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Eliminating the mafia from Indian politics
Last week, the Supreme Court asked the government about the status of criminal cases pending
against elected ministers, underlining the importance of breaking from the history of law-breakers
becoming law-makers. The court recommended setting up fast-track courts to deal with the cases,
but that is unlikely to be an effective strategy, unless complemented with reforms to improve
governance and bring transparency in campaign financing.
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Criminalization refers to the use of criminal activities by politicians; either by direct malfeasance or
by indirectly recruiting someone. It is not a new phenomenon; the first instances of “boothcapturing” were reported in 1957, and involved hired goons who would mobilize or suppress
turnout, or vote on behalf of disenfranchised voters. In return for their work, politicians would
protect these criminals from prosecution. From such petty engagement with elections, goondas
and gangs have come a long way to contest elections themselves. Milan Vaishnav, author of
When Crime Pays: Money And Muscle In Indian Politics, calls this an example of vertical
integration. Until the late 1960s, the re-election rates of incumbents were high. Hence goons were
relatively assured of political favours after they helped a politician win the election. As political
competition increased, the uncertainty around re-election of incumbent candidates also increased.
This led to the entry of criminals in politics in order to maximize control over their own survival and
protection. Many goons who had not been involved in politics joined it as a competitive response
as they feared missing out on opportunities, or a crackdown by a competing gang.
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Vertical integration does not explain why political parties chose to field such ruffians; criminality of
the candidates could have brought bad press. That process began with Indira Gandhi banning
corporate financing of elections in 1969. This eliminated the most important legal source of
campaign finance and pushed financing underground. At the same time, the costs of contesting
elections kept increasing due to a rising population, increasing political competition—the number
of political parties increased from 55 in the 1952 general election to 464 in 2014—and the trend of
giving freebies for votes. This led parties to a competitive search for underground financing, and
they played into the hands of criminals and racketeers who had the means to acquire and dispose
of large amounts of cash without detection. Thus parties fielded tainted candidates because they
could contest an election without becoming a burden on the party’s limited coffers. Data from the
last three general elections shows that the strategy was an electoral success as candidates with
criminal cases were three times more likely to win than a “clean” candidate.
The root of the problem lies in the country’s poor governance capacity. On the one hand, India has
excessive procedures that allow the bureaucracy to insert itself in the ordinary life of people; on
the other hand, it appears woefully understaffed to perform its most crucial functions. The density
of allopathic doctors, nurses and midwives is 11.9% per 10,000 residents in India (2014), at half of
the benchmark set by the World Health Organization (WHO). Furthermore, the density is ten times
larger in urban areas than villages. Despite internal security concerns—from Maoist violence to
religious extremism and organized crime—there is a 30% shortfall in personnel of the Intelligence
Bureau. India has the lowest number of police officers per capita—122.5 per 100,000 people—of
any G20 member state, and the vacancy rate stands at 25%. Vacancy rates are 37% for high
courts and 25% for local courts.
This scarcity of state capacity is the reason for the public preferring ‘strongmen’ who can employ
the required pulls and triggers to get things done—someone who can enforce contracts, deal with
the police when they get into trouble, handle the government babus while procuring a licence or
help get admission to a government hospital for treatment. Sometimes these politicians align on
communal lines as well, promising to serve the interests of a caste or religious community.
Criminality, far from deterring voters, encourages them because it signals that the candidate is

capable of fulfilling his promises and securing the interests of the
constituency.
Fast-track courts are necessary because politicians are able to delay the judicial process and
serve for decades before prosecution. But it is obvious that this will do little to break down the
symbiotic relationship between politicians and criminals on the one hand, and the dependence of
voters on strongmen on the other. Prosecuted politicians can field their relatives in the contest,
thereby retaining power within the family.
The reform needs to change the incentives for both politicians and voters. First, bringing greater
transparency in campaign financing is going to make it less attractive for political parties to involve
gangsters. Thus, either the Election Commission of India (ECI) should have the power to audit the
financial accounts of political parties, or political parties’ finances should be brought under the right
to information (RTI) law. Second, broader governance will have to improve for voters to reduce the
reliance on criminal politicians. That requires a rationalization of bureaucratic procedures and an
increase in state capacity to deliver essential public goods like security of life and contracts, and
access to public utilities. Standing alone, fast-track courts for politicians will be ineffective in
cleansing Indian politics.
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How can the decriminalization of politics be achieved? Tell us at views@livemint.com
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