
The Calcutta Municipality held its first election on the basis of universal adult franchise in March this year, 
A study of the election yields some interesting insights into voting behaviour. 

Voters in constituencies with communally mixed populations tended to vote community-wise, supporting candi
dates of their own communities. The different political parties had apparently anticipated this and had chosen their 
candidates accordingly, 

The elections also revealed the importance of what may be described, in advertising terminology, as "the 
circulation and pulling power" of the candidate. In the general elections a constituency covers an area three times 
the size of a municipal ward and, therefore, personal contacts can be neither so tangible nor so intense as in municipal 
elections. In the latter, both the size of the constituency as well as the issues raised make the personality of the 
candidate and his personal pull on voters decisive, rendering his political affiliations a factor of secondary importance. 

THE Calcutta Corporation's his-
tory can be traced back to 1726 

when a Royal Charter established a 
Corporation, consisting of a Mayor 
and nine Aldermen and a Mayor's 
court exercising c iv i l , criminal am! 
ecclesiastical jurisdiction over British 
inhabitants. This was, however, a fur 
cry from local self government which 
had not made even a modest beginn. 
ing unt i l Surendra Nath Bannerjea. in
troduced his Municipal Bi l l in 1921. 
The franchise under the Bi l l was res
tricted to occupiers of houses who 
paid a rent of Rs 25 per month and 
hut-owners in bustees who paid at 
least Rs 12 during the year preced
ing the election year, and of course, 
payers of municipal rates, or tax of 
at least Rs 12. The Calcutta Municipal 
Act of 1951 saw the next major ex
pansion of the franchise as a result of 
which not only payers of rate, tax or 
licence fee (of any amount) or rent 
(Rs 4 or more per month in case of 
a bustee dweller, Rs 8 or more in 
case of a pucca house resident), but 
also all citizens who had passed Mat r i 
culation examination or an equivalent 
State examination or a diploma exa
mination in any State-recognised tech
nical or vocational insti tution became 
eligible to vote. 

Through these stages of slow 'esca
lation' of the franchise, Calcutta even
tually arrived at adult franchise on 
March 28, 1961) when elections of 
Municipal Councillors' were held on 
this basis for the first time in the 
Municipality 's chequered history. The 
electoral rolls prepared for the 1962 
General Elections were used for these 
elections w i th additions following am
plications by intending voters. Many, 
therefore, saw in these Municipal 
Elections an outline of the shape of 

tilings to come in the next General 
Elections. 

There were 100 seats in the M u n i 
cipal Elections, wi th three major par
ties contesting: The Congress; the 
United Citizens' Committee, consisting 
of both wings of the CPI, RSP, RCP1 
and Forward Bloc (Marxist) and the 
Progressive Citizens' Bloc, dominated 
by the SSP and PSP. The final party 
position after the elections was: the 
Congress, 49; the UCC, 35: the PCB,  
8; the Jan Sangh, 1; and Independents, 
7. Among the elected were six de-
tenues held under the Defence of 
India Rules—five from the UCC, 
therefore. Communists; one from the 
PCB. Percentage wise, Congress polled 
44.3 per cent of votes cast; the UCC 
36 per cent. Independents 10.8 per 
cent and the PCB 7 per cent. In the 
1962 General Flections to the State 
Assembly from Calcutta area, the 
Congress bagged 14 and the CPI - Left-
combination 12 of the total of 26 
seats, as against 7 and .19, respec
tively, in 1957, 

Communal Voting 

On March 27, 1965, the night before 
the elections of Councillors to the 
Calcutta Municipal Corporation were 
held for the first time on the basis 
of adult franchise, this writer hap
pened to pass through a constituency 
in South Calcutta. Some of the streets, 
poorly l i t before, were ablaze wi th 
ftoureseent tube lights, fixed a couple 
of days before at the initiative of the 
local Councillor who was seeking re
election. The Councillor, who had 
once won election on the Leftist ticket, 
had since crossed over to the Congress 
ranks, and in the election on March 
28, he was re-elected. Neither the 

change in the basis of franchise nor 
the fact that the Councillor was a 
turncoat made any difference in his 
political fortunes. This instance proves 
that any hasty conclusion about the 
voting behaviour of the people would 
not do. Yet, the election results, ana
lysed polling booth-wise in relation to 
the composition of the constituency and 
the character of the candidate and his 
election campaign, do give some poin
ters to the voting behaviour of Cal
cutta's electorate. 

One of these pointers is that voters 
in constituencies wi th mixed commu
nities tended to vote community-wise, 
Several instances of this communal 
trend of voting could be cited. In fact, 
the parties fighting the elections clearly 
anticipated this trend and chose can
didates accordingly. 

Instance no 1: Ward no 27 has a 
minori ty, but a substantial one, of 
Hindi-speaking voters. The Bengali 
candidate, Krishna Kundu rode to a 
handsome victory chiefly on the 
strength of Bengali voters, on which 
his campaign managers outspokenly 
banked. One of them, in fact, con
fidently predicted his victory on the 
election day, because, as he said, 
"Bengalees constituted a majority in 
the ward and they w i l l all vote for 
Krishna Kundu" . Kundu won 6,000 
votes against 1.625 won by his H i n d i -
speaking rival . The fact that Kundu 
is a popular figure in the area and 
belonged to the Left-dominated United 
Citizens' Committee, was not so much 
a determinant of voting behaviour of 
the constituency as the fact that he 
was a Bengali engaged in a straight 
fight against a Hindi-speaking candi
date. 

Instance no 2: Ward No 6 has a 
number of Hindi-speaking voters seai-
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tered over the constituency, w i t h a 
sizeable concentration along Cossipore 
Road where a medley of Hindi-speak
ing workers live in wayside slums or 
as shopkeepers run l i t t le shops. The 
contest here was three-cornered—a 
U C C candidate who won (4,309 
votes), a Congress candidate (4,013 
votes) and an independent H i n d i -
speaking candidate (2,457). The inde
pendent candidate's votes were almost 
wholly from pockets of Hindi-speaking 
voters. The breakdown of voting in 
the polling both covering Cossipore 
Road is a clear proof of this voting 
pattern. In this section of the con
stituency, the voting was as follows: 

Ward 6 

Cossipore Road Section 
Total votes 3,143 
Votes polled 1,973 

Congress 647 
U C C 441 
Hindi-speaking independent 885 

This happens to be the only polling 
area in the constituency where the 
Hindi-speaking candidate won a ma
jor i ty of votes against both the win
ning U C C candidate and the Con
gress candidate who came a close 
second. 

Instance no 3: Other things being 
equal, the communal pattern of voting 
held good in mixed Hindu-Musl im 
areas also. As in the case of ward no 
27, where a Bengali candidate defeated 
his Hindi-speaking r ival , a Hindu 
candidate defeated two Musl im candi
dates in ward no 30, where Muslim 
voters had a numerical edge over 
Hindu voters. The Musl im voles 
were, however, split between the 
U C C candidate and the Congress 
one, and through this split the Hindu 
candidate belonging to the Socialist-
dominated Progressive Citizens' Bloc 
slipped through to victory. The vot
ing was as follows: 

Ward 30 

P C B (Hindu) 3,169 
U C C (Muslim) 3,103 
Congress (Muslim) 2,422 

It may be assumed that a Muslim 
candidate would have won this seat, 
no matter which party ticket he had 
carried, if there was a straight fight 
between a H i n d u candidate and a 
Musl im one. 

The communal pattern of voting 
was, however, only one aspect of the 
Municipal Elections, held on the basis 
of electoral rolls prepared during the 
General Elections, 1962. The other 
and a more important feature was 

what can best be described in ad-
vertising terminology as the 'circulation 
and the pull ing power1 of the candi-
date, A candidate who circulated well 

" i n the locality and had been able to 
project the image of a personality wi th 
a pulling power had a better chance of 
winning than a candidate who may 
belong to the r ight party in the ma
jority's view, but lacks in these two 
qualities. 

The Personality Factor 

What these two qualities are capable 
of achieving was dramatically illustrat
ed in the election result in ward no 
87. Here, all the parties, formed for 
the civic elections, put up their candi
dates—the Congress, the U C C and 
the P C B , and even an independent 
candidate. But the person who very 
nearly stole the show was an outsider, 
belonging to a splinter Marxist party,  
the Socialist Uni ty Centre which had 
broken away from the Communist-
dominated Uni ted Citizens' Committee 
(U C C) not so much on ideological 
issues as on that of selection of can
didates in constituencies which the 
S U C thought favoured them. The 
S U C candidate in ward no 87. Ran-
j i t Dhar is a young bachelor of around 
th i r ty , who circulated well in the 
locality. He is well-known in the area 
as the moving spirit behind an organi
zation, Sanghashree, which has made 
a name for itself throughout Calcutta 
for colourful staging of Durga Puia, 
the most cherished annual festival of 
Bengali Hindus. He mixes well wi th 
young people of the area, has a corps 
of devoted workers to help him, whe
ther it is the Municipal election or 
the 5-day-long Durga Puja festivities. 
The fact, that he had the ticket of a 
breakaway small party did not seem to 
matter at all in the election campaign 
which was based almost entirely on 
his youth and popularity. His popu
lari ty was enhanced by the fact that 
the two main parties, the U C C and 
the Congress, concentrated their att
acks on each other neglecting the 
S U C candidate who they thought did 
not have a chance. Dhar, thus free of 
any mud which stuck to the U C C 
and Congress candidates during the 
election campaign, presented to a large 
number of voters a healthy ' t h i rd 
force'. The basis of this force was, 
however, his personal popularity, not 
his party affiliation. The Congress 
candidate won the seat, but only by 
a squeaking margin. Dhar lost by 148 
votes. Since he was a candidate of a 
Leftist party, it is val id speculation 
that he would have defeated the Con-

gress candidate by a handsome majo
r i ty if there were no contestant from 
the U C C . This is supported by the 
following breakdown of voting in this 
constituency: 

Ward 87 

Congress 3,752 
Ranjit Dhar 3,604 
U C C 1,676 
P C B 209 
Independent 64 

The neighbouring contituency, ward 
no 88, which this writer studied more 
closely than any other, because of his 
residence in the area, confirmed the 
importance of the circulation and the 
pulling power of the candidate in a 
communally "pure" constituency. 
There was a straight fight between 
two 'freshman' candidates: Haimi-
prasad Basu and A n i l Chatterji. 
Neither had fought an election for 
public office before, Basu, about 40, 
is a popular physician whose consult
ing rooms have always been thronged 
by patients, a large number of whom 
come from the next-door bustee areas 
and lower middle class homes. He was 
arrested along wi th several Left-CPl 
members and supporters all over the 
country. He sent his nomination paper 
from jail and fought: and won the elec
t ion from there. 

Chatterji, around 45, a prosperous 
contractor is, like Dr Basu, an old 
resident of the area. He is no less 
personally popular than Dr Basu. Dr 
Basil's popularity was built on his 
medical practice and social activities, 
such as helping people in distress, 
putting up vaccination centres in his 
home during epidemic seasons and 
organizing a private Durga Puja at 
his residence for the past few years. 
Dr Basu, always very polite, would 
sit in front; of his house during the 
five days of the Puja and would hot 
let you pass by without having par
taken of the prasad. Chatterii is also 
well-known in the area for his help 
to people in distress. A man of great 
politeness and charm, his home is the 
hub of social activities as much as 
Dr Basil's. He is associated w i t h at 
least a dozen clubs in the area and 
is the secretary of the committee 
which celebrates the annual worship of 
the Goddess Kal i at the famous Keor-
tala crematorium. He was also 'he 
chief patron of the annual Durga Puja 
held in the l i t t le park adjacent to his 
house. Both candidates were, thus, 
evenly matched in circulation and pul l
ing power. 

Before we go into an analysis of the 
vot ing pattern in the constituency, a 
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word about its political t radi t ion is in 
order. This ward, constituting one-
th i rd of an Assembly constituency, has 
consistently voted Communist in the 
last two General Elections, although in 
the last Municipal Elections, held 
under the restricted franchise of Cor
poration rate-payers, a Congress candi
date had won. The record of voting 
in this area in the last General Ele
ctions (1962), obtained from the Con
gress candidate's hie, compares as 
follows wi th that of the voting in the 
Municipal Elections on March 28: 

Ward 88 
General Municipal 

Election Election 
1962 1965 

Congress 4,095 4,226 
Communist 6,442 5,347 
Margin of victory 2,347 1,121 

It is risky to draw general conclu
sion from this reduction in the margin 
of the Communist candidate victory. 
The electoral rol l being the same in 
the two elections, one thing is clear, 
that less people voted Communist in 
the Municipal Elections than in the 
General Election and the Congress 
candidate polled a few votes. The 
total votes polled have fallen, but this 
fall affected the Communist candidate's 
poll comparatively more than the Con
gress candidate's. A detailed analysis 
of voting, however, yields some inter
esting results. 

Sahanagar Road and Chandra 
Mondal Lane are like two arms, going 
cast to west of the constituency, the 
former skir l ing the Congress candi
date's house, the latter passing very 
near the Communist candidate's re-
sidence. Chandra Mondal Lane which, 
like Sahanagar Road is peopled by a 
large number of bustee dwellers and 
lower middle class people, voted com
munist as it had in the General Elec
tions, the margin remaining vir tual ly 
ident ica l The contiguity of the candi
date's house d id not make much def
erence. But Sahanagar road voted 
Congress in the Municipal Elections 
while it had voted overwhelmingly 
Communist in the 1962 General Elec
tions. The table below gives the 
comparison: 

Ward 88 

General Municipal 
Election Election 

1962 1963 
Shahnagar Road 

Congress 344 572 
Communist 770 535 

Chandra Mondal Lane 
Congress 378 333 
Communist 693 639 

The only plausible explanation of 
the Congress gain in Sahanagar Road 
can be that the Congress candidate's 
popularity must have been felt very 
strongly in his immediate neighbour
hood. The candidate is the moving 
spiri t behind the most important so
cial festival of the neighbourhood, 
namely the Durga puja which draws 
into its vortex his next-door Hindu 
neighbours. The relation between the 
contiguity of the candidate's residence 
wi th the polling area and the pattern 
of voting is further proved by the 
interesting fact that all along the Pra-
tapaditya Road which runs north to 
south, the Congress candidate lost, 
excepting in that stretch which passes 
in front of his house. In the distant 
part of the road, he polled 148 votes 
against the Communist candidate's 
230; in the near part, he polled 233 
votes against Dr Basu's 150 — almost 
the reverse. In the part in between 
the voting was: Chatlerji 233 and Basu 
291. 

Class, Not an Important Factor 

The class composition of voters 
seemed to have l i t t le bearing on vot
ing trends. As has been shown ear
lier, although the Sahanagar Road and 
Chandra Mondal Lane have virtually 
the same composition in terms of 
economic classes, they voted different-
ly, Likewise, Pratapaditya Place which 
is the more affluent part of the cons
tituency, consisting mostly of middle, 
middle-middle and some upper-middle 
class people, voted strongly for the 
Communist candidate, 321 against 
161. Tollygunje Road, on the other 
hand, is almost entirely inhabited by 
the poor class; and yet, here the Con
gress greatly improved upon its per
formance in the 1962 Election. 

Ward 88 

Tollgunje Road 
General Municipal 
Election Election 

1962 1965 
Congress 975 1,221 
Communist 1,863 1,315 
Margin of victory 888 94 

The shift in the voting pattern in 
this area may have been due to the 
planned, intensive and far-sighted 
electioneering by the Congress candi
date. The Congress candidate earned 
out good social welfare work in the 
area. When, for instance, the Railways 
acquired some land in the area here
by displacing some inhabitants, the 
Congress candidate saw to their reha
bi l i ta t ion outside the constituency. 

These voters had remained on the 
electoral rolls and were brought by 
the Congress candidate to the Consti
tuency the night before the election. 
The Congress candidate had thought 
that his social work i n this area w i l l 
bear dividend in the form of a big 
margin in his favour; but, as it turn
ed out, the Communist hold on the 
area was substantially weakened, but 
not enough to give him victory. The 
Congress campaigned throughout the 
ward on the basis of the candidate's 
popularity and the theme was that 
the issue was not politics but practical 
solutions for the particular civic pro
blems of the area. "He is a good can
didate. The Congress is in power in 
the State and i t w i l l come to power 
in the Corporation too. So, you en
sure your civic interests by voting for 
this good, popular, keen and social 
service-minded gentleman." This, in 
brief, was the approach of the Congress 
campaign. 

The Communist campaign, on the 
other hand, linked the specific civic 
failures wi th what they alleged to be 
the generic degeneration of the Con
gress. "Throw the rascals out," this 
was their campaign theme. This was 
underpinned by the propaganda that 
the Communist candidate was unfairly 
put in jail . Appeals were made to the 
sentiments of the householders on this 
point. Womenfolk of the candidate's 
family visited the voters' homes and 
were heard pleading that if the candi
date was elected, he might be released 
from wrongful confinement. It is diffi
cult to assess precisely how far the 
fact of the Communist candidate's 
arrest helped or hindered his victory. 
The Communists played up the fact of 
his arrest to the fu l l . N o t only in 
ward no 88, but in other wards as 
well where jailed communists Stood 
for election, big hand-painted posters 
wi th a picture of the jailed Commun
ist leader were displayed w i th a mes
sage from him. In ward no 88, the 
candidate was shown behind bats, 
wi th a statement that he had been a 
physician busy wi th his practice, and 
he st i l l not know why he had been 
arrested at a l l . In ward no 7, in the 
northernmost part of Calcutta, the 
UCC candidate's campaigners display
ed a large picture of the local Left-
communist leader, an MLC, who is in 
jail , along with a statement demand
ing a trial to prove the allegations on 
the basis of which he had been arrest
ed under the Defence of India Rules. 

The appeals were made not only to 
the sentiment of the voters but also 
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to his sense of fairplay and justice, 
may have moved some 

But, it would be incor-
re-gard these appeals down as 

an important factor that swayed a 
large number of votes. If these ap
peals were so important, the votes fur 
the Communist candidate in ward no 
88 would have exceeded those obtain
ed by his partyman in the 1962 Gene-
n i l election for the Assembly .seat. 
The jailed Communist got less votes 
in the municipal elections than his 
comrade got in the General Elections. 

The personality of the candidate and 
his pull on the voters, therefore, seem 
to be more important factors than the 
candidate's political affiliation or sen
timental appeals to voters. This pull 
cannot be built up overnight, nor can 

it make itself felt without 
election moves, such as intensive 
tioneering and preparing 
through social work and contacts. the 
significance of voting pattern in ward 
no 88, which this author studied 
closely than the other-
sampling of constituent. 
clue it gives to the importence or im
personality of the candidate who 
depends not so much on his par;, 
affiliation as on his contacts with the 
constituency. In the General Election 
a constituency covers an area three 
times that of a municipal ward and  
therefore, personal contacts cannot be 
made so tangibly concrete and con-
cent rated as in the case of a munici
pal ward where each votes is within 
a couple of minutes' walking distance 

house. AlSO. 
which the Con-

stant in the Cor -
poration 
in the political 
aspects of the personality 
wi l l , to that extent, have a weaker 
to play in the General Elections, 

however, that. 
the candidate 

by careful contacts wi th key 
of the constituency over a 

lime and with the help of 
social organizations cease to have an 
important bearing on voting behaviour 
in the General Elections, when poeti
cal issues and party image come much 
mote to the fore than they do in Cor 
poration Elections. 
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