‘My name’s erased’
Anger at electoral
roll changes under
Modi government
boils over in India
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fighter for Indian independence
and three generations of his family
had the vote. Yet after SIR, Siddiqui
described his “humiliation” on
finding his name gone.

“With my name erased from the
voter list, | am in constant terror.
What if they send me to a detention
camp?” he said. “I cannot bear to
think about being separated from
my children and grandchildren,
especially when all my ancestors
have been buried in India.”

Critics say the problems

< Delhi police clear protesters
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fh fEfF’E[ﬂTDGHAF’![: ADNAN ABIDI/REUTERS

began in 2023, when the Modi
government changed the process
for appointing the three-body
election commission, giving
majority control to the government
for the first time. Within a matter

of months, the Modi-led panel had
appointed Kumar as the election
commissioner in spite of opposition
objections.

“For decades, the election
commission was one of our more
credible, independent bodies, but
now that has been eroded,” said
Ronojoy Sen, a senior fellow at the
South Asian Studies Programme,
National University of Singapore.

By the following year, the new
election commission body had
begun SIR, starting in Bihar, where
itimmediately raised concerns
among human rights groups
after more than 6 million names
were removed. Not long after the
revisions, the BJP won a landslide
victory in the Bihar state elections.

Three former election
commissioners have openly
criticised SIR as a “hostile exercise”
that has undermined the sanctity
of the country’s electoral rolls by
focusing on the exclusion - rather
than inclusion - of voters.

None have been more vehement
in their opposition than SY
Quraishi, who was chief election
commissioner between 2010 and
2012. “This is a national harassment
exercise designed to throw
Muslims off the electoral roll,” he
claimed. “The only way to restore
the credibility of India’s elections is
to restore those deleted voters.”

The BJP has denied any political
involvement in the SIR process,
accusing the opposition Congress
party of “jealousy” over its recent
electoral victories and saying any
deleted voters can simply re-enrol.
The BIP spokesperson Sudhanshu
Trivedi said the allegations were
“disinformation” and part of an
opposition campaign “orchestrated
to create an atmosphere of division
and anarchy”.

Nonetheless, the election
commission has appeared to accept
some flaws in the process. Late last
week, it belatedly put a cap on the
number of voter deletion forms
- which allow people to submit
objections on behalf of others -
after incidents in which people
submitted thousands of forms
targeting legitimate Muslim voters.

Public anger, meanwhile, has
continued to build. A Delhi resident
for 30 years, Prashant Tandon, 60,
said he could not believe it when
he received notice questioning
his life as a voter. “If someone
doubts my citizenship, they should
produce evidence against me,” he
said furiously. “I should not have to
prove that I am an Indian citizen.”
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