
Why Ethnic Parties Succeed

Why do some ethnic parties succeed in attracting the support of their target
ethnic groups while others fail? In a world in which ethnic parties flourish in es-
tablished and emerging democracies alike, understanding the conditions under
which such parties succeed or fail is of critical importance to both political sci-
entists and policy makers. Drawing on a study of variation in the performance
of ethnic parties in India, this book builds a theory of ethnic party performance
in “patronage-democracies.” Chandra shows why voters in such democracies
choose between parties by conducting ethnic head counts rather than by com-
paring policy platforms or ideological positions. Building on these individual
microfoundations, she argues that an ethnic party is likely to succeed when it
has competitive rules for intraparty advancement and when the size of the group
it seeks to mobilize exceeds the threshold of winning or leverage imposed by
the electoral system.
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A Note on Terminology

Throughout, I use the term “Scheduled Caste” to describe the Bahujan
Samaj Party’s target category rather than alternatives such as “Untouch-
able,” “Harijan” or “Dalit.” I employ this term because it was the most
widely employed term of self-identification among my respondents. None
of my respondents used the derogatory term “Untouchable” to refer to
themselves. The term Harijan, meaning “children of God,” a term coined
by Gandhi to refer to those treated as untouchable, is now perceived as being
patronizing. I do not use either of these terms, therefore, except when quot-
ing verbatim from another source that does. Many of my respondents re-
ferred to themselves as “Dalit” (meaning “broken to pieces” or “oppressed”),
a term popularized by the Dalit Panthers, a radical movement in the state
of Maharashtra. But the more common term of self-identification was the
term Scheduled Caste (SC), or the name of the caste category among the
Scheduled Castes to which an individual subscribed.

I use the terms “other backward classes” (OBC) and “backward classes”
interchangeably with the term “other backward castes” and “backward
castes.” The term “other backward classes” comes from a provision in the
Indian Constitution that empowers the government to provide preferen-
tial treatment for “other socially and educationally backward classes.” The
Constitution does not lay down the criteria according to which the “back-
ward classes” are to be identified, but the term “classes” in this phrase has
come to be interpreted in everyday politics as a euphemism for castes. In
1990, the Indian government announced a decision to set aside 27 percent
of jobs in central government institutions for the “Other Backward Classes,”
defined explicitly as a collection of castes. Especially since this policy deci-
sion, the terms “other backward classes” and “other backward castes” have
come to be used interchangeably.
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Putnam, Making Democracy Work (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993).
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