
 
 
 

Criminalization, Political Parties, and India’s Political Economy1 
Milan Vaishnav 

 
 
 

This Draft: July 20, 2022 
 
 
 

Prepared for Handbook on Indian Political Parties, edited by K.K. Kailash, Sanjay Kumar, Suhas 
Palshikar, and Sandeep Shastri 

 
 
 

Abstract: In India, a well-known nexus between crime and politics has flourished 
in recent decades. More than four in ten Members of Parliament elected in 2019 
entered office with at least one pending criminal case. Nearly three in ten are 
implicated in a case with serious charges which, if a conviction were obtained, 
could merit significant jail time. Political parties play a central role in the 
consolidation of this nexus since they are, in the vast majority of cases, the entities 
responsible for nominating candidates with criminal antecedents. This chapter 
examines the criminalization of politics through the lens of political parties. In 
particular, it explores four questions. First, why do political parties give tickets to 
candidates with well-known criminal reputations? Second, how do parties vary—
if at all—in terms of their relationship to criminality? Third, what are the specific 
routes leading to criminality in politics? Finally, what impact does criminalization 
of politics have on political parties and India’s political economy more broadly? 
The chapter concludes by suggesting a research agenda for further study of the 
criminal-politician nexus. 
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India’s 2019 general election has been hailed as a critical milestone in the country’s post–
independence political history. Despite a slowing economy, setbacks in key state assembly 
elections, and the burdens of incumbency, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) led by Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi achieved a second consecutive single–party majority in the Lok Sabha 
(lower house of Parliament). This victory was the first time that a non–Congress government 
had been reelected in India’s electoral history. The 2019 election also saw record voter turnout: 
67.2 percent of eligible voters cast their ballots, surpassing the previous high set just five years 
earlier.  
 
But the 2019 election achieved another milestone, one that very few Indians celebrated. Forty-
three percent of Members of Parliament (MPs) who emerged victorious faced ongoing criminal 
cases during the election. More than one-quarter (26 percent) faced a serious case that—if a 
conviction were obtained—would merit serious jail time.2 
 
While the 2019 figures represent a new peak in the share of candidates with criminal 
associations, they are a continuation of recent trends. In 2004, the first general election for 
which systematic numbers on the criminality of Lok Sabha contestants are available, 24 percent 
of winning MPs declared a criminal case at the time of election. Twelve percent disclosed a 
serious case. With each successive national election, those numbers have steadily risen. The 
percentages at the state level appear little better. A comprehensive July 2021 analysis of 
criminality in the state assemblies found that 40 percent of Members of the Legislative 
Assemblies (MLAs) possessed at least one pending criminal case while 26 percent were charged 
with serious violations of the law (Association for Democratic Reforms 2021).  
 
The persistence of criminality in India’s electoral politics comes at a time when three factors 
would, on the surface, appear to hinder the success of tainted politicians. First, voters in India 
appear far from apathetic, judging by 2019’s historic turnout numbers. And for the first time in 
Indian history, women – who are more likely to prioritize good governance, according to recent 
empirical studies – are more likely than men to vote on election day.  
 
Second, political competition remains robust. Although the BJP has maintained its hold on 
national politics, the party won a majority of parliamentary seats with just 37.5 percent of the 
national vote. At the state level, incumbents regularly lose elections, and the BJP too has been 
far from invincible in regional polls.  
 

 
2 Unless otherwise noted, the data on the criminal antecedents of candidates comes from self-
disclosed affidavits submitted to the Election Commission of India and processed and digitized 
by the Association for Democratic Reforms (ADR). ADR defines the following criminal offenses 
as “serious”: offenses for which the maximum punishment is a jail sentence of five years or 
more; non-bailable offenses; electoral offenses; offenses related to a loss to the exchequer; 
offenses related to assault, murder, kidnapping, or rape; offenses specifically enumerated in 
Section 8 of the Representation of the People Act; offenses linked to the Prevention of 
Corruption Act; and crimes against women. 
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Finally, information about the biographical details of candidates competing in elections at all 
levels is more widely accessible than ever before. Between media coverage, civil society 
campaigns, and the Internet, voters can find personal details of candidates in their constituency 
with the push of a button.  
 
And yet, despite these salutary trends, criminality remains deeply entrenched. Politicians with 
criminal associations not only survive but thrive in the electoral domain, and they do so not by 
capturing booths or stuffing ballot boxes but by winning more votes than the competition.  
 
This chapter does not seek to provide a comprehensive review of the criminalization of Indian 
politics—the subject has been covered elsewhere in more granular detail. Rather, it addresses 
four critical questions concerning the criminal-politician nexus and the role of parties in their 
success. 
 
First, why do political parties give tickets to candidates with well-known criminal reputations? 
Second, how do parties vary—if at all—in terms of their relationship to criminality? Third, what 
are the routes through which candidates and parties get criminalized? Finally, what impact does 
criminalization have on political parties and India’s political economy more broadly? The 
chapter concludes by suggesting a research agenda for further study of the criminal-politician 
nexus. 
 
Why do political parties give tickets to candidates with well-known criminal reputations?  
 
Before directly unpacking the incentives parties face in patronizing candidates with criminal 
records, it is worth emphasizing the crucial role that parties play in Indian electoral politics. 
Even though few parties in India appear organizationally robust using conventional metrics of 
strength, they remain critical gatekeepers regulating entry into Indian politics.3 
 
To a certain extent, this power is a function of India’s unique democratic journey. India 
introduced universal suffrage at the outset. At the time, the country was extremely poor and 
most of the population was illiterate. As a result, party symbols—a visual icon associated with 
each party— identified parties and distinguished between candidates.  
 
The distribution and regulation of election symbols remains a principal task of the independent 
Election Commission of India (ECI) and this iconography continues to serve as a critical link 
between voters and the political system. Indeed, regulations issued by the ECI on the allocation 
of electoral symbols has produced a rich body of case law and have been the subject of 
numerous Supreme Court cases over the decades (Sondhi 2016, 202-203). The lotus flower of 
the BJP, the hand of the Indian National Congress, or hammer and sickle of the Communist 
Party of India (Marxist) are important cues that guide the voter through the complex thicket of 

 
3 Although parties appear organizationally week when using standard metrics of party strength, 
Auerbach et al. (2021) posit that parties in India are better conceived as networks than 
organizations. According to the former conception, they can be quite strong. 
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electoral competition. This history, therefore, gives the party brand significant weight during 
elections. 
 
There is perhaps no better illustration of the strength of parties than the poor showing of 
independents—or unaffiliated candidates— in Indian elections. In 2019, as many as 3,496 
independent candidates contested parliamentary elections but only a tiny fraction (0.11 
percent) was victorious. Overall, independents accounted for less than one percent of total 
winners. If anything, this share has declined rather than grown in recent decades.     
  
Finally, once in power, parties have nearly total control over individual legislators. The power of 
party bosses is hardwired into the constitution thanks to a 1985 amendment known as the anti-
defection law. This constitutional provision empowers the speaker of the respective assembly 
(or parliament) to disqualify individual lawmakers from holding legislative office if they defy a 
party whip (Madhavan 2016). In practice, this means that individual legislators have very little 
decision-making autonomy once they assume office (Khosla and Vaishnav 2021). 
 
This context has two implications for party functionality. First, parties are extremely centralized. 
Parties operate with virtually no semblance of internal democracy. Most political parties are 
run by a single supreme leader—at the most, a collection of family members—who determine 
the party’s approach to politics. 
 
Second, ideology is rarely at the heart of party decisions. New research has argued that Indian 
parties are indeed ideological, but the axes of ideology deviate from the conventional left-right 
spectrum observed in most Western democracies (Chhibber and Verma 2018). For instance, the 
views of the BJP and Congress starkly differ on a variety of issues—especially questions of 
identity, secularism, and state intervention. 
 
However, in practice, ideas and ideology are often divorced from party recruitment, internal 
mobility, and party entry or exit more generally. This disparity is arguably why “turncoats”—
individual candidates who switch party affiliations—are so common in Indian elections. 
According to data on general elections from 1984 to 2019 compiled by the Trivedi Centre for 
Political Data at Ashoka University, nearly 3.5 percent of all candidates were classified as 
turncoats, meaning they had switched their party affiliation from the previous election. 
However, relative to their share of the candidate pool, they were disproportionately successful: 
nearly 9.5 percent of eventual winners were identified as turncoats. In 1989, the share of 
turncoat winners was as high as 16.5 percent. 
 
In sum, parties are ubiquitous. They are not internally democratic. Candidate selection is 
typically an elite-driven affair and ideology rarely functions as a litmus test. Therefore, 
understanding party incentives is critical to understanding why candidates with criminal 
reputations are injected into mainstream electoral politics. 
 
Vaishnav (2017) provides one framework to conceptualize a party’s decision to field criminal 
candidates. As India’s elections grow more competitive and the country’s population grows, the 
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cost of elections has soared. Rough estimates suggest that parties and candidates spent 
approximately $7 billion on the 2019 general elections, up from $5 billion four years earlier. On 
paper, the ECI imposes strict limits on candidates’ campaign expenditures, but these 
restrictions are openly flouted and the elections agency, hampered by limited regulatory 
powers awarded by Parliament, has struggled to contain explosive spending.  
 
However, as these costs have risen, not all parties have been able to keep pace given their 
organizational weakness and minimal membership dues. To plug their fiscal gap, parties openly 
embrace wealthy, self-financing candidates who do not represent a drain precious party funds. 
These candidates, however, do more than fund their own campaigns; they often pay parties for 
the privilege of running under their banner (a practice known as “ticket-buying), cover the 
expenses of lesser-endowed candidates, and contribute to or collude with party bosses in rent-
seeking endeavors.4 For party leaders, self-financing candidates boost the financial position of 
the party while simultaneously ensuring that the party will be able to reach voters through 
advertising, handouts, or other means of (expensive) election-time outreach. 
 
Access to independent sources of wealth is fast becoming a pre-requisite for winning elections 
in India or, at the very least, emerging as a competitive candidate. In the 2019 Lok Sabha 
elections, according to data compiled by ADR, 29 percent of all candidates were self-disclosed 
crorepatis, meaning that their total wealth amounted to more than one crore (10 million rupees 
or $131,000 at current exchange rates). What is more notable, however, is that wealthier 
candidates are significantly more likely to win elections: 88 percent of eventual winners in 2019 
were crorepatis. In contrast, 58 percent of MPs in 2014 possessed this distinction.  
 
While some might contend that crorepatis are not exceptional in India today given the rise in 
wealth among the middle and upper-middle classes, it is worth noting that the average assets 
of successful candidates in 2019 was on the order or Rs. 21 crores. Indeed, nearly one-third of 
winners (30 percent) had assets valued at Rs. 5 crore or above. As Vaishnav (2017) has shown, 
drawing on data from parliamentary candidates contesting elections between 2004 and 2014, 
candidates in the top quintile (richest 20 percent) of candidate wealth are more than twenty 
times more likely to win elections than their peers in the poorest quintile. 
 
Using identical data, Sircar (2018) finds that competitive parties (defined as parties that finish 
first or second in a given constituency) tend to select wealthier candidates, so a party’s relative 
status could be an important confounding variable. But even after one takes this factor into 
account, Sircar finds that the probability the richest candidate wins significantly grows as the 
wealth ratio (the ratio of assets of the richest competitive candidate to that of the poorest) 
increases. 

 
4 Many self-financing candidates have strong links to business, especially in sectors which are 
intensely regulated by the state. Success in these sectors often involves trading bribes or 
campaign payments in exchange for policy and regulatory favors. See Kapur and Vaishnav 
(2018) for a detailed illustration of such dynamics, drawing on data and evidence from the 
construction sector.  
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What does this have to do with criminality? It turns out that candidates with criminal 
reputations have significantly more wealth than their “clean” counterparts. Indeed, candidates 
who face serious cases have an even greater monetary advantage. As Vaishnav (2017) finds, the 
median parliamentary candidate with a serious case boasts personal wealth of 4.1 million 
rupees, which compares favorably to the wealth of the median “clean” candidate at just 
900,000 rupees. Put simply, parties value criminality—at least in part—because of the 
pecuniary gains associated with it. 
 
A party’s decision to field criminal candidates cannot be reduced to money alone, however. 
Indeed, if it were only about money, richer candidates would succeed at the polls irrespective 
of their criminal status. Yet, an association with criminality—especially serious forms of 
criminality—provides an electoral payoff above and beyond sheer dollars and cents. To 
understand this, one must delve into voter or “demand-side” calculations. As Vaishnav (2017) 
argues, building on the foundational work of Michelutti (2008), Witsoe (2013), and others, 
voters often support criminal candidates because their criminality signals their intent and ability 
to protect the interests of their community.  
 
Community and caste-based interests tap into the well-known “politics of dignity” that is a 
hallmark of contemporary political competition in India. Criminally linked candidates campaign 
on the basis of representing the best interests of their community (and allied groups), as 
opposed to serving the interests of the constituency as a whole, by any means necessary. They 
demonstrate this commitment through a variety of mechanisms targeting their supporters: 
adjudicating local disputes, offering physical protection, intervening in the administration of 
welfare benefits, and providing social insurance, often from their own coffers. Their wealth and 
ability to wield coercion—or simply the threat of violence—fuels a perception that they will do 
“whatever it takes” to “get things done.” 
 
In a political context where social divisions are rife and the state is not seen as an impartial or 
effective delivery agent for its core sovereign functions, candidates can wield their criminal 
reputations as a signal of the credibility to “get things done” on behalf of their constituents. In 
sum, criminality is tightly linked with both identity considerations as well as the weak rule of 
law.  
 
How do parties vary in terms of their relationship to criminality?  
 
Do all parties select candidates with criminal histories? Are there regional differences in the 
nomination of criminal candidates or differences based on party type? This section presents 
data from recent state assembly and parliamentary elections to evaluate the degree of partisan 
variation in criminality, suggesting four stylized facts. 
 
Criminality not restricted to any one party 
 
First, nearly all parties patronize candidates with criminal records (see Table 1). Restricting our 
attention to parties with at least five winning MPs in 2019—an arbitrary threshold but one that 
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focuses on parties with a substantial presence in the Lok Sabha—all boast MPs with criminal 
records. The same is true in 2004, 2009, and 2014. To be fair, there is variation in the number of 
MPs with criminal histories across parties. For instance, the Lok Jan Shakti Party—a regional 
party with a base in Bihar—had six MPs in the Lok Sabha in 2019. All six faced pending criminal 
cases while three possessed cases of a serious nature. The ruling party at the center, the BJP, 
won 303 seats in parliament (for which we have data on 301); 39 percent of those seats were 
won by candidates with criminal cases (29 percent boasted serious cases). On the lower end of 
the spectrum, the Biju Janata Dal (BJD)—the ruling party in the state of Odisha—had 12 MPs 
but just one faced a criminal case (and none had a serious case pending at the time of the 2019 
election). Among the largest parties in the house—the BJP, Indian National Congress (INC), 
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK), Yuvajana Sramika Rythu Congress Party (YSRCP), and All 
India Trinamool Congress (AITC)—large shares of their MPs faced both serious and minor cases.  
 
Table 1. Share of major party MPs facing criminal cases, 2019 
 

Party MPs Cases (%) Serious Cases (%) 

BJP 301 39 29 
INC 51 57 37 
DMK 23 43 26 
YSRCP 22 46 36 
AITC 22 41 18 
SHS 18 61 28 
JD(U) 16 81 50 
BJD 12 8 0 
BSP 10 50 30 
TRS 9 33 22 
LJP 6 100 50 
NCP 5 40 40 
SP 5 40 40 

 
Source: Association of Democratic Reforms 
 
Criminality not restricted to one party type 
 
Second, criminality is not restricted to any one party type. Figure 1 presents data on candidates 
contesting general elections between 2004 and 2014, disaggregated by party type. Candidates 
are classified as belonging to one of four categories: independents (no party affiliation), local 
party, state-based party, or national party. 
 
In 2004, 10 percent of candidates fielded by state-based parties possessed at least one serious 
criminal case at the time of the election. Seven percent and six percent of national party and 
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local party candidates, respectively, were similarly situated. Three percent of independent 
candidates faced a serious case. 
 
In 2009 and 2014, national parties demonstrated the highest share of candidates with criminal 
records, growing to 12 percent in 2009 and 18 percent in 2014. Criminality remains elevated 
among state-based parties but lags that of national parties, with local parties and independents 
again trailing behind. 
 
Figure 1. Share of parliamentary (MP) candidates facing serious criminal cases by party type, 
2004-2014 
 

 
 
Criminality not restricted to any one region 
 
Third, while there is regional variation in levels of political criminality, it is not of the type that is 
often presupposed. Conventional accounts describe a poor, backward, poorly governed 
northern Hindi belt that is rife with criminality. This region is traditionally contrasted with a 
more industrialized, prosperous, progressive southern India with cleaner politics. But as Figure 
2 makes clear, criminality does not easily break down along those lines.   
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Figure 2. Share of MLAs facing serious criminal cases by state, 2003-2022

 
Figure 2 provides a state-wise breakdown of winning candidates in assembly elections facing 
serious cases. Most, though not all, states have held four assembly elections between 2004 and 
2022. The maps trace the evolution of criminality across states over these four election cycles. 
As the figure makes clear, criminality in the first cycle of elections (which took place in the early 
2000s) appears elevated in northern India (in particular, the states of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and 
Jharkhand). Relative rates are also high in eastern India (Odisha) and western India 
(Maharashtra).  
 
As election cycles elapse, criminality among Members of the Legislative Assemblies (MLAs) has 
expanded. In the final map panel (Cycle 4), criminality continues to appear entrenched in 
northern India but is matched by high levels of criminality in other regions, including in the 
state of Maharashtra and Telangana in the south, for example. A similar trend is apparent if one 
examines data from the broader pool of contestants in state assembly elections over time. 
 
Evidence of path dependency in criminality 
 
Fourth, we see evidence of path dependence. On average, states whose politics were 
criminalized earlier have maintained or increased their levels of criminality, while historically 
less criminalized states have remained less criminalized over time. Figure 3 plots the average 
share of MLAs facing criminal cases in the pre-2010 era against the share of MLAs with cases in 
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the post-2010 era. Each dot represents a state, and the forty-five-degree line indicates no 
change in criminality rates between the two eras.  
 
Figure 3. Share of MLAs facing serious criminal cases, pre- and post-2010 
 

 
 

Two principal takeaways are visible in this graph. First, virtually all states appear above the line; 
this means that criminality rates are increasing over time—a development that is also evident 
in previous figures. Indeed, only three states—Haryana, Jammu and Kashmir (no longer a state), 
and Meghalaya—have seen decreases over time. Second, there is a linear correspondence 
between criminality rates over time. In other words, states that exhibited higher rates of 
criminality in the pre-2010 era also exhibit elevated rates in more recent years. There are some 
notable exceptions to this pattern. Andhra Pradesh (denoted by the abbreviation, AP) finds 
itself far above the forty-five-degree line, indicating that it had relatively low rates of criminality 
in the pre-2010 period but today has the highest share of criminality in India (based on MLAs 
facing criminal cases of any nature).  
 
What are the routes to criminality in Indian politics? 
 
In the canonical model of criminality in politics, as outlined above, parties recruit candidates 
with criminal records because they believe that these candidates have an advantage in 
elections and serve as effective representatives of their constituents. Party recruitment of 
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candidates with pre-existing criminal reputations does appear to be the dominant way through 
which crime and politics intersect, but it is not the only route. 
 
Criminalization of “clean” politicians 
 
A second route involves the criminalization of otherwise clean politicians—or at least ones not 
initially known for their criminal histories. Politicians who follow this route often develop 
criminal reputations as they become more entrenched in the rough-and-tumble of politics. To 
hold onto power or better serve their constituents, politicians may resort to heavy-handed 
tactics. Often this strategy begins with an initial ad hoc agreement with a criminal network or 
individual as a one-off arrangement, which then transforms into a full alliance or merger.  
 
Unlike the prototypical narrative where criminals seek entry into politics, in this route one’s 
criminal reputation develops after the election is already won. It is difficult to illustrate this 
route to criminality in politics as there is typically more biographical information available about 
well-known gangsters or criminal bosses who transition into politics. Consider one illustrative 
example, however.  
 
Anandpal Singh was born in a small village in the Nagaur district of the northwestern state of 
Rajasthan to parents belonging to the Ravana Rajput caste. In his formative years, he struggled 
to find a career path, trying his hand at business, teaching, and farming before deciding to join 
politics (Pink City Post 2018a). 
 
Singh’s political career began in 2000 when he won an election to serve as a panchayat samiti 
member representing his home village. However, Singh failed to be elected pradhan of the 
panchayat samiti, allegedly losing the poll by just two votes. Singh felt cheated and was charged 
with impeding government work when he subsequently tried to prevent a local candidate from 
standing for election. According to one media report, his family blamed “dirty politics” and a 
sense of disenchantment for inducting Singh into a world of crime (Ibid).  
 
Singh, for his part, leaned into this criminal image and adopted the persona of a dabangg 
leader willing to fight for Rajput interests in an area where Rajputs and Jats competed for local 
supremacy. Over time, he became the front man for the Shekhawati gang, which gained 
notoriety across the state for its criminal exploits (Hindustan Times 2017). Singh was personally 
implicated in numerous crimes of extortion, violence, and even the murder of his closest 
political rival in broad daylight. Between 1992 and 2017, Singh racked up no fewer than 37 
criminal cases (Financial Express 2017). 
 
In 2018, Singh’s luck ran out and he was killed in a police encounter in his home state. The local 
support for Singh and subsequent backlash against his shooting was so severe that the 
Rajasthan police took the extraordinary step of issuing a public statement imploring the 
community not to glorify the work of a gangster but to instead be an upstanding, law-abiding 
citizens (Pink City Post 2018b). Media reports suggest that as many as 35,000 locals threatened 
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to march to the residence of then-Rajasthan chief minister Vasundhara Raje demanding a 
central investigation into his murder (Financial Express 2017). 
 
If Singh’s origin story is to be believed, he entered politics as an aspiring neta without a distinct 
criminal reputation but became criminalized as his profile grew. 
 
Conversion of criminal or other networks 
 
A third route involves the conversion of criminal networks, militia groups, or other groups into 
electoral vehicles. For instance, following the tumult of the 1990s in the state of Bihar, many 
caste-based militias or “senas” took shape to protect their communities and secure their 
position in the local power hierarchy. Take the example of the Ranvir Sena in Bihar, a militia 
established to protect the interests of the upper caste Bhumihar community at a time when 
their social and political dominance was challenged by low caste mobilization as well as 
Naxal/Maoist violence (Kumar 2006).  
 
The sena’s leaders did not create their own political party but decided to contest elections as 
candidates from existing major parties, notably the BJP and Janata Dal (United), two alliance 
partners with strong links to upper caste communities across the state. In this way, the Ranvir 
Sena operated as a “surrogate political arm” of the leading parties of the state (Kumar 2006, 
149-150).  
 
Party bosses were attracted to the caste networks militia leaders could mobilize as well as their 
organizational structure that could be tailored to retail campaigning. As Kumar (2006, 140) 
notes, Sena leaders possessed ties to protection rackets, extortion schemes, and government 
contracts; taken together, these connections afforded Sena bosses with significant amounts of 
power, money, and influence. As militia leaders, many sena leaders developed strong local 
followings that were forged in the caste crucible of Mandal politics of the 1980s and 1990s. 
They easily parlayed their notoriety as “community warriors” into political and popular appeal.  
 
The Shiv Sena also illustrates a similar sequence of crime and political power. The Shiva Sena 
began as a nativist social movement premised on the belief that the state of Maharashtra was 
principally for Maharashtrians, not for migrants from other states who moved there seeking 
employment and upward mobility. The Sena’s leader, Bal Thackeray, was a political cartoonist 
turned agitator who was not interested in contesting elections and saw his organization as 
engaging in direct action in the streets.  
 
As it accumulated local clout, the Shiv Sena used its position to influence local elections, 
endorsing candidates or parties with which it was aligned and campaigning against those with 
which it had ideological disagreements. The new party plunged into local elections in Mumbai 
in the late 1960s and used the city as a springboard for eventually casting its net statewide. Its 
influence as a “kingmaker” eventually gave it legitimacy as an electoral force in its own right 
(Lele 1995).  
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As its ambitions grew, the Sena was formally rebranded as a political party that built on its 
grassroots network of “shakhas” (local units) that served as hubs for dispensing social services 
and community assistance, alongside a heavy dose of ideological propaganda.5 These units also 
served as convenient hubs for collecting and distributing political funding (Heuze 1992).  
 
Sena leaders-turned-politicians quickly developed reputations for throwing their weight 
around, literally and figuratively. As Hansen (2001) has argued, earning respect through 
violence (or merely the threat of violence) was a core part of the Sena’s modus operandi. The 
Sena’s coercive power provided it with credibility in the eyes of its followers, who struggled to 
navigate the byzantine, often corrupt machinations of the local bureaucracy.  
 
Outsourcing of criminality 
 
It is worth highlighting that there is a fourth route to criminality, but one that is not picked up 
by the existing affidavit data on the criminal records of candidates. In the three routes 
described above, individuals with criminal records are actively engaged in mainstream electoral 
politics as candidates. Yet, in some settings in India, criminals continue to operate at the 
periphery of politics without occupying centerstage. Martin and Michelutti (2017) nicely 
illustrate this contrast in their comparison of “mafia” politics in western Uttar Pradesh (UP) and 
the state of Punjab.  
 
In western UP, criminals have made a significant entry into politics, largely due to the rise of the 
Samajwadi Party (SP), which has recruited several prominent goonda politicians to join its fold. 
According to the authors, western UP features a “competitive Mafia Raj,” in which the SP’s lack 
of internal party discipline interacts with vibrant, multiparty competition to give rise to 
criminalized political competition. UP politics is also primarily oriented around caste and 
communal divisions, further incentivizing the entry of politicians who can position themselves 
as “Robin Hoods” for their community. 
 
Politics in Punjab, by contrast, is also criminalized but in a different manner. There, the strength 
of the state’s police power and a disciplined party machine run by the historically dominant 
Akali Dal has created what the authors call a centralized form of racketeering in which criminals 
work on behalf of the Akalis but have little space to operate in the electoral realm. The 
presence of stable (until recently) two-party competition has also muted the degree of 
communal and caste contestation on display. 
 
In sum, both states feature a criminal-politician nexus, but their manifestations differ in 
important ways. In fact, the Punjab model harkens back to an earlier historical era—the period 
of the 1950s and 1960s when the Congress Party was the dominant party across India. During 

 
5 As Lele (1995, 1524-1525) argues, the Shiv Sena gained organizational traction by mobilizing 
unemployed youth in low-income neighborhoods. This led to a surge of sympathy and support 
from poor regions of the state. However, its violent tactics and populist rhetoric often deprived 
it of “white collar” or middle-class support. 
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this period, criminals were active in politics but worked in service of the Congress as hired 
agents to do their dirty work. As the party system fragmented, caste assertion expanded, black 
money flourished, and the law-and-order apparatus weakened across India, criminals went 
from working for politicians to being politicians themselves. This process of vertical integration 
(Vaishnav 2017) brought criminals to the forefront of electoral politics.  
 
What impact does criminalization have on political parties and India’s political economy more 
broadly? 
 
Irrespective of the precise route the criminalization of politics takes, the nexus between crime 
and politics begs the question: so, what? What impact does criminalization have on parties, 
political competition, and development more generally? 
 
Voter information 
 
Although Vaishnav (2017) does not find a strong connection between voter ignorance and the 
popularity of criminal politicians, some experimental evidence suggests that criminal politicians 
are aided and abetted by voters’ lack of knowledge of their personal backgrounds.  
 
For instance, an information experiment fielded in advance of the 2017 Uttar Pradesh assembly 
elections found that disseminating information about candidates’ criminal antecedents has a 
significant negative impact on their popularity (George, Gupta, and Neggers 2018). At the 
polling station level, votes for candidates facing severe criminal charges dropped by nearly 8 
percent while votes for “clean” candidates with no charges increased by slightly less (7 
percent). Furthermore, treated villages which received additional information about candidates 
in their constituency increased their turnout by 1.6 percent in response.  
 
The most effective intervention, from the perspective of reducing votes for criminal politicians, 
is when voters are provided information about their candidates coupled with a message that 
many of their peers are also receiving similar messages. This “information plus coordination” 
intervention has a powerful impact on voting behavior, the researchers find. This suggests that 
the success of criminal politicians in certain areas could, to an extent, be predicated on keeping 
voters in the dark and limiting the free flow of information.  
 
Political competition 
 
There is some evidence that parties strategically field criminal candidates in constituencies with 
low levels of political competition. For instance, Shaukat (2019) finds that a one standard 
deviation increase in political competition at the assembly constituency level—measured as the 
margin of victory or vote share gap between the winner and runner-up—lowers the probability 
a candidate has a criminal record by nearly 5 percentage points. The effects are even larger if 
one measures competition by party dispersion (fractionalization) in vote share. The effects also 
hold when one moves beyond candidates and considers only elected politicians. This suggests 
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that lower levels of electoral competition have an adverse impact on political selection, insofar 
as the criminal records of politicians are concerned.  
 
If both low information and low competition make the soil fertile for criminal politicians, this 
could further incentivize parties and candidates to keep both factors artificially low.  
 
Development outcomes 
 
Criminal politicians thrive, in part, by delivering—or being perceived to deliver—goods and 
services that benefit their constituency. However, they rarely operate with the welfare of the 
entire constituency in their minds. Because criminal politicians prosper in contexts where the 
salience of social divisions is high, they have incentives to cater to constituents from their 
ethnic or religious base rather than all voters in their district. As a result, while some voters may 
see welfare improvements, this is not true across the board.  
 
Indeed, Murray (2020) finds that criminal politicians target welfare benefits—proxied by 
benefits delivered under the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS), the 
largest workfare program in the world—to co-partisans at higher rates than comparable clean 
politicians. This effect is heightened for polling stations that strongly support the incumbent 
legislator. In line with the evidence described above, these benefits tend to flow when criminal 
politicians are ensconced in relatively safe, uncompetitive seats. 
 
Additional research finds that economic activity is relatively depressed in constituencies that 
elect a criminal politician. Prakash, Rockmore, and Uppal (2019) use night-time lights data to 
proxy for the extent of economic activity in a state assembly constituency. Their analyses 
suggest that places that elected criminal politicians have significantly lower annual growth in 
the intensity of night-time lights. They further note that this effect is primarily driven by 
politicians with serious criminal charges and concentrated in poor, backward states with 
weaker institutions (in India, known as “BIMAROU” states). Back-of-the-envelope calculations 
suggest that the negative impact of criminal politicians amounts to a roughly 2.3-6.5 percentage 
point dip in annual GDP growth. Analyses of rural road construction return similar results: 
constituencies that elect a criminal politician experience lower levels of road construction, as 
measured by the Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana (PMGSY) program. 
 
Not all infrastructure or public goods are the same, however. Another study (Cheng and 
Urpelainen 2019) that examines the impact of state legislators with criminal records finds that 
their election is linked to a worsening of household poverty, driven perhaps by lower literacy 
and electrification rates. However, the study finds no impact whatsoever on the supply of local 
infrastructure, such as paved roads or power grids. One interpretation of this finding, the 
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authors note, is that criminal politicians may engage in local infrastructure projects but pay 
scant attention to their poverty-reducing impact.6   
 
Evidence from India’s mining boom in the 2000s provides suggestive evidence that criminality 
and corruption are intimately linked. Asher and Novosad (2020) find that a boom in local mining 
rents results in a greater number of successful criminal politicians, but the bulk of this impact is 
due to the success of candidates charged with committing violent crimes of a serious nature. 
When the value of minerals continues to rise during their tenure, elected politicians accumulate 
even more criminal charges. These elected politicians, the data suggest, experience significant 
wealth gains while in power. 
 
There is also some evidence to suggest that criminality in the political class leads to more crime 
in society. For instance, Prakash et al. (2021) find that electing a politician accused of serious 
crimes (when compared to a leader accused of any crime) results in a greater number of 
reported crimes in their constituency—especially in states known to have weak institutions to 
begin with. Crimes against women, the researchers find, are especially likely to rise with the 
election of a criminal politician. 
 
Centralization of power 
 
The centralization of power which allows criminal candidates to receive party tickets operates 
in a vicious cycle. It is both a cause and consequence of criminal politics. When criminal 
candidates are rewarded at the polls, the position of party leaders if further strengthened, 
leading to more centralization. In short, winnability begets further centralization. If there is 
disquiet among the rank and file about tainted politicians being patronized by parties, such 
criticism appears in hushed tones as party bosses wield a firm grip on their organizations.  
 
Clientelism 
 
The qualitative or ethnographic literature on crime and politics in India uniformly finds that 
criminals, often termed goondas in the local parlance, are key intermediaries helping to bridge 
existing gaps between state and society (Berenschot 2011, Michelutti 2008, Witsoe 2013). Once 
criminals—who often wield political authority—establish their position as important go-
betweens, they have little incentive to work toward comprehensive solutions to problems in 
their districts. After all, if a criminal politician functioning as an intermediary enacts a systemic 
fix, residents could engage directly with government to ensure their needs are met without 
resorting to a “fixer” in the first place. Criminal politicians, like politicians everywhere, are 
reluctant to take steps that might minimize their own relevance. Hence, the continued reliance 
on clientelistic practices, discrete transfers, and “band-aid” solutions rather than sustainable 
fixes.  

 
6 There is some evidence suggesting that criminal politicians are causally linked to a statistically 
significant decline in private investment flows in their districts. However, this decline is offset 
by significantly larger public investment flows (Nanda and Prateek 2016).  
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This type of behavior serves to reinforce the credibility-clientelism dilemma articulated by 
Keefer (2007). The inability of politicians to make credible promises to citizens—either due to 
information asymmetries or general voter skepticism—leads them to favor clientelist policies 
that emphasize targeted benefits at the expense of public goods. Clientelism, if popular and 
rewarded by voters, begets more clientelism.   
 
It is important to note that some of the work criminal politicians undertake is better 
conceptualized as “constituency service” as it does not always involve targeted benefits or 
services based on political support (Bussell 2019). Clientelism, in contrast, often connotes a 
quid pro quo between candidate and voter. Indeed, Murray (2020) finds qualitative and 
quantitative evidence of superior constituency service delivery on the part of criminal 
politicians. This type of “social work,” as it is often referred to, is hard to quantify but vital to a 
politician’s vocation.   
   
Conclusion 
 
Political parties in India are crucial cogs in India’s democratic system, without which the 
criminalization of politics would not flourish. Parties play an important gatekeeping role in 
screening and selecting candidates for elected office at all levels of government. As this chapter 
argues, their embrace of politicians with criminal records is based on cold strategic calculation: 
candidates with criminal records offer both money and muscle that make them formidable 
political players.  
 
A growing body of research has shed light on the entry of so-called criminals into politics, their 
recruitment by political parties, the connect they are able to establish with voters, and the 
impact that they have—on the ground—in their constituencies. However, extant research on 
the relationship between parties and criminals leaves several questions unanswered. 
 
First, if money is a crucial driver of a party leader’s decision to cozy up with candidates with 
criminal reputations, does this relationship vary according to the costs of elections across 
states? For instance, certain states (Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh) have developed 
reputations for exorbitant elections while others (Gujarat) have not. If money and muscle are 
inextricably linked, does the variation in the costs of elections help explain the variation in 
criminality we observe? This also suggests an analytically prior question which has received far 
too little attention: why is it that states vary so dramatically on the cost dimension to begin 
with? It is also possible of course that the costs of elections vary across constituencies or 
districts within a given state. At present, social science has very little to say about the sources of 
this geographic variation. 
 
Second, parties are increasingly experimenting with gender quotas in party tickets. Most 
notably, in the 2019 Lok Sabha elections, both the Trinamool Congress and the Biju Janata Dal 
implemented a program of reserving at least one-third of party tickets for female candidates. 
Available data from previous parliamentary elections suggests that women are far less likely to 
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possess a criminal record compared to their male counterparts. Recently, the Congress 
implemented a forty percent women’s quota for its candidates in the 2022 Uttar Pradesh 
assembly elections. If this is a harbinger of things to come, what impact might this have on 
criminality in party politics? 
 
Finally, as the nature of India’s party system changes, what impact is this having on the nature 
of criminality in politics? The 2019 election confirms the emergence of a “fourth party system” 
in India characterized by a single, dominant party in the form of the BJP. The pole of this new 
system is associated with a clear ideology—Hindu nationalism—and recruits candidates from 
the various affiliate organs of the Sangh Parivar. To date, much analysis of criminality in politics 
operates with a simple binary of minor versus major charges—an easy-to-understand criteria to 
separate potentially frivolous charges (or those that could be tied to a politician’s vocation) 
from those that imply major violations of the law disconnected from routine electioneering. Is 
the rise of the BJP correlated with an increase in crimes with a communal dimension—be it 
speech, threats, or violence?   
 
Locating answers to these questions will enrich our understanding of the complex 
interconnections between parties, crime, and electoral politics.  
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