bad politicians.”  The consensus in the 

literature is that in low-information environments, voters will be unable to distinguish between 

low and high quality candidates and, as a result, may unwittingly/unknowingly vote for “bad 

politicians.”  According to this logic, bad politicians—and the parties that nominate them—will 

anticipate this and contest elections precisely in those districts that are home to the greatest 

number of uninformed voters (Besley 2006).  I have referred to this as the information deficit 

hypothesis.  

Studying the relationship between the salience of ethnic cleavages and criminality among 

politicians presents numerous challenges in terms of devising a tractable research design.  First 

and foremost, scholars of Indian politics are hampered by the fact that the last detailed 

enumeration of caste identities took place in 1931.  Furthermore, there is no comprehensive data 

on the ethnic identity of candidates contesting elections.  Lacking such disaggregated data, it is 

difficult for empirical researchers to identify the impact of ethnic cleavages on candidate quality. 

But if the model of political selection suggested by Chapter 3 is true to reality, we can 

exploit an important feature of India’s electoral design that provides a source of variation in the 

salience of ethnic identity.  Specifically, I hypothesize that we should observe lower levels of 

criminality among politicians in electoral constituencies constitutionally reserved for Scheduled 

Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs), two disadvantaged minority groups afforded special 

constitutional protection.  In reserved constituencies, the candidate pool for elected office is 

restricted to aspirants who belong to one of these minority groups (and thus the group is 

guaranteed representation), but the entire electorate is eligible to vote.  The diminished salience 
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of ethnic cleavages, due to the pre-ordained ethnic identity of the winner, means that the 

incentives for parties to engage in multi-ethnic competition over votes are muted.  Thus, in 

reserved constituencies, parties will hesitate to mobilize strictly on ethnic lines and, hence, to 

field criminal candidates whose popularity rests on their comparative advantage in doing so.  

This, in turn, accords with the common sentiment that candidates contesting elections in reserved 

areas are often more interested in wooing other voters than catering to their own co-ethnic 

support base.
163

  

Empirically, this chapter proceeds in four stages.  First, to test the relationship between 

reservation and criminality, I exploit a unique dataset of candidate affidavits of over 45,000 

aspirants to state elected office in 35 elections across 28 states between 2003 and 2009.  These 

affidavits contain detailed information on candidates’ criminal indictments, including the 

discrete charges that constitute the indictment (allowing us to distinguish between serious and 

minor charges).  The results of multilevel regression analysis demonstrate a strong negative 

relationship between a constituency’s reservation status and the presence of indicted candidates. 

Because reservation is endogenous—e.g. the allocation of reservations is non-random—

in the second stage, I address concerns about endogeneity through two additional tests.  First, I 

exploit a 2007 legislative redistricting initiative, conducted by an independent, technocratic 

agency, to estimate the impact of a constituency changing its reservation status on criminality.  

That is, I estimate the effect of gaining (or losing) reservation on criminality in constituencies 

that were, by and large, the same before and after redistricting. This analysis allows us to 

disentangle reservation from a broader set of possible constituency-specific confounds.  
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 To paraphrase the Dalit leader Kanshi Ram (I refer interchangeably to Scheduled Castes as “Dalits,” the most 

commonly used label for individuals belonging to such castes), candidates in reserved elections are “chamchas” 

(sycophants).  The implication is that because candidates in reserved constituencies must have broad-based appeal, 

they are constrained from forcefully representing the particular group the seat is reserved for.  As Ambedkar often 

reminded people, reservations made the minority a slave to the majority. 
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However, because the gain (or loss) of reservation status could be correlated with demographic 

changes, I conduct a second analysis that exploits the fact that the selection rule for allocating SC 

reservations (mandated by parliament) included a plausibly exogenous criterion meant to ensure 

an even spatial distribution of SC reservations within states.  The results of both tests support the 

proposition that reservation has a negative impact on criminality.  Beyond endogeneity concerns, 

I also consider—and rule out—several alternative explanations, namely that differences in the 

supply of criminal candidates or party affiliation are behind differences in reserved versus 

unreserved constituencies.   

The final two stages of the empirical analysis offer additional tests of the underlying 

theoretical logic linking variation in ethnic salience to criminality among politicians.  For 

instance, although we would expect to see lower levels of criminality in reserved constituencies 

overall, the incentive for parties to select a criminal candidate is likely to vary with the numerical 

size of the reserved group.  Specifically, I hypothesize that parties are more likely to field 

indicted candidates in reserved constituencies when the reserved community is sizeable enough 

to constitute a pivotal swing voter bloc and thus create incentives for politicians to exploit ethnic 

differences and mobilize support along these lines. I find modest positive support for the 

hypothesis linking the variation in the size of the minority electorate and parties’ incentives to 

field indicted candidates. 

Finally, I argue that we should also observe lower levels of criminality in India’s 

indirectly elected bodies.  At the national level (and in seven of 28 states), there is a bicameral 

legislature consisting of a directly elected lower house and an indirectly elected upper house, 

whose members are chosen by the elected members of the various state assemblies.  Because 

indirectly elected legislators do not have to contest elections that are decided by a popular 
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electorate, those legislators who are electing them are less concerned about the ethnic bona fides 

of candidates (which is crucial for mobilizing sought after vote banks).  If ethnic politics serves 

as a motivation for parties to choose criminal candidates, this incentive is muted for indirect 

elections.  Statistical analyses confirm the hypothesis that a politician who serves in the 

indirectly elected upper house is significantly less likely to face serious criminal indictment than 

comparable directly elected peers.   

This chapter speaks to at least three bodies of work in social science.  First, as with 

Chapter 2, it contributes to our understanding of why parties select “bad politicians.”
164

  While 

the role of financial resources sheds important light on why parties embrace candidates with 

criminal records, it does not tell us much about where parties are most likely to select criminal 

candidates. This chapter attempts to fill that gap.  Second, this chapter makes a contribution to 

the identity politics literature.   A growing body of work in comparative politics argues that 

voters often rely on cues related to ethnicity or group identity in making voting decisions 

(Horowitz 1985; Chandra 2004; Ferree 2006; Conroy-Krutz 2008; Carlson 2010).  This study 

explicitly builds on these prior insights but adds two additional dimensions.  First, this chapter 

focuses on the incentives of parties in selecting candidates (although clearly, parties are 

anticipating voter preferences).  Second, this chapter suggests that criminality provides a cue to 

voters above and beyond the simple fact of co-ethnicity.  This chapter posits that there is value, 

under certain conditions, in the fusion of a candidate’s ethnic bona fides and criminal reputation.  

Third, this chapter adds to the literature on the impact of affirmative action, where 

significant attention has been paid to the case of India.  Indeed, there is now a large literature that 

examines the impact of caste reservations on a diverse array of public policy outcomes, such as 

                                                 
164

 With respect to selection, this chapter’s subject matter is also related to a growing social science literature that 

seeks to explain the impact of political selection rules (such as appointment versus election) on governance(Hanssen 

1999; Besley and Coate 2003; Huber and Gordon 2004). 
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poverty (Chin and Prakash 2011); welfare spending (Pande 2003); public goods provision 

(Besley, Pande et al. 2005; Krishnan 2007; Munshi and Rosenzweig 2009; Bardhan, Mookherjee 

et al. 2010); political opportunism (Besley, Pande et al. 2007); redistribution (Dunning and 

Nilekani 2011); and community grants (Palaniswamy and Krishnan 2008).
165

  This chapter 

makes two specific contributions to this literature.  First, it examines the impact of affirmative 

action on an outcome that has implications far beyond the community intended to benefit from 

reservation.  Second, while most previous work has taken the panchayat (village) as the unit of 

analysis, this chapter examines the impact of reservation at the state level, arguably the most 

politically salient tier of India’s democratic government (Chhibber, Shastri et al. 2004).
166

   

The rest of this chapter is organized as follows.  Section 2 summarizes the theory and 

offers evidence from the Indian case.  In Section 3, I describe the research design used for this 

study with specific reference to the use of ethnic quotas as a vehicle for exploring variation in the 

degree of social divisions across India.  Section 4 outlines the data used in the analysis, and 

Section 5 presents the baseline findings on the impact of reservation and addresses endogeneity 

concerns.  Section 6 presents and tests two logical extensions of the argument—the within-

reservation variation in criminality outcomes and the differential incentives of direct and indirect 

elections.  Section 7 discusses the study’s conclusions and possible extensions. 

 

4.2 Political selection of bad politicians 
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 There is also an associated literature that studies the impact of reservation for female representatives 

(Chattopadhyay and Duflo 2004; Duflo and Topalova 2004; Beaman, Chattopadhyay et al. 2009; Bhavnani 2009) . 
166

 Among panchayat-level studies, Duflo and Topalova (2004) find that villagers are much less likely to pay bribes 

in panchayats headed by women.  Besley, Pande and Rao (2007) find that “political opportunism” (measured by the 

allocation of Below Poverty Line cards to co-ethnic households) is present in villages where the village presidency 

is reserved for SCs. 
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This section summarizes the logic behind party demand for criminal candidates, 

incorporating the insights from the previous chapter on why voters support candidates with 

criminal reputations.  As discussed in Chapter 2, there is a growing body of work on political 

selection and “bad” politicians (see Besley 2005 and Besley 2006 for excellent reviews).  One 

strand in this literature has focused on the incentives bad politicians have to directly contest 

democratic elections.  For instance, Brollo et al. (2010) argue that bad politicians have greater 

incentives to stand for election where the financial returns to office are larger.  Caselli and 

Morelli (2004) highlight the fact that bad politicians can have a lower opportunity cost in 

running for office compared to high quality candidates.  One shortcoming of the scholarship on 

the self-selection of bad politicians is that it ignores the role of parties, yet we know in almost all 

democratic settings parties often play an important mediating role vis-à-vis the electorate. 

Several recent studies, which constitute a second strand in the literature, have taken steps 

to address this criticism by focusing on the role of political parties in the selection process.  For 

example, some scholars have argued that the degree of political competition conditions party 

selection strategies.  Galasso and Nannicini (2011) present a theory in which parties allocate bad 

politicians to less competitive environments in order to preserve good candidates for contestable 

elections where swing voters are more likely to reward high quality candidates.
167

  But the most 

prominent explanation for the selection of bad politicians is related to the availability of 

information about candidate performance.  Several scholars have suggested that where voters 

lack adequate information about politician quality, parties have an incentive to select bad 

politicians (Aidt, Golden and Tiwari 2011; Besley 2006).  I have earlier referred to this as the 

information deficit hypothesis.  While these studies do take the role of parties seriously, they too 

                                                 
167

 The effect of political competition on the nomination of bad politicians could also work in the opposite direction.  

Aidt, Golden and Tewari (2011) argue that parties are more likely to select bad politicians in highly competitive—or 

what they call “politically extreme”—contexts where parties are more risk-prone. 



171 

 

 

fall short on several counts.  First, they assume that parties lack agency; essentially, parties are 

empty vessels that are saddled with bad politicians.  The question of bad politicians is framed 

primarily as an allocation decision: party elites must decide how to apportion these politicians 

across electoral districts.  Second, they implicitly assume that a candidate’s bad behavior is a 

liability, rather than a potential asset.  Thus, the literature on political selection in general—and 

the information deficit hypothesis in particular—does not provide an intuitive explanation for 

why parties recruit bad politicians.  Fundamentally, it does not answer the question of what bad 

politicians bring to the table or what their comparative advantage might be.  Parties might 

allocate bad politicians to low-information environments, but why nominate them in the first 

instance?  What is the affirmative case for their selection?   

Here, I argue that parties can have an underlying strategic logic for selecting criminal 

candidates that is consistent with voters having good information about the backgrounds of 

candidates.  The findings from Chapter 3 suggest that in contexts where social divisions are 

highly salient, politicians’ criminality can serve as a signal of their credibility to protect the 

interests of the “in-group” and their allies.  Where there is a pattern of dynamic competition 

between well-defined rival social groups, voters might value politicians who are willing to 

engage even in extra-legal tactics to protect the status of their community.  This stands in 

contrast to the view that parties are merely foisting such options on unsuspecting (and un-

informed) voters.  One obvious implication of this argument is that parties should be able to 

anticipate voter preferences and choose criminal candidates strategically.  Specifically, they 

should have an incentive to select criminal candidates in areas where ethnic cleavages are more 

salient.   
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4.3 Identity, criminality and political selection in India 

 The notion that parties factor in identity considerations when deciding whether and where 

to grant criminal candidates party tickets is supported by the existing literature as well as a fair 

amount of anecdotal evidence from the Indian case.  In terms of scholarly work, Michelutti’s 

study of Uttar Pradesh (2010, 46)  summarizes the underlying caste logic of selection nicely: “the 

goonda politician is known to be corrupt and to resort to violence, but if he/she is considered 

‘our man’ and’ loyal to ‘our community’, then he/she may be able to command wide support in 

majoritarian electoral politics.”  Witsoe (2009, 65) recounts the clarity with which one prominent 

“mafia” politician (interviewed in his hospital jail ward) spoke about the political motivation 

underlying his candidacy.  He stated quite simply: “I am the protector of my caste” (aapna jaat 

kaa raksha kaarte hai).   

Political parties, in fact, are quite often very transparent about the considerations that 

shape their selection strategy.  Take, for instance, the case of Babu Singh Kushwaha, a minister 

in Mayawati’s BSP government in Uttar Pradesh who was eventually expelled from the party in 

2011 once he became the subject of an intense media firestorm for his alleged role in a massive 

corruption scandal in the health ministry.
168

  The very moment Kushwaha was ousted from the 

BSP under a cloud of wrongdoing, he became the subject of an intense bidding war among the 

BSP’s main competitors in the forthcoming 2012 elections.  Kushwaha eventually joined the 

BJP, which justified their embrace of him using an unambiguous caste logic.  In the words of a 

party spokeswoman: “Kushwaha represents a very backward class community.  He has come 

into the party and we have welcomed him…SP, BSP and Congress [the BJP’s competitors] are 

not serving the Most Backward Castes…OBCs [Other Backward Castes] feel their rights are 
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 The scandal involved the massive siphoning off of funds and the murders of several health officials under 

mysterious circumstances. 
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being taken away” (The Indian Express 2012).  Kushwaha’s alleged role in serious criminal 

activities and his pending arrest by the Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) was common 

knowledge, as even the BJP’s spokesperson was forced to admit: “[His] induction into BJP is no 

immunity to him from the law.  We have not said we will be giving him cover.  Law will take its 

course” (Ibid).  In this case, the BJP clearly calculated that their ability to project Kushwaha as 

the “backward” face of the party would pay electoral dividends.  His criminal reputation, far 

from hurting his appeal, could even strength it among backward caste voters.  

The strategic, identity-based logic underlying the selection of criminal candidates is by 

no means restricted to the Hindi heartland of north India.  Although poorly documented, there is 

anecdotal evidence that a similar story has played out in south India.  For instance, the city of 

Vijayawada in Andhra Pradesh has long been a hub for the criminal underworld (Manor 1993; 

2002). Its politics have long pitted rival gangs against one another, each with its own caste 

affiliation (politically motivated caste conflicts have traditionally taken place between the 

Kamma and Kapu communities) (Suri 2002; Baken 2003, 104).  Parties have also fielded 

criminal candidates in great number throughout the Rayalseema region of Andhra, and many of 

these candidates were chosen on the basis of their ability to mobilize prominent caste groupings 

(Balagopal 2004).  Indeed, party leaders have admitted to exploiting existing divisions for 

electoral purposes in just this way.  As the chagrined Telugu Desam Party (TDP) chief 

Chandrababu Naidu stated when asked about the inclusion of a prominent criminal candidate in 

his party’s list of nominees: “Values are essential in politics, but there are some constraints too” 

(Kumar 2005). 

Interviews with party leaders also seem to corroborate the hypothesis that parties value 

criminal candidates who are from politically important castes, especially in those constituencies 
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where social divisions are ripe for political manipulation.  One BJP Rajya Sabha MP, when 

asked why parties recruit candidates known for their criminal backgrounds, replied: “Our party 

does informal surveys of every constituency in every state in which elections are to be held.  

Where the caste numbers make sense and where voters can be mobilized on identity grounds, 

there can be a payoff to fielding a candidate, who may be a criminal, but also a local ‘folk hero’ 

to his community.”
169

  An interview with the leader of one national party’s state unit in Bihar, 

also confirmed this narrative.  At first, the leader dismissed questions about his party’s embrace 

of criminal candidates, confidently asserting that his party had not fielded even one tainted 

candidate in the election.  When pressed about the example of one well-known candidate who 

had recently been released from jail, he replied: “Oh yes, well he is one exception.  He was in 

prison until recently but he is a respected leader in the [upper caste] Bhumihar community.  The 

Bhumihars are feeling insecure in this part of the state and he will help address that.”
170

   

 

4.4 Research design 

 Theory suggests that criminality serves as a cue for a candidate’s credibility, primarily 

among individuals who share the candidate’s group (ethnic) identity.  Thus, the observable 

implication is that parties have an incentive to select criminal candidates in areas where ethnic 

divisions are more salient.  The challenge one faces is to devise a research design that allows for 

empirical testing of this relationship. 

To investigate the hypothesized connection, I employ a subnational research design using 

the case of India.  India presents two main benefits in this regard.  First, we can make use of data 

that exploits the great variation across and within India’s subnational units yet hold institutional 
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 Interview with BJP Rajya Sabha MP, New Delhi, July 2009. 
170

 Interview with deputy president of Bihar state unit of major national party, Patna, October 2010. 
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and electoral design constant.  India is a federal parliamentary democracy comprised of 28 states 

and seven Union Territories.
171

 All states are subdivided into districts (analogous to counties in 

the United States) and districts are further subdivided into state assembly constituencies, the 

primary unit of analysis for this chapter.  All constituency elections are governed by identical 

first-past-the-post, single-member district rules.  Second, and crucially, India’s post-independent 

constitution provides for a system of ethnic quotas whereby a fixed set of constituencies at the 

state and national levels are “reserved” for two groups of ethnic minorities.  This reservation 

serves as the vehicle for introducing variation in the salience of ethnic cleavages.  The following 

section provides a brief introduction of the system of caste reservation of legislative seats; 

describes the process of allocating reservations; and presents the intuition behind why the 

salience of ethnic cleavages is likely to be stronger in open seats than reserved seats. 

 

Caste reservation of legislative seats 

India’s post-Independence constitution is arguably one of the world’s most aggressive in 

its commitment to using the power of the state to end ethnic discrimination (Galanter 1984; 

1986).  Although the constitution and subsequent law established a wide array of affirmative 

action policies for disenfranchised minorities, one of the principal mechanisms through which 

policymakers sought to redress discrimination was the reservation of legislative seats for two 

groups: Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs).  Scheduled Castes, also known as 

“Dalits,” were formerly known as the untouchables; this group of low-ranking castes occupies 

the bottom rungs of the traditional Hindu caste hierarchy.  Scheduled Tribes consist of 

individuals belonging to India’s native or tribal population.  In order to protect the rights of 

India’s most vulnerable minorities, Sections 330 and 332 of India’s Constitution stipulate that 
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 Union Territories are directly governed by the central government, with the exception of Delhi and Pondicherry. 
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seats in the state assemblies and the lower house of parliament should be reserved for Scheduled 

Castes or Scheduled Tribes in proportion to the population of SCs and STs in the state as a 

whole.  Under the constitution, each state was required to construct lists (“schedules”) of those 

lowers castes and tribal groups that would qualify as either SC or ST.  Although reservations 

were initially thought to be short-term remedies, parliament has renewed them continually 

throughout the decades.  As of 2010, roughly one quarter of state assembly and national 

parliamentary seats were reserved for either SCs or STs. 

 

Process of delimitation 

The Constitution further stipulates that upon the completion of each decadal census, a 

competent authority determined by Parliament should readjust electoral boundaries and the 

allocation and reservation of seats.  Since Independence, Parliament has authorized the 

convening of an independent Delimitation Commission four times: 1952, 1963, 1973, and 2002.  

The Delimitation Commission is an independent statutory body whose orders have the force of 

law and cannot be called into question by the courts.  The 2002 delimitation commission 

completed its work in 2007, and its orders came into force in May 2008.   

While the commission could not alter the overall number of seats in either the state 

assemblies or national parliament, it was charged with rationalizing the structure and 

composition of electoral constituencies.  This required two steps.  The first was to restructure 

constituencies to reduce inequalities in their population size, thereby addressing the issue of 

malapportionment.  The second step was to reallocate seats reserved for SCs and STs on the 

basis of population figures from the 2001 census.  According to the commission’s authorizing 

legislation, seats for STs were to be reserved in those constituencies in which the percentage of 
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their population to the total population is the largest.  The same rule applies to SC seats, with one 

exception: the commission must also ensure the even geographic distribution of SC seats within 

a state.   

The process of delimitation is important for the methodological approach of this study 

because a constituency’s reservation status is endogenous to its minority population share.  

Redistricting allows us to address this endogeneity concern in two ways.  First, we can compare 

outcomes in electoral constituencies that gained or lost reservation in the process of delimitation 

in order to separate out the effects of reservation from potential constituency-specific 

confounding factors.  Second, we can exploit the fact that parliament mandated the delimitation 

commission to ensure the adequate geographic distribution of SC seats within a state when 

allocating reservations.  This wrinkle allows us to identify the impact of reservation by focusing 

only on those constituencies that have very similar SC populations but differ in their reservation 

status for purely (exogenous) geographic reasons. 

 

Open versus reserved seats 

 This section describes how politics might function differently in open, as opposed to 

reserved, constituencies.   

Figure 4-2 and Figure 4-3 graphically represent the key differences.  In open (or unreserved) 

constituencies (shown in  

Figure 4-2), politics hews closely to the theoretical argument presented in the previous section.  

Here, there are no identity-based restrictions either on the candidate pool or the electorate.  This 

means there is the possibility for parties and candidates to engage in multi-ethnic competition.  In 

open constituencies, the stakes are high as the ethnic identity of the winner is not known ex ante.  
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Thus, in open constituencies we are more likely to observe intense multi-ethnic competition and 

hence, ethnic cleavages are more likely to be salient.  Accordingly, co-ethnicity will be a more 

influential voting cue for voters in open constituencies.  The sharpening of ethnic cleavages and 

the increased relevance of co-ethnic voting means there are greater incentives for parties to select 

criminal candidates – who can use their criminality to exploit social divisions – to contest 

elections. 
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Figure 4-2: Identity politics and criminality in general constituencies 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4-3: Identity politics and criminality in reserved constituencies 
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In contrast, there are unique aspects of politics in reserved constituencies that might act to 

reduce the incentives of parties fielding candidates with criminal backgrounds.   

Figure 4-2 demonstrates the unique circumstances of reserved constituencies.  Unlike 

open constituencies, in reserved constituencies, all candidates contesting elections are, by 

definition, members of the same ethnic group (either Scheduled Castes or Scheduled Tribes).  

But the voters are comprised of the electorate in its entirety--there is no system of separate 

electorates.
172

  The stakes are lower in comparison to open constituencies because, by definition, 

the ethnic identity of the winner is known ex ante: no matter which individual candidate or party 

wins the election, it is a given that an SC/ST will be the constituency’s eventual 

representative.
173

  In reserved constituencies, one would expect the salience of ethnic cleavages 

to be weaker.  Because all candidates share a common identity, but the electorate is 

heterogeneous, SC/ST candidates often depend on voters who are not co-ethnics in order to win 

elections. For their part, non-SC/ST voters do not have the option of voting for a co-ethnic so 

they must sort candidates on a criterion other than ethnicity.  Furthermore, because all candidates 

for election are from the reserved group, the SC/ST vote is likely to be fragmented among the 

candidates—rendering the non-SC/ST vote quite influential.  

Thus, in reserved constituencies, co-ethnicity is of limited value as a voting cue.  This 

means there are fewer incentives for parties to mobilize on ethnic lines and there is less reason 

for parties to select candidates with criminal backgrounds whose reputation rests largely on their 
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 Most scholars agree that the system of reservation has hindered the ability of SC/ST politicians to aggressively 

fight for SC/ST interests.  A system of separate electorates, on the other hand, would be less likely to produce 

moderate candidates because politicians need only to win the votes of members of their own communities 

(Wilkinson 2003). 
173

 This is in contrast to the experience of the Other Backward Classes (OBCs), the segment of the caste hierarchy 

immediately above SCs and STs.  Unlike SCs/STs, OBCs have not benefitted from legislative quotas under the 

constitution.  It is plausible that the political mobilization of certain segments of the OBCs—the Yadavs come to 

mind—has been affected by this struggle for representation, in a way that has fostered greater acceptance of extra-

legal methods of political practice. 
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ethnic bona fides.  In reserved constituencies parties must act strategically.  If they choose to 

field a criminal candidate who gains strength from his willingness to cater to the interests of the 

reserved community, voters who are not from the reserved community might coordinate to vote 

against this candidate.  In sum, there is little incentive for parties to field criminal candidates 

whose popularity is premised on their catering to SC/ST interests at the expense of non-SC/ST 

voters. 

One potential critique of this argument is that it disregards sub-caste (jati) heterogeneity 

within the larger SC/ST headings.  As was pointed out above, “SC” and “ST” are umbrella 

groups consisting of many individual jatis, or sub-castes.  Strictly speaking, it is a simplification 

to treat SCs and STs as monoliths.  Nonetheless, it is unclear that this simplifying assumption 

comes at much cost.  For starters, it is debatable how salient specific jatis within the larger SC 

category are when it comes to politics.  For instance, recent work by Dunning (2011) finds some 

support for the idea that internal divisions among SCs are less salient due to SCs’ common 

historical struggle built around the “politics of dignity.”  However, even if we accept that jati-

based competition is salient, incorporating jatis does not substantively change the analysis for 

three reasons.  First, emphasizing divisions among SCs/STs is a questionable political strategy 

for politicians to adopt in reserved constituencies because it only further subdivides the minority 

vote.  A criminal candidate who mobilizes voters from only his own SC/ST jati limits his appeal.  

The incentives are to cater to the median voter.  Second, a criminal candidate in a reserved 

constituency could mobilize along jati lines, but he is unlikely to be able to have access to the 

tools necessary to build a minimum winning coalition given the realities of the caste hierarchy.
174
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 The argument, as developed here, assumes that criminal candidates can win solely on the backs of fellow co-

ethnics.  This may not always be the case.  In some cases, candidates may need to construct a minimum winning 

coalition.  Here too, however, there are differential incentives in open versus reserved seats.  In open seats, criminal 

candidates from the dominant group(s) can use coercion and/or redistribution to add to their core ethnic voter base.  
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Finally, it is true that criminal candidates can sometimes gain support from voters who are not 

co-ethnics due to negative voting.  For instance, a Dalit may vote for a Brahmin strongman 

because he thinks electing a Brahmin strongman is a better outcome than electing a Yadav.  In 

reserved constituencies, negative voting is less relevant because all the candidates are from the 

same community.  Even if we accept that jatis are relevant to SCs and STs, they are largely 

irrelevant to citizens from other caste groups.  In a reserved constituency, a Brahmin voter does 

not have to make the trade-off of supporting a criminal ST candidate to ensure another group he 

dislikes (even more) comes to power because reservation disqualifies anyone else from 

contesting elections.
175

 

Thus, the unique politics of reserved constituencies explains the common sentiment that 

candidates in reserved constituencies are often perceived to be “dummy candidates,” or more 

interested in catering to the interests of non-SC/ST voters in their constituencies than their own 

brethren.
176

  For instance, Kanshi Ram, founder of the pro-Dalit (or SC) Bahujan Samaj Party 

(BSP), famously argued that reservation is counter-productive because it allows the upper castes 

to co-opt Dalit politicians who became chamchas (“sycophants”) of the dominant groups in 

society (Jaffrelot 1998).  By design, he argued, SC candidates contesting reserved seats are 

forced to cater to non-SC interests in order to win election.  In his words, “A tool, an agent, a 

                                                                                                                                                             
Social groups on the bottom rungs of the caste hierarchy will be vulnerable to such tactics.  The situation is likely to 

be different in reserved seats, where criminal candidates from the reserved communities will be less able to wield 

coercion and/or redistribution to win support from dominant groups.  After all, groups high up on the caste hierarchy 

will less vulnerable to such tactics. 
175

 Now as the SC population grows in size, there might be incentives to highlight distinctions among jatis; but this 

is consistent with the “within-constituency” evidence presented in Section 6.2 (i.e. criminality increases with the 

size of the SC population and the larger size of individual jatis).  One reason to downplay the role of jatis (or 

individual tribal affiliations) in ST constituencies is research that shows that individual tribes are geographically 

concentrated and thus unlikely to be fragmented at the local level (Raza and Ahmad 1990). 
176

 One senior official from a major political party in Bihar, when asked how the party selected its candidates in 

reserved constituencies, laughed and replied: “We pray to God we can find someone who appeals to all segments.”  

(Interview with author, October 2010, Patna)  
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stooge or a Chamcha is created to oppose the real, the genuine fighter.”
177

  Bihar MP Ram Vilas 

Paswan, himself a Dalit, makes a distinction between MLAs and MPs who act as 

“representatives of Dalits” and those that are “Dalit Representatives.”  For Paswan, the tragedy 

of reserved constituencies is that Dalit voters are more likely to get the latter: “Thus, elected 

would be Dalits, but they need not be Dalit Representatives, and have to be the Dalits elected by 

the dominant caste general voters.  Hence, the namesake Dalit Representatives, unless they are 

basically tall within, and morally strong, had to look for approval of the dominant castes, before 

they speak or do anything.”
178

     

Scholars too have noted the general meekness of legislators representing reserved 

constituencies when it comes to aggressively protecting their community’s interests.  Jaffrelot  

(2003, 102) writes that SC politicians have historically achieved little on behalf of their Dalit 

constituents: “The reservation system provided hardly any incentive for Scheduled Caste MPs or 

MLAs to foster the political consciousness of their caste fellows since they depended upon other 

voters to sustain their careers.”  Earlier, Galanter (1984, 549) commented that the system of 

legislative reservations and the need to appeal to constituencies made up “overwhelmingly of 

others” tended to produce “compliant and accommodating leaders rather than forceful 

articulators of the interests of these groups.”  The point here is that to the extent suspected 

criminal candidates gather support by advocating forcefully for their narrow co-ethnic interests, 

we might expect to see less criminality in reserved constituencies due to the need to appeal to a 

broader constituency.
179
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 (Jensenius 2011) reports a Scheduled Caste politician from Uttar Pradesh lamenting to her the moderating 

pressures of the reservation system, “I have to work for all, for the majority of the voters, how would I otherwise 

win the election?” 
178

 http://www.dalitindia.com/guest/DalitPol.htm (Accessed April 15, 2011).  
179

 (Jaffrelot 2006) writes of Scheduled Caste reservations: "Not having received their mandate from their caste 

fellows—always a minority in the reserved constituencies—elected officials in these constituencies were not very 

keen to defend their interests in the assemblies to which they were elected." 

http://www.dalitindia.com/guest/DalitPol.htm
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 To illustrate the different incentives parties face in reserved versus unreserved 

constituencies, consider the example of the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP), the current governing 

party of Uttar Pradesh (UP)—India’s most populous state.  The BSP was founded as a political 

vehicle to advocate for the interests of Dalits.  An examination of the party’s nomination strategy 

supports the contention that political parties are less likely to field indicted candidates in reserved 

constituencies.  In 2007, the BSP ran candidates in all 403 of UP’s assembly constituencies, 15 

percent of whom were under serious criminal indictment.  But when we unpack this number, we 

see that while 17.2 percent of its candidates contesting unreserved seats were indicted, just 6.7 

percent of candidates in reserved elections shared the same distinction.
180

  That is, the same pro-

Dalit party in the same state followed two distinct selection strategies in reserved versus 

unreserved constituencies.  The BSP experience in UP is not an anomaly: the party contested 

elections in 20 (of 28) states in the dataset and the data suggest that the party’s dual-track 

principle is generalizable.  Across all states in which the BSP is active, 8.6 percent of its 

candidates in unreserved constituencies had serious indictments compared to roughly three 

percent in reserved constituencies.  

 

4.5 Data  

If reservation provides a source of variation in the salience of ethnic cleavages, there still 

remains the challenge of measuring candidates’ criminality.  To overcome this obstacle, I 

constructed a database of legal affidavits submitted by state legislative candidates to the Election 

Commission of India (ECI) and compiled by the Liberty Institute, a Delhi-based think tank.  In 

response to a 2003 Supreme Court of India decision, the ECI mandated that candidates to state 
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 On occasion, the BSP does field Dalit candidates in unreserved seats.  In the 2007 UP elections, the BSP 

nominated five such candidates.  None of the five faced serious indictment. 
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and national elected office submit sworn affidavits containing information about their pending 

criminal cases; financial assets and liabilities; and educational qualifications at the time of their 

nomination.  Importantly, this disclosure requirement applies to all candidates (not just the 

winners).  Using a Java-based script, I extracted this data from tens of thousands of individual 

webpages into a tabular form suitable for quantitative analysis (Affidavit Database 
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Appendix A-1 displays an image of a candidate affidavit and Appendix A-2 shows the Liberty 

Institute’s digitized version). Where possible, missing or incomplete data were entered by hand 

using information from the original affidavits submitted to the ECI.  The resulting dataset 

contains detailed information on 46,739 candidates from 35 assembly elections across 28 Indian 

states from 2003-2009.  This data reflects 5,001 discrete, constituency-level elections
181

.  The 

dataset is described in greater detail in Appendix A-4, so I only highlight a few salient points 

here. 

Because the affidavit data provide details on candidates’ backgrounds but not on election-

related parameters, I used an automated procedure of approximate string matching (according to 

the popular Levenshtein edit distance method) to match the affidavits with election returns from 

the Election Commission of India (ECI) and information from the Delimitation Commission 

(2008).  This process involved careful hand checking of individual candidate matches to ensure 

accuracy and to resolve discrepancies in the data.   

Although the data capture pending criminal cases rather than convictions, it is worth 

noting that candidates must only disclose charges that a judge has deemed credible and worthy of 

judicial proceedings following independent investigations by the police and prosecutors.
182

  This 

distinction is important as it is the difference between a mere allegation and what we in the 

United States call an “indictment.”  In other words, a politician need only disclose a charge when 

a judge has determined that there exists sufficient evidence of wrongdoing for formal charges to 

be filed and a criminal judicial process to commence.
183
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 Appendix A-3 lists the state elections included in the database. 
182

 Given the ease with which the public can obtain information on a candidate’s criminal record, hiding or under-

reporting pending cases is not a serious concern. 
183

 The first step in the process is the filing of a First Information Report (FIR) by police authorities.  Once an FIR 

has been filed, police conduct a preliminary investigation to determine if there is sufficient prima facie evidence of 

wrongdoing.  If such evidence exists, they file a “chargesheet” and government prosecutors launch an investigation.  

If prosecutors concur with the police recommendation, they file charges with the relevant court.  Finally, a judge 
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The fact that candidates must only disclose indictments helps to reduce the presence of 

frivolous or minor charges, but one might still be concerned about the inclusion of politically 

motivated charges.  To reduce the risk of including such charges in the data, I further refine the 

measure of criminality by disaggregating types of charges.
184

  On their affidavits, candidates are 

required to include both the number of pending criminal indictments and the section(s) of the 

Indian Penal Code (IPC) they are charged with violating.  I coded each section of the IPC and 

matched each affidavit-listed charge with the relevant section of the code—in addition to 

supplementary information provided under the 1973 Code of Criminal Procedure.
185

  I use this 

data to distinguish between “serious” and “minor” charges.  I classify minor charges as those that 

plausibly might be related to assembly, campaigning, elections, lifestyle, opinion or speech—and 

thus lend themselves most easily to political retribution.  The remainder I consider to be 

“serious” charges.  There are three advantages to this approach.  First, a focus on serious charges 

disregards those charges most closely linked to a politician’s vocation (e.g. unlawful assembly, 

civil disobedience, electioneering, etc.).
186

  Second, I make the assumption that it is more 

difficult to engineer a false indictment against an individual on serious charges (such as murder 

or rape) than minor ones (such as verbal abuse).
187

  Third, an exclusive focus on serious charges 

makes substantive sense because they are symptomatic of the growth of serious criminality in 

                                                                                                                                                             
must determine whether to “take cognizance” of the case and frame charges.  It is only after a judge takes 

cognizance that a candidate must disclose that he has a pending case. 
184

 The strategy I employ here is similar to the one in Chang et al. (2010), whose study of malfeasance in the Italian 

legislature separates “opinion”-related investigations from all other criminal investigations in order to dispense with 

charges likely to arise during the process of campaigning. 
185

 For instance, if a candidate is charged under Section 302 of the IPC, this is matched to the relevant category of 

crime (“Offenses against the human body”); the specific act (“Murder”); and the minimum sentence (“10 years”). 
186

 This disaggregation is especially necessary in India, where civil disobedience is so closely linked to the 

democratic struggle for independence from British colonial rule. 
187

 I consider this to be a conservative approach.  Many of the “minor” charges may be in fact be legitimate and 

completely free of political motivation.  By discarding these charges, I might be throwing away useful information.  

However, I cannot be confident that the charges--given their relatively low threshold--are not falsely engineered.  
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politics this chapter seeks to explain.  To understand the types of charges candidates face, 

Appendix B-2 displays the five most common “serious” and “minor” charges from the dataset.
188

  

 

4.6 Is criminality among politicians lower in reserved constituencies? 

In this section, I evaluate the hypothesis that criminality among politicians is higher in 

unreserved constituencies.  Summary statistics can be found in Appendix Table 4-1.  Figure 4-4 

is a bar graph depicting the percentage of constituencies, broken down by constituency category, 

in which at least one candidate standing for election is indicted on a “serious” charge.
189

    

Across all constituencies in the dataset, 35 percent contain at least one candidate indicted on 

serious charges.  But there is a considerable amount of heterogeneity across constituency 

categories.  While unreserved (also referred to as GEN or general) constituencies have a 

criminality rate of almost 40 percent, only 27 percent of SC constituencies and 18 percent of ST 

constituencies have an indicted candidate contesting elections.  
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 In Vaishnav (2012a), in addition to disaggregating types of charges, I conduct three additional tests of political 

motivation and reject the hypothesis that cases are disproportionately filed against politically prominent or 

successful candidates. 
189

 For the purposes of this paper, I drop the 12 assembly constituencies reserved for the Bhutia-Lepcha (BL) 

population as well as the lone constituency reserved for the Sanghas (SANGH) or Buddhist monks in Sikkim.  All 

remaining constituencies fall into the GEN, SC or ST category. 
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Figure 4-4: Percentage of constituencies with an indicted candidate, by constituency 

category 

 

 

 

Note: The Y-axis represents the percentage of constituencies with each category (GEN/SC/ST) in which there is at least 

one candidate under serious indictment contesting elections. 

 

To probe whether these differences are statistically significant, Table 4-1 provides 

evidence from difference-in-means tests.  The top panel compares SC to GEN constituencies, 

while the bottom panel compares ST to GEN constituencies.  As a robustness check, criminality 

is measured in four ways: (1) a binary measure of whether at least one indicted candidate 

contests elections (Indicted AC); (2) a binary measure of whether at one “viable” indicted 

candidate contests elections (Viable Indicted AC)
190

; (3) a count measure of indicted candidates 

(Indicted Count); and (4) a continuous measure of the share of candidates running while under 

indictment (Indicted Frac).  Using any of these four measures, criminality is significantly lower 
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 A candidate is considered “viable” if he or she earns at least 5 percent of the vote. 
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in reserved constituencies.  The differences are, however, larger in magnitude and significance 

for ST constituencies. 

 

Table 4-1: Difference of means tests for criminality variables, by constituency category 

 SC GEN t-stat p-value 

 (n=722) (n=3584)   

     

Indicted AC 0.27 0.40 -6.38 0.00 

Viable Indicted AC 0.18 0.29 -6.05 0.00 

Indicted Count 0.34 0.67 -8.09 0.00 

Indicted Frac 0.04 0.07 -7.10 0.00 

     

 ST GEN t-stat p-value 

 (n=682) (n=3584)   

     

Indicted AC 0.18 0.40 -10.85 0.00 

Viable Indicted AC 0.14 0.29 -8.59 0.00 

Indicted Count 0.26 0.67 -9.80 0.00 

Indicted Frac 0.03 0.07 -8.15 0.00 

 

Note: “Indicted AC” is a binary measure of whether there is at least one candidate under serious indictment contesting 

constituency elections; “Viable Indicted AC” is a binary measure of whether there is at least one “viable” candidate under 
serious indictment contesting constituency elections; “Indicted Count” is a count measure of candidates under serious 

indictment contesting constituency elections; and “Indicted Frac” is the fraction of candidates under serious indictment 

contesting constituency elections.  “Viable” is defined as receiving at least 5 percent of the vote. 

 

4.7 Estimates using multilevel modeling 

To model the relationship between criminality and reservation status more formally, I 

estimate a series of multilevel logistic regressions of the following form:  

 

   (1)  

        (2) 

         (3)  

         (4) 

  



Pr( yi  1)  Logit
1
( j[i] k[i]  t[i]  SCi STi  Xi  Z j[i])



 j[i]  0  1Z j[i] U j[i]



k[i] 0 Uk[i]



t[i] 0 Ut[i]
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In equation (1), the outcome is a binary measure (y) of whether there is at least one indicted 

candidate (Serious Indictment) contesting elections in constituency i.  On the right hand side of 

the regression, I include two dummy variables for a constituency’s reservation status (SC and ST, 

respectively).  These are the primary variables of interest.  However, we also want to control for 

competing explanations of party selection of indicted candidates.  Here, it is important to account 

for right-hand side variables that enter at both the constituency and district-levels.  X represents a 

vector of constituency-level covariates: the degree of social mobilization (voter turnout in the 

previous election, Prior Turnout); and political competition (measured as the prior margin of 

victory, Prior Margin).  We also control for the size of the electorate by including the natural log 

of the number of electors (Log Total Electors).  Z represents a vector of district-level covariates.  

We want to control for the information environment, Literacy Rate; the extent of criminal 

activity (Per Capita Murder Rate); and the percentage of residents living in rural areas (Percent 

Rural) or who lack basic amenities (Percent Poverty).  I also include random effects parameters 

for each state (j), district (k) and year (t) of election. The district-level intercepts are modeled as a 

function of a baseline intercept, a set of district-level variables and a normally distributed error 

term (Equation 2).  The state and year random effects terms are comprised of a baseline intercept 

and a random error, which is normally distributed with mean 0 and variance 
2 

(Equations 3 and 

4). 

Multilevel modeling represents an optimal strategy for addressing the question under 

study here for a few reasons.  First, the overall goal of multilevel modeling is to account for 

variance in an outcome variable measured at the lowest level of analysis by considering 

information from all levels.  Thus, multilevel modeling allows us to account for variation at 

levels other than the constituency when estimating constituency-level coefficients.  In 
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understanding candidate selection, there are good theoretical reasons for expecting that district-

level predictors, for instance, play a significant role.  In classical regression, it is not possible to 

include both group-level predictors and group-level fixed effects in the same model (Steenbergen 

and Jones 2002).  Second, unlike classical regression, which treats all observations as 

independent, multilevel approaches allow researchers to use all the information that is available 

but have correctly estimated standard errors with clustered data (Gelman and Hill 2007, 254). 

Figure 4-5 presents the results of four models: a simple bivariate model; a multivariate 

model with constituency controls; a multivariate model with district controls; and a multivariate 

model with constituency and district controls.  Because these are logit models, which makes the 

coefficients difficult to interpret, Figure 4-5 presents the results in terms of the change in 

predicted probabilities when a constituency, holding other variables at the mean, moves from an 

open seat to one with either an SC or ST reservation.  The changes in predicted probabilities are 

significant and remarkably consistent across models.
191

  On average, reservation reduces the 

likelihood a serious indicted candidate stands for election by 13 to 14 percent (the estimates for 

gaining SC versus ST reservation are very similar across models).
192
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 All variables are set to their mean values (binary SC/ST variable not being manipulated set to zero).   
192

 Although the analysis is primarily concerned with party selection, I do not drop independents from the sample 

because it is often the case that independents contest elections with informal party backing.  Parties support 

independents informally in a variety of situations: where a party factions is dissatisfied with the official party 

nominee; when there is discord within parties in a coalition; or when a party supports a “dummy candidate” to draw 

votes away from rival candidates.  In other words, there is often a behind-the-scenes selection process for 

unaffiliated candidates.  As shown in Appendix Figure 4-2 I re-run the analysis, dropping independents from the 

sample.  The substantive results do not change.   
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Figure 4-5: Simulating predicted probabilities from a logistic regression of criminality on 

reservation status and covariates 

 

   

Note: First difference of predicted probabilities obtained from 1,000 simulations of multilevel logistic regression of 

criminality (Indicted AC) on indicator variables for SC and ST reservation, plus additional covariates. All models include 

random effects parameters for states, districts and years.  The black dots represent the coefficients on the “SC 

constituency” variable.”  The white dots represent the coefficients on the “ST constituency” variable.  The horizontal lines 
represent 95% confidence intervals.  All covariates set at their mean value.  Simulations run using Zelig package in R. 
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Figure 4-6: Coefficients from multilevel logistic regression of criminality on reservation 

status and covariates 

 

Note: The black dots represent the estimated logit coefficients from a multilevel logistic regression model where the 

dependent variable is a binary indicator of whether there is at least one candidate under serious indictment contesting 

elections in the constituency (Indicted AC). All models include random effects parameters for states, districts and years.  

The horizontal lines represent 95% confidence intervals. 

 

Figure 4-6 displays the individual coefficients from the full model (with constituency and 

district covariates).  As the figure clearly demonstrates, none of the other independent variables 

achieves statistical significance, save for Log Total Electors (indicating that indicted candidates 

are more likely to contest elections where there are more voters).  It is important to note that the 

coefficients representing the substantive alternative explanations are insignificant, including our 

measure of the information environment.
193
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 As a robustness test, I experiment with two alternatives measures of the information environment: the percentage 

of households in a district with access to radio; and the percentage with access to television.  Neither variable is 

significant. 
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4.8 Addressing endogeneity concerns 

 The results of the previous section provide initial support for the hypothesis that 

criminality is, in fact, greater in unreserved constituencies.  Although I have argued that this is 

due to the fact that ethnic cleavages are more salient in unreserved constituencies, there is a 

concern about the presence of endogeneity.  Recall that reserved seats are allocated to areas with 

relatively large shares of Scheduled Caste or Scheduled Tribe populations, which could differ 

systematically from open seats on key socio-economic or other characteristics that might 

influence the level of criminality.  In the next two sections, I address concerns about endogeneity 

in two ways.  First, I exploit a 2007 legislative redistricting initiative--undertaken by an 

independent, technocratic Delimitation Commission--which altered the allocation of reserved 

seats.  Comparing longitudinal differences among constituencies that gained or lost reservations 

before and after redistricting, we can estimate the impact of reservation on criminality.  If this 

analysis shows that reservation has an impact on criminality, we can rule out the confounding 

influence of any constituency-specific factors.  While this test addresses the most serious 

endogeneity concerns, it does have one shortcoming.  If a constituency gained (or lost) 

reservation due to the fact that there was a large shift in the underlying population share of SCs 

and STs, we cannot rule out the possibility that there is something specific to the preferences of 

minority populations that influences criminality.  To address this concern, I exploit the 

Delimitation Commission’s requirement that SC seats are allocated in a manner designed to 

ensure adequate geographic distribution of SC seats across a state.  This geographic criterion 

introduces a degree of exogeneity in the allocation process that we can use to compare 

constituencies that have nearly identical SC population shares yet differ in their reservation 
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status.  Results of both analyses, described in full below, support our hypothesis that reservation 

has a negative impact on criminality.  

 

Constituency-specific parameters, or rewards to office 

There is a vast literature that has documented the myriad ways in which SCs and STs 

have lagged behind the majority of the Indian population on key socio-economic dimensions (see 

Desai and Dubey (2011) for a recent empirical review).  Given the relatively weaker socio-

economic position of SCs and STs in Indian society, one could argue that constituency-specific 

characteristics of reserved constituencies might confound the negative association between 

reservation and criminality.  Because reservation is highly correlated with the share of the 

population belonging to the reserved community, these areas might have distinct socio-economic 

characteristics.  Attributes of reserved constituencies could affect criminality in a number of 

ways.  For instance, if the overall level of income is lower in reserved areas, candidates who 

wish to engage in rent seeking once in office might be less inclined to contest elections in SC/ST 

constituencies.  Thus, candidates who are linked to criminal wrongdoing might be more inclined 

to contest elections in unreserved constituencies where the rewards to office are more significant 

(see Brollo et al. 2010). 

To address concerns about endogeneity and the influence of constituency-specific factors, 

we exploit the Delimitation Commission’s redrawing of electoral boundaries and re-allocation of 

reservations in 2007 to test these claims.  Specifically, we can take advantage of the fact that 

certain constituencies changed their reservation status as a result of delimitation.  This allows us 

to perform a pre and post-delimitation comparison of reservation status and criminality 

outcomes.  If constituency-specific characteristics account for the lower levels of criminality, 
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when a reserved constituency becomes unreserved we should not observe an increase in 

criminality.  Conversely, when an unreserved constituency gains a reservation, criminality 

should not decrease if constituency-level features are the primary driver. 

There are potentially three concerns with this approach.  If the work of the commission 

was politically motivated, we might be concerned that the delimitation process is biased.  Iyer 

and Shivakumar (2009) studied the process of delimitation in two large states of India and found 

no evidence that there was any political manipulation in the delimitation process.
194

  

Furthermore, there have not been any claims that the commission allocated reservations in order 

to influence the entry or exit of suspected criminal politicians. 

A second concern is that constituencies may not be comparable pre- and post-

delimitation.  The criterion for comparing constituencies used in this chapter is simply 

identifying those constituencies whose names remained consistent over the two periods.  The 

core assumption is that these constituencies can plausibly be compared before and after 

delimitation.  One way of controlling for comparability is to compare the spatial overlap of the 

pre- and post-delimitation constituencies using GIS shapefiles for both sets of boundaries.  In the 

empirical tests below, I control for the degree of spatial overlap in order to test whether the 

regression results are driven by constituencies that have significantly changed shape.  

A final concern relates to sample size.  Only seven states in our dataset held an election in 

both the pre- and post-delimitation periods.  Thus, we are only able to use data from 14 elections 

in this part of the analysis.  Despite this limitation, we have a reasonable number of instances of 

reservation switching using this subset of the data.  Figure 4-7 provides a matrix of the changes 

in reservation assignment.  Because the baseline comparison in this chapter is how dynamics in 

                                                 
194

 The authors conclude by declaring that their results “suggest that a politically neutral redistricting process can be 

implemented by a non-political body with a transparent and inclusive process.” 
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SC/ST constituencies differ from GEN constituencies, we disregard changes between reservation 

categories.
195

  All told, we observe 150 constituencies that switched reservation status.  Across 

all categories, the vast majority of constituency designations did not change.
196

  

 

Figure 4-7: Reservation status in seven states, pre and post-delimitation 

  Pre-delimitation 

  GEN SC ST 

     

 GEN 515 50 15 

Post-delimitation SC 62 66 2 

 ST 23 7 92 
 

Note: This data comes from seven states (Andhra Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Delhi, Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, Mizoram, and 
Orissa) in the dataset that held elections before and after delimitation (in 2003/4 and 2008/9). 

 

To evaluate the impact of reservation on criminality, we compare the longitudinal 

differences in criminality--that is the change in the share of criminal candidates between time t 

and t+1—among those 150 constituencies that experienced a switch in reservation status before 

and after delimitation.  That is, we pool constituencies that gained or lost reservation status and 

examine the change between two elections only among these “switchers.”  Methodologically, we 

can estimate a model of the form: 

 

      (5) 

 

where y is the share of serious indicted candidates contesting elections in the ith constituency at 

time t.  The primary variable of interest is reserved, a dummy variable which takes the value of 1 
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 In other words, we make use of instances in which SC or ST constituencies became unreserved, or when GEN 

constituencies became reserved for either SCs or STs. 
196

 There is only a small degree of switching between reserved categories.  7 constituencies previously reserved for 

SCs became reserved for STs in 2008/2009, while 2 former ST constituencies became SC reserved.  Inter-

reservation switches account for only 5.5 percent of all switches. 
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if a constituency is reserved either for SCs or STs.  X is a vector of constituency-level covariates.  

We also include a constituency-specific fixed effects parameter, .  By including this fixed 

effect term, we are performing a within effects estimation using Ordinary Least Squares (which 

is functionally equivalent to first-differencing since t=2). 

 

Figure 4- 8: Changes in criminality with reservation status 

 
Note: The y-axis represents the share of candidates in a constituency election who are under serious indictment (Indicted 
Frac).  The x-axis represents the time dimension.  The dots represent the mean value of Indicted Frac and the vertical bars 

represent 95 percent confidence intervals.  The Delimitation Commission re-allocated reservations in 2007. 

 
 

Before presenting the regression results, a simple difference of means (shown in Figure 

4- 8) provides some intuition for the more formal results.  The y-axis represents the share of 

candidates in a constituency election under serious indictment, and the x-axis is the time 

dimension.  Seats that were reserved in 2003 but lost their reservation in 2008 saw their average 

share of indicted candidates nearly double.  Conversely, seats that were unreserved in 2003 but 
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gained reservation during the delimitation process experienced a significant decline in 

criminality.  As indicated by the vertical bars, which represent 95 percent confidence intervals, 

the differences over time are significant. 

The key take-away from this simple, intuitive graphic is confirmed by the regression 

analysis, as seen in Table 4-2.  Column 1 contains the baseline results, using the continuous 

measure of criminality (Indicted Frac) as the outcome variable.
197

  The impact of reservation on 

criminality is strongly negative, when only restricted to those constituencies that switched status 

with delimitation.  On average, 4.3 percent of candidates in switching constituencies are under 

serious indictment.  The coefficient on the reserved variable indicates that reservation is linked 

to a 2.3 percentage point decrease in the criminal share, which represents a near 50 percent 

decline--a sizeable effect.  As a robustness test, I re-run the model sub-setting the data based on 

the degree of spatial overlap between pre- and post-delimitation constituencies.  I begin in 

Column 2 by restricting the analysis only to those constituencies with a spatial overlap of at least 

95 percent.  I then gradually expand the dataset by considering more liberal overlap requirements 

(Columns 3 through 6).  As Table 4-2 indicates, regardless of the overlap condition or sample 

size, there is a significant negative relationship between reservation and criminality.   

                                                 
197

 We prefer a continuous outcome variable since this will give us more variation between the two time periods, 

compared to a dichotomous measure. 



201 

 

 

Table 4-2: Within effects linear regression of criminality on reservation, using 

constituencies that switch reservation status 

 

 -1 -2 -3 -4 

DV: Indicted Frac Indicted Frac Indicted Frac Indicted Frac 

Overlap condition - Overlap ≥ 95% Overlap ≥ 90% Overlap ≥ 85% 

     

Reserved -0.02 -0.07 -0.04 -0.03 

 [2.41]** [2.09]* [1.70]* [1.73]* 

Constant -0.32 3.90 1.58 -0.28 

 [0.64] [0.91] [0.79] [0.20] 

     

Covariates YES YES YES YES 

Constituency fixed effects YES YES YES YES 

Observations 300 34 90 128 

Number of constituencies 150 17 45 64 

R-squared 0.07 0.36 0.2 0.16 

     

 

Note: Robust standard errors clustered by constituency in brackets. * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** 

significant at 1%.  All models estimated using OLS where the dependent variable (Indicted Frac) is the fraction of 
candidates under serious indictment contesting constituency elections.  All models include controls for prior margin of 

victory; prior turnout; log total number of electors; and fixed effects for constituencies.  Column 1 includes all 

constituencies.  Columns 2 through 6 use subsets of constituencies, depending on the degree of spatial overlap between pre 
and post-delimitation constituencies.  Thus, Column 2 considers only constituencies with at least 95 percent overlap, while 

subsequent columns relax the degree of overlap. 

 

Demographic characteristics of the reserved community 

 The results of the previous analysis indicate that reservation has a negative impact on 

criminality, independent of other time-invariant constituency level factors.  The analysis, 

however, does not fully resolve the issue of endogeneity because the reservation of a seat is a 

function of a constituency’s underlying minority population share.  Thus, a constituency could 

lose or gain a reservation because of changes in its reserved population share.  This makes it 

difficult to disentangle the causal effect of reservation from changes in the size of the reserved 

population.  Fortunately, we can exploit a unique aspect of the delimitation commission’s 

methodology to address this concern.
198

  As mentioned previously, when the commission 
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 It is not clear how serious a concern this is.  Constituency boundaries were fixed from 1977 to 2007, and we are 

comparing criminality in elections held right before 2007 and a right after.  If constituencies lost (or gained) 
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allocated SC reservations, its decision rule was based on two criteria mandated by parliament: 

ensuring reservation was given to constituencies with relatively large SC population shares; and 

ensuring geographic diversity of reserved seats within the state.  As I will show below, the 

geographic diversity requirement produces a situation in which there can be two constituencies 

within a state that have very similar shares of Scheduled Caste populations but only one receives 

the reservation “treatment.”  

 Before presenting the results of this test, it is necessary to describe briefly exactly how 

the reservation allocation process works.  Consider the example of Andhra Pradesh, a large state 

of more than 70 million people in southern India.  Under law, each state is given a quota of SC 

seats (as a share of total seats in the state assembly) that is proportional to the share of SCs living 

in the state.  Roughly 16 percent of Andhra Pradesh’s population consists of SCs so 16 percent of 

the state’s 294 seats are reserved for them (.1619*294 = 47.59, rounded up to 48).  The next step 

is to allocate seats across the state’s districts according to the district share of SCs.  Again, the 

decision of the Delimitation Commission to allocate seats to districts is designed to ensure 

adequate geographic spread of SC-reserved seats.  Figure 4-9 provides the actual numbers used 

by the Delimitation Commission in its calculations.  Thus, Adilabad district receives an 

allocation of two SC seats while Nizamabad and Karminagar districts receive allocations of one 

and three SC seats, respectively.  But within districts, constituencies are then rank ordered 

according to their SC populations so that those with the largest percentage of SCs are reserved.  

Hence, if Karimnagar district has a quota of three SC seats, the three constituencies in the district 

with the highest SC share of the population are deemed reserved.   

 

                                                                                                                                                             
reservation on account of changing demographics due to migration, it is likely the case these changes occurred well 

before 2007.  Thus, the underlying demographics are probably similar in the elections years before and after 

redistricting.   
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Figure 4-9: How are SC seats reserved? 

 

a) District-wise allocation of SC seats in Andhra Pradesh 

 

District No. District  District 
Population  

SC Population SC Seat -
Allocation 

SC Seat -Actual 

      

1 Adilabad  2,488,003 461,214 1.79 2 

2 Nizamabad  2,345,685 348,158 1.35 1 

3 Karimnagar  3,491,822 650,246 2.53 3 

 

b) Constituency-wise allocation of SC seats in Karimnagar district 

 

Constituency Constituency 
Population 

SC Population SC Population 
Share 

SC Reserved? 

     

Manakondur 258,789 57,792 22.33% YES 

Choppadandi 268,346 59,843 22.30% YES 

Dharmapuri 256,622 56,628 22.07% YES 

Manthani 267,261 56,764 21.24% NO 

Huzurabad 271,248 55,675 20.53% NO 

Husnabad 294,066 60,115 20.44% NO 

 

 Now if reservation were granted to constituencies solely on the basis of their SC 

population (as is done with ST seats), Manthani constituency (with 21.24 percent SCs) would be 

granted reservation.  Indeed, it has a higher SC share than several constituencies in neighboring 

districts.  As it turns out, Manthani was not reserved because of the need to ensure geographic 

diversity—a fact we can use to compare constituencies that are above and below this somewhat 

artificial cut-off.  Empirically, I use the coarsened exact matching (CEM) routine developed by 

Iacus, King and Porro (2011) to match constituencies according to their SC population, using 

reservation as an exogenous treatment.  I restrict matches to constituencies within the same 

district in the same state.  Using the matched dataset, I then estimate a series of logit regressions 

of the form: 
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    (6) 

 

where y is a binary measure of whether there is at least one indicted candidate (Serious 

Indictment) contesting elections in constituency i in state j.  The primary variable of interest is 

SCreserved, an indicator variable for SC reserved constituencies.  X is a vector of constituency 

level controls and  captures state fixed effects.  I estimate three models: a simple bivariate 

model; a multivariate model with constituency covariates; and a multivariate model with state 

fixed effects.  The results, contained in Table 4-3, demonstrate that reservation for Scheduled 

Castes has an independent negative effect on criminality.   

 

Table 4-3: Logistic regression of SC reservation on criminality, using matched dataset 

 

 -1 -2 -3 

DV: Indicted AC Indicted AC Indicted AC 

    

SC constituency -0.61 -0.77 -0.88 

 [2.00]** [2.07]** [2.18]** 

Constant -0.78 0.11 -2.71 

 [4.69]*** [0.05] [1.11] 

    

Covariates NO YES YES 

State fixed effects NO NO YES 

Observations 265 221 212 

 

Note: Absolute value of z statistics in brackets. * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%.  All 
models estimated using logistic regression where the dependent variable (Indicted AC) is a binary measure of whether there 

is at least one candidate under serious indictment contesting constituency elections.  Column 1 is the baseline model.  

Columns 2 and 3 include constituency covariates (prior margin of victory; prior turnout; and log total number of electors).  
Column 3 includes state fixed effects. Matching performed using coarsened exact matching and restricting matches to 

constituencies within districts.  Matching weights included in all models. 

  

Alternative explanations 



Pr(yij 1)Logit
1( j SCreservedij Xij)
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 The above analyses address the most plausible alternative explanations; that is, that 

criminality is lower in reserved constituencies on account of constituency-specific parameters or 

characteristics of the reserved populations themselves.  This section addresses two other 

alternative explanations: differences in the supply of criminal candidates and distinct partisan 

preferences. 

An alternative explanation centered on variation in supply goes something like this: if 

SCs or STs are simply less prone to engaging in criminal conduct—for cultural, sociological, 

socio-economic or other reasons—then the finding that SC/ST politicians are less likely to be 

indicted may not be entirely surprising.  If reserved groups are less “criminalized” in general, 

one might hypothesize that politicians affiliated with these groups might have similar 

characteristics.  To test this proposition, we can examine data from the Ministry of Home Affairs 

on the group-wise breakdown of convicts and those in jail while under-trial.  The data are from 

2004 and are broken down by caste grouping and by state. Figure 4-10 separately plots the 

percentage of convicts and those in jail under-trial who are identified as SC (ST) against the SC 

(ST) proportion of the population in that state.  The diagonal line is the 45-degree line, which 

represents a perfectly proportional relationship between population share and criminal share.  As 

the four sub-graphs of Figure 4-10 demonstrate, for the vast majority of states, SC/STs are 

proportionally represented among India’s criminal population.   There is no evidence that SCs 

and STs are under-represented among the criminal population at large.
199

 

                                                 
199

 Constraints on the supply of criminal candidates in reserved constituencies are unlikely for three additional 

reasons.  First, constituencies are very large; the median state assembly constituency has 170,000 voters.  Thus, 

there is a sizeable pool of potential candidates to draw from.  Second, one might assume that SC/ST candidates have 

less access to financial resources and thus, SC/ST criminal candidates who are poor might lack the appeal of those 

with greater resources.   While the average wealth of SC candidates does lag behind candidates in open seats, this is 

not true for ST candidates, on average.  Finally, in Section 6.2 we will see that there are predictable changes in 

criminality within reserved constituencies based on the size of the reserved population and that these effects are non-

linear for ST constituencies. 
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Figure 4-10: Percentage of SCs (STs) convicted in jail (left panel) or in jail under trial 

(right panel) compared to the overall share of SC (ST) population in a state 

 

 
 

Note: The left panels plot the bivariate relationship between SC (ST) share of the population at the percentage of convicts 

in jail who are SC (ST). The right panels plot the bivariate relationship between SC (ST) share of the population at the 

percentage of individuals in jail under trial who are SC (ST).  Data are from the Government of India, Ministry of Home 

Affairs (2004). 

 

A second alternative hypothesis relates to partisan differences.  Namely, if parties have 

different propensities for fielding SC/ST candidates, then we might be able to identify party 

preferences for indicted candidates as the source of the variation.  To investigate this, I construct 

a list of the parties that field the greatest number of candidates in each constituency category.  

The top six parties that field the most candidates in GEN constituencies are largely the same as 

those that field the most candidates in SC and ST constituencies.
200

  Furthermore, they also 

happen to be the parties that field indicted candidates (irrespective of the constituency category) 
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 I count Independents (IND) as a party.  The remaining five parties are Indian National Congress (INC); Bahujan 

Samaj Party (BSP), Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), Samajwadi Party (SP), and Lok Jan Shakti Party (LJP).  These 

parties are among the top six parties that field the greatest number of candidates in GEN, SC and ST constituencies.  

The one exception is LJP, which is the 7
th

 most common party in ST constituencies. 
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with the greatest frequency.  Figure 4-11 presents this data graphically, by charting the 

differences in indictment rates among the six parties across constituency categories.  Although 

the same parties are among the most active in each constituency category, these parties are 

clearly pursuing different strategies in reserved (versus open) constituencies.  As the figure 

shows, all parties are less likely to field indicted candidates in reserved constituencies.  For 

instance, in SC (ST) constituencies, roughly five (three) percent of the candidates the Indian 

National Congress (INC) fields are under indictment.  This compares to nine percent among INC 

candidates in GEN constituencies.  

  

Figure 4-11: Variation in fraction of indicted candidates, by party and constituency 

category 
 

 

 

Note: Figure 4-11 graphs the proportion of candidates under serious indictment by party.  The parties listed on the y-axis are those parties that are 
among the most frequent parties fielding candidates across GEN, SC and ST constituencies.  The x-axis represents the fraction of indicted 

candidates.  The parties are as follows: LJP (Lok Jan Shakti Party); SP (Samajwadi Party); BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party); BSP (Bahujan Samaj 

Party); INC (Indian National Congress): and IND (Independents). 

 

4.9 Testing extensions of the argument  
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Thus far, I have argued that candidates with serious criminal records add value to the 

extent their criminality cues credibility chiefly among co-ethnics.  Empirically, I have 

demonstrated that variation in the salience of social divisions accounts for the presence (or 

absence) of candidates with serious criminal records.  To demonstrate this, I have exploited the 

reservation of legislative seats for underserved minorities--where there are good reasons for 

expecting that the potential for mobilizing voters along ethnic lines is weaker. 

In this section, I explore and test two additional hypotheses that serve as extensions of the 

underlying logic of party selection of criminal candidates.  First, criminality within reserved 

constituencies should vary according to the size of the reserved community, which dictates in 

part how salient social divisions are likely to be.  Second, criminality should be lower in 

indirectly elected rather than directly elected bodies due to relative unimportance of ethnic 

identity in the former.  Regression results presented below validate both hypotheses. 

 

Variation within reserved constituencies: theory 

The primary hypothesis articulated in this chapter is that criminality should be higher in 

unreserved, relative to reserved, constituencies due to the increased incentives to engage in 

multi-ethnic competition.  Yet, as Figure 4-11 has shown, while criminality is lower in reserved 

constituencies it is not completely absent.  In this section, I suggest that the theory presented in 

this chapter can also explain the variation within reserved constituencies.  It is easy to see how 

the incentives for parties to field an indicted candidate in reserved constituencies will vary with 

the size of the minority group.  Specifically, I hypothesize that parties are more likely to field 

indicted candidates in reserved constituencies when the minority group is sizeable enough to 

constitute a pivotal swing voter bloc and thus plausibly contest local dominance.  Similar to the 
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logic laid out in Posner (2004), the political salience of social divisions depends on the relative 

size of the groups in question.  When SCs (STs) are large enough in number, there are greater 

incentives for parties to risk alienating non-minority voters by fielding indicted candidates who 

make explicit group-based appeals to “protect” the interests of SCs (STs).  Thus, there exist 

certain conditions under which identity becomes more salient in reserved constituencies.   

 

Figure 4-12: Hypothesized relationship between SC/ST population share and criminality in 

reserved constituencies 

 

 

Note: The y-axis represents the probability a party will select a candidate who is under serious indictment.  The x-axis 

captures the share of the population belong to either Scheduled Castes (SC) or Scheduled Tribes (ST). 

 

The hypothesized relationship between reserved population share and criminality is 

shown in  

Figure 4-12.  When the reserved group constitutes a relatively small share of the 

electorate in reserved constituencies (around A), parties face few incentives to field an indicted 
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candidate.  None of the reserved candidates can credibly claim to fight for the priorities of the 

reserved community because all voters know they must cater to the non-reserved majority once 

in office.  Here not only does the out-group have little incentive to support a criminally indicted 

candidate, but the in-group is too small in number to make it profitable for parties to nominate a 

reserved candidate with a criminal reputation.  But as the reserved electorate grows in size, their 

votes can be decisive in determining the election outcome.
201

  As the reserved group becomes 

more pivotal (for example, as their share increases from A to B), parties face greater incentives to 

field an indicted candidate who can claim to credibly represent the reserved population at the 

expense of other segments of society.  In other words, the potential costs of alienating non-

reserved voters by fielding criminal candidates are outweighed by the benefits of fielding a 

candidate who uses criminality to make explicit group-based appeals. 

It is important to note that in 98 percent of SC constituencies, SCs are a minority of the 

electorate.
202

   That is, SCs almost never constitute a majority of voters in an SC reserved 

constituency.  The median SC constituency has an SC population of around 25 percent (standard 

deviation of eight percent).  Thus, we would expect for the probability of a criminal candidate to 

increase in a gently upward sloping fashion as the size of the SC electorate grows but the story 

basically ends at point B, the 50 percent cut-off.  The median ST constituency, on the other hand, 

has a 62 percent ST population (standard deviation of 23 percent), and STs constitute a majority 

in 70 percent seats reserved for STs.  The relationship between minority size and criminality in 

ST constituencies, while the same as in SC constituencies up to point B, diverges from there.  As 

the ST population grows in size and STs enjoy numerical dominance (moving from B to C), all 
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 In the data used for this paper, the median winning vote share is 46 percent.  25 percent of all elections are won 

with 38 percent or less of the total vote, while 10 percent are won with 32 percent or less. 
202

  There are only 13 constituencies in which SCs constitute a majority, one in Uttar Pradesh and 12 in West 

Bengal.  



211 

 

 

ST candidates can credibly claim to cater to ST interests in the constituency because the relative 

size of the non-ST population is small (i.e. there is no one to be dominated).  At extreme values 

of the reserved share of the population, there are few incentives for parties to select indicted 

candidates.  Thus, given the population distribution, we would expect an inverted-U shape 

relationship in ST constituencies.  In both types of constituencies, criminality should be 

relatively limited where the reserved population is small (near A); largest in the middle of the 

distribution when they are crucial swing voters (around B); and again limited—in the case of ST 

seats—when they are a decisive majority (approaching C).
203

 

 

Variation within reserved constituencies: evidence 

The hypothesis then is that in reserved constituencies, parties are more likely to select 

indicted candidates when the reserved group is pivotal.  In other words, the size of the respective 

reserved group should mediate the degree to which social divisions are salient for political 

mobilization.  To test this hypothesis, we rely on data from the Delimitation Commission on the 

constituency-specific SC/ST population from eight states in our dataset that have had post-

delimitation elections.
204

  To identify the relationship between the minority share of the 

electorate and the likelihood of observing at least one indicted candidate standing for election 

(Indicted AC), we can use kernel-weighted local polynomial regression techniques.  The idea 

behind using polynomial regression in this case is that we want to depict a local relationship 

between minority share of the population and criminality, rather than assuming the relationship is 

constant across the entire range of values in the data.  Bivariate polynomial smoothing allows us 

                                                 
203

 The “decisive majority” scenario would only apply to ST constituencies since SCs are almost always below the 

50 percent threshold in SC constituencies. 
204

 We focus on this subset of the data because we lack a proper accounting of the SC/ST population in the pre-

delimitation constituencies. 
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to fit a smooth regression curve (using a quadratic specification) that makes use of the 

information in the immediate vicinity of the data on our independent variable.  The results from 

the bivariate polynomial regressions can be found in  

Figure 4-13. 

 

Figure 4-13: Local polynomial regression of criminality on SC (ST) population share in SC 

(ST) constituencies 

 

       

Note: The regressions in panels a) and b) are kernel-weighted polynomial regressions of a binary measure of criminality (Indicted AC) on the 

SC/ST share of the population.  The data for these regressions is restricted to the eight state elections for which we have post-delimitation data.  

The graphs represent data smoothed using a quadratic specification and with 95 percent confidence bands.  The right axis corresponds to the 
density plots, which illustrate the distribution of the data from this sub-sample. 

 

Panel (a) of  

Figure 4-13 depicts the relationship between SC population share and criminality in SC 

constituencies (left-axis).  As predicted, when the SC population is very small, so is the 

probability that parties field an indicted candidate.  The probability appears to increase modestly 

with the size of the SC population (keeping in mind that SCs in SC constituencies are always in 

the minority in the eight states in question).  Multivariate regression, controlling for other 

factors, suggests that the increase is not statistically significant.
205

  One explanation for the non-

                                                 
205

 Results available from the author. 
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significant result is that in this sub-sample of eight states, there is a clustering of data points in 

the middle of the distribution with little data at the tails, as seen by the density plot (right-axis).  

With more data, we could possible draw stronger inferences. 

On the other hand, for ST constituencies, there is clear evidence of an inverted-U shape 

relationship between ST population share and criminality--as demonstrated by panel (b) of  

Figure 4-13.  The significance of the effect is confirmed through multivariate 

regression.
206

  The likelihood of observing an indicted candidate increases until around the 50 

percent threshold, after which it flattens out and gradually declines as the ST population gets 

very large.  These results provide suggestive evidence in support of the hypothesis that 

criminality within reserved constituencies is related to the overall salience of ethnic politics, 

which in turn is tied to demographics and co-ethnic voting possibilities.  Given that the data only 

comes from eight states, data from additional elections could clarify the robustness of this result. 

 

Direct versus indirect elections: theory 

This section presents a second extension of the core logic discussed in this chapter.  If the 

attractiveness of indicted candidates is linked to their comparative advantage in mobilizing on 

identity grounds, criminality should not only be lower in reserved constituencies but it should 

also be lower in indirectly elected bodies where voters are not part of the equation.  To illustrate 

and test the argument, I exploit the fact that India has a bicameral legislature at the national level 

where the lower house (Lok Sabha) is directly elected while the upper house (Rajya Sabha) is 

indirectly elected by the state assemblies. 

In the Lok Sabha, or “House of the People,” members serve five-year terms (unless early 

elections are called).  The 15
th

 Lok Sabha, elected in 2009, consists of 543 elected members.  

                                                 
206

 Results available from the author. 
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Seats are divided up among India’s states in proportion to their population.
207

  Each 

parliamentary constituency follows the same first-past-the-post, single member district system of 

voting.  The Rajya Sabha, or “Council of States,” is the upper house of parliament. As with the 

Lok Sabha, seats are divided up among the states in proportion to their population.  The members 

of the Rajya Sabha, whose current strength is 245, are elected to six-year terms by the elected 

members of the state legislative assemblies, in accordance with the system of proportional 

representation by means of the single transferable vote.  Elections are held biennially, with one-

third of the seats up for election every two years.
208

  

Why should criminality be lower in indirectly elected bodies?  First, members of the 

respective state assemblies, rather than the electorate at large, elect members into the Rajya 

Sabha.  If parties select indicted candidates because of their ability to credibly represent certain 

communities, this motivation should be weaker when the electorate is subtracted from the 

equation.  Party leaders, who are largely empowered to make decisions on nominations to the 

Rajya Sabha, are less likely to prioritize the ethnic bona fides of candidates.  This is not to say 

identity is an unimportant consideration when it comes to candidate selection; but what is 

different is that parties are not motivated to search for the most “credible” candidate who can 

appeal to a particular community or vote bank.  It is this imperative that drives parties—and 

voters—toward criminal candidates in direct elections.  With identity politics taking a backseat, 

party leaders are more likely to be concerned with the resources, notoriety and elite connections 

                                                 
207

 Delhi and Pondicherry are the only two Union Territories with representation due to the fact that they have 

elected assemblies.  
208

 The Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha generally share equal legislative powers, except in a few key areas.  First, 

money bills must be introduced in the Lok Sabha.  Second, only the Lok Sabha can introduce and pass motions of no 

confidence.  Third, if there is a deadlock on a bill between the two houses, a joint session of parliament is called and 

a bill can be passed with a simple majority of the combined house.  Given the Lok Sabha’s numerical advantage 

over the Rajya Sabha, it inherently has more power in these discussions.  There are a few additional differences 

between the two houses, regarding eligibility (the minimum age for Rajya Sabha members in 30, versus 25 for the 

Lok Sabha) and permanency (the Rajya Sabha is a permanent body not subject to dissolution). 
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candidates can offer to their political parties rather than who is “electable.”  This is supported by 

the perceived wisdom that the Rajya Sabha is a “house of patronage,” where party bosses, 

moneyed interests and lobbyists wield considerable influence on nominations (Kumar 2002; 

Kumar 2010) .  To understand why this is the case, it is useful to explain how the election 

process works. 

Typically, party leaders are entrusted to nominate candidates with minimal consultation 

with party rank-and-file.  Prior to the “election,” parties work out between themselves their 

respective candidates, and this results in the number of candidates being equal to the number of 

open seats.
209

  Thus, it should come as no surprise that the conventional wisdom is that berths 

often go to the highest bidder.  The Chief Minister of the state of Madhya Pradesh raised a stir 

when he acknowledged as much in 2010: “Nominations to the Rajya Sabha are sold in an open 

market, like a commodity in a mandi (wholesale market).  It resembles an auction for MPs”  

(Gupta 2010).  But if money is truly the objective—earlier I argued this is one of the assets 

indicted candidates bring to the table—what is truly different in Rajya Sabha elections aside 

from muted identity considerations?  I would argue that there are several supply-side factors that 

influence the types of candidates who seek Rajya Sabha seats. 

First, individuals who seek berths in the Rajya Sabha do so in part because it is a 

“backdoor” to parliament.  Given the perception (and reality) of the role of criminality in 

electoral politics, prominent individuals might find the ego rents from office to be diminishing in 

                                                 
209

 Indeed, uncontested “elections” are a common occurrence.  For instance, in the June 2010 Rajya Sabha elections 

held across 7 states, all 30 members were elected unopposed (Press Trust of India, June 10, 2010) . In some cases, 

parties cannot reach consensus on the candidates or a rebel candidate will pick off enough support from legislators 

to run as an independent. In either case, there is a formal election process involving the counting of preference votes.  

One recent example of a rebel candidate upending a pre-election deal by political parties is businessman B.G. Uday.  

A group of independent and minor party legislators in the Bihar assembly nominated Uday, a wealthy industrialist 

based in the southern state of Karnataka, for a Rajya Sabha seat.  Uday’s nomination forced an election, which he 

subsequently lost (The Telegraph, June 7, 2010) . 
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a context of popular elections.
210

  Second, the Rajya Sabha has an institutional perception of a 

“House of Elders” whose members are “above the fray” (Kumar 2002, 293).  This is likely to 

appeal to individuals (such as businessmen) who value the status of being an influential 

parliamentarian without the baggage of being labeled a retail politician.  Third, on the flipside, 

many of India’s politicians who wear their criminal reputation as a badge of honor take great 

pride in contesting elections (Michelutti 2007).  Indicted candidates tend to be “native sons” who 

are deeply embedded in local politics.  Thus, such candidates thrive via the direct electoral 

connection.
211

   

   Finally, there are at least two procedural aspects of indirect elections—specific to 

India—that might dampen the presence of indicted candidates in the upper house.  First, India 

has an anti-defection law, which means that legislators can be disqualified if they disobey a party 

whip.  This gives party leaders even more power in selecting candidates and ensuring their 

election.  Second, a 2003 constitutional amendment removed the requirement that Rajya Sabha 

members be residents of the state from which they are nominated.  The repeal gave parties an 

incentive to cherry-pick influential individuals without regard to their local connections (Nayar 

2004), which are often a hallmark of politicians with criminal reputations.  

 

Direct versus indirect elections: evidence 

To evaluate the hypothesis that criminality among politicians is lower in indirectly 

elected legislatures, I collected analogous affidavit data from the national parliament.  For the 

                                                 
210

 This dynamic is consistent with one of the core predictions of a prominent political economy model of “bad 

politicians” (Caselli and Morelli 2004).  The authors predict that bad politicians create negative externalities for 

good ones, which can result in path dependence in quality, as bad politicians will make it easier for future bad 

politicians to thrive. 
211

 Perhaps it is not a coincidence that in India, most people speak in terms of “fighting” elections rather than merely 

“contesting” or “participating in” them.  As Pratap Bhanu Mehta once explained, “Most people still go into politics 

to feel the pulse of the masses and energise themselves by connecting directly with the crowds. This is possible if 

they fight a Lok Sabha election. The Rajya Sabha is more genteel” (Ramaseshan 2009).   
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Lok Sabha, the data collection procedure is similar to the one described above.  For the Rajya 

Sabha, I relied on affidavit declarations made by members to the ECI in 2009 and transcribed 

online by the Association for Democratic Reforms (ADR), a civil society watchdog group.
212

  In 

form and content, the affidavits are identical to those submitted by other state and national 

candidates. 

For the analysis, I create a merged dataset of elected legislators (N=769) from the Rajya 

Sabha (N=226) and Lok Sabha (N=543).
213

  Summary statistics can be found in Appendix Table 

4-2.
214

  A simple differences-of-means test demonstrates that Lok Sabha members are 

significantly more likely than their Rajya Sabha counterparts to be under serious criminal 

indictment (19 percent versus seven percent).  The difference in indictment status (Serious 

Indictment) is significant  (p < .01) and is not sensitive to the measure of criminality employed.  

Next I run a series of multivariate logit regression models of the form: 

 

     (6) 

 

where the outcome variable (y) is a binary measure of whether candidate i in state j is under 

serious criminal indictment at the time of his election to the legislature (Serious Indictment).  The 

primary explanatory variable of interest is a dummy variable for whether the politician is 

indirectly elected (Indirect).  In addition, the baseline model includes a vector of legislator-
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 Where data were missing, I relied on supplemental information obtained from the Rajya Sabha Secretariat and 

the relevant state-level chief electoral officers. 
213

 There are, however, a few limitations to the dataset.  First, while affidavit data for Lok Sabha members is 

available from 2004, there is no comprehensive data for their Rajya Sabha counterparts prior to 2009.  To the extent 

possible, I have updated the dataset to take into account changes in the membership as of late 2010.  Second, the 

data contains information only on those candidates that won election to the Rajya Sabha, as opposed to the entire 

candidate pool.  Having data on the entire candidate pool would allow us to compare the characteristics of aspirants 

to those of the eventual winners.  However, this is only a minor drawback due to the frequency of uncontested 

elections. 
214

 The dataset is missing information for seven elected members of the Rajya Sabha. 



Pr(yij 1)Logit
1( j Indirectij Zij)



218 

 

 

specific variables (Z), which includes controls for a member’s education (Education Score), 

personal wealth (Log Wealth), financial liabilities (Log Total Liabilities), Age and Sex.  I also 

include a fixed effects term for the legislator’s state ( ).  The results of the baseline regression 

can be found in Column 1 of Table 4-4.  The coefficient on the Rajya Sabha indicator variable is 

negative and strongly significant (p < .01), indicating that Rajya Sabha members are 

significantly less likely to face serious criminal indictment even after controlling for other 

individual-level characteristics.  To understand the effect in substantive terms, moving from the 

Lok Sabha to the Rajya Sabha decreases the likelihood of facing an indictment by roughly nine 

percent [95% CI: 3.2 to 15.2 percent], holding all other variables at their mean value.
215

  

 

Table 4-4: Logistic regression of criminality on legislative chamber 

 

 -1 -2 -3 -4 -5 

DV Serious indictment Serious indictment Serious indictment Serious indictment Serious indictment 

      

rajya -0.92 -0.95 -0.96 -1.00 -1.06 

 [3.28]*** [3.23]*** [3.23]*** [3.27]*** [3.55]*** 

      

Controls Individual Individual 
Individual 

+ party type 
Individual + 

national parties 
Individual + 

reserved seats 

State fixed effects? NO YES YES YES YES 

Observations 769 692 692 692 692 

Number of states 35 18 18 18 18 

Pseudo R-squared 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.08 0.07 

 

 

Note: Absolute value of z statistics in brackets. * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%.  The 

dependent variable (Serious Indictment) is a binary indicator of a candidate’s indictment status on at least one serious 
charge. The standard errors in Column 1 are clustered by state, while Columns 2-5 include state fixed effects.  Column 3 

controls for party type (national, state, or unregistered).  Column 4 includes controls for each national party.  Column 5 

includes indicator variables for constituency type.  For models using state fixed effects, states without representation in the 
Rajya Sabha or that exhibit no variation in the dependent variable are dropped. 

 

                                                 
215

 All variables are held at their mean, while sex is held at its modal category (male). 
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Columns 2-4 of Table 4-4 test whether the difference in criminality among Rajya Sabha 

members is robust to the inclusion of controls for the type of political party, specific national 

party labels and the reservation of certain Lok Sabha constituencies for SCs/STs, respectively.  

The regression evidence suggests that the negative relationship is robust to the inclusion of these 

controls.
216

   

 

4.10 Conclusions  

This chapter explores the conditions under which parties select “bad politicians” to 

contest democratic elections. Specifically, it examines evidence from state elections in India, the 

world’s largest democracy, where more than one-third of all constituencies feature at least one 

candidate under serious indictment who is running for office.  In contrast to political economy 

explanations that suggest parties will field bad politicians in low-information areas, this chapter 

presents a different argument.  The previous chapter demonstrated that under certain conditions, 

there can be an affirmative case for the selection of bad politicians that is consistent with voters 

possessing information about candidates’ criminal reputations.
217

  Specifically, in contexts where 

social divisions are highly salient, candidates can use their criminality as a signal of their 

credibility to protect the interests of their “in-group” and their allies.  This chapter tests one 

observable implication of such a theory, namely that political parties have an incentive to select 

criminal candidates in contexts where social divisions are more salient.  To be clear, the 
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 As a robustness test of our core result on criminality, I use matching prior to estimating the impact of Rajya 

Sabha membership on criminality via logit regression.  Using matching to pre-process the data makes us less 

dependent on model choice and also allows us to non-parametrically adjust for confounding variables, reducing bias 

when we estimate “treatment” effects (Ho, Imai et al. 2007).  The matching results, not reported here, do not 

substantively change our inferences regarding the impact of Rajya Sabha membership on criminality.  The 

relationship is strongly negative across models, and in line with our previous estimates. 
217

 The fact that a given areas is a “low-information” environment is not at odds with voters having access to 

information about the criminal reputations of political candidates.  Much like ethnicity acts as a short-cut in low-

information environments, so too does criminality. 
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literature on ethnic politics views ethnicity as a short cut for voters in low information 

environments.   

Although testing this argument empirically in India is challenging given the lack of 

comprehensive data on ethnicity, I utilize India’s system of constitutionally mandated caste 

reservations as a vehicle for identifying constituencies where social divisions are likely to be less 

salient.  Relying on a dataset of candidate affidavits across 35 state elections that contains 

detailed information on candidates’ criminal records, statistical analyses indicate that criminality 

is indeed higher in unreserved constituencies.  To address concerns of endogeneity bias, I exploit 

a 2007 redistricting initiative, which allows for a disentangling of reservation from possible 

confounds.  To test the robustness of the underlying theoretical argument, I explore (and find 

support for) two additional extensions of the theory--namely, that the size of the reserved group 

mediates the relationship between reservation and criminality; and that criminality is lower 

among India’s indirectly elected politicians.   

Together with Chapter 2, the findings here highlight the twin roles money and identity 

play in explaining the relevance of criminal candidates in democratic politics.  Money is clearly 

one benefit criminal candidates provide, but it is not the only one.  Incorporating identity politics 

considerations provides a more nuanced picture of why, and under what conditions, parties 

attach a value to selecting criminal candidates.   A recent article on Indian elections makes this 

point nicely: “Criminals and strongmen have long been a feature of Indian politics. Their ill-

gotten wealth provides easy campaign cash, and they often control constituencies with strong 

caste or religious loyalties” (Morrison 2012). 

Abstracting from the India case, this chapter contributes to our broader understanding of 

comparative politics in several important ways.  With regards to empirics, it employs a unique 



221 

 

 

dataset that is comprehensive in scope, but contains highly disaggregated data on the universe of 

candidates contesting elections.  Given the introduction of politician disclosure regimes in a wide 

range of democracies, this study could serve as a template for researchers interested in using 

candidate-level data to study similar questions in other democratic settings (Djankov et al. 2010).  

It also offers several contributions on a theoretical level.  First, one of the key messages of this 

chapter is that electoral design decisively shapes selection incentives.  The “criminalization” of 

politics is not a monolithic phenomenon, applying equally to the political class as a whole.  

Indeed, the selection of candidates with criminal records is highly contextual and varies 

according to local incentives.  In the Indian context, this points to two paradoxes.  It appears that 

while voters regularly elect indicted legislators, when legislators themselves are given the 

opportunity to select their peers, they are less likely to embrace such candidates.  Second, 

although the elite discourse often points to the mobilization of lower castes as contributing to a 

coarsening of Indian politics (Bardhan 2008), politicians affiliated with the lowest groups in the 

caste hierarchy are significantly less likely to be under criminal scrutiny than their upper caste 

peers.  This is not due to inherent differences in criminal propensities per se, but rather the way 

electoral politics is structured in reserved versus open constituencies.   

Second, this chapter diverges from the argument that parties select “bad politicians” to 

run in low information environments.  Indeed, as Chapter 3 shows, voter support for such 

politicians can be consistent with good information.  That there are limits to the effect 

information can have on candidate quality should not come as a surprise: experience from 

advanced democracies such as the United States has taught us this lesson time and again.  

Indeed, the past success of former Boston mayor (and Massachusetts Governor) James Michael 

Curley (Glaeser and Shleifer 2005) and more recently, politicians such as former Washington, 
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DC mayor Marion Barry and ex-Newark, New Jersey mayor Sharpe James, demonstrates that a 

candidate’s connection to illegal activity can be a badge of honor, especially in circumstances 

where social divisions are highly salient.  As one former supporter of “unapologetically corrupt” 

former four-term Louisiana governor Edwin Edwards recently told The New York Times: “We all 

knew he was going to steal…but he told us he was going to do it” (Robertson 2011). 
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Appendix Table 4-1: Summary statistics for caste reservation analysis 

 

a) Full constituency-level dataset 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

      

Indicted AC 4988 0.35 0.48 0 1 

Viable Indicted AC 4988 0.26 0.44 0 1 

Indicted Count 4988 0.56 0.95 0 9 

Indicted Frac 4988 0.06 0.10 0 0.75 

SC Constituency 4988 0.14 0.35 0 1 

ST Constituency 4988 0.14 0.34 0 1 

Prior Margin 4673 0.12 0.11 0 1 

Prior Viable Count 4673 3.06 1.03 1 8 

Prior Turnout 4673 0.66 0.11 0 1 

Log Total Electors 4988 11.87 0.73 8.46 14.28 

Literacy Rate 4986 0.66 0.13 0.30 0.97 

Murders per capita 4956 0.03 0.02 0 0.17 

Rural Pop share 4986 0.71 0.23 0 1 

Percentage no assets 4986 0.37 0.16 0.06 0.83 

 

b) Restricted constituency-level dataset 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

      

Indicted AC 1664 0.33 0.47 0 1 

Viable Indicted AC 1664 0.22 0.41 0 1 

Indicted Count 1664 0.49 0.86 0 6 

Indicted Frac 1664 0.05 0.10 0 0.75 

SC Constituency 1664 0.15 0.36 0 1 

ST Constituency 1664 0.14 0.35 0 1 

Prior Margin 1645 0.12 0.10 0.00 0.69 

Prior Viable Count 1645 2.86 0.94 2 7 

Prior Turnout 1645 0.66 0.09 0.32 0.87 

Log Total Electors 1664 11.99 0.35 9.20 13.53 

AC Overlap 1648 0.77 0.21 0.01 1.00 

Post 1664 0.50 0.50 0 1 

Gain 1664 0.10 0.30 0 1 

Post*Gain 1664 0.05 0.22 0 1 

Strip 1664 0.08 0.27 0 1 

Post*Strip 1664 0.04 0.19 0 1 
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Appendix Table 4-2: Summary statistics for direct vs. indirect election analysis 

 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

      

Rajya 769 0.29 0.46 0 1 

Serious Indictment 769 0.19 0.39 0 1 

Any Indictment 769 0.26 0.44 0 1 

Five Years 769 0.09 0.29 0 1 

Log Wealth 769 16.35 1.88 0 22.54 

Log Total Liabilities 769 8.11 6.90 0 19.69 

Age 769 54.24 11.29 25 88 

Sex 769 0.89 0.31 0 1 

Education Score 769 7.18 2.67 0 11 

National Party 769 0.70 0.46 0 1 

State Party 769 0.27 0.45 0 1 

Unrecognized Party 769 0.01 0.10 0 1 

Independent Party 769 0.02 0.14 0 1 

INC Party 769 0.36 0.48 0 1 

BJP Party 769 0.21 0.41 0 1 

BSP Party 769 0.05 0.22 0 1 

NCP Party 769 0.02 0.14 0 1 

CPI Party 769 0.01 0.11 0 1 

CPM Party 769 0.04 0.20 0 1 

Reserved 769 0.18 0.38 0 1 

 

  



225 

 

 

Appendix Table 4-3: Coarsened exact matching (CEM) balance statistics 

 

 
 Control Treatment      

All 1095 199      

Matched 170 95      

Unmatched 925 104      

    

 
 
    

Multivariate L1 distance 
(unmatched): 0.91598174             

        

Univariate imbalance: L1 mean min 25% 50% 75% max 

delim_sc_share  0.59713 0.09844 0.0914 0.10383 0.0906 0.08446 0.05927 

        

        

Multivariate L1 distance 
(matched): 0.54947368             

        

Univariate imbalance: L1 mean min 25% 50% 75% max 

delim_sc_share   0.33105 0.0151 0.0914 0.0174 0.01547 0.01798 0.01669 

 
Note: Balance statistics obtained using the CEM package for Stata. 
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Appendix Table 4-4: Regression of SC reservation on criminality, using dataset matched on 

SC population share (within states) 

 

 -1 -2 -3 

DV: Indicted AC Indicted AC Indicted AC 

    

SC reserved -0.47 -0.65 -0.65 

 [2.35]** [2.78]*** [2.68]*** 

Constant -0.72 1.17 -1.48 

 [9.11]*** [1.21] [1.28] 

    

    

Controls? YES YES YES 

State fixed effects? NO NO YES 

Observations 894 726 726 

Number of states 8 8 8 

 

Note: Absolute value of z statistics in brackets. * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%.  All 
models estimated using logit where the dependent variable (Indicted AC) is a binary measure of whether there is at least 

one candidate under serious indictment contesting elections in the constituency.  Column 1 represents the baseline model.  

Columns 2 and 3 include constituency covariates (prior margin of victory; prior turnout; and log total number of electors).  

Column 3 includes state fixed effects.  Matching performed using coarsened exact matching and restricting matches to 

constituencies within states.  Matching weights included in all models. 
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Appendix Figure 4-1: Testing the information deficit hypothesis using alternative measures 

of the information environment 

 

Note: The black dots represent the estimated coefficients from one of four measures of the information environment.  Each 
coefficient represents an estimate for a unique regression of criminality (Indicted AC) on indicator variables for SC and ST 

reservation, plus constituency and district covariates.  All models include random effects parameters for states, districts and 

years.  The horizontal lines represent 95% confidence intervals.  
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Appendix Figure 4-2: Coefficients on multilevel regression of criminality on reservation 

status and covariates, restricting sample to party-affiliated candidates 
 

 

Note: Coefficients from regression of criminality (Criminal AC) on indicator variables for SC and ST reservation, plus 
constituency and district covariates.  The dependent variable is a binary indicator of whether at least one party-affiliated 

candidate is contesting elections under serious indictment.  All models include random effects parameters for states, 

districts and years.  The black dots represent coefficient estimates.  The horizontal lines represent 95% confidence 
intervals. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion  
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5.1 Summing up 

This dissertation has set out to answer three, interrelated questions: why do political 

parties nominate candidates with criminal records; why do voters vote for these candidates; and 

what are the implications of the existence of criminal candidates for democratic accountability?  

In the preceding chapters, I have argued that parties value criminal candidates, in part, because of 

their ready access to financial resources.  These financial resources are of particular value in the 

context of costly elections and finite party funds.  From a voter perspective, I have argued that in 

contexts where social divisions are highly salient, voters often desire a representative who can 

most credibly protect the interests of fellow co-ethnics and their allies.  Under these conditions, 

criminality often serves as an effective cue for credibility.  Finally, I have shown that parties 

anticipate voter preferences and selectively field criminal candidates in those areas where social 

divisions are particularly pronounced.  Thus, this logic sets out an affirmative case for the 

selection of candidates tied to illegal behavior that is both consistent with strategic political 

parties and well-informed voters and compatible with democratic accountability.  To conclude 

the dissertation, I first comment on the external validity of the study’s results.  I then turn to 

several issues deserving of further research. 

 

5.2 Scope conditions and external validity  

 One obvious issue any study that draws heavily from one country case is whether the 

principal findings are applicable beyond the case in question.  As a starting point, it is important 

to review the “scope conditions” of the arguments contained in this dissertation.  Although 

Chapter 3 discussed the assumptions underlying the theory—and thus spoke to its broader 

applicability—it is worth restating those conditions here. 
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First, the logic underlying the party selection of criminal candidates assumes an elite-

dominated selection process in which intra-party democracy is either weak or non-existent.  This 

is a common characteristic of political parties in many developing democracies.  Of course, in 

many instances there exists the façade of intra-party democracy, and one needs to distinguish 

between de jure and de facto democratic practices.  In many countries in the developing world, 

political parties have intricate procedures for choosing candidates on paper, but in practice those 

procedures amount to little more than window dressing (Mimpen 2007).  Second, the argument is 

restricted to democracies where deep social divisions exist that politicians can exploit for 

political or electoral purposes.  In this dissertation, I assume that the relevant cleavage in society 

revolves around the question of ethnic identity, defined quite broadly.  This condition is clearly 

evident in a wide range of democracies: there is a vast literature that suggests that ethnic identity 

is the most important axis around which politics revolves in many developing as well as 

developed societies (Horowitz 1985; Fearon 1999; Chandra 2004; Posner 2005; 2007).  

Although this project assumes that ethnicity is the primary relevant cleavage, one could imagine 

other possibilities.  The validity of the theory simply rests on the fact that social cleavages exist 

and that they provide a sufficient basis for politicians to identify, target and mobilize voters.  A 

final scope condition is the existence of a weak rule of law society (Ziegfeld 2009).  Here, two 

dimensions are important.  First, in weak rule-of-law settings politicians can exercise 

considerable discretion over state resources once in office.  This is an essential component of 

Chandra’s (2004) “patronage democracy” concept.  Second, in weak rule of law societies, 

politicians can engage in extra-legal activity with a reasonably high probability that they will 

face only limited legal consequences for those actions.  
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 With these scope conditions in mind, are there examples of democracies—other than 

India—in which politicians linked with illegal activity appear to thrive in the electoral domain?  

While there are several possible examples to consider, I briefly discuss two.  One example is 

Nigeria, another populous, multi-ethnic, federal democracy.  Several scholars have pointed out 

that Nigeria’s return to democracy post-1999 has been marked by the presence of a pervasive 

nexus between criminals and politicians (Ichino 2008).  As Smith (2008) writes, in Nigeria a 

political candidate’s strength is measured by his ability to mobilize support and financial 

resources, including through the use of violence.  Because Nigeria’s parties are elite-driven 

entities with little ideological core or organizational foundations, political competition revolves 

around ethnic identity such that elections are transformed into “highly competitive zero sum 

games” (Olarinmoye 2008, 67).  “In the absence of other viable social categories for the 

protection of group interests,” writes one study, “one ethnic group’s apparent political gain is 

viewed by others as a potential loss” (Sklar, Onwudiwe et al. 2006).  The zero-sum nature of 

Nigerian politics helps explain the viability of candidates who can use any means at their 

disposal (including extra-legal means) to maximize their group’s social position (Smith 2008, 

122).  Many politicians gain strength from their connection to “godfathers,” who are typically 

party elites who wield outsized influence in party decision-making processes.   Godfathers play a 

role not only in financing elections and organizing fraud, but also in deploying violence on 

behalf of their preferred candidates.
218

 

Jamaica is another example of a democracy that exhibits similar political dynamics.  As 

in India, Jamaican politics is defined by the coexistence of democratic elections and politicians 

                                                 
218

 Candidates and godfathers often collude in the deployment of thugs—sometimes called “area boys”—around 

election time to mobilize or suppress turnout, as circumstances warrant.  Smith (2008, 121-125) describes such 

collusion in fascinating detail.  Before a local election, godfathers, politicians and their hired goons would meet 

“secretly” to plot how they would deploy their “muscle” during elections.  The politicians would actually 

intentionally leaks news of the meeting so as to intimidate rival factions.   
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tied to criminality (Clarke 2006).  Gray (2003) suggests that a core attribute of political life in 

Jamaica is a phenomenon she refers to as “badness-honor” (which is not entirely dissimilar from 

the concept of “dabangg” discussed in Chapter 3).  “Badness,” in Jamaican parlance, is a form of 

stylized outlawry, Gray writes, which affirms racially charged defiance as the basis for social 

respect or honor.  In recent decades, political displays of this attribute have become de rigeur in 

urban Jaimaican politics.  In elections, politicians campaign by brandishing their “badness-

honor” in an attempt to outdo their opponent’s credentials with respect to criminal activity, 

especially in the urban slums of the capital of Kingston (Ibid, 20).
219

  Poor voters, often 

mobilized around issues of ethnic discrimination, value candidates’ degree of “badness honor” 

because they are seeking ways to redress local grievances, especially those related to individual 

or group status concerns (Gray 2003, 35).  At stake are competing claims over dignity and the 

respect or status afforded a given community (Harriott 2003).  Why have politicians and criminal 

organizations joined forces in this way?  In order to win votes, politicians require “muscle” 

power and the criminal organizations, for their part, value political protection.   

 

5.3 Looking ahead 

  To conclude the dissertation, I outline several areas where further research is warranted.  

In some cases, this reflects aspects of the dissertation where additional exploration or 

clarification is needed.  And in others, it is about linking this work to other related domains. 

   

Criminality and credibility  

                                                 
219

 As Gray (2003, 19) writes of Jamaica’s political dynamics: “An important claim to personal authority now relied 

on a capacity to deploy militant social identities that would cause others to pause and possibly concede respect.” 
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 Chapter 3 suggests that criminal candidates can use their criminality to signal their 

credibility in at least three ways.  As shorthand, I have referred to these as: redistribution; 

coercion; and social insurance.  As evidence for each of these, I rely on the extant ethnographic 

literature as well as new case study evidence from the 2010 Bihar state elections.  Nevertheless, 

further research could be devoted to understanding the relative weights voters place on each of 

these mechanisms.  One could imagine, for instance, the utility of each of these strategies might 

vary according to contextual factors as well as the characteristics of the relevant target 

population.  An experimental research design (such as a survey experiment) could shed light on 

the relative merits of these means and possibly uncover others. 

 Future research in this area could also benefit from more in-depth explorations of how 

criminality and politics intersect in different states across India.  For instance, if one conceived 

of the relationship between the strength of the rule of law and criminality, Bihar would represent 

an “on the line” case—it scores poorly on the former and has a great deal of criminality.  Gujarat 

and Kerala represent interesting “off the line” cases: they score relatively well on the former but 

also have a significant degree of criminality.  A more in-depth exploration of the role of identity 

politics in explaining criminality outcomes in these two states (Berenschot’s work on Gujarat 

notwithstanding) would be worthwhile.  Furthermore, it would also be interesting to explore an 

“on the line case” at the opposite end of the spectrum from Bihar, such as Punjab (where the rule 

of law is relatively strong and criminality relatively low). 

 

Criminality and policy outcomes 

 This dissertation provides a framework for understanding why voters might support 

criminal candidates.  But one obvious question, which this dissertation has left unresolved, is 



235 

 

 

what criminal candidates actually do if and when they are voted into office.  How do criminal 

politicians behave once they assume elected office, and how does their behavior differ from 

comparable “clean” politicians?  For instance, do they have a measurable impact on public 

policy outcomes?  The challenge in designing any empirical exploration of this question is to 

find appropriate data on a policy outcome that is both measurable and that politicians can 

appreciably impact in the short run.  To date, there is only one study that has explored this issue 

in the Indian context.  Using a regression discontinuity design and data from the 2004 Lok Sabha 

elections, Chemin (2011) compares the welfare impacts of criminal politicians by comparing 

districts where a criminal candidate barely won the election to those where such a candidate 

barely lost.  Chemin finds that electing a criminal severely reduces the consumption of the most 

vulnerable groups in society in that district.  In addition, he finds that criminal politicians are 

associated with an increase in the level of violent criminality but a decrease in local corruption.  

Although this is an important study, the mechanisms underlying the stated relationship are 

unclear.  For instance, there seems to be an assumption that all criminal politicians come from 

the traditionally dominant upper castes.  But what if criminal candidates themselves come from 

“vulnerable” groups in society?  If one disaggregates the data accordingly, does criminality still 

have a negative impact on consumption of co-ethnics?  Secondly, unlike MLAs, MPs are often 

quite removed from their constituencies—both geographically and due to their national stature.  

What are the channels through which MPs can impact the consumption behavior of their 

constituents?   Nevertheless, this study points to the fact that much more scholarship is needed 

on the post-election impacts of criminal candidates.    

 

Political selection possibilities 
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One shortcoming of this analysis—and nearly all studies of political selection—is that the 

data scholars rely on consist only of those candidates who contest elections but not the broader 

pool of possible candidates.
220

  Thus, the literature on political selection is still lacking high 

quality data that would allow researchers to explore the entire pool of potential candidates parties 

consider when deciding whom, from within that pool, to select.
221

  Particularly in democratic 

systems where intra-party democracy is weak and party organization is an elite-driven affair, we 

are still hindered in our attempts to develop a more complete understanding of why certain 

candidates gain party backing and others do not.  To research this and to properly test the 

hypotheses developed in the political selection literature on a comprehensive dataset, scholars 

need access to the inner workings of the party decision-making process.  This would open up a 

new frontier in the study of political selection.
222

 

 

Corruption versus criminality 

 Unlike much of the literature upon which this dissertation builds, strictly speaking this 

study’s focus is on criminality rather than corruption.  Although the two are not mutually 

exclusive, they are distinct analytical concepts.  Corrupt activities might be criminal, but not all 

types of criminality are inherently corrupt (where corruption is the “use of public office for 

private gain”).  Future research should examine whether information about corruption impacts 

voters in a fundamentally different manner than revelations about their criminality.  Whether 

information elicits different political behavior on the part of the voters is an open question—and 

                                                 
220

 Having said that, one advantage of this study is that we have data on all candidates who stand for election, not 

only the eventual winners.  This is not true of all studies in the political selection literature. 
221

 One recent attempt to understand party selection in the Indian context is Sridharan and Farooqui (2011).  The 

authors interview senior political party officials across major parties to gain a better understanding of their 

deliberative process when it comes to selecting party candidates. 
222

 Making such a step is analogous to what Wantchekon (2003) did by convincing political parties in Benin to 

randomize clientelist platforms in a real (rather than simulated) election setting. 
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one that could be tested by exploring a different disaggregation of the data on candidate 

criminality presented in this study.  One might hypothesize, for example, that voters would react 

more negatively to information that reveals their representative embezzling local funds than to 

news of him attacking a political rival.   

But there is also sufficient evidence to suggest that information about criminality and 

corruption might not have differential impacts.  After all, there is a literature that finds voters are 

willing to overlook corruption allegations because they are making a trade-off between 

“honesty” and “competence.”  This is what Winters and Weitz-Shapiro (2010) refer to, in the 

Brazilian case, as “rouba, mas faz” (the Portuguese phrase for “he robs, but he gets things 

done”).  Furthermore, it bears mention that many of the studies that find that information reduces 

corruption also report heterogeneous impacts (i.e. the impact of corruption is not consistent 

across sub-groups) (see Winters and Weitz-Shapiro 2010; Ferraz and Finan 2008; and de 

Figueiredo et al. 2011).  Finally, as far as the Indian case is concerned, there is evidence that 

voters have enthusiastically supported politicians involved in corrupt behavior for reasons of 

caste dominance and empowerment (Michelutti 2010; Witsoe 2011). 

 

Election finance 

 Chapter 2 finds evidence that parties value criminal candidates because they are a source 

of election finance and can provide “rents” to party leaders.  Yet, the story is more complicated, 

as Chapter 4 demonstrates.  Parties do not nominate criminal candidates across the board; rather, 

they field them where they can also exercise their comparative advantage in mobilizing along 

ethnic lines.  Thus, it is reasonable to think of criminal candidates as but one “investment” in a 

larger portfolio or menu of election finance options that parties oversee.  In a developing country 
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context, for instance, one needs also to consider that parties might rely on businessmen 

candidates (Gehlbach, Sonin et al. 2010); illicit domestic or international transfers (Kapur and 

Vaishnav 2012); and/or kickbacks (Gingerich 2010).  Future work needs to develop a framework 

for conceptualizing the types of investments--and their relative weights--political parties rely on 

for their election finance portfolios in a given electoral setting. 

 

Supply of bad politicians 

 This dissertation has largely focused on the demand for criminal candidates either by 

parties or voters.  As a result, it has not explored the determinants of the supply of candidates 

linked to criminality.  Rather, for simplicity’s sake, I have assumed that the supply of criminal 

candidates is more or less given.  Of course, there is a large literature that unpacks this 

assumption and demonstrates that there can be significant variation in the quality of politicians 

with a desire to contest elections across space.  Scholars have explained this variation with 

reference to factors such as official remuneration (Ferraz and Finan 2011); peer effects (Beniers 

and Dur 2007); and private rewards to office (Brollo, Nannicini et al. 2010).  In the Indian case, 

for instance, one hypothesis worth exploring is whether the supply of criminal politicians is 

greater in revenue-rich districts, especially given the rise over the last decade in commodity 

prices and the explosion of domestic (and quite often, illicit) mining (Lahiri-Dutt and Williams 

2005). 

  

***** 

 This dissertation has sought to explain the relevance of politicians associated with 

criminal behavior in the context of robust, vibrant democracy where elections play a crucial role 



239 

 

 

in determining the nature of political leadership.  Its contributions are to provide a theoretical 

framework—and a corresponding empirical template—for researchers seeking to understand the 

role “bad politicians” can often play in democratic societies.  As this concluding chapter has 

made clear, additional work is needed to address some of the shortcomings in this analysis and to 

build further upon its insights.
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Appendix A-1: Sample affidavit from ECI 
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Appendix A-2: Sample affidavit from EI database 
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Appendix A-3: State elections in the affidavit database 
 

State Election years 

  
Andhra Pradesh 2004, 2009 

Arunachal Pradesh 2004 

Bihar 2005 (November) 

Chhattisgarh 2003, 2008 

Delhi 2003, 2008 

Goa 2007 

Gujarat 2007 

Haryana 2005 

Himachal Pradesh 2007 

Jharkhand 2005 

Karnataka 2004, 2008 

Kerala 2006 

Madhya Pradesh 2003, 2008 

Maharashtra 2004 

Manipur 2007 

Meghalaya 2008 

Mizoram 2003, 2008 

Nagaland 2008 

Orissa 2004, 2009 

Pondicherry 2006 

Punjab 2007 

Rajasthan 2008 

Sikkim 2004 

Tamil Nadu 2006 

Tripura 2008 

Uttar Pradesh 2007 

Uttarakhand 2007 

West Bengal 2006 

 

 

Note: A few state elections held between 2003-2009 are excluded from this dataset due to data that is missing either from the Election 
Commission of India or the Empowering India database.  The missing state elections are: Assam, 2006; Bihar, February 2005; Jammu and 

Kashmir, 2008; and Rajasthan, 2003.  
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Appendix A-4: Constructing the affidavit database 

One of the empirical contributions of the dissertation is the construction of a unique 

database of judicial affidavits for all candidates who stood for state and national election in India 

between 2003 and 2009.  This database includes details on 46,739 candidates who contested 35 

state assembly elections and 13,492 candidates who contested two national elections.
223

 

Constructing the database was a difficult task for several reasons.  First, candidates submit their 

affidavits to the Election Commission of India (ECI) in written form at the time of presenting 

their nomination papers.  The ECI then posts scanned copies (or images) of the affidavits on the 

ECI website.  Examples of affidavits submitted in the year 2009 for state and national elections 

can be found at: http://eci.nic.in/eci_main/CurrentElections/ge2009/Affidavits_fs.htm. 

Unfortunately, the ECI does not compile this data in a format that is suitable for data 

analysis.  The Association for Democratic Reforms (http://adrindia.org), a civil society watchdog 

organization, analyzes the affidavits submitted to the ECI for every election but again does not 

maintain a publicly available database of affidavits.   ADR, through its National Election Watch 

(NEW) campaign, has recently created an online database of affidavits (http://myneta.info) but 

this data is not comprehensive, either in terms of elections or candidates.  Furthermore, this 

database is web-based and cannot be downloaded for data analysis.   

This project instead uses data from the Empowering India (EI) initiative of the Liberty 

Institute.  The EI database is similar to the NEW database but is more comprehensive in scope.  

Unfortunately, the EI database is also web-based and several attempts to contact the organization 

to share their master database were unsuccessful.  Therefore, to create a dataset suitable for data 

analysis, I developed a Java script web extraction (or scraping) tool with the help of a research 

                                                 
223

 In addition, the database contains information on 226 members of the Rajya Sabha, as of 2010.   

http://eci.nic.in/eci_main/CurrentElections/ge2009/Affidavits_fs.htm
http://adrindia.org/
http://myneta.info/
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assistant.
224

  This extraction tool essentially visited every candidate’s website on the EI server 

and extracted all of the relevant information from the candidate’s affidavit.  Because over 60,000 

candidates contested state and national elections, this tool iteratively visited all 60,000+ websites 

over a period of several days.  The tool had to be refined and revised several times to ensure that 

it captured identical data fields from every candidate.  The tool succeeded in created a tabular 

dataset for analysis, but produced a fair amount of missing or unreadable data. For instance, 

information on the specific criminal charges candidates faced was missing from the EI database 

for several elections.  Wherever possible, I filled in missing data by consulting candidates’ 

originals affidavit on the ECI website.
225

  

A second challenge in building the database was that the EI data is disconnected from 

data on election parameters (such as vote shares, valid votes, number of electors, etc.).  To 

remedy this, I collected official election returns from the ECI’s website.  However, the names of 

candidates as they are listed on their affidavits are often different from the names contained in 

the ECI’s records.  Furthermore, there are many candidates with identical or very similar names 

(and often from the same constituency).   

To merge the EI and ECI datasets, I used an approximate string matching procedure.  As 

a first step, candidate names from the two datasets were broken down into their constituent 

pieces and then put back together in the conventional American naming (first, middle, last, etc.) 

format.  Then, individual names were matched based on a “edit distance” score that determines 

their proximity, conditional on assembly constituency.  To ensure “true” matches and eliminate 

any false positives, I then hand-checked all proximate matches and used additional candidate-

                                                 
224

 I thank Diego Fulguiera for his excellent help with developing this tool. 
225

 The data on Rajya Sabha members was collected from the Election Commission of India and the Rajya Sabha 

Secretariat by the Association for Democratic Reforms (ADR).  I used a similar web extraction technique to 

transform this data into a suitable format for analysis. 
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level variables (age, sex, party, etc.) to identify true matches.  In some cases, I discovered data 

entry errors in the EI dataset.  In these instances, I relied on the ECI data as the correct data—

updating the affidavit data accordingly. 

A related challenge involved linking candidate records in multiple elections over time.  

To match candidates over time, I employed a procedure similar to the one outlined above.  

However, one complication is that constituencies were redrawn in 2007.  As a result, for states 

that experienced multiple elections, the names of constituencies often changed after redistricting.  

For this reason, I ran a more liberal matching procedure based on candidate names, and then 

iteratively tried to match on additional parameters to identify likely matches.  In terms of 

constituency-specific parameters, I was able only to match data for those constituencies whose 

names did not change after redistricting. 
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Appendix B: Coding the Affidavit 
Data 
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Appendix B-1: Coding Candidate Criminality 

Candidate affidavits include the case number of each pending criminal case in which they 

are charged with a crime and the section(s) of the law they are charged with violating.  Each case 

typically contains several discrete charges.  In order to create a classification of criminal charges, 

I first obtained an electronic copy of the Indian Penal Code (IPC).  The IPC is a document that 

originates in the British colonial era and first came into force in 1862, though it has been 

amended repeatedly since its inception.  I combined information from the IPC with 

supplementary information from the 1973 Indian Code of Criminal Procedure.   

Using information from these two sources, I created a spreadsheet (the IPC mastersheet) 

that contains the following entries: the IPC section number; the general category of the crime; a 

summary of the offense; required punishment of the offense, including minimum sentencing; 

whether that crime is cognizable/non-cognizable; whether the crime is a bailable offense; and the 

appropriate court with jurisdiction.
226

  I then merged the candidate-level charges with the IPC 

mastersheet.   The next task was to distinguish serious from minor charges.  Following the 

coding strategy of Chang et al. (2010), I classify minor charges as those that might be related to 

elections, campaigning, opinion, lifestyle, speech or assembly, or those plausibly related to a 

politician’s vocation and daily conduct.  Although many of these charges may in fact be 

legitimate, I classify them as “minor” because they lend themselves most easily to political 

retribution.  Charges under all other IPC sections are considered “serious” charges. 

There are some sections of the IPC that contain multiple sub-sections, each for a distinct 

offense and occasionally a unique sentencing guideline.  In those instances where the sub-section 

is not clear on the affidavit, I revert to the least stringent sentencing requirement listed in the 

overall section.  Some candidates are charged with violating laws other than the Indian Penal 

                                                 
226

 A “cognizable” offense is one for which the police can make an arrest without first obtaining a warrant. 
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Code.  With one exception, I did not code non-IPC charges.  Fortunately, non-IPC charges are 

usually filed in conjunction with IPC charges, so ignoring them does not result in a considerable 

loss of information.  The one exception to this rule is violations of the Arms Act.  Given the 

serious nature of arms violations, I classify a violation under the Arms Act as a serious charge. 

A complete breakdown of this project’s subjective coding of the IPC can be found in an 

online appendix at: http://milanvaishnav.com  

  

http://milanvaishnav.com/
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Appendix B-2: Modal criminal charges in the database 
 

 
(a) Serious charges 
       

     

IPC section Violation Category Frequency Percent 

     

341 Wrongfully restraining any person Human body 973 16.6 

353 
Assault or use of criminal force to deter a public 
servant from discharge of his duty. Human body 868 14.8 

307 Attempt to murder Human body 583 10.0 

342 Wrongful confinement Human body 288 4.9 

379 Theft Property 288 4.9 

     
 
(b) Minor charges 
       

     

IPC section Violation Category Frequency Percent 

     

147 Rioting Public tranquility 1775 12.1 

323 Voluntarily causing hurt Human body 1329 9.1 

149 Unlawful assembly Public tranquility 1150 7.8 

148 Rioting armed with a deadly weapon Public tranquility 1123 7.7 

506 Criminal intimidation Intimidation 1007 6.9 

 
Note: This table consists of charges facing candidates participating in state assembly elections.  It does not factor in charges against national 

parliamentary candidates. 
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Appendix B-3: Variable descriptions  
 

Candidate variables 

 

Serious indictment: dichotomous measure of existence of at least one serious pending criminal 

charge against a candidate.  See Appendix B-1 for details on classification of charges.  Source: 

Empowering India database. 

 

Five years: dichotomous measure of existence of at least one serious pending criminal charge 

against a candidate that is punishable by at least five years in prison, upon conviction.  See 

Appendix B-1 for details on classification of charges.  Source: Empowering India database. 

 

Heinous charge: dichotomous measure of existence of at least one pending criminal charge 

classified as “heinous” by the Association of Democratic Reforms (ADR), a leading civil society 

election watchdog organization. 

 

Multiple indictment: dichotomous measure of existence of more than one pending case 

indictment and at least one serious criminal charge. See Appendix B-1 for details on 

classification of charges.  Source: Empowering India database. 

 

Log_wealth: natural log of a candidate’s aggregate movable and immovable assets (+1). Source: 

Empowering India database. 

 

Log_total_liabilities: natural log of a candidate’s financial liabilities (+1).  These include: loans 

from banks or other financial institutions; income tax; other taxes, such wealth and property tax; 

dues owed, such as to public utilities. Source: Empowering India database 

 

Log_total_movable_assets: natural log of a candidate’s total movable assets (+1).  These 

include:  

cash; deposits in banks/financial institutions/non-banking financial companies; bonds, 

debentures and shares in companies; other financial instruments such as NSS, postal savings, 

LIC, policies; other assets such as the value of claims or interests; vehicles; and jewelry.  Source: 

Empowering India database.    

 

Log_total_immovable_assets: natural log of a candidate’s total immovable assets (+1).  These 

include: agricultural land; non-agricultural land; buildings; residence; and other immovable 

assets. Source: Empowering India database.   

 

Age:  continuous measure of a candidate’s age.  Source: Empowering India database and 

Election Commission of India.    

 

Sex: dichotomous measure of a candidate’s sex (1 = male).  Source: Empowering India database 

and Election Commission of India.    

 



268 

 

 

Viable: dichotomous measure of a candidate who earns at least 5 percent of the vote. Source: 

Election Commission of India.    

 

Incumbent:  dichotomous measure of candidate incumbency. Source: author’s calculations 

based on data from the Election Commission of India.  

 

Party incumbency: dichotomous measure of party incumbency.  Source: author’s calculations 

based on data from the Election Commission of India. 

 

National party: dichotomous indicator of national party status.  Source: Election Commission of 

India. 

 

State party: dichotomous indicator of state party status.  Source: Election Commission of India. 

 

Unrecognized party: dichotomous indicator of unrecognized party status.  Source: Election 

Commission of India. 

 

Independent: dichotomous indicator of independent (unaffiliated) status.  Source: Election 

Commission of India. 

 

BJP party: dichotomous indicator of BJP party membership.  Source: Election Commission of 

India. 

 

INC party: dichotomous indicator of INC party membership.  Source: Election Commission of 

India. 

 

BSP party: dichotomous indicator of BSP party membership.  Source: Election Commission of 

India. 

 

NCP party: dichotomous indicator of NCP party membership.  Source: Election Commission of 

India. 

 

CPI party: dichotomous indicator of CPI party membership.  Source: Election Commission of 

India. 

 

CPM party: dichotomous indicator of CPM party membership.  Source: Election Commission 

of India. 

 

PAN: dichotomous indicator of candidate disclosure of Personal Account Number (PAN) on 

affidavit.  Source: Empowering India database.   

 

Education level: categorical measure of a candidate’s highest educational qualification.  There 

is no standard reporting format for this field on affidavit forms.  I created separate fields for each 

degree listed on the affidavit and classified each degree into one of 11 categories: (0) Illiterate; 

(1) Literate; (2) Primary School; (3) Upper Primary School; (4) Secondary School; (5) Higher 

Secondary School; (6) Junior College; (7) Diploma/Vocational; (8) Bachelors; (9) Post-
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Graduate; (10) Masters; and (11) PhD.  I then assigned the candidate the score associated with 

the highest category.  Source: author’s calculations from Empowering India database. 

 

Rajya: dichotomous indicator of membership in Rajya Sabha, the indirectly elected upper house 

of Parliament.  Source: Association for Democratic Reforms. 

 

Constituency variables 

 

Indicted AC: dichotomous indicator of at least one candidate contesting elections while facing 

serious indictment.  Source: Empowering India database. 

 

Viable indicted AC: dichotomous indicator of at least one candidate contesting elections while 

facing serious indictment and who earns at least 5 percent of the vote.  Source: Empowering 

India database 

 

Indicted AC: continuous measure of number of candidates contesting elections while facing 

serious indictment.  Source: Empowering India database. 

 

Indicted frac: share of candidates contesting elections while facing serious indictment.  Source: 

Empowering India database. 

 

SC constituency:  dichotomous measure of an assembly constituency reserved for Scheduled 

Castes.   Source: Election Commission of India. 

 

ST constituency:  dichotomous measure of an assembly constituency reserved for Scheduled 

Tribes.  Source: Election Commission of India. 

 

Log total electors: natural log of the number of electors in a constituency. Source: Election 

Commission of India. 

 

Prior margin: margin of victory in the previous constituency election.  Source: Election 

Commission of India. 

 

Prior turnout: voter turnout in the previous constituency election.  Source: Election 

Commission of India. 

 

Prior_viable_count: number of candidates earning at least five percent of the vote in the 

previous constituency election.  Source: Election Commission of India. 

 

AC overlap: percentage of geographic overlap between pre and post-delimitation constituencies.  

Source: Sukhtankar (n.d.) and ML Info Map. 

 

District variables 
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Literacy rate: percentage of population in a district that is literate.  Literacy is defined as the 

ability of any person aged 7 years and above who can both read and write with understanding in 

any language.  Source: Census of India 2001. 

 

Percent radio: percentage of households in a district with access to radio.  Source: Census of 

India 2001. 

 

Percent television: percentage of households in a district with access to television.  Source: 

Census of India 2001. 

 

Murder rate: number of murders in a district divided by the district population, and normalized 

per 1000 citizens.  Source: National Crime Records Bureau, Government of India. 

 

Rural pop share: percentage of residents in a district who live in rural areas.  Source: Census of 

India 2001. 

 

Percentage no assets: percentage of households in a district who do not have access to a 

specified list of household assets.  These assets are: radio/transistor; television; telephone; 

bicycle; scooter/motor cycle/moped; and car/jeep/van. Source: Census of India 2001. 
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Case Study 
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Appendix C- 1: Background on fieldwork in Bihar 

This appendix provides more information on fieldwork conducted in the state of Bihar 

before, during and after the 2010 state assembly elections (October-November).  Chapter 3 

contains detailed case studies of electoral dynamics in two state assembly constituencies in 

Bihar: Mokama and Danapur.  The basic research strategy I adopted was to follow campaigns of 

the leading criminal candidates in both constituencies, interviewing politicians, party workers, 

and voters who turned up at rallies or lived in the constituencies.  In addition to interviewing 

individuals, the research was also designed to observe the interaction between voters, candidates 

and parties through the campaign process.  The interviews were conducted by the researcher and 

three research assistants.  The interviews were semi-structured and the research team took 

written notes of all interviews.  They ranged in length from a few minutes to several hours.  

Before starting the interview, members of the research team informed all interviewees of our 

purpose and affiliation and obtained oral consent.  In each constituency, the research team made 

an attempt to seek out a balanced sample of residents with opposing views on the criminal 

candidate in question.  To ensure we spoke to both supporters and detractors, the research team 

visited villages (or sections of villages) a local contact had identified as outside the candidate’s 

traditional stronghold.  Table C.1 below provides a breakdown of the individuals with whom the 

research team spoke in Mokama and Danapur constituencies.  Some interviews that contained 

relevant information about political dynamics in Mokama and Danapur actually took place 

outside of these constituencies, either in Patna or in neighboring constituencies.  I have included 

a separate breakdown of those interviews that were relevant to the two study constituencies. 
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Table C-1: Breakdown of interviews on elections in Mokama and Danapur 

Mokama     

 
 

 

Candidates  1 

Voters   

 Anant supporters 15 

 Anant detractors/undecided 13 

Party officials  9 

 
 

 

Danapur     

 
 

 

Candidates  - 

Voters   

 RLY supporters 20 

 RLY detractors/undecided 18 

Party officials  3 

 
 

 

Other     

 
 

 

Party officials  18 

Civil society/academia 11 

Professionals  5 

Government  4 
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Appendix C-2: Additional Evidence from Fieldwork 

Although Chapter 3 presents case studies of two constituencies, the research team 

conducted fieldwork in ten surrounding constituencies in Patna, Bhojpur, Arwal and Vaishali 

districts.  These constituencies were: Bakhtiarpur, Barh, Bikram, Fatuah, Maner, Patna Sahib 

(Patna); Tarari and Sandesh (Bhojpur); Arwal (Arwal); and Mahnar (Vaishali).  Visits to these 

ten constituencies provided additional context and supporting evidence for the arguments 

outlined in Chapter 3.  In each case, the research team followed a strategy similar to the case 

study constituencies.  While it is impossible to summarize the insights gleaned from all of these 

constituencies with limited space, the box below offers vignettes of a few criminal candidates 

these visits shed light on.  The vignettes broadly support the logic behind the political selection 

of criminal candidates presented in Chapter 3. 

 

Bakhtiarpur (Patna district): Aniruddh Kumar, the RJD candidate, was referred to by several locals as a “Yadav 

dabangg.”  A young Yadav candidate with strong ties to the constituency, a local analyst described Kumar as a 

“local boy” who relies on support of Yadav goondas and has business interests in the construction industry.  Some 

of Kumar’s upper caste detractors mocked him for his “tough guy” image and “goggles” (sunglasses), claiming he 

was nothing more than a chhota mota goonda (petty criminal).  At a local meeting with non-Yadav (mainly Dalit) 

constituents, some residents voiced a sense of fear about speaking out against Aniruddh in his presence.  Residents 

of a nearby village told us that that the mukhia (headman) of their panchayat (village council) was a backward caste 

man who did Kumar’s bidding and diverted local funds to Yadav households in order to maintain good relations 

with Kumar.  Several Yadav residents who pledged their support to Aniruddh claimed they were disappointed with 

the BJP incumbent, frequently described as “out of touch” and not concerned enough with Yadav interests in the 

community. He was ridicules as an “upper class doctor” who preferred to live in Patna rather than “in the village.”  

In particular, many Yadavs expressed strong support for Aniruddh because they feared a diminishment of their 

community’s status should their community not elect “a strong voice” in the coming election. 

 

Fatuah (Patna district): Ramanand Yadav of the RJD was on the ballot in Fatuah, a known Yadav stronghold.  

Ramanand was a longtime fixture in the local political scene and supporters and detractors alike admitted that he had 

a solid grassroots base. Media reports published before the election described Ramanand as a “feared” local leader 

who is unafraid to “flex his muscle” and who could “guarantee” security.  An official from the RJD explained the 

party’s support of Ramanand by noting how he was able to marshal considerable muscle power from his Patna base 

(“in five minutes, he could arrange for 500 young men to show up here,” he said).  Another local supporter boasted 

that even RJD chief Lalu Yadav was “afraid of” crossing Ramanand because of his local influence.  Supporters of 

Ramanand’s decried the notion that he is a serious criminal (he was indicted on an attempted murder charge), though 

they acknowledged Ramanand was not afraid to use force to get his way.  One Yadav resident remarked that 

whatever illegal activity Ramanand might have been involved in, it was always in the service of constituents.  In 

interviews in the capital of Patna (and corroborated by news reports), one analyst claimed that Ramanand was a 

notable “fixer” in Patna for many years.  In an informal capacity, he often helped poor residents of Patna, especially 

Yadavs in Patna’s New Market area, deal with threats to their safety or difficulties in accessing public benefits.  
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Several residents of Patna and Fatuah recalled that Ramanand used to hold a regular darbar (office hours) during 

this period, at which residents came to him for help with day-to-day problems.   

 

Barh (Patna district): Vijay Krishna, from the upper caste Rajput community, was the RJD candidate in Chief 

Minister Nitish Kumar’s home constituency of Barh.  Krishna was twice elected MLA and also served as an MP 

(having defeated Kumar himself in the election) and is widely known for his criminal past.  Local residents told me 

that Krishna’s famously made the headlines when he allegedly killed a rival transporter (involved in smuggling) and 

later dumped his body in the Ganges River.  Residents of Barh who sympathized with Krishna, including members 

of other non-Rajput upper caste communities, admitted they knew of his alleged involvement, but added that while 

he may have been involved, no one could ever prove he pulled the trigger.  “He may have murdered,” a RJD party 

worker stated, “but it has nothing to do with us or with Barh.”  Krishna was indicted on murder charges and after 

absconding for several years, eventually was arrested and jailed.  He contested the 2010 elections from his jail cell.   

 

Mahnar (Vaishali district) Rama Singh, the incumbent LJP MLA from Mahnar in Vaishali district, sought his 

fourth straight election victory.  Notably, this was Singh’s first election campaign he could actually participate it: he 

was in jail for the prior three campaigns.  Discussions about Singh in Patna were peppered with words like “mafia 

don” and “crime syndicate.”  LJP workers staffing the Mahnar office freely admitted that Singh “had used muscular 

tactics in the past,” thought they asserted confidently that he had reformed.  Furthermore, while he used forceful 

tactics, “so did everyone else.”  Locals residing in the village neighboring Rama Singh’s own said Singh engages in 

criminal acts, “but we do not see them.”  Some of Singh’s opponents claimed that opposition groups were subdued 

in their election campaigns because they feared retaliation for openly opposing Singh.  Singh had a large following 

among Mahnar’s Rajputs, of which he is one.  While there were other Rajput candidates in the fray, a handful of 

Rajputs we interviewed claimed he was the “true” Rajput because he is “dabangg.” 

 

Bikram (Patna district): Bikram constituency witnessed two criminal candidates of consequence in the fray.  The 

first was Siddharth (who was described at the start of Chapter 2), the LJP candidate fresh from a stint in jail for 

murder.  The other was Ram Janam Sharma, a prominent Bhumihar leader.  Sharma was initially granted a BJP 

ticket, which he later lost due to an intra-party factional dispute.  In the election, Sharma contested as an 

independent (with decent support from BJP party dissidents).  Sharma first gained prominence during the Naxalite 

uprisings of the 1980s.  Bhumihars heralded him as someone who came to the defense of a prominent local 

Bhumihar landlord who the Naxalites had threatened to “shrink by six inches.”  During this period, he was known to 

be associated with the Ranvir Sena, a Bhumihar militia doing battle against the Naxals and other low caste senas 

(armies).  Although the lack of BJP support reduced his viability, Sharma was clearly a force in the elections.  

Opponents and backers both described him as a strongman; many simply referred to him as “Netaji” (neta means 

politician).  As one longtime associate of Sharma’s told me, “he is not a criminal as such but relies on muscle 

power.”  Indeed, one Rajput man who campaigned for Sharma admitted Sharma has plenty of rough edges and 

“does not suffer fools.”  Opponents of Sharma lamented that he had strong support among local youth, and benfitted 

from his image as a protector of Bhumihar status. 

 

Tarari (Bhojpur district): Sunil Pandey contested elections from Tarari constituency in Bhojpur district, seeking 

his fourth election win in a row on a JD(U) ticket.  Pandey is a Bhumihar “bahubali” (strongman) with state-wide 

notoriety for his criminal conduct.  Pandey was once a leader of Ranvir Sena and was in jail for many years on a 

kidnapping conviction.  A longtime friend and supporter of Pandey’s claimed that Pandey’s criminal days were 

“mostly” over, but also admitted he continues to have “gang members around him” and “has not left bad elements 

completely behind.”  In an interview, Pandey himself argued that the media had unfairly targeted him: he claimed he 

was not a criminal but someone who resorted to using force only if someone was preying on the “weaker sections.”  

A local JD(U) party official described Pandey as a “godfather for Bhumihars” because of his prior connections to 

the Ranvir Sena.  It was evident from speaking with locals at a JD(U) rally that Pandey also was the benficiary of a 

strong, anti-Yadav vote from other communities, namely Dalits and Muslims.   


