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Lost and found
The NDA’ success in Bengal and Assam

is partly offset by its failure in
Tamil Nadu and Kerala
T he results of the 2026 Assembly elections

in Assam, West Bengal, Tamil Nadu, Ker-

ala and Puducherry highlight several fac-
tors that have a bearing on India’s direction as a
secular, democratic, federal republic. In Assam
and Puducherry, the BJP and its partners re-
tained power, while in the other three States, in-
cumbents were swept away in a strong current of
changed popular opinion. In Assam, for the first
time, the BJP crossed the halfway mark of 64
seats on its own and, with its partners, won 101
seats in the 126-member Assembly. For the Con-
gress, this is its worst performance — even lower
than its 1985 tally in the aftermath of the Assam
Agitation. The regional outfits that were part of
the Congress-led alliance, including the Raijor
Dal and Assam Jatiya Parishad, were routed,
while those within the National Democratic Al-
liance (NDA) — chiefly the Asom Gana Parishad
and the Bodoland People’s Front — managed to
win a few seats, though they now have little clout
given the BJP’s outright majority. Chief Minister
Himanta Biswa Sarma has reinforced his position
in the State through a mix of polarising commu-
nal rhetoric and redistribution schemes. Con-
gress leader Gaurav Gogoi lost his own seat.

In West Bengal, the BJP has achieved a decisive
victory through long-term planning, aided by the
State’s political history, a tainted election pro-
cess, and the exhaustion of the Trinamool Con-
gress (TMC)’s politics that had run its course.
Bengal has been home to India’s national move-
ment and to Hindutva ideas long before they
spread elsewhere, and has carried a strong sense
of regional identity. The BJP, through years of
meticulous organisation, converted a threshold
population of the State to its totalising nationalist
narrative. Having subsumed the regional politics
of Maharashtra, Assam and Odisha, it had set its
sights on West Bengal with obsessive determina-
tion, and has won. The TMC faces existential dan-
ger, with its founder-leader Mamata Banerjee at
71 and its cadre and voters now susceptible to
pressure from the BJP. This election was also the
most tainted in India’s elections: around 27 lakh
people were arbitrarily removed from the electo-
ral rolls, and the Supreme Court of India took an
unhelpful view of that grave assault on the funda-
mentals of democracy. If that is the sign of things
to come, it is cause for serious concern.

In Tamil Nadu, the political start-up, the TVK,
led by actor C. Joseph Vijay has made a stunning
debut. Mr. Vijay is set to become the first Chief
Minister not from either of the two principal Dra-
vidian parties since the DMK first captured power
in the State — a historic rupture in Tamil politics.
While his popularity is now established, his acu-
men in navigating the complexities of gover-
nance and managing the relationship with the
BJP and the Centre will be tested from day one.
Though the differences in vote share among the
formations — the DMK-led alliance, the AIADMK-
led alliance, and TVK contesting alone — were not
large, a three-cornered contest and the first past
the post mechanism delivered an outsized advan-
tage to the TVK. The DMK’s votes were more
evenly spread across the State, while the TVK and
ATIADMK had theirs concentrated in pockets of in-
fluence, yielding far better vote-to-seat conver-
sion. Mr. Vijay had the advantage of novelty, and
the electorate proved open to a new experiment.

In Kerala, the Congress-led UDF’s overwhelm-
ing victory is as notable as the pitiable perfor-
mance of the CPI(M)-led LDF. The LDF’s defeat
belongs principally to outgoing Chief Minister
Pinarayi Vijayan, who — uncharacteristically for
the State and more so for the Left — had built a
personality cult. The BJP has won a historic high
of three seats, but the UDF’s return, while restor-
ing Kerala’s traditional alternation in power,
could act as a speedbreaker to the BJP’s ambi-
tions. The Congress faces the immediate task of
amicably settling the question of Chief Minister
from among three potential candidates — K.C. Ve-
nugopal, V.D. Satheesan and Ramesh Chennitha-
la. The election results strengthen Home Minister
Amit Shah’s hand within the BJP’s internal dy-
namics, as the party has grown into a behemoth
harbouring multiple interest groups and ambi-
tious leaders. Mr. Shah was the key strategist in
West Bengal, and Mr. Sarma in Assam is firmly
aligned with him. A reconstitution of all party or-
ganisations and a possible reshuffle of the Union
Council of Ministers will likely reflect his preemi-
nence in the days ahead. The BJP, by its capacity
and willingness to expand its footprint across re-
gions and social groups — oftentimes bending
norms — is placing immense pressure on India’s
federal democracy. The DMK and the TMC have
been bulwarks of Opposition politics within and
outside Parliament, as demonstrated in the re-
cent parliamentary vote on the Delimitation Bill.
With both beaten at the hustings, and buoyed by
its victories in Assam and West Bengal, the BJP
will feel tempted and emboldened to continue its
course of unilateralism. It would be in the inter-
est of the country and of democracy for the BJP
to be accommodative and sensitive towards di-
verse aspirations; while platforms of regional pol-
itical mobilisation such as the TMC and the DMK
will have to adapt to new challenges. The region-
al parties in Assam and Kerala too faced a set-
back, suggesting popular fatigue and an inclina-
tion towards larger frames of reference mediated
by social media. As for the Congress, these results
represent victory in Kerala, defeat in Assam, and
a lost opportunity in Tamil Nadu. The defeat of
the DMK and TMC sets the stage for a potential
realignment of the Opposition, opening the pos-
sibility for the Congress to aggregate and galvan-
ise social and other interest groups — and to posi-
tion itself as a weightier axis of anti-BJP politics.
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A round of elections that signals structural dominance
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he phase of Indian politics since 2014
has been widely termed the fourth
party system, with the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) constituting a dominant
pole that increasingly structures the field of
competition at both the national and State levels.
Some observers have periodically asked whether
this BJP-dominant system represents a durable
structural dominance or a more fleeting electoral
dominance, largely built on and sustained by the
charismatic leadership of Narendra Modi.

What drives the juggernaut

These rounds of State elections (in Assam, West
Bengal, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Puducherry)
should settle that question in favour of structural
dominance. The setback received by the National
Democratic Alliance in the 2024 general election
suggested that Mr. Modi’s charismatic appeal had
begun to recede from the dizzying heights it had
scaled over the previous decade. Yet, the BJP has
performed much better in the phase of elections
between 2024-26 then it did either in 2014-16,
when Mr. Modi still carried the transformative
aura of the vikas purush, or in 2019-21, when he
became the pro-poor messiah embodying an
unmatched reservoir of popular trust. It is only in
the present cycle that the BJP has managed to
storm to power in Odisha, Delhi, and West
Bengal, which is the biggest prize of them all.

Of course, Mr. Modi’s leadership remains
important in terms of his ability to direct and
manage the machinery of the system of power.
But it is the sprawling machinery itself, involving
the close nexus of party organisation, wider
Sangh networks, big industrial houses, and key
state institutions, which drives the juggernaut of
the BJP-dominant system.

In Haryana and Maharashtra, the mobilisation
of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh helped the
BJP blunt the spectre of anti-incumbency
(especially among Dalits) that was stalking the
ruling alliance after a decade in power. Similarly,
in West Bengal, the Sangh Parivar laid the
groundwork for the BJP campaign to mobilise
scattered caste and community grievances (such
as of Matuas and Rajbanshis) into a coherent,
State-wide narrative of Hindu exclusion.

In addition, the BJP has, in the course of this
period, also built up an architecture of power that
has made it the ‘natural party of governance’ (in
the mould of the Congress period of dominance).
The instruments of this power include the
above-mentioned informal alliances and control
over public institutions, through which the BJP is
able to structure the party system to its
advantage, breaking factions of opponent parties
and co-opting its leaders. But it also involves
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manipulating the administrative machinery to
deepen the ideological hold of Hindutva.

In Assam and West Bengal

In Assam, the Himanta Biswa Sarma government
has made the category of the “Bangladeshi
Muslim immigrant” (read: Bengali speaking
Muslim) the master signifier coursing through
everyday functioning of bureaucratic institutions
and the public regulation of land and resources.
The category of the ‘Bangladeshi immigrant’ has
been embedded at the core of the policies and
practices of the National Register of Citizens
(NRC), the ‘D-voter’ category (Doubtful Voter),
detention centres, delimitation, eviction drives,
policing, and surveillance. The interpellative
capacity of the government procedures has
turned the distinction between indigenous
(Hindu) and outsider (Muslim) into the organising
idea for Assamese society in terms of imagining
collective life and approaching the political
world. The communalism of the Himanta Biswa
government thus goes much beyond the regular
hate speeches; it is indeed baked into the very
architecture of governance and how people relate
toit.

In West Bengal, the BJP campaign was
characterised by the underhanded tactics and
partisan use of state institutions such as the
Enforcement Directorate, the Central Bureau of
Investigation and paramilitary forces, which were
heavily deployed in an unprecedented manner in
a State election (outside of Kashmir and the
Northeast). Meanwhile, the shambolic and
discriminatory rollout of the Special Intensive
Revision of electoral rolls by the Election
Commission of India ensured that a substantial
chunk of the Trinamool Congress (TMC) support
base (primarily Muslims) were struck off from the
electoral list.

To withstand the juggernaut of the
BJP-dominant system requires a politics of
counter-hegemony. The Congress in Assam has
failed to imagine such a politics over the last
decade, let alone execute it. Instead, it turned to
the scion of the Gogoi dynasty, who was
dispatched from Delhi and given charge of the
State a year before the election. The party relied
on a dominant caste (Ahom)-led consolidation in
upper Assam and Muslim-led consolidation in
lower Assam. Meanwhile, the TMC banked on its
narrative of Bengali pride, along with cash
transfers to women and Muslim consolidation, to
secure a fourth consecutive term. Both these
strategies failed spectacularly.

The declining fortunes of both the established
regional parties as well as the Congress can be
traced back to the form of their organisation,

which is the electoral-professional party. As
theorised by political scientist Angelo
Panebianco, this is a party organised around the
professional apparatus of campaign managers,
consultants and pollsters (as opposed to
ideologically motivated cadres), whose primary
focus revolves around electoral competition.

The rise of the electoral-professional party is
an institutional adaptation to the prevailing
developmental paradigm. For State governments
to attract big capital and deliver on economic
growth (and amass the funds for social welfare),
they are constrained to follow a similar bouquet
of ‘good governance’ policies: pro business
reforms and big infrastructure projects. This led
first to the shift of the prevailing party form from
the (ideological/identity-based) mass party to the
(centrist) catchall party. The rise of
technology-enabled direct cash transfers seeded
the next transmutation from the catchall party to
the electoral-professional party. The parallel
professional framework becomes indispensable
to connect these “techno-patrimonial” leaders
(Yamini Aiyar) with their broad welfare
constituency.

The southern States

As Neelanjan Sircar has noted from his fieldwork
in Bengal, TMC cadres have been repurposed
from overseeing delivery of benefits (outsourced
to professionals) to the mobilising of voters for
elections. In Tamil Nadu, even the Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam has been transformed by
M.K. Stalin’s ‘CEQ’ style leadership, from a
decentralised organisation of strong district
secretaries into a centralised, disciplined and
welfare-driven machine. A similar story could be
told in Kerala of Pinarayi Vijayan’s transformation
of the Communist Party of India (Marxist), or
CPI(M), as a disciplined party under his
personalistic management.

While M.K. Stalin, Pinarayi Vijayan and
Mamata Banerjee achieved some success after
turning their parties from cadre-based to
electoral-professional outfits, it masked the
electoral fragility of such politics. The downside
of a managerial, ideologically feeble politics is
that it depoliticises the electorate, and makes
them turn to either the populist outsider solution
(as in C. Joseph Vijay’s Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam
in Tamil Nadu) or the Hindu nationalist solution
(as in the BJP in Assam).

While Kerala has gone for the conventional
alternative in the Congress, it is not yet clear
whether the deformed CPI(M), now in
opposition, would be able to protect its space
from the rising BJP any better than it has
managed in Tripura and West Bengal.

Capitalising on changing Tamil voter mood

(TVK) has established its popularity and

stands to emerge as the single largest
party in the 2026 Tamil Nadu State Assembly
elections. Clearly, voters decided to give up on
the two Dravidian parties, the Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (DMK) and the All India Anna Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK), and chose to go
with this newcomer. His bravado in not seeking
an alliance with other parties and going it alone
has won the day. Equally, Mr. Vijay was ready to
be ‘“Tamil’ in his own way, but he also spoke and
did politics in a manner that would appeal to
untutored and ingénue voters — evident in his
road shows, and his one-liners. Spectacle and
banality have prevailed against old-style political
tendentiousness and rhetoric.

C . Joseph Vijay’s Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam

Persona as capital

The lead-up to the elections was predictable. The
campaigns had to deal with issues that have been
the staple of political exchange in the State since
the DMK came to power in 2021: the Dravidian
model of growth and social justice versus the
Hindutva model of authoritarian unity and
erosion of rights; corruption and misgovernance
of an incumbent party versus rosy promises of
honest, accountable and equally welfarist
governance, presided over by the AIADMK, under
the aegis of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).

Mr. Vijay promised a ‘third’ path, without quite
telling his voters what that means — except that
he stuck to the time-tested welfarist and
anti-Hindutva idiom. His poll managers ensured
that he did not say anything contentious, and
proclaimed his persona as his capital — in this
neo-liberal era of self-creation and self-help, it
helps to have a personality that is as much a
hologram as a person. Which is also why nothing
sticks to him — whether it is outrage over the
more than 40 deaths in Karur (September 2025)
or criticism of his cynical use of children to
garner votes. For a generation growing up with
precarity and uncertainty, while being drawn into
the promises and perfidies of the gig economy,
the Dravidian model cannot be expected to mean
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much. For older voters, Tamil Nadu’s economic
growth holds no surprises, and for those who
have not been part of this growth process, such
as rural Dalits and other working-class people,
especially women, there is nothing to be
celebrated. Cash transfers and subsidies do not
address the deep indebtedness that many women
are trapped in. As for corruption, it is viewed as a
given, and nobody baulks at its ubiquity, and
there has been no concerted attempt to challenge
it. The fear of the BJP and its disregard for rights
cannot mean much to voters in a State that has
returned the authoritarian J. Jayalalithaa to power
several times.

On reservation and social justice

Social justice, especially the reservation policy, is
not an existential issue in that it is yet another
detail to be attended to, while filling forms. Or it
becomes a matter of contention, when used to
discredit reservation for Dalits. In short,
reservation is neither valued, nor understood,
and Dravidian parties have been lax in
meaningful political communication on the
subject. For older voters, reservation, or for that
matter, social justice, holds no special interest —
after all, it is a default setting. It has been
important only when it helped to build dominant
caste constituencies. As Tamil scholar Stalin
Rajangam pointed out nearly 15 years ago,
reservation has been a focal point for numerically
powerful backward castes to mobilise their caste
brethren into a political force, which is then used
to torment Dalits who are assertive, and on that
basis, to proclaim a caste’s claim to power within
the larger body politic.

Claims to social justice cannot but appear
ironic, to Dalits, in this context. The two
Dravidian parties have been indifferent to the
persistence of brutal violence against them —
especially the spate of killings of young Dalit men
who dared to love caste Hindu women. For all
their veneration of Periyar, the DMK’s leaders
have not sustained a public dialogue or
educational outreach on intercaste love and
marriage.

Meanwhile, Hindutva’s machinations have
helped shore up dominant caste identities in the
State, and in some contexts served the interests of
subaltern caste persons who are disgruntled with
the political truisms of the Dravidian parties. It is
not so much the BJP’s known antipathy to
Muslims and Christians that marks its existence
here — though that is not absent; rather, the party
is viewed as ‘their’ own by segments of caste
Hindus.

The DMK’s model of rule too has contributed
to the party being edged out. For some time now,
the government has relied on policymaking,
undertaken by able bureaucrats, with the support
of non-governmental organisations, or private
research institutes, rather than heed voices from
the ground. It is ironic that sanitary workers
complaining about unfair wages are ignored until
it is impossible to do so, even as local bodies
commission studies on municipal waste.

The other parties

The real and tragic losers in this election are the
Viduthalai Chiruthaigal Katchi and the Left
parties. The ATADMK is not burdened by ideology
and has been let down by an uneven caste
arithmetic. But the Left and Dalit parties have
stayed within an uneasy alliance, and not
benefited from it — in spite of individual victors,
their vision of social change has been forced into
a framework that is not theirs, and they would
now need to retrieve it.

Mr. Vijay has thus gained from the sins of
omission and commission of extant parties. And
it is to his advantage that his young followers are
not part of that slow world of thought and
dialogue which continues to attract young
persons, inspired by Periyar, Ambedkar and
Marx. Rather, the adoring crowds that have voted
Mr. Vijay to power move to a different rhythm.
Thanks to social media, they respond to the
instant rather than anything else. The
proliferation of images and words on our screens
has collapsed the gap between intent and action.
And Mr. Vijay occupies this collapsed space — his
presence is already action.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The much awaited results
The election results have
been astounding. Tamil
Nadu has delivered a
stunning verdict, defying
most exit poll predictions.
Actor-politician C. Joseph
Vijay, has led his newly
formed party, the Tamilaga
Vettri Kazhagam, to a
remarkable victory, marking
a significant shift in the
State’s political landscape.
This electoral outcome

reflects the electorate’s
desire for change, where
there is a willingness to
embrace new leadership.
While the mandate is
decisive, it also brings high
expectations. With the
elections behind him,
expectations now shift to
Mr. Vijay’s ability to turn
campaign promises into
tangible results.

Y.R.M. Rao,
Chennai

For decades, West Bengal
has stood as a stark
reminder of how political
violence can become
institutionalised. From the
long years of the
Communist Party of India
(Marxist) to the rule of the
All India Trinamool
Congress, governance often
operated under a shadow of
intimidation, cadre
dominance, and systemic
coercion. What has

unfolded was not merely an
electoral loss; it was public
repudiation of a political
culture that many Bengalis
had grown weary of.

The people are expecting a
transformation in
governance — one that
ensures safety, dismantles
entrenched corruption and
restores faith in public
institutions.

Arvind Dinkar Tapkire,
Mumbai

There is no denying that the
BJP’s victory was facilitated
by the ‘SIR effect’ which
disenfranchised lakhs of
their constitutional right.
When such a significant
section of the electorate is
silenced, the foundation of
the mandate is hit.

Adrian David,

Chennai

The results of the five
elections show that once

free and fair conditions are
created for voting, voters
are incentivised to express
their opinion fearlessly. One
must congratulate the
Election Commission of
India for conducting the
polls well notwithstanding
the SIR controversies.

Rajib Sarma,
Guwahati, Assam
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letters@thehindu.co.in
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Governance is the ultimate currency in Kerala

The LDF’s unprecedented decade long-run has come to an end with the UDF winning the mandate by offering change and speaking to concrete grievances

erala has long kept its
own counsel at the
ballot box. In the As-
sembly elections of
2026, the electorate of this politi-
cally alert State delivered what ma-
ny observers had anticipated — a
decisive verdict, where the United
Democratic Front (UDF), led by
the Indian National Congress, is
returning to power with a thump-
ing majority, ending the Left De-
mocratic Front’s (LDF) unprece-
dented decade-long run in office.
Equally notable is the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party (BJP)-led National De-
mocratic Alliance’s (NDA) entry,
with two former Union Ministers
crossing the threshold into the
Kerala Assembly. The results show
a UDF majority with an estimated
102 seats (out of 140), against the
LDF’s 35 and the NDA’s 3.

The pattern across the recent
electoral cycles tells its own story.
The 2024 Lok Sabha result, in
which the UDF swept 18 of the 20
parliamentary seats, was the first
clear signal. The 2025 local body
elections confirmed the trend.
And now, in 2026, the pendulum
has completed its arc.

The LDF lost its base due to the
retrospective voting penalty, whe-

rein voters act as rational auditors,
rewarding or punishing incum-
bents based on promised versus
delivered outcomes. In 2016 and
2021, performance against explicit
benchmarks (crisis response, wel-
fare delivery, administrative credi-
bility) earned positive scores, pro-
ducing a historically
unprecedented back-to-back ma-
jority. But success raises bench-
marks. By 2026, voters were no
longer comparing LDF to its pre-
decessor; they were comparing it
to itself, and to an aspirational fu-
ture it had not fully delivered. The
slogan “We have governed well;
trust us again” was ill-suited to
counter this dynamic.

Communal consolidation?

However, no issue generated more
heat than the voting behaviour of
religious minorities. By 2026, poll
surveys suggested that the UDF
garnered over 70% of Christian
support, compared to roughly 25%
for the LDF, a dramatic reversal
from the LDF’s approximately 45%
share among Christian voters in
2016. The swing was most pro-
nounced in Kottayam, Idukki,
Pathanamthitta, and Ernakulam.
The LDF government’s 2025 push

N

Clean sweep: Congress leaders Shashi Tharoor, Ramesh Chennithala, K. C.
Venugopal, and V. D. Satheesan celebrate in Thiruvananthapuram. NIRMAL HARINDRAN

to reform the education sector was
perceived by Christian denomina-
tions as a challenge to the educa-
tional autonomy of minorities.
Among Muslim voters (approxi-
mately 26% of the electorate) the
LDF lost heavily, with losses con-
centrated in Malappuram, Kozhi-
kode, and Ernakulam. The provo-
cative public statements of some
leaders on Muslim issues, com-
bined with senior CPI(M) (Com-
munist Party of India (Marxist))
leaders’ consistent failure to pu-

blicly rebuke them, were read as
implicit endorsement of such
statements. The UDF hammered
this connection relentlessly.

Additionally, the Sabarimala
gold theft issue, along with high-
profile cases implicating CPI(M)-
linked individuals, delivered a
credible narrative of institutional
rot that the UDF deployed with
surgical precision in Hindu-major-
ity constituencies.

The NDA’s role is best under-
stood through the polarisation

trap — a process in which a third
party draws enough votes to alter
seat outcomes without winning
decisively. The NDA’s vote share,
rising from approximately 12% in
2016 to approximately 19% in the
2024 Lok Sabha elections, trans-
formed two-way fights into trian-
gular contests in constituencies
such as Nemom, Chathannoor,
Kazhakootam and Palakkad. The
UDF alleged that the LDF engaged
in ‘adjustment politics’ by fielding
weak candidates to help the BJP in-
directly. However, the verdict did
not validate a systematic collusion
pattern; the BJP’s consolidation
appeared organic.

The economic undercurrent

The LDF governed a decade with-
out a corruption conviction, yet
perception proved as damaging as
fact. Fiscal stress, 25%+ youth un-
employment, stalled infrastruc-
ture, and the abandoned Silver-
Line project gave the UDF’s
allegations tangible grounding
among urban and middle-class vo-
ters. Moreover, the war in West
Asia created deep anxiety across
Kerala’s Gulf-dependent families
as there were many job losses and
forced returns. Kerala’s new mid-

dle class voted prospectively and
the UDF’s aspirational messaging
went over well. Its manifesto
spoke directly to issues that had
drifted from the LDF, which in-
cluded employment generation,
Gulf returnee rehabilitation, rub-
ber price stabilisation etc.

Kerala’s 2026 election verdict is
a democratic correction with spec-
ific reminders. The LDF collapsed
under unmet benchmarks and in-
stitutional controversies while the
UDF won by offering change, and
speaking to concrete grievances.
The new middle class and Gulf-de-
pendent families are forces that no
party can manage through welfare
alone.

Kerala’s electorate — diverse in
faith and alert to the uses and
abuses of identity — has once again
demonstrated that governance is
the ultimate currency of its polit-
ics. Communities shifted, coali-
tions realigned, and incumbents
fell, but the democratic credo held
firm. In a national setting increas-
ingly shadowed by polarisation,
Kerala’s verdict is a clear remin-
der: its democratic dividends con-
tinue to act as a bulwark against
the coarser impulses of electoral
mobilisation.
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The significant erasure of democracy in Bengal

The Trinamool government, through its anti-democratic practices and failure to focus on economic development, has lost its connect with the people

he results of the 2026
Assembly elections in
West Bengal marks a
tectonic shift in the pol-
itical landscape of the State. As of
writing this article, the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP), for the first time
in history, has emerged as a clear
winner with more than 200 seats
and a vote share of 45.6%, up from
around 38% in 2021. The Trina-
mool Congress on the other hand
is winning around 80 seats with
40.8% of the vote share, down
from 48% in 2021. Most of the Ca-
binet Ministers of the Trinamool
government have also lost. Clearly,
there has been a significant anti-in-
cumbency vote against the ruling
party.

The Trinamool government
had a massive beneficiary network
through its multiple schemes tar-
geting women, workers as well as
the youth. Moreover, the BJP was
portrayed as an ‘outsider’, incom-
patible to the ethos of Bengali cul-
ture. Also, the question of disen-
franchisement through the Special
Intensive Revision (SIR) of electo-
ral rolls was also a major electoral
talking-point. In spite of all these
issues, supposedly favouring the
ruling party, the BJP has won a
thumping majority in the State.

What explains these results?

Trinamool’s track-record
The last 15 years of Trinamool rule
have been mired with innumera-
ble controversies. A large number
of Ministers have been in jail un-
der corruption charges. The cash
for jobs scam in the School Service
Commission resulted in about
26,000 school teachers losing
their jobs. The government, while
providing various direct transfer
schemes, could not provide a
dearness allowance on a par with
the Central government to State
government employees. Moreov-
er, the Trinamool’s record with
respect to industrialisation and
employment generation has also
not been good. All of this resulted
in a situation where the younger
generation and a significant sec-
tion of the urban educated mid-
dle-class voting against the ruling
party. Even in rural areas, despite
the massive fund transfer pro-
gramme of the government, the
Trinamool has been unable to re-
tain its base. The extortion rackets
run by the ruling party across the
State resulted in a situation where
ordinary people were robbed of
their hard-earned money.

In addition to such economic is-

Historic shift: BJP supporters burn fire crackers to celebrate their party’s win in the

Assembly elections, outside a counting centre in Kolkata, on May 4. REUTERS

sues, there are political reasons
because of which the Trinamool
lost. First, is the significant erosion
of democracy in the State.

In the 2018 and 2023 panchayat
elections, ruling party cadres in-
dulged in massive violence deny-
ing voting rights to the rural popu-
lation. In many cities, the
municipal elections have not been
held for many years now. Even the
elections to various students’ un-

ions in the State have been sus-
pended. Since these elections
were either not held or were
rigged, the Trinamool lost its con-
nect with the people. They could
not sense the deep anger which
the people had accumulated
against the regime.

Additionally, the RG Kar rape
and murder case witnessed an
outpouring of opposition against
the government on the streets of

Kolkata and other urban areas.
Since then, there has been yet
another case where a young wo-
man was raped in a college cam-
pus in Kolkata. This not only erod-
ed the Trinamool’s woman voter
base, it also galvanised the people
against the government.

The SIR issue

However, it must be said that the
SIR process in West Bengal has re-
sulted in a situation where lakhs of
genuine voters have been disen-
franchised. If the total vote diffe-
rence between the two camps is
close to the numbers under adju-
dication, then this will raise se-
rious questions about the electoral
outcome. While the Trinamool
tried to make it an issue, the anti-
minority campaign of the BJP
which targeted the so-called infil-
trators, consolidated a significant
section of the Hindu community
in favour of the BJP. If we assume
that it is mostly Hindus who vote
for the BJP, then around two-
thirds of them have voted for the
party. Such a huge Hindu consoli-
dation of votes for the BJP is only
second to that in Assam. The fact
that the BJP, without fielding a sin-
gle Muslim candidate, won 45% of
the votes, where the Muslim popu-

lation in the State is close to 30%,
shows the extent of Hindu consoli-
dation in the State. In addition to
the anti-incumbency sentiment,
the BJP’s ideological consolidation
cannot be denied.

It is also a fact that the BJP’s rise
happened because neither the
Congress nor the Left could
emerge as a force which could
challenge both the larger parties.
The Congress is leading in two
seats, the Left in 1, the Indian Sec-
ular Front also in 1, along with two
seats won by the newly formed
party by former Trinamool MLA
Humayun Kabir. What is interest-
ing to note is that all these seats
are from minority-dominated
areas. This shows that a section of
minorities also voted against the
Trinamool where credible non-BJP
candidates were in the fray.

In other words, the anti-incum-
bency sentiment against the go-
vernment existed even among mi-
norities.

The State is now entering a new
political phase. The apparent pol-
itical consensus of secular politics
dipped in Bengali cultural ethos
has now been breached by the BJP.
The results today will have far-
reaching consequences for the
State of West Bengal.

Kaustubh
Deka

Assistant
Professor of
political science
at Dibrugarh
University

Assam’s mandate of assertion and polarisation

The BJP’s strategy of conflating Hindu and Assamese identities, along with promoting welfare and development schemes, has led to its decisive victory in the State

he Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty (BJP)-led National De-
mocratic Alliance (NDA)
is set to form the go-
vernment in Assam for a third con-
secutive term. In an Assembly of
126 seats, the seat as well as vote
share of the incumbent alliance
has significantly gone up.

Politics in Assam is marked by
great linguistic, religious and eth-
nic diversity. This has created am-
ple ground for political polarisa-
tion in many directions.
Historically, the State has under-
gone various political shifts rang-
ing from Congress dominance till
the mid-1970s to the rise of region-
alism in the mid-1980s, before re-
turning to Congress dominance in
the first decades of the 21st centu-
ry. The State, once considered a
stronghold of the Indian National
Congress-led United Progressive
Alliance (UPA), has now become a
stronghold of the BJP. The present
electoral mandate therefore needs
to be read as a renewed validation
of an already existing political
domination, with augmented ide-
ological moorings.

The once formidable ‘Congress
system’ began developing cracks
in Assam soon after Tarun Gogoi’s
return to power in 2011. The party

managed to retain power despite a
pervasive image of corruption, lar-
gely due to its image of creating
‘peace and development’ as the
party initiated negotiations with
major rebel groups in Assam. Ho-
wever, an important development
in that election was the emergence
of the All India United Democratic
Front (AIUDF) that emerged as a
major political player by winning
18 seats, cutting into ‘Muslim
votes’ seen as a traditional bastion
of the Congress.

However, at that point, the alie-
nation of ‘Muslim votes’ helped
the Congress as there was a surge
of sympathetic Hindu votes for the
party, which otherwise could have
gone to the BJP that was already
making a slow but steady mark ov-
er Assam’s politics. This complex
negotiation with the AIUDF and
the question of ‘Muslim votes’
would later set up the Congress’s
‘Muslim dilemma’ in Assam for
years to come. This needs to be
read with the fact that in the cur-
rent verdict, the Congress has
faced near complete eradication in
the Hindu majority areas of As-
sam, as the party has managed to
elect just one Hindu candidate,
out of its total tally of 20 seats, as
per the latest reports. A meticu-

#

head office, in Guwahati on May 4. ANI

lously crafted digital campaign by
the BJP managed to create a po-
werful narrative labelling the Con-
gress as a “Miya party” (Miya is a
pejorative term for Bengali-speak-
ing Muslims), which the opposi-
tion was not able to counter.

The other trend with strong im-
plications for the years to come is
the declining hold of the Congress
in the tea trade unions due to un-
fulfilled promises such as raised
wages, the grant of land pattas,
and Scheduled Tribe (ST) status to
tea tribes. Interestingly, the first

Saffron wave: BJP party workers celebrate the party’s win at the BJP Assam State

two demands have been met by
the BJP government in the run-up
to the last election.

The waning of regionalist forces
in the State was already marked in
the previous Assembly elections. It
has now become further esta-
blished; the Congress’s alliance
with the Assam Jatiya Parishad
(AJP) and the Raijor Dal seems to
have come too late in the day to
have had any significant impact.

The road to victory
The BJP’s victory in Assam can be

understood through various verti-
cals. One, the BJP’s developmental
model has worked out in different
ways. At a broader level, a section
of people feel that the party has
delivered in terms of building the
necessary infrastructure. At a
more minute level, people feel
that the various schemes intro-
duced by the ruling incumbent are
vital, and that they can’t afford to
let them go. Voters are now habi-
tual ‘hitadhikaris’ (beneficiaries).

Two, the self-projection of the
BJP as a protector of Hindus and
the conflation of the Hindu and As-
samese identity has helped the
party consolidate votes. The har-
dline Hindutva approach riding on
religious polarisation has met with
demographic dividends given the
historical legacy of suspicion and
mistrust across sections on linguis-
tic and religious lines.

Third, the exercise of delimita-
tion seems to have helped the al-
liance bring up the tally from pre-
vious numbers, by reducing the
effectiveness of ‘Muslim votes’
constituency-wise. The exercise
has not only redrawn the boundar-
ies of the constituencies but also of
political fault lines in the State.

And finally, the Centre and
State governments working in tan-

dem has been a historic reality for
the Northeast, a resource-starved
‘peripheral’ region. Therefore, ral-
lying the campaign around a ‘dou-
ble-engine sarkar’ and invoking
the  ‘Modi-Shah  leadership’
steered by Himanta Biswa Sarma
regionally, have been strategies
that have played out well.

The historic fragility of a region
with a militarised past, the reso-
nance of which is not yet over,
tends to weigh down on one’s
sense of electoral sensibilities.

Add to this the uncertainties of
price rise, the general situation of
joblessness, polarisation and a
crafty political party with ample
resources to stitch together an
electoral coalition consisting of
sub-groups of voters with diver-
gent socio-economic needs but
brought together by a triadic reali-
ty — aspirations, insecurity and
polarisation.

This verdict needs to be read as
a solemn reminder of the impor-
tance of having a robust organisa-
tional machinery on the ground.
At this point, as the sun sets over
the Brahmaputra, triumphant rays
of saffron sweep over most of As-
sam. And a long night sets in for
those who wanted the Lotus re-
placed.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS

Percentage drop
in Dubai airport
passenger traffic

in per cent. Dubai airport’s
66 passenger traffic plunged by

two-thirds in March following
Iran’s attacks on the UAE during the West
Asia war, the emirate’s media office said on
Monday. Traveller numbers at Dubai
International sank to 2.5 million, down

66% year on year. arp

Persons injured

in Oklahoma City

THE3

Percentage decline in

Decline in India’s

shooting on Sunday

Russia’s pipeline gas

A shooting on Sunday night at a
party at a lake near Oklahoma

hospitals, according to police and hospital
officials. Edmond police spokesperson said
authorities received reports of shots being
fired at about 9 p.m. No arrests had been
made yet. ap

exports to Europe

liquefied petroleum

Percentage decline

City sent at least 12 people to

in per cent. Russian
° energy giant Gazprom’s

gas supplies to Europe via the TurkStream
undersea pipeline declined by 1.7% in April
from a year earlier to 41 million cubic
metres, Reuters preliminary calculations
showed on Monday. reuters

gas consumption

in India’s palm oil

average daily natural

in per cent. India’s cooking gas
LPG consumption fell by a

disruptions linked to the West Asia conflict
hit availability for both household kitchens
and commercial users, according to latest
official data. LPG consumption stood at 2.2
million tonnes in April. eni

imports in April

steep 16% in April as supply

27

in per cent. India’s palm oil
imports fell 27% to a one-year
low in April, as sluggish
demand from institutional buyers and a
recent price rally that eroded its discount
to rival oils prompted refiners to curb

purchases, five dealers said. reuters
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM
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What does Part VII say about using public resources? How does election law treat such appeals? Can public broadcasters be used for campaign

messaging? Why has the Election Commission not acted so far?

EXPLAINER
V. Venkatesan

The story so far:
he Model Code of Conduct
(MCC), which guides political
parties and candidates during
elections, was first drafted by
the Kerala government in 1960. The
Election Commission (EC) formalised it in

1968, revised it in 1974, and added Part VII

on the “party in power” in 1979. Former
Chief Election Commissioner T.N. Seshan
enforced it with unprecedented rigour
from 1991. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s April 18 address has raised
questions about whether the address
violated the Code.

How did the Model Code of Conduct
evolve?

The Supreme Court, in Mohinder Singh
Gill v. Chief Election Commissioner (1978),
described Article 324 as “a reservoir of
power” that allows the EC to act where
Parliament has not legislated. The Punjab
and Haryana High Court, in Harbans
Singh Jalal v. Union of India (1997), held
that the Code comes into effect from the
announcement of the election schedule.
Sanctions range from censure to the
suspension of party recognition under
paragraph 16A of the Election Symbols
Order, 1968.

Mr. Modi’s address was carried live on
Doordarshan, Sansad TV, and All India
Radio. He named four Opposition parties
and urged women voters in Tamil Nadu
and West Bengal to punish them at the
polls on April 23 for defeating the 131st
Constitution Amendment Bill in the Lok
Sabha.

Does the Prime Minister’s broadcast
violate the Code?

Clauses 1(a), 1(b), and 4 of Part VII of the
MCC prohibit the party in power from

Prime Minister’s address was carried live on Doordarshan, Sansad TV, and All India Radio. PTI

combining official visits with
electioneering, using government
machinery for campaign work, and
misusing publicly funded mass media for
partisan coverage during the election
period. The broadcast raises distinct
questions under both the Code and the
Representation of the People Act, 1951.

The Code asks what the incumbent did
with public resources. It does not provide
a closed list of impermissible appeals; that
open texture is deliberate. On its face, the
April 18 address appears to be a textbook
Part VII matter. At the time of writing, the
Commission has taken no action on the
complaints it has received.

The statute is less flexible than the
Code. Section 123(3) of the Representation
of the People Act, 1951, as amended in
1961, makes it a corrupt practice for a
candidate or his agent to appeal to voters
on the ground of “his” religion, race,
caste, community, or language. The
provision turns on a pronoun, “his”, and
five enumerated nouns. In Abhiram Singh
v. C.D. Commachen (2017), a seven-judge

Bench of the Supreme Court settled, by a
4:3 majority, that “his” extends to the
voter as well as the candidate.

What do the law and the courts say
about such appeals?

However, Abhiram Singh grappled with
the pronoun, not with the nouns. The
1961 Parliament was legislating against the
sectarian appeals of its moment, when
religion, race, caste, community, and
language were the dominant axes of
Indian politics. Section 123(3) was not
drafted to police every form of partisan
appeal.

The April 18 broadcast ran on different
axes: gender as a mobilising category,
party affiliation as a target, and the Prime
Minister’s national broadcast on
Doordarshan as the medium. The
objection here is not to the identity of the
audience, but to the partisan use of
publicly funded media. The statute’s five
nouns were never meant to catch that.

A writ petition pending before the
Supreme Court (Diary No. 24600 of

2026), filed by former Congress MP T.N.
Prathapan, and a candidate in the
just-concluded Assembly elections in
Kerala, opens a different statutory route.
It invokes Section 123(7), not Section
123(3). Section 123(7) makes it a corrupt
practice to obtain or procure the
assistance of government servants,
including gazetted officers, for the
furtherance of a candidate’s electoral
prospects. The sub-section was drafted to
deter candidates from pressuring police
and revenue officials into electioneering;
the petition asks whether its reach
extends to public broadcasters and the
PMO.

The petition argues that the use of
Doordarshan and Sansad TV, along with
Prime Minister’s Office personnel, to
prepare and disseminate a partisan
broadcast falls within this prohibition.
Where Section 123(3) focuses on the
grounds of an appeal, Section 123(7) turns
on who was pressed into service to
deliver it.

On that reading, the statute reaches
April 18 not through its five nouns but
through its workforce clause.

This returns the conversation to the
Code. The MCC, unlike the statute, was
written to be open-textured. Part VII asks
what the party in power did with public
resources; the statute asks which of five
categories the appeal invoked, or whose
assistance it procured. The statute sets a
floor on corrupt practice, not a ceiling on
what the Code can reach.

The Commission’s silence on Mr.
Modi’s broadcast is not a doctrinal
difficulty. It is a choice not to use the one
instrument in Indian electoral regulation
that was kept open precisely for settings
where the statute may reach only
belatedly, if at all. If the court admits the
petition and the Commission is compelled
to answer, the architecture of MCC
enforcement may face its hardest test yet.
(V. Venkatesan is a journalist and legal
researcher)

Did the PM’s broadcast violate MCC?

THE GIST
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The April 18 broadcast appears
to be a textbook Part Vil issue,
raising questions about the
partisan use of State-funded
mass media and the use of
public resources during the
election period, but the
Commission has taken no
action so far.

v

While Section 123(3) does not
cover such appeals, the
petition invokes Section 123(7)
on the assistance of
government servants, bringing
the issue back to the
open-textured MCC, which the
Commission has chosen not to
use.

What does the latest ruling
mean for Forest Rights Act?

Why did the court intervene in the DLC’s decision? What does the law say about eviction and grazing rights?

C.R. Bijoy

The story so far:

n April 20, the Lucknow
Bench of the Allahabad High
Court reminded the District
Level Committee (DLC) under
the Forest Rights Act 2006 in Lakhimpur,
Uttar Pradesh, that any previous court
orders inconsistent with a later law are
null and void.

Why is the order important?

The High Court struck down the DLC’s
decision in March 2021, rejecting the
forest rights claims of the Tharus of Palia
Kalan Tehsil, a tribal community, citing a
Supreme Court interim order in 2000
that barred “de-reservation of
forests/sanctuaries/national parks” until
further orders.

The DLC is headed by the District
Collector and includes the Divisional
Forest Officer, the District Tribal Welfare
Officer, and three district panchayat
members.

The core legal principle in lawmaking
is that all provisions in earlier laws and

it »

court orders that are inconsistent with the
provisions of a later law are null and void.
The Forest Rights Act (FRA) 2006 itself
also states that forest rights are
recognised and vested in forest dwellers
“notwithstanding anything contained in
any other law for the time being in force
and subject to the provisions of this Act”.
The DLC violated this provision, which is
a punishable offence.

Has the DLC been punished?

While the order has thus brought relief
across the country, the High Court did not
invoke the mechanism the FRA provides
to sanction offenders. The Gram Sabha is
a statutory authority under the FRA. It
has to issue 60 days’ notice to the
State-Level Monitoring Committee to
proceed against the authority violating
the law.

However, the High Court ignored this
provision and instead asked the DLC itself
to reconsider its offence and make its
decision anew in line with existing law
and court orders.

The FRA does not provide for such
allowances.

How has the FRA been superseded?
FRA disallows the eviction or removal of
forest dwellers “from forest land under
their occupation till the recognition and
verification procedure is complete”. For
example, in January 2026, the
Uttarakhand High Court ordered the
forest department that “till final
adjudication of the claims, the
respondents shall refrain from initiating
any coercive action, including eviction of
the petitioners or interference with their
peaceful possession and agricultural
activities on the lands under their
occupation”.

However, there has been repeated
disregard for and violations of the FRA.
For instance, in September 2014, the
Madras High Court had dismissed the plea
of petitioners from Asaripallam, in Theni
district, challenging eviction notices they
had been issued and to consider their
claims under the FRA. This was based on
the forest officer’s submission that they
were encroachers and weren’t eligible for
rights under the FRA.

The Madras High Court stated that the
claim process under the FRA would only

waste the authorities’ time and dismissed
the case.

The same High Court has dismissed
similar petitions under the FRA by
petitioners from Perambalur in 2017,
Tuticorin in 2020, Sivagangai in 2021, and
Theni in 2022. Authorities also continue
to issue eviction orders under the Tamil
Nadu Forest Act (TNFA) 1882, despite such
orders having been overridden by the
FRA.

Does the FRA allow grazing?

On March 13 this year, the Madurai Bench
of the Madras High Court dismissed a
review petition of the March 2022 order,
noting that “the provisions prohibiting
cattle trespass into forests under Section
57 of the Tamil Nadu Forest Act”, to
protect wildlife and the spread of disease,
were the valid legal basis for the ban.

The High Court had initially banned
grazing in all forest areas of Tamil Nadu;
later the same month, it restricted the
ban order to tiger reserves, national
parks, and wildlife sanctuaries. However,
it made no reference to the FRA, which
recognises grazing rights in all forests,
including those overlapping with tiger
reserves, national parks, and wildlife
sanctuaries. FRA is also a central law and
thus overrides a State law with regard to
both prohibition and permission for
grazing.

This is why the Allahabad High Court
reaffirming that provisions in the later law
override inconsistent provisions in
previous ones, as well as in court orders,
comes as a breath of fresh air.

(C.R. Bijoy examines natural resource
conflicts and governance issues)

THE GIST
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The High Court reaffirmed that
provisions in a later law
override inconsistent earlier
court orders, striking down the
DLC’s rejection of the Tharus’
forest rights claims.

v

The ruling highlights repeated
disregard of the Forest Rights
Act, including eviction orders
and denial of grazing rights,
despite the law recognising
and protecting these rights.

A ND-NDE




Tuesday, May 5, 2026
DELHI

THE HINDU

Text&Context

11

KEYWORD

f29

GETTY IMAGES

Das Adam Smith Problem: rethinking
Smith’s moral and economic worlds

The Das Adam Smith Problem shows an apparent dichotomy between sympathy and self-interest in Adam Smith’s works, but most scholars now

view it as a misunderstanding, arguing that his philosophy forms a coherent whole uniting ethics and economics

Atanu Biswas

dam Smith’s magnum opus, An
Inquiry into the Nature and
Causes of the Wealth of Nations,
considered the foundation
stone of modern economics, marked its
250th anniversary on March 9. While
celebrating the epic work, it is also worth
pondering the long-standing conflict
between two of Smith’s books — The
Wealth of Nations (1776) and The Theory of
Moral Sentiments (1759).

A ‘problem’ or a misreading?

The “problem,” known as “Das Adam
Smith Problem,” was first formulated by
German economists of the Historical
School, such as Wilhelm Hasbach and
August Oncken, in the late 19th century.
They perceived a huge contrast between
the sympathetic moral philosophy of
Smith’s first book and the selfishness
depicted in the latter. Did Smith’s
perspective really evolve over those 17
years?

In the 1920s, however, Jacob Viner, a
mentor of the early Chicago school of
economics, showed that Smith’s two
books share an identical philosophical
base. Furthermore, David D. Raphael and
Alec A. Macfie, editors of the 1976
Glasgow Edition of The Theory of Moral
Sentiments, categorically rejected the Das
Adam Smith Problem, calling it “a
pseudo-problem based on ignorance and
misunderstanding.”

Smith extended his earlier moral
philosophy into economics rather than
discarding it. The ‘invisible hand’ was a
metaphor for how individual motivations,
when properly directed, could benefit
society. It was never intended to be a
celebration of avarice. Drawing on
Rousseau’s Second Discourse, as discussed
in Charles L. Griswold’s 2010 paper,
“Smith and Rousseau in Dialogue:
Sympathy, Pitié, Spectatorship and
Narrative,” Smith suggested that human
beings are not naturally sociable, and that
markets are extensions of morality rather
than moral voids.

The Das Adam Smith Problem has
come to symbolise the dual nature of
modernity itself, especially in the wake of
industrial capitalism. The majority of
contemporary scholars see this as a
misunderstanding or a partial grasp of
Smith’s philosophy and view it as forming
a coherent whole that unites ethics and
economics. As Amartya Sen wrote in a
2010 paper in the Erasmus Journal for
Philosophy and Economics, “In
economics, for example, Smith was
concerned not only with the sufficiency of
self-interest at the moment of exchange
but also with the wider moral motivations
and institutions required to support
economic activity in general.”

Reconciling morality and markets
On closer inspection, Smith’s two
perspectives are not only compatible but
also complement each other, as they are,

in fact, part of a unified system. While the
Wealth of Nations is more
outward-focused, the Theory of Moral
Sentiments is inward-focused; both,
however, view the world and the self
through the lens of empathy. The Wealth
of Nations deals with applied empathy,
whereas Theory of Moral Sentiments is
about empathy per se.

What is the root cause of the Das Adam
Smith Problem? As Leonidas Montes
argued in a 2003 paper in the Journal of
the History of Economic Thought,
“Scholars have long been interested in the
apparent dichotomy between sympathy
and self-interest in Smith.” This dilemma
arises because, by nature, human beings
are binary thinkers. The real world,
however, exists along a spectrum of grey
areas. There is a constant interplay,
advancement, regression, etc., of
self-interest and empathy. Smith’s two
books engage with different points along
this same spectrum.

In his 2010 work, Amartya Sen argued
that “Adam Smith has had much
smallness thrust upon him.” Smith
became the welfare theorist of today
because of the innovative interpretations
of the welfare economists.

Leon Walras, the famous economist,
set the goal for mathematical economics
in the 1880s, but it was not until Kenneth
Arrow’s work in the 1950s that it was
realised. To comprehend what markets
can accomplish collectively, Arrow
developed economic theory beyond tired

dichotomies of whether they are good or
bad.

A debate that endures

There is no denying that the “Das Adam
Smith Problem” has long puzzled
academics, and it shows not just the
dualities in Smith’s work but also our own
uneasy relationship with morality and
markets. But it is also necessary to
mention the fact that though the two
different Smiths are now well connected,
there is no single thread that fully links
the two works. As David Wilson and
William Dixon noted in a 2006 paper in
the Journal of Critical Realism, “There is
still no widely agreed version of what it is
that links these two texts, aside from their
common author.” That is the beauty and
mystery of it.

Today, the Das Adam Smith Problem
has taken on a broader scope. “How do
we integrate the fact that much economic
analysis is based on self-regard (via the
price mechanism) with renewed interest
in and evidence of the importance of
pro-social motivations?” Natalie Gold, of
the University of Oxford, in her 2020
paper in Social Philosophy & Policy, writes
that it’s the renewed Das Adam Smith
Problem for the 21st century. Thus, the
cornerstone of the Scottish
Enlightenment in the 18th century
continues to shed light on the world in a
renewed spectrum.

(Atanu Biswas is Professor of Statistics,
Indian Statistical Institute, Kolkata)
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A two-year-old party has secured a thumping win in its first electoral outing in Tamil
Nadu. A quiz recalling other such first-time triumphs around the world

Vasudevan Mukunth

QUESTION 1

was formed as a vehicle for the
_________ family after it lost control of
its previous party. In the 2018 local
government elections, the SLPP won 231 | &
of the 340 local authorities. The
momentum from this win carried the
party to a landslide victory in the 2019
presidential and 2020 parliamentary
elections. Fill in the blank.

party contested the 2019 elections in
Thailand while banking on a progressive
A platform. It won 81 seats, becoming the
third-largest party in Parliament,

The Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna party | prompting the military-backed
government to perceive it as a major
threat. This is why the party was forced to
dissolve in a year. Name X.

QUESTION 4

What was the name of the movement that
comedian Beppe Grillo launched that
made its national debut in the 2013
general election in Italy?

A A
QUESTION 2 QUESTION 5 A
Name the firebrand South African The was formed in 1977 after

the African National Congress, formed a
communist, black nationalist party that
in its first electoral outing won 25 seats.

A monumental shift in fortunes, won 295 out
of 542 seats, ending 30 years of
uninterrupted rule by the Indian National
Congress. Fill in the blanks.

QUESTION 3
Barely a year old and led by billionaire
Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit, the X

CM
K

politician who, after being expelled from | several opposition parties merged together
specifically to defeat then Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi. The party contested the
1977 general election and, in a

Visual Question:

Name this man. He founded the Israeli
party Kadima after splitting from Likud in
2005. He suffered a stroke before the 2006
election and couldn’t participate, but
Kadima went on to become the largest
party in the Knesset that year. He was
called the ‘Butcher of Beirut’. GOVERNMENT
PRESS OFFICE OF ISRAEL (CC BY-SA)

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1.
According to George Lucas, the stories were taken from an
ancient journal chronicling the history of the galaxy and written
by immortal beings. What were the beings called? Ans: Whills
2. Fans use BBY and ABY as a primary timeline marker in the Star
Wars lore for Before and After BY. What is BY? Ans: Battle of
Yavin, the decisive conflict where the Rebel Alliance
destroyed the Empire’s first Death Star

3. What are the surnames of Mace, Princess Leia, Lando, and
Ahsoka? Ans: Windu, Organa, Calrissian and Tano

4. To which planets do Chewbacca, Admiral Ackbar, Wicket and
Jar Jar Binks belong? Ans: Kashyyyk, Mon Cala, Endor, Naboo
5. Which craft measures 34.37m by 25.61 meters, is powered by
Girodyne SRB42 sublight engines and can attain a speed of 75
Megalights in the vacuum of space? Ans: Millennium Falcon

6. What is the actual name of the ‘Cantina band’? Ans: ‘Figrin
D’an and the Modal Nodes’

7. Name the trio of actors who provided the physical presence,
voice, and face of Darth Vader in the original trilogy. Ans: Dave
Prowse, James Earl Jones and Sebastian Shaw

Visual: Identify these loveable characters and name the actor
who played the taller droid. Ans: R2-D2 and C3PO and the
actor is Anthony Daniels

Early Birds: Suchit Narottam | Tito Shiladitya | Sudhir Thapa |
Prashant Nain | Astha Kumari

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

An animal that is active during the
nighttime is called “nocturnal”. Is
there a word to describe an animal
that is active during the daytime? (P.
Anand, Chennai)
The word that you are looking for is
“diurnal”. It is a formal word and cannot
be used in all contexts. The “i” in first
syllable is like the “ie” in “pie”, “die” and
“tie”. The “ur” is pronounced like the “ir”
in words like “shirt”, “first”, and “thirst”.
The final “a” is like the “a” in “China”.
The main stress is on the second syllable.
Here are a few examples.

Some species of bats, I am told, are
diurnal.

A leopard is a nocturnal animal, not
diurnal.

What is the meaning and origin of the
expression “to bark up the wrong
tree”? (K. Moidu, Kerala)

The expression comes from the sport of
raccoon hunting. A raccoon (also spelt
racoon) is a small furry animal, which is
found mostly in America. These animals,
being nocturnal, are hunted at night. In
order to catch them, hunters make use of
dogs. The dogs’ job is to chase these
animals and drive them up a tree. Once a
raccoon is driven up a tree, the dogs
stand under it and keep barking. This is
their way of telling their masters that
there is an animal hiding in the tree.
Sometimes, of course, the dogs pick the
wrong tree to bark at — one in which
there is no raccoon. So when you say that
someone is “barking up the wrong tree”,
it means he has made the wrong choice.
He will not succeed in doing what he
wants to because he is following the
wrong course of action. Here are a few
examples.

If you think you are going to get Sonia’s
job by being nice to the Chairman, you are
barking up the wrong tree.

When Azhar said that he was being
discriminated against because he belonged
to a minority community, he was barking
up the wrong tree.

The idiom is used in informal contexts.

Do you “peel” or “unpeel” an orange?
(G. Neelakantan, Bangalore)
You “peel”, not “unpeel” an orange.
When you say that you have “peeled”
something, it means that you have
removed its skin.

For example:

Bala spent two hours in the kitchen
peeling potatoes.

Yogesh refused to peel the apple.

The word rhymes with “feel”, “heel”,
and “meal”.

What is the meaning of “circa”? (N. S.
Gundur, Dharwad)

First, let’s deal with the pronunciation.
The “ir” is pronounced like the “ir” in
“bird”, “birth”, and “shirt”. The final “a”
is like the “a” in “China”. The stress, as
you have probably guessed, is on the first
syllable.

“Circa” is a formal word that is used
before a year to indicate that something
happened around that time, but not
exactly in that particular year. In other
words, it informs you of the approximate
year when something happened.
Published in The Hindu on July 04, 2000

Word of the day

Operose:

characterised by effort to the point of
exhaustion, especially physical effort

Syno NYMS: wearisome, tedious, hard

Usa g€ He avoided operose work whenever
possible.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/operose

International Phonetic
Alpha bet: /oparaus/

Yy

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
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® WEB EXCLUSIVE
For decades, Bengal was an exception.
Now it’s a chapter in the saffron story
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Tyranny is the exercise of power
beyond right, which no body can have
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Verdicts frame people’s
push for change - BJP
scized thatimpulse,
rivals paid for
their standstill

HE RESULTS of the Assembly elections in West
Bengal and Tamil Nadu, Assam and Kerala, were
undoubtedly shaped by factors that were state-spe-
cific. But if there is a binding theme, it is this: The
BJP’s growth and spread beyond its traditional bastions into
new arenas and areas coincides with the declining fortunes
of its political opponents. The BJP's energetic rise is also di-
rectly the cause of the Opposition’s waning, but that may not
tell the full story.
Be it the rout of Mamata Banerjee in West Bengal and
M K Stalin in Tamil Nadu now, or Nitish Kumar bowing
out with Lalu Prasad’s RJD failing to hold up its end in
Bihar, or the eclipse of Naveen Patnaik in Odisha, or the BJP’s
longtime ally-turned-rival Uddhav Thackeray presiding over
the Sena’s splintering in Maharashtra, or the signs of implo-
sion in Arvind Kejriwal’s AAP, or be it Congress’s seemingly
unchecked slide despite its Kerala victory — the downward
trajectory of the party on the other side of the BJP is not just
because of the BJP, its undimmed aggression and its vast re-
sources. Itis also due to the inertia and do-nothingness of the
Opposition party, its sameness and staleness in a time when
ayoung and aspirational electorate is on the move, both lit-
erally and as part of shifting imagined communities. Quite
simply, the BJP’s success lies, fundamentally, in constantly
finding new ways of speaking to this people, by adding to its
layered appeal. And the Opposition’s failure comes from its
increasing political solipsism, its turning away from the chal-
lenges of change, its glib recourse to apocalypse-mongering.
Essentially, the verdicts in West Bengal and Tamil Nadu and
Kerala frame the people’s push for change. The BJP seized the
impulse and built on it in West Bengal, while anew player came
in to reap the disillusion with the five-decade-old alternation
of parties in Tamil Nadu. Congress benefited from the desire
for change in Kerala, while in Assam, the only exception to this
story, it failed to become a receptacle for it.

HE outcome in West Bengal, which has been, by far,

the most dramatic in this round of elections, with

Tamil Nadu coming in second, was made possible,

above all, because Mamata Banerjee ignored the
warnings. Her party, the TMC, which she led into power by
uprooting a 34-year-old Left regime, did not heed the sound
of the BJP’s footfall, first with only three seats in 2016, which
shot up to 77 in the 2021 Assembly elections. It refused to
brace for the competition by reflecting on its own shortcom-
ings — be it the failure of its government to pull Bengal out
ofitseconomic slump, or its inability to check the corruption
and unaccountability growing within the party. Inheriting
the “party-society” model from Left rule, the TMC nurtured
a network of political entrepreneurs that smudged the lines
between party, institution and government like the Left's
Syndicate, but unlike it, without any constraints of ideology.

The TMC’s standstill laid the ground for the BJP, whose
unrelenting determination to capture the state of Syama Pra-
sad Mookerjee, and to stitch the east to its conquests in the
country’s north and west, has finally met with success. It
rides on a Hindu consolidation around the spectre of the
“ghuspaithiya”, projection of Banerjee’s politics as “minority
appeasement”, and a combination of its criticism of Baner-
jee’s governance with an identity politics that was subter-
ranean during Left rule and had risen to the surface under
Didi, who opened the floodgates toit.

How the SIR, which in West Bengal, more than in any
other state, became an exclusionary exercise, contributed to
the outcome, will be known in days to come. The 27 lakh ex-
cluded in the controversial second round of deletions, whose
appeals are still pending (less than 2,000 were reinstated by
the tribunals), are a challenge for the new government to ad-
dress urgently. For now, however, the spotlight must rest on
the scale of the BJP’s Bengal’s victory.

HE sweep of newcomer Vijay and his party TVK, is

at once a rare and familiar phenomenon in Tamil

Nadu's politics. Another star isreborn as aleader —

in the footsteps, arguably, of MGR and Jayalalithaa,
Vijayakanth and Kamal Haasan. But Vijay is also unique. His
immersion in Dravidian politics is less explicit and his appeal
to the young and to women much more direct. He makes
what was for about 50 years a bipolar contest into a triangular
fight. Vijay’s newness, his straddling of the caste and religious
divides, also means that his difficulties begin now — they
will lie in delivering on the vaulting expectations that have
led to this wide yearning for change, this anti-incumbency
verdict in a state that, ironically, ranks among the fastest-
growing states in the country.

In Assam, Himanta Biswa Sarma’s return is a testament
toapolitics thatis astute in seeing and filling a gap — but also
divisive. Sarma has further stamped the BJP’s imprimatur in
the northeastern state, which also lay outside its traditional
geography, and where it has nibbled into Congress and co-
opted the AGP. But his unabashedly communal dog-whistle
politics —under cover of acampaign against the illegal Bang-
ladeshi Muslim immigrant — presents a challenge in a di-
verse state of many identities and ethnicities.

In Kerala, the return of the United Democratic Front is a
moment to savour for Congress, but it basks in the victory at
its own peril. By all accounts, it was a verdict, most of all,
against the leadership of Pinarayi Vijayan, who centralised
all power unto himself and stunted his own party, evidentin
the CPM’s defeat in erstwhile bastions. Congress must also
be acutely conscious that its Kerala win does not give it a se-
cure grip in a state that is traditionally known to change its
government every five years.

OING ahead, the victors’ challenge looks formi-

dable. In West Bengal, the BJP has added a state to

its kitty that has a strong sense of its cultural excep-

tionalism and its political history — it will need to
tread carefully. In Tamil Nadu, the new player must learn the
rules of the game, while playing it differently, lest his sheen
wear off too quickly. Congress must own the victory in Kerala
that hasbeen handed toit. In Assam, the new Sarma govern-
ment must lower the polarising pitch. All four new govern-
ments must learn to address those who voted for them, and
also those who didn’t.

ishing exceptionalisms. The two

most entrenched and enduring re-

gional formations have collapsed.

Kolkata has fallen; Chennai has
cracked. Kerala, true to form, has seen anti-
incumbency; the BJP’s hold over Assam
endures. These results consolidate the un-
precedented national electoral prowess of
the BJP and the ideological supremacy of
Hindutva. It would be churlish todeny the
unprecedented power of the Modi-Shah
duo in the annals of electoral politics.

Even in a state that prided itself on
being as distinctive as Bengal, the BJP has
brought about a near-impossible electoral
realignment. Even by the standards of its
storied history, the BJP’s victory in Bengal
is a remarkable tribute to its unmatched
combination of ambition, perseverance,
and political ruthlessness. It is, in a literal
sense, a triumph of the will. It has not been
stopped by any conventional electoral
arithmetic, institutional propriety, ident-
ities like language, region or caste, or the
embeddedness of a towering figure like
Mamata Banerjee.

Defeat in retrospect always seems over-
determined. The fatigue, boredom, the cor-
ruption and nepotism, creeping thuggish-
ness, the limits of welfare politics, and
regional symbolism created background
conditions for a BJPvictory. But they would
not have translated into victory if three
things were notin place. Afterall, thereisno
evidence that the BJP will address better
many of the discontents that fuelled it to
power. The sheer determination of the BJP,

inhostile terrain, isremarkable. Then there
isthebelief that politically salient identities
are not given. A new Hindu consciousness
can be reconfigured through sheer mobil-
isation to the point where Hindu-Muslim
polarisation nearly displaces all other axes.
Longstanding grievances are now processed
through that template. And finally, some-
thing that will be studied for awhile, theem-
ployment of institutional tactics, from the
use of the Election Commission to the tam-
ing of the Supreme Court, to create a nar-
rative of the cleaning of the electoral process
and a violence-free election. The actual ef-
fects of the SIR process will be studied over
time. Butwhat was remarkable about it was
that theinconvenience and painitimposed
seemed to become a source of the BJP’s
strength rather than a cause for punish-
ment. Whether or not it decisively tilted the
electoral outcome, it became handy for mo-
bilisation and a demonstration of its insti-
tutional capture. The Assam-Bengal tem-
plate will go national. It seems to fuel
support for the BJP rather than resistance.
The victory of the Vijay-led
TVK s no less a vanquishing of
another exceptionalism. Anti-in-
cumbency is the norm in Tamil
Nadu. But still, the TVK’s victory
isunprecedented in the way in
which it breaks the duopoly of the
DMK and AIADMK. What is re-
markable about it is that it breaks
the standard assumption that the
only way a party can win a re-
gional setting is by playing the re-

PRATAP BHANU
MEHTA

If Bengal’s history is any guide,
the TMC will fade away faster
than its vote share suggests,
and the DMK is not a Dravidian
forcein the way it was. The BJP
now has an opening in Punjab,
and the lesson of Tamil Nadu is
that the South is open territory

nothing natural about that regionalism.
But it is also a warning that even relatively
successful states like Tamil Nadu, trail-
blazers in industrialisation and welfare
politics alike, are in the grip of dissatisfac-
tion and restlessness, in this case powered
by young people. Vijay has done what stars
before him, like Vijayakanth, were not able
todo, without much of a party organisation
or a social movement. Is this form of
politics a new canary in the mine?

The BJP has demonstrated a triumph
of the will. But its triumphs, while a testa-
ment toits furious energy and political im-
agination, also carry a shadow for Indian
democracy. This victory consolidates
Amit Shah’s position as a national leader
and his lead over rivals by a mile: Total
command over the party organisation,
and an ability to deliver wins in all kinds
of contexts, including a straight two-cor-
nered context. It is also a new experiment
forIndia. When one party acquires this de-
gree of organisational dominance and
ideological ascendancy, all countervailing
forces and voices of dissent will
gradually fall away. If Bengal’s
history is any guide, the Trina-
mool will fade away faster than its
proportion of vote share suggests,
and the DMK is not a Dravidian
force in the way it was. The BJP
now also has an opening in Pun-
jab, and the lesson of Tamil Nadu
isthat the South is open territory.

The Congress might exultinthe
fact that all its INDIA bloc rivals

near even putting up a minimal resistance
and is no match for the BJP’s ruthlessness.
Its lack of leadership, backward-looking
ideas of caste and region, and utter listless-
ness mean that the regional vacuumswill be
filled by the BJP more than Congress. Hin-
dutva is now the reigning ideology and
identity of the new India. This is not a mo-
ment that can be analysed purely in contin-
gent political terms; it is part of the inner
conflict over the idea of India since 1857.
Much of the template of that conversation
over India’sidentity waslaid in 19th-century
Bengal, beginning with Bankim. It is only
the myopia of the Left and Centre parties
that they assumed that regions are irrevo-
cable natural formations that can be op-
posed to Hindutva. The idea that “Kali”
would be pitted against “Ram” was the kind
of cultural nonsense where the Left began
tobelieveits own culturalilliteracy. For now,
Hindutva is producing a culturally hier-
archical order, where the claims of identity
imperil India as a zone of freedom. The
check on this ideology is not going to be ex-
ternal. We are on awingand a prayer thatthe
consolidation of this form of Hindutva does
not resultin deeper exclusion and violence,
which is typically the denouement of such
nationalisms. For now, Indiaisin the grip of
Hindutva supremacy; it has been sold as a
utopian dream. There is no rival. What this
supremacy does, or what brittleness it
masks, only time will tell.

The writer is contributing editor,
The Indian Express

Welfare alone doesn’'t win
clections —it’sjust the floor

el I

BHANU JOSHI

Welfare without
embeddedness,
inan alliance, in
anorganisation,
in aproject of
incorporation,
does notby
itself deliver.
What wins
electionsis
what each party
assembles
aboveit

HE VOTES are in. The BJP won
in Assam and West Bengal. The
DMK, which built India’s lon-
gest-standing welfare-transfer

regime, haslost Tamil Nadutoa
new entrant. The UDF has won in Kerala.
The familiar explanation will return: Welfare
delivered the vote, or could not save the in-
cumbent. Around it will sit the larger argu-
ment: Iswhat we are watching redistribution
or freebies?

That debate has its uses, but is now mis-
describing the ground. The DMK’slossisthe
sharpest reminder that welfare alone does
notdeliver elections. It hasbecome thefloor.
There is a very thin mechanism for why a
transfer would deliver a vote on itsown when
every party promisesitand the next govern-
mentwill continue it. What converts delivery
into durability iswhat each party assembles
around it. A decade of fieldwork in Bihar,
Bengal and Assam gives three answers; the
Tamil Nadu verdict adds a fourth.

Bihar is where the floor proposition is
most visible. Nitish Kumar’s welfare record
is substantial: Bicycles and scholarships for
girls, prohibition, Jeevika self-help groups,
old-age pensions, and the Mukhyamantri
Mahila Rojgar Yojana. Approval on individ-
ual schemes exceeded his government’s
overall performance. By the textbook of in-
cumbency, he should have won on delivery
alone. Yet since 2015, he haschanged alliance
partners three times, each switch a recogni-
tion that welfare alone would not keep him
there. Astudentwe metin Arwalin 2015 had
taken the scholarship, ridden the bicycle to
college, and was supporting the BJP-led
NDA anyway. Asked why, she answered:
“What else matters?” Welfare had given her
the floor; she was asking for the ceiling. Ku-
mar’s tenure was organised around alliances
and demographic recalibration to address
what welfare cannot supply: Opportunity,
jobs, a politics of forward movement.

Bengal’s second leg has always been or-
ganisation. In a Nadia village in 2016, an
older woman told us why she voted Trina-
mool: “Earlier you had to know someone in
the party to get your work done. Now they
ask for bribes outright, but work gets done.”
The TMC’swelfare regime has sincebecome
more elaborate and universal: Kanyashree,
Lakshmir Bhandar, allowances for unem-
ployed, all rule-based and routed through
banks.. But welfare alone has not held the
TMC together; organisation has. The dalla-
tantra the Left perfected and Mamata Ba-
netjee inherited turned a rule-based transfer

into a personal gift, and helped keep the
BJP’spolarisation push from translatinginto
power in 2021. By 2026, both legs were
strained. Universalisation has hollowed the
cadre’s distributive function: Unable to dis-
tribute differentially, the local worker shifts
toattribution and gatekeeping. The BJP, or-
ganisationally thin in Bengal, has substi-
tuted federal institutions (paramilitary, EC
scheduling, the SIR) and pushed communal
mobilisation harder than in 2021. The 2026
contest was welfare plus a strained organisa-
tion against welfare plus polarisation
propped up by central institutions.

Assam in 2016 looked entirely different.
In a freshly resettled village in lower Assam,
a young man told us he had switched from
AIUDF to AGP overnight: “We have to stay
here. Weneed tobe on the winningside.” The
politicswas volatile, candidate-driven, trans-
actional. We were back in Dibrugarh, Golag-
hatand the Barpeta-Bajali belt this April,and
that texture was gone. The women’s self-help
group hasbecome the routinesite of political
contact. Allowances for unemployed youth
and tea-garden workers sit alongside; the
road, the school and the medical college are
spoken of in the same breath as the SHG
transfer. Around this floor, the BJP has as-
sembled a project of incorporation: Peace ac-
cords with insurgent groups, thousands of
former combatants returned to the main-
stream, and citizenship politics. Welfare
brings households in as beneficiaries; incor-
poration decides which are treated as se-
curely inside the political community and
which remain suspect.

Tamil Nadu, where T have not done field-
work, is the cleanest test of the floor. The
DMK’sregimeisone of the most elaboratein
the country and the one the others copied.
By the textbook of welfare delivery, it should
have won. It did not. Welfare alone, even
from the regime that originated it, did not
produce durability against a new entrant
tapping different cleavages.

None of these isa handout: Voters reward
delivery and punish parties that stop at the
floor. None is simply redistribution either;
welfare is doing political work that runs
beyond the transfer of resources. Welfare
withoutembeddedness, inanalliance,inan
organisation, in a project of incorporation,
doesnotbyitselfdeliver. What wins elections
iswhat each party assembles above it.

The writer is visiting assistant professor at
Ashoka University and co-founder of Data Action
Lab for Emerging Societies (DALES)
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Kerala’s
Congress unit
has enjoyed
and fiercely
defended its
autonomy,
which s
arguably its
most potent
assetand a
structural
obstacle to the
unravelling of
Kerala’s closed
party system

nKerala, a delicate
nas been preservec

nalance

additional droprisks triggering an overflow and irreversible

change. Kerala’s closed party system has been balanced at

this tipping point for more than a decade. In this election,

too, the question was whether that next drop would finally
fall and disrupt the established order.

While thiselection was, on the surface, about whether the LDF
would secureathird term or Congress would ride the wave of anti-
incumbency, the question at the back of the mind, especially for
those outside Kerala, was if the BJP would breach the carefully
managed surface tension. The UDF’s victory has put that question
torest, for now. Yet, the question of how the closed party system
survives in Kerala, especially in the wake of the verdict in Tamil
Nadu, isimportant. In the absence of survey data, we must rely
onelection results toinfer how parties interpret electoral signals.

For the current generation of the BJP’s central leadership, high
symbolism and winning have been everything. Anywinin Kerala
has more symbolic than practical value. It allows supporters
across the country to believe they are part of some unstoppable
force. More importantly, it helps maintain the party’sleadership
status quo. While the BJP did concentrate on its core constituency,
it focused more on development and governance, with its mani-
festolinking policy proposals to central government programmes
and positioning the campaign as a showcase of the PM’s record.
Inahighly centralised party, state elections are adjusted to serve
alarger narrative the central leadership wishes to project.

Forthe CPM, this was a consolidation and maintenance elec-
tion. Stung by its losses in 2019 and 2024 and unsettled by the
BJP’sgrowing popularity, it decided vote chasing was the optimal
strategy. It tried to be electorally attractive by pushingitsideology
tothebackground and foregrounding itsleader. However, adopt-
ing the position of the very party to which it assumes it has lost
its voters is not the best strategy. The CPM softened its stance on
the entry of women of all ages into the Sabarimala temple, organ-
ised eventslike the Global Ayyappa Conclave, and facilitated the
Maha Magha Mahotsavam, dubbed Kerala’s Kumbh Mela. This
reactive repositioningriskslegitimising and popularising the dis-
course the BJP is trying to mainstream. Comparative studies
show such shifts are unlikely to yield electoral gains.

Of all three coalition-makers, this election mattered most to
Congress. A third straightloss would have led to cadre disillusion-
ment, may have fragmented the UDF, and dented Congress’s
image as the national alternative. This might have created more
room for the NDA to consolidate anti-Left and disaffected anti-
Congress votes. Unlike the CPM, Congress adopted amobilising
strategy and avoided overreaching. Itslocal unit appeared to have
greater autonomy than the BJP. It maintained its traditional posi-
tion of accommodation, working to retain support amongits core
constituencies, the minority communities, and emphasising a
pragmatic economic policy. More importantly, it did not attempt
to either dilute or reinforce its conservative positions.

In a federal system, empowering local party units may be a
more suitable strategy, as it gives the organisation flexibility. Ke-
rala’s Congress unit has enjoyed and fiercely defended this au-
tonomy, which is arguably its most potent asset and a structural
obstacle to the unravelling of Kerala’s closed party system.

I MAGINE A glass filled to the brim with water, where asingle

The writer is with the Department of Political Science,
University of Hyderabad. Views are personal
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AkaliDal crisis

DEVELOPMENTS IN the crisis-ridden Akali
Dal following police action in the Golden
Temple have taken a new turn with alarge

== for some unknown destination in Himachal
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'.—J “| EIDIAI(I EXPRESS _é_ ' number of pro-Barnala legislators leaving

Pradesh. The dissident Akali leaders, Par-
kash Singh Badal, G S Tohra, former SGPC
president, and Amrinder Singh, released a
list of 29 party legislators who have con-
demned the police action.

' KhaledaZia reappears

THE MYSTERY which shrouded the “disap-

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

pearance” of opposition leader Khaleda Zia,
ended on the fifth day when she re-
appeared at the Dhaka district bar library.
She said she had been detained by police
and was kept in an “unknown place” near
Savar, 15 miles from Dhaka. This contra-
dicted the government's continuous denial
that she had been arrested. The BNP chief
disappeared while she was returning froma
rally in Jamalpur.

Afghanleader Karmalresigns

BABRAK KARMAL was relieved as the
Afghan ruling party leader. Karmal, who
came to power in December 1979, resigned

health grounds, Tass reported from Kabul,
quoting the Bakhtar news agency.

Bus accidentkills 44

ALTOGETHER 44 persons, including 27
men, 13 women and four children, were
killed near Kheel, about 40 km from Itana-
gar, according to official sources. Theill-
fated Arunachal Pradesh State Transport
busin which they were travelling fell intoa
deep gorge while negotiating a difficult
curve on the high-altitude road. Sixty-three
others were admitted to Ramakrishna
Mission and Naharlagun general hospitals.
The condition of eight was serious.
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when he visits Beijing.
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Opposition should go back to drawing
board, reimagine politics, rewire

: %

PN
DESHKAAL
YOGENDRA YADAV

T IS a moment of reckoning for the
democratic Opposition. A moment
to reflect. A moment to face some
harsh truths. Amoment to ask some
hard questions.

Let there be no doubt about it: The win-
dow of opportunity offered by the stunning
outcome of the Lok Sabha elections two
years ago, ever narrowing since then, is
firmly shut now. The conquest of Bengalisa
leap forward in the BJP’s quest for total
power. Itisalsoaleap backwards in whatever
remains of electoral integrity in contempor-
ary India. Unless the Opposition goes back
tothe drawingboard to reimagineits politics,
reviseitsstrategy and rewireitselection ma-
chine, democratic competition is all but
dead. Unless someone or something stepsin
to rebalance the electoral playing field and
restore a semblance of fairness, elections
may no longer be the arena for the articula-
tion of popular will. And that isbad news, not
just for the Opposition but also for the rulers.

Let the outcomes in Kerala and Tamil
Nadu notdistract us from thisstark truth. All
that hashappenedin Keralais a resumption
of a deferred oscillation in power. The rou-
tine desire for change and an accumulated
unease with the LDF government finally
caught up with it. The UDF was the natural
beneficiary, with some arrears for the de-
layed transition added toits victory margin.
The Opposition may take solace in the fact
that the BJPhas notexpanded its vote share,
but such consolation tends to be temporary
in the face of the ruling juggernaut. If any-
thing, the UDF’s over-dependence on mi-
nority votes should worry it in the long run.

Dramatic and awe-inspiring as the suc-
cess of Vijay’s TVK in Tamil Naduis, itisno
model to be replicated elsewhere. The
DMK’s dominance, with the attendant hu-

LETTERS
To THE EDITOR

SConabortion

A HUMANE abortion law must
begin by trusting the person
whose body, future, and dignity
are most directly at stake (‘On
abortion, SC places the woman at
the centre’, IE, May 4). The
Supreme Court’s approach rightly
movestheissue beyond medical
paternalism and moral panic, es-
pecially for minors and survivors
of sexual violence. Yet judicial
compassion cannot substitute for
aclear statutory framework. Ges-
tational limits, doctors’ discretion
and fear of criminal liability still
make timely care uncertain, un-
even and often traumatic. Parlia-
ment should revise the MTPlaw to
make informed consent the rule,
medical oversight the safeguard,
and delay the exception.

Veda Chidanand, Bengaluru

Ethanol push

INCREASING ETHANOL blend-
ing canreduce dependence onim-
ported crude oil, lower emissions,
and support farmers by creating
new demand for crops (“The next
fuel shift: More ethanolin the
tank’, IE, May 4). However, con-
cernsregarding engine compati-
bility, infrastructure readiness,
and water-intensive crop produc-
tion must be addressed. A
balanced approach is essential to
ensure that environmental bene-
fitsare not offset by agricultural or
economic challenges. The govern-
ment must focus oninnovation,
proper regulation, and awareness.
Vaibhav Kochar, Ludhiana

INDIA’'S ETHANOL push is sen-
sible insurance against oil
shocks, but must not become
another subsidy-driven shortcut
(“The next fuel shift: More etha-
nolin the tank’, IE, May 4). Flex-
fuel vehicles and dedicated
pumps can widen consumer
choice, while cheaper domestic
blends may ease pressure on oil
companies and imports. Yet the
policy’s credibility will rest on
engineering readiness, transpar-
ent pricing and feedstock disci-
pline. Engines, warranties and
corrosion standards must be
settled before motorists are made
testers. The real opportunity lies
in resilient crops, waste-based
alcohol and predictable taxation.
Babu Crishna, Bengaluru
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brisand complacency, created aneed foran
alternative. The ever-crumbling and rebuilt
AIADMK did not fit the bill, also as it was
seen to be a franchise for the BJP, which
went against the political culture of the
state. The vacuum had to be filled by some-
one who fitted into Dravidian ideology but
differed from the DMK’s political model.
Following the well-trodden path laid down
by MGR, a film star offered a charming and
fresh alternative. Itisimportant tonote that
while Vijay framed the DMK as the “political
opponent”, he identified the BJP as an
“ideological opponent”, declaring himself
tobe a follower of Periyar, Kamarajand Am-
bedkar. Such aspaceis unique to this state.

Let the Opposition not hide be-
hind any pretexts in Assam. True,
the BJP had used the EC to gerry-
mander the constituency bound-
aries in a communal pattern to its
advantage at an unprecedented
scale in India's electoral history.
The BJP awarded itself about 10
seatsbefore any vote was cast. Also,
the Assam CM unleashed brazen
communal hatred against the
“miyan” community while the EC

The outcome was not a simple
reflection of popular will. The
BJP’s victory was curated by
the central government and
the EC. The BJP wasin
shambles in Bengal after the
setbackin 2024 and was in no
shape to take on the TMC

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

and the SC watched. Yet that does not take
away from the fact that the Opposition did
notshow any political will to take on the rul-
ing party. The BJP government, especially
the CM, was mired in charges of corruption.
Zubeen Garg’s death was a raw emotional
issue that went against the government. Yet
the Opposition never looked like it had got
itsacttogether. It was a textbook case of how
tolose an election.

The Opposition in Bengal did not suffer
these frailties. No one could accuse Mamata
Banerjee of givinga walkover tothe BJP.She
had a strategy, the stamina and the system
totake on the BJP’s steamroller. Yes, the Op-
position was not united, but it worked to her
advantage to have the Left contest
separately. Congress damaged the
TMC only marginally. Bengal thus
was atest case forthe Opposition, a
state every Opposition leader must
have watched with trepidation.

Let’snotbeat around the bush:
Such a massive reversal in electo-
ral fortunes could not have hap-
pened without significant “anti-in-
cumbency”, a euphemism for
popular unease and unhappiness

machine

with the government, that remained under-
estimated. People’s anger was not so much
against Banerjee herself as against herlocal
leaders and the quality of governance the
people received. True, similar and worse
levels of governance went unpunished in
other states, but the BJP and itsloyal media
had something to pounce upon. The Op-
position must honestly introspect on its
own governance record — not just in West
Bengal but also in Punjab, Karnataka, Te-
langana and Himachal — before it draws
any plans for national politics.

Finally, let us acknowledge the most un-
settling truth of the West Bengal elections.
The outcome was not a simple reflection of
popular will. The BJP’s victory in the state
was curated by the central government and
the EC. The BJP was in shambles in Bengal
afterthe setbackin 2024 and wasinnoshape
totake onthe TMC. The central government
and the pro-BJP media propped it up. The
Centre choked the West Bengal government
of resources, shutting down programmes
like MGNREGS and PM Awas Yojna. The ECI
watched asthe BJPlaunched avicious com-
munal campaign, more effective in Bengal
than in Assam. Above all, unlike any other
state, the EC took extraordinary steps to de-
lete 27 1akh names (of the total 90 lakh dele-
tions) of those who had filled enumeration
forms and submitted their citizenship docu-
ments. Every independent investigation
showsthese deletions tobe wrongful and tar-
geted. These deletions amount to 4.3 per
cent of the votes cast in the state. The BJP’s
lead over the TMC is 4.6 per cent. The ques-
tion is inescapable: If these 27 lakh persons
were allowed to vote, how would it have af-
fected the outcome?

Thatisthe hard question that the Opposi-
tion must face together: Have Indian elec-
tions fallen below the minimum acceptable
threshold of electoral integrity? How can the
Opposition refuse tolegitimise curated elec-
tion results without seeming to run away
from the battleground? When and where
doesthe Opposition draw theline, if not now,
if not after West Bengal?

The writer is member, Swaraj India, and national
convenor, Bharat Jodo Abhiyaan.
Views are personal

A R VENKATACHALAPATHY

THE DMK, which, according to many poll-
sters, was set to win comfortably, if not by
itself, but at least with the support of its ad-
mittedly grumpy alliance partners, has
barely pipped the AIADMK to the second
position. Chief Minister M K Stalin has lost
his pocket borough of Kolathur. A lone
exit-poll pundit who predicted a TVK vic-
tory was mocked by all-knowing political
analysts. Even though technically it is a
hung assembly, it isnothing but a tsunami
in favour of C Joseph Vijay and his fledg-
ling party. What explains this shocker, and
how did political analysts and academics
miss this phenomenon?

Riding on a slew of welfare measures
and the momentum of three consecutive
electoral victories, the DMK clearly misread
the depth of the anti-incumbency senti-
ment. The unseemly hurry to anoint Ud-
hayanidhi Stalin as heir apparent fuelled
charges of dynastic politics. The resent-
ment of government employees, extensive
use of outsourcing to constrict tenured em-
ployment, the ham-handed handling of
unionisation efforts, and the unsustainable
exploitation of natural resources such as
river sand may all have come to a
boil now. More proximate causes
would include the less-than-
smooth negotiations with alliance
partners resentful of its big-
brother attitude. Yet, the DMK’s
vote share sits almost level with
the TVK. This is less a rejection
than a finely balanced contest
where a slender shift in votes has

Could 2026 be the inflexion
point in the history of the
Dravidian movement? After
nearly 60 years, a Dravidian
party will not be forming a
government in Tamil Nadu

produced a dramatic electoral outcome.

If this was the state of the ruling alliance,
the AIADMK hardly covered itself with glory.
For most of the five years in Opposition, Ed-
appadi K Palaniswami exhausted his
energies gaining control of his party and
keeping an ever-ambitious BJP in check
rather than calling out the ruling party.

Unlike his predecessor Rajinikanth,
who harboured similar dreams, age and
time are on Vijay’s side. It could be argued
that the DMK shielded Udhayanidhi in this
election campaign, fearing a walkover.
Pushing 50, but still sprightly, Vijay has en-
viable charisma that has captured the im-
agination of a cross-section of people, cut-
ting across caste, class and religion.
Evidently, he has capitalised on an amotr-
phous desire for change in the electorate,
who saw an alternative to Dravidian
parties for the first time in decades.
Though the final margin appears tobe not
more than a few percentage points, the
TVK has inflicted severe damage on the
DMK. Even the citadel of Chennai, which
has weathered many an anti-DMK storm,
has fallen to Vijay’s battering ram.

Could 2026 be the inflexion
pointin the history of the Dravidian
movement? After nearly 60 years,
a Dravidian party will not be form-
ing a government in Tamil Nadu.
What will be the future of “the
Dravidian model” thatexplainsthe
staggering growth of the state on all
development parameters? If the
DMK claimed all the credit for this

In Tamil Nadu, bugle call
of the superstar-outsider

model, curiously, the AIADMK, which
helmed the state formore years thanitsrival,
disowned it. Vijay’s development pro-
gramme or ideological proclivities are un-
known; at best, all one can hope for is a be-
nign populism. What of the future of the
Dravidian movement? Will the DMK revive
itself? Given that age and health are not on
Stalin’s side, does Udhayanidhi Stalin have
it in him to lead the charge? Will there be a
churningwithin the DMK? Will the ATADMK
return to its roots, or will it let the BJP capi-
talise on the fall of the Dravidian Babylon?
These larger questions will have to wait.

For now, what will be the shape of the
new government? Even though the TVKis
shy of a majority, the vox populi is resound-
ing. Vijay remains nominally secular, mak-
ingiteasy for Congress (which, in any case,
played footsie with the TVK during seat ne-
gotiations) and other parties in the DMK-
led alliance, such as the communist
parties, and the DMDK (with the possible
exception of the Dalit party, Viduthalai
Chiruthaigal Katchi) to lend support.

A rank outsider, Vijay has a tough job at
hand. Atleast 100 greenhorn legislators are
set to enter the august assembly hall. Apart
from histrusted but untested lieutenants, he
will necessarily have to rely on experienced
administrative and police hands. The shoot-
ing floor is chaotic. But the director has
blown the whistle. The clapperboard has
clacked. Let the show begin.

The writer is co-editor of The Cambridge
Companion to Periyar

Bengalwin shows
demographic
anxieties cannot
beignored

RAKESH SINHA

HE WEST Bengal assembly results bear an un-
equivocal message from the state’s people against
appeasement politics. The Trinamool Congress
government not only practised Muslim appease-
ment, it also failed to address the anxieties of Hin-
dus about the state’s demographic transformation. The change
isaresult of agap in the fertility rates between the Hindus and
Muslims, as well as the influx of people from Bangladesh. Ma-
mata Banerjee, who once fought against Left coercion and won
the hearts of the people, lost sight of socio-economic realities
and slipped into vote-bank politics. The BJP, in contrast, ac-
knowledged the state’s realities and articulated its politics ac-
cordingly. Credit goes to Prime Minister Narendra Modi for giv-
ing direction to the party’s campaign in a state where it lacked
strong leadership as well as cadres. In the past, this prevented
the consolidation of votes in the party's favour. By leading the
campaign, Modi turned a disadvantage into an advantage.

In other states, the BJP has dismantled the tradition of one
or two state leaders being seen as faces of the party. Its success
rate has been more than expected. West Bengal is the latest
example of the strategy’s success.

The victory is special for the RSS fraternity in its centenary
year. Its founder, K B Hedgewar, was a part of the revolutionary
organisation, Anushilan Samiti, asa medicine student in Kolkata.
West Bengal has always been a priority area for the party. Syama
Prasad Mookerjee, a prominent Hindu Mahasabha leader and
laterthe founder president of the Bharatiya Jana Sangh, was from
West Bengal. Inthe 1952 Lok Sabha elections, Mookerjee and Dur-
gacharan Banerjee from the BJS emerged victorious, and the
party secured 5.6 per cent of the vote in the state assembly polls.
However, Mookerjee’s martyrdom, while he was endeavouring
to ensure the complete integration of J&K into the country;, cre-
ated aleadershipvoid. For decades, the BJS and its successor, the
BJP, remained only a symbolic force in West Bengal.

The abrogation of Article 370 was a tribute to both Mooker-
jee and his mother, Jogmaya Devi, who did not get any answer
to the question she asked then
prime minister Jawaharlal
Nehru about the controversial
death of her son.

Thedefeat ofthe Red-Green
ideological club is the comple-
tion of the political cycle that
began with the participation of
BJS candidates in the 1952 elec-
tions. The BJP’s vote share today
isalmost nine times what it was
inthe 1952 elections. The victory
gives immense psychological
satisfaction to the votaries of
Hindutva across the country. It
will become part of the RSS’s
centenary celebrations.

Bengal is the home of intellectual giants who made their
mark in the anti-imperialist movement. It came under a com-
munal cloud, particularly Muslim polarisation, instigated by
the viceroy Lord Curzon. The partition of Bengal in 1905 was
an attack on its identity. The Muslim League’s Direct Action
Day in 1946 led to the killing of innocent Hindus and left a ter-
rible memory in people’s minds. These wounds wouldn’t have
festered had the political class been alert to what had divided
the people in the past. Instead, they perpetuated Curzon’s pol-
icies for the sake of power.

Nosociety can remainimperviousto the challenges posed by
changing demographics. In A Dying Race, U N Muketji wrote,
“Canthefigures ofthelast Censusberegardedin any senseasthe
forerunner of an Islamic or Christian revival which will threaten
the citadel of Hinduism. Or will Hinduism hold its own in the fu-
ture asit has done through the long ages of the past?” He wasre-
ferringtothe 1901 Census. Butthe warningfellon deafearsin the
era of Mahatma Gandhi and the Nehrus. Post-Independence
politics also ignored demographic imbalance.

The BJP has successfully aroused the consciousness of the
Hindus. In the 2016 elections to the West Bengal Assembly, it se-
cured 10.3 per cent of the vote, which increased threefold in 2021.
Now it has more than 45 per cent of the vote.

Modi symbolises two things. One, he is a guilt-free votary of
anti-appeasement politics and can strike a chord with common
people. This is also a message to the intellectual class of the
country that they remain disconnected from the psychology and
aspirations of the people. Two, Modi symbolises time-bound and
target-oriented development. He has lifted the country’s devel-
opment process from the complexities of ideologies.

The people of Bengal have expressed their aspirations for
better governance and the reversal of pre-Partition politics. They
have sent a strong message to parties — anti-Hindutva politics
hasno future.

The writer is a former Rajya Sabha member from the BJP
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AKHIL RANJAN DUTTA

WITH THE BJP’s hat-trick in Assam, the
state has consolidated its position as an en-
during fortress of Hindutva. The BJP-led al-
liance has relied on long-term, deeply em-
bedded strategies spanning civilisational,
infrastructural and aspirational narratives.
Central to this is the party’s “rainbow al-
liance”, which continues to co-opt diverse
ethnic communities through targeted, com-
munity-specific initiatives.

Chief Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma has
played a pivotal role in this consolidation. He
has demonstrated a keen understanding of
Assam’sgeographical constraints and its his-
torical and cultural aspirations, linking these

Behind Assam hat-trick, ideology, incentives, strategy

effectively to the ideological core of Hin-
dutva and a market-driven political econ-
omy. He has also managed a complex politi-
cal terrain marked by discontent among
Assamese nationalists over the unresolved
National Register of Citizens and the imple-
mentation of the Citizenship (Amendment)
Act, 2019. The decade-longgrassroots expan-
sion of the Sangh Parivar across socio-cul-
tural and developmental spheres has further
strengthened the BJP’s position. Atthe same
time, afragmented Opposition, last-minute
defections of Congressleaders, and an over-
reliance on civil society to broker alliances
weakened any credible challenge.

The Sarma government has pursued its
civilisational agenda with clarity, often tar-
geting minority Muslims asencroachersand
threats to indigenous culture. The 2023 de-
limitation exercise formed a key part of this

strategy. It increased SC and ST consti-
tuencies while significantly benefiting Bo-
doland, where the number of seatsrose from
11to15. At the same time, delimitation was
strategically executed in Muslim-majority
districts such as Barpeta, Darrang, Dhubri,
Goalpara, Karimganj, and Hailakandi.

The BJPhas complemented itsideologi-
cal position with expansive welfare and de-
velopment initiatives. It hasrolled outawide
range of subsidy-based and entrepreneurial
schemes such as Nijut Moina and Nijut
Babu. These schemes help soften ideological

The BJP has complemented its
ideological positioning with
expansive welfare and
development initiatives

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

boundaries and broaden electoral appeal.
Women have been a central focus of the
BJP’s outreach. The Orunodoi scheme,
underwhich around 401akh women receive
Rs 1,250 monthly, has been particularly sig-
nificant. In March, beneficiaries received a
consolidated Rs 9,000 payment covering
four months of assistance along with aBihu
bonus — an intervention that likely had a
tangible electoral impact. The promise to
raise this assistance to Rs 3,000 and extend
coverage to 15 lakh more households rein-
forces the party’s welfare plank.
Coordination between the state and the
Centre hasalsobolstered public perception.
Assamr’s decision to constitute the Eighth Pay
Commission for state employees — the first
in India — signals administrative respon-
siveness. Meanwhile, infrastructure expan-
sion under programmes like Bharatmala

and Asom Mala has improved connectivity
and stimulated rural economies in districts
such as Lakhimpur, Dhemaji, and Majuli.
The BJPhasalso paid careful attention to
community-specificinterventions, particu-
larly among tea tribes. Land entitlement in-
itiatives and enhanced political representa-
tion at both state and national levels have
helped consolidateitsbasein Upper Assam.
The BJP-led alliance’s victory in Assam
reflects a calibrated strategy that blends re-
ligious polarisation with welfare delivery and
infrastructure development. By sustaining
aspirations across social groups while inte-
grating diverse ethnic and tribal commu-
nitiesintoits fold, the party hastranslated its
political approach into electoral dominance.

The writer teaches Political Science at
Gauhati University
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Results cement
national parties’
rise, state leaders
lose more ground

Vikas Pathak
New Delhi, May 4

WITH THE defeat of the All-India Trinamool Congress
(TMC) after 15 years in power in West Bengal and the sur-
prise defeat of the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK)
in Tamil Nadu, the standing of regional parties has hita
new low.

Although the Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK) is a
new regional player that has done very well in Tamil
Nadu, the regional framing of polls in the southern state
has nevertheless suffered aloss, asthe DMK was the
strongest proponent of Tamil identity and politics. Anti-
incumbency defeated the DMK’s dogged framing of the
elections as one to be fought around Tamil pride, with
Chief Minister M K Stalin — who was championing the
Tamil cause — losing his own seat.

Thisisjust thelatestjolt to regional politics. While the
Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) is technically a national party, it
was powerful only in certain regions like Punjab and
Delhi. Its footprint, however, has been shrinking.
Recently, the AAP lost seven Rajya Sabha MPs to the BJP,
ayear afterlosing the Delhi Assembly to the saffron party.

The Communist Party of India (Marxist), or CPI(M),
which isalso technically a national party, had in effect
shrunk to one state, Kerala, thus becomingstrictly a
regional player. The victory of the Congress, another na-
tional party, over the CPI(M) in Kerala means that another
force in a single state has suffered a setback. Similarly, the
BJP defeated Naveen Patnaik’s Biju Janata Dal in Odisha
in 2024, ending Patnaik’s 24-year stint as CM.

Oneregional party that has bucked the trend after
2024 is Hemant Soren’s Jharkhand Mukti Morcha, which
succeeded in beating the BJP in the last Assembly polls.
Besides that, Omar Abdullah’s National Conference is
holdingits own in Jammu and Kashmir.

The shift
The electoral turn of the past two years, thus, shows a
shift towards national
parties. Thiscomesata
e COALITIONERA time when the Opposition

hasbeen flagging federal
concerns and accusingthe
Centre of withholding
funds, misusing agencies
againstitsleaders, and
alsotryingtochange
India’s “electoral map”
through delimitation on
thelatest census figures,
which would diminish the
relative share of the south-
ernstatesin the Lok Sabha.

The period from the decline of the Congress post-1989
marked the high point of regional parties, leading to 25
years of coalition politics. At the national level, the Na-
tional Democratic Alliance (NDA), carved out by the BJP
with multiple regional parties, and the United Progress-
ive Alliance, having the Congress and “secular” regional
parties, ran coalition governments that had to be sensi-
tive towards regional concerns to survive.

The rise of Narendra Modi in 2014 unsettled this equi-
librium. The BJP began to dominate western, central,
and northern India, leading to a decline in the standing
of the SP, the Rashtriya Janata Dal, the Bahujan Samaj
Party, the Shiv Sena, and the Nationalist Congress Party.
Ofthese, the last two split during Modi’s second term: the
factions that got the original party symbol then joined
handswith the NDA. The Janata Dal (United), or JD(U),
survived in Bihar, with Nitish Kumar nimbly moving
from the NDA to the Opposition and back. However, even
in Bihar, the pattern of a move towards national politics
picked up, finally installing a BJP CM in the state.

® The period from the decline of
the Congress post-1989 marked
the high point of regional
parties, leading to 25 years of
coalition politics.

® Therise of Modiin 2014 un-
settled this equilibrium. The BJP
began to dominate western,
central, and northern India.

Challenge for the Opposition

The Opposition’s challenge is that while it is flagging
federal concerns, voters seem to be moving towards na-
tional parties, particularly the BJP, with each passing year.
With the Congress, despite its improved showing in 2024
when itsecured 99 seats in the Lok Sabha, not being able
to emerge as an alternative tothe BJPin the last 12 years,
the need for Opposition unity has made multiple parties
articulate thelanguage of federal concerns. The cases
filed against many Opposition leaders have added to the
framing of politics in federal terms. This however, is not
impacting voter behaviour, with recent cycles of state
polls showing the BJP emerging as more powerful.

Itislargely in south India that regional parties are still
influential. But they are under pressure here, too. Even
in Telangana in December 2023, the Congress was able to
defeat the Bharat Rashtra Samithi, a regional party that
had years ago taken credit for the state’s formation.

The perception that its fall from 303 to 240 seats in
the Lok Sabhain 2024 would dent the BJP has not
proved correct so far. Its allies, the JD(U) and the Telugu
Desam Party, have backed it, even on the Constitution
(131st Amendment) Bill, which the Opposition had
framed asarusetobringin delimitation to the
detriment of southern states.
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« ECONOMICS

Jobs to GDP to debt: State
of poll state economices

UDIT MISRA

ACROSS FOUR very different states —
Assam, Kerala, Tamil Nadu, and West Ben-
gal — voters gave resounding mandates in
the 2026 Assembly elections. The landslide
victories underscored how decidedly
voters wanted to either punish the incum-
bent and summarily change the way their
states were being governed or, as was the
case in Assam, to reward the incumbent
without hesitation.

Here’s alook at some of the key macro-
economic data and the state government’s
fiscal health. This is notjust to understand
why voters might have chosen the way they
did, but also to recognise the main chal-
lenges the incoming Chief Ministers face.

State of economic growth and people’s
incomes

Chart1capturesabroader trend of how
each of the four states grew and what hap-
pened to average incomes in each of the
states over a decade between 2015 to 2024.

Over this decade, Assam’s gross state
domestic product (GSDP) — a measure of
the overall size of the economy — not only
grew at the fastest rate among the four
states in question but also has been one of
the fastest across India. Among the larger
states, only Telangana registered a faster
growth rate during this period.

Asaresult, Assam registered the fastest
growth rate in per capita incomes, beating
not just Telangana but also other prosper-
ous states such as Gujarat and Karnataka.
Even though Assam’s per capita GSDP is
still the lowest in this comparison, it has al-
most trebled to catch up with West Bengal.
The two states that were bastions of Left
parties, West Bengal and Kerala, continued
to post modest gains for their people with
per capita GSDP growing at arate below 5%.

Tamil Nadu has fared better over the
pastdecade, and an average resident of the
state is now richer than their next-door
neighbour in Kerala, thanks to substan-
tially faster growth rates both of the overall
economy and per capita incomes. Kerala
had registered the slowest growth rate in
overall economic size — a pace that has
seen some other states (such as Telangana
and Gujarat) jump ahead in per capita in-
comes.

State of (un)employment

India is undergoing a demographic
transition with millions joining the work-
ing age population, and this has created a
growing challenge for governments in the
form of unemployment.

Chart 2 maps two key metricsin thisre-
gard. The Labour Force Participation Rate
(LFPR) essentially tells the demand for jobs
in a state. Higher the LFPR, more the per-
centage of people in the working age group
who are actively looking for a job.

Compared with the national average of
55.1%, all the states that went to pollshad a
higher demand for jobs. None more so than
West Bengal, which also had the highest
unemployment rate among the four states.
The unemployment rate is the percentage
of people who were looking for ajobbutdid
not get it.

West Bengal’s unemployment rate was

Alook at fiscal health of states is
essential to understand voters’
choices and recognise the
challenges Chief Ministers will face

BJP supporters celebrate the party’s victory in the West Bengal Assembly election in Salt Lake, Kolkata, on Monday. PARTHA PAUL

e THESTORYSOFAR

1. The state ofincome growth

PER CAPITA GSDP (in Rs cr) COMPOUND ANNUAL
®2014-15 m2023-24 GROWTH RATE
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NOTE: PER CAPITAINCOME, OWN REVENUE, AND EXPENDITURE HAVE BEEN CALCULATED
USING STATE-WISE POPULATION PROJECTIONS FOR THE RESPECTIVE YEARS USING
POPULATION PROJECTIONS BY THE NATIONAL COMMISSION OF POPULATION.

SOURCES: RBI; MOSPI; NATIONAL COMMISSION ON POPULATION; STATE BUDGET
DOCUMENTS OF VARIOUS STATES FOR 2025-26; PRS

3.Risinginterestburdenforgovts
INTEREST PAYMENTS AS A % OF REVENUE RECEIPTS
201617 ™ 2024-25
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2. State of unemployment

Labqu'r Force
s | foiton vl
Sept 2025-26)
‘Assam . 604 5.2
| Kerala 594 ' 3.7 |
I.Tamil Nadu 58.6 57
:.West Bengal 61 | 6.1 |
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YEARS AND ABOVE; SOURCE: ECONOMIC SURVEY 2026

4. State of govtfinances

Fiscal Deficit R Unconditional
asa % of ev?nge Cash Transfers
State | Gross State [a): a:i/lt asa % of
Domestic of GSDP reveljue
Product receipts
Assam 25 : 0 4.30%
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wB | 32 | a1 | 10% |

SOURCE: PRS; ALL DATA 1S 2025-26 BE

substantially higher than the national aver-
age, while Kerala’s was the lowest and sub-
stantially lower than the country’s average.
Tamil Nadu’s unemployment rate might
belower than West Bengal’s, but one hasto
take into account the lower demand for
jobs as well. For instance, even with lower
LFPR than Assam, Tamil Nadu has been
witnessing a higher unemployment rate,
suggesting there was elevated stress among

VERDICT
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voters when it came to jobs.

State of government finances

However, before any Chief Minister can
address these macroeconomic parameters,
theywill haveto first setin order the health
of government finances. A government
that has already borrowed more than its ca-
pacity, one that is saddled with the burden
of paying back past loans, or one that is

spending too much on freebies instead of
creating new productive assets, cannot
reignite a state’s growth story.

Charts 3and 4 lay down some of the key
metrics that the incoming Chief Ministers
will have to contend with.

The first metric is fiscal deficit as a per-
centage of the state’s economy. Fiscal defi-
cit essentially refers to the amount of
money a state government can borrow
from the market to meet the gap between
its revenues and expenses. Prudential
norms peg it to be 3% or lower. As things
stand, West Bengal was the one state that
exceeded this prudential norm.

But another key metric — revenue defi-
cit or gap between a state’s revenue expen-
diture and revenue receipts — shows that
while the overall borrowing levels may not
be as high, the borrowed money is being
used by many just to meet day-to-day gaps
in expenditure and revenues.

Ideally, the 3% fiscal deficit should be
used toinvestin capital expenditure —the
kind that creates productive capacity inthe
economy like making roads, railways and
ports, etc. But if a state has a revenue deficit,
itimplies that the government is borrowing
to meet its everyday expenses such as sal-
aries and pensions. Barring Assam, the
other three slip up on this metric.

A growing worry in this regard is the
growth of unconditional cash transfers by
state governments in aid to alleviate econ-
omic distress among voters and to pur-
chase allegiance. West Bengal, for example,
hasbeen spending10% of all itsrevenue re-
ceiptson such doles. Read in the context of
arevenue deficit, this essentially meansthe
state government is borrowing to dole out
cash.

Lastly, when governments borrow reck-
lessly for years, the interest on past loans
starts to pile up. Chart 3 shows how all the
states have racked up high interest pay-
ment bills. West Bengal’s number does not
show as much growth but it was high to
begin with, whereas Kerala and Tamil
Nadu’s liability in this regard has shot up.

® IN NUMBERS

With BJP winning Bengal, how India’s political map changes

Anjishnu Das
New Delhi, May 4

WITH THE BJP on track to notch a remark-
able first-ever win in West Bengal by un-
seating the Trinamool Congress (TMC), the
saffron party and its NDA allies are now in
power in 22 state Assemblies, up from 21 at
the end of 2025.

The BJP is en route to retaining power
in Assam, while ally All India NR Congress
(AINRC) is holding on to Puducherry. The
NDA has struggled to make inroads in Ke-
rala, and the All India Anna Dravida Mun-
netraKazhagam (AIADMK) stands in third
place in Tamil Nadu. Poll debutant Tami-
laga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK), led by actor-
turned-politician Vijay, is on course to dis-
place INDIA bloc member Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) from power
in Tamil Nadu.

On the Opposition front, the INDIA bloc
parties are set to hold power in six states —
Jammu and Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh,
Jharkhand, Telangana, Karnataka and now
Kerala.

The Congress-led United Democratic
Front (UDF) looks set to return to power in
Kerala after a decade of the Pinarayi Vi-
jayan-led Left Democratic Front (LDF)’s
rule. Kerala was the last remaining Left
stronghold across the country.

The loss will mark the first time since
1977that no state in India has acommunist
government. Three states — Kerala,
Tripuraand West Bengal —have had com-
munist governments in their history, but
all have seen theideology’sinfluence wane

eGaining ground

WNDA ®INDIA° mAAP mBJD WBRS MWLEFT ®mTMC

YSRCP = ZPM = TVK ™ Others

in recent years. Shrinking
Among the other non-NDA parties, the .o
Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) will look to defend 0pp05ltl0n

its Punjab bastion in 2027 and the Zoram
People’s Movement (ZPM) holds Mizoram.

The DMK had been a major INDIA bloc
ally, includingin Parliament, and had been
raising national issues to take on the BJP,
ranging from language imposition to de-
limitation. Though its defeat in Tamil Nadu
has brought the INDIA bloc down by two
states, the Congress’s expected win in Ke-
rala will compensate for the loss.

While the TMC has also been in the
INDIA bloc, because it has diverged from
the alliance on some key issues, this article
does not include it in the INDIA numbers.
In the 2024 Lok Sabha elections, the TMC
decided to contest alone in West Bengal,

epaper.indianexpress.com .- .

statesand Union
Territories.

® |nall, an Opposi-
tion party is now set
tobein powerinnine

after differences with the INDIA bloc.

In all, an Opposition party is now set to
bein power in nine states and Union Terri-
tories (UT).

Since 2014, when the Narendra Modi-
led BJP first came to power at the Centre,
the BJPand its allies have made significant
gains across the country, including win-
ning several states for the first time and
striking key alliances in others. In doing so,
it has shed the image of a primarily north
Indian party.

In 2014, the NDA was in power in 16
states, the current constituents of the
INDIA blocin 10 states, and other regional
outfits in another five.

By 2019, the NDA had expanded to 18
states while the present INDIA bloc fell to
six (Punjab, Rajasthan, Maharashtra,

Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand and Pudu-
cherry), though regional parties managed
to hold on to another six (West Bengal,
Odisha, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana,
Delhi, and Kerala). At the end 0f 2024, the
NDA grew to 18 states and the INDIA bloc
remained at six, with regional parties
at five.

Now, only three states are ruled by non-
BJP, non-INDIA bloc parties (Punjab,
Tripura and Tamil Nadu). In 2014, the BJP
on its own had held power in just seven
states, requiring the strength of allies, in-
cluding major regional parties, in another
nine states where the NDA was in power.

In 2019, there were 10 states where the
BJP was in power on its own. This figure
grew to 12 states by 2024, and currently
stands at 14 states.
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LESSONS LEARNT FROM CURRENT CRISIS SHOULD LEAD TO MORE STORAGE: PETRONETLNG CEO

Indiamay expand LNG storage

toman

Sukalp Sharma
New Delhi, May 4

THE LIQUEFIED natural gas
(LNG) supply disruption due to
the closure of the Strait of Hor-
muzamid the West Asiawar has
underscored the need for having
more LNG storage capacity in
Indiato cushion geopoliticaland
supply shocks, and all stake-
holders in the sector are now
serious about increasing the ca-
pacity by adding more storage
tanks, according to the chief
executive of India’s largest LNG
importer Petronet LNG.

“Definitely, taking cue from
this present crisis, all stakeholders
are seriously thinking about in-
creasing the storage capacity...
I'm quite sure that very soon you
willseeingactivity inthisregard,”
Petronet LNGCEO AK Singhtold
reporterson Monday, addingthat
the company already has firm
plans to increase its cryogenic
LNG tanks by about 70%.

Singh added that there is
“serious movement” in this re-
gard even at the government
level, and hopefully, the “lessons
learnt” from the current crisis
willlead to creation of additional
LNG stockpiles in the country.

How much should bethe op-
timum reserve storage capacity
is a question that is being ac-
tively deliberated upon. India
has strategic and commercial
stockpiles of crude oil as re-
serves, but hardly any of LNG.

Petronet LNGitselfislooking
at adding storage tanks at its
LNGterminals.Ithaseight LNG
tanks at its flagship Dahej ter-
minal and two at its terminal at
Kochi. Singh said the under-
execution Gopalpur terminal
project will add two tanks, and

Additional LNG storage buffers may have helped blunt the impactof

the Strait of Hormuz blockade.

the firm is looking to add
another tank at Kochi terminal.
As for Dahej, Petronet LNG is
looking to add four tanks, and is
lookingatland availability forit.
India depends on LNG im-
ports to meet about half of its
natural gas requirement, and
about 60% of those imports
came through the critical mari-
time chokepoint of the Strait of
Hormuz, primarily from India’s
largest supplier Qatar, and also
the UAE. Vessel movements
through the strait have halted
due the conflict. Not one LNG
cargo has reached India from
the Persian Gulf for over two
months now, hitting supplies
even as India has been trying to
augment supplies by sourcing
LNG from alternative sources.
With LNG imports under
pressure, the Centre was forced
to prioritise natural gas supplies
to certain critical segments like
transportation and household
kitchens, while rationing the
flow to some industries.
Asperindustry analysts, hav-
ing additional LNG storage
buffers could have helped blunt
theimpact oftheunprecedented

‘Central bank explores
steps to mobilise dollar
inflows as rupee slides’

Reuters
Mumbai, May 4

THE RESERVE Bank of India
(RBI) is studying ways to mobi-
lise dollar inflows to bolster its
foreign exchange buffers and
cushion rising pressure on the
rupee from a spike in oil prices
driven by the Iran war, three
sources familiar with the dis-
cussionstold Reuters.

The rupee hasslumped 5.5%
this year, sliding to an all-time
low0f95.33 per dollar last Thurs-
day, while foreign exchange re-
serves have fallen from a peak of
$728.5 billion and equity out-
flows have hit $19 billion over
March and April alone.

The RBI has maintained it is
comfortable with its reserves —
enoughtocover 11 monthsofim-
ports — but the latest policy dis-
cussions underscore fresh ur-
gency to bolster defences amid
capital outflows. The discussions
at the RBI have not been pre-
viously reported, though analysts
havespeculated about how auth-
orities might resurrect elements
of their crisis-era playbook.

Among the steps being con-
sidered isrevivingamechanism
lastusedin2013todrawindollar
deposits from non-resident In-

dians, two of these sources said.
Asecond optionbeingdiscussed
is eliminating withholding tax
on overseas government bond
investors to encourage flows,
they said.

No final decision has been
taken, and any move would be
made in consultation with the
government, the third source
said. Reuters could not establish
when a decision would be taken.

“Both areunder serious con-
sideration,” the source added,
notingthat the final decision on
taxation rests with the finance
ministry.

The sources declined to
be identified since they are
not authorised to speak to
the media.

An email to the RBI and
the federal finance ministry
seeking comment was not im-
mediately answered.

The war between the US, Is-
rael and Iran has weakened the
Indian currency,addingtoanear
5%fallin 2025. The two measures
under consideration could help
draw in dollars from overseas.

The deposit scheme was
used to stabilise the rupee in
2013 and brought in about
$26 billion atatime when USin-
terest rates were close to zero.

PETRONET LNG/WEBSITE

blockade of the strait, something
that was considered extremely
improbable, but still happened.
Currently, Indiahas23 LNGtanks
spread acrossitsvarious LNGter-
minals, and Petronet LNG alone
accounts for10 of those.

While these tanks provide
short-term buffer, they are
mostly geared for continuous
operations of the regasification
terminals, and aren’t seen as
emergency stockpile capacity.
One tank usually accommo-
datesone LNG shipload, and In-
dia’s LNG consumptionisabout
1.25tanksaday, Singh explained.

Since LNG tanks have to be
cryogenic in order to keep LNG
intheliquid state, buildingthem
is an expensive proposition and
a longer-term project as com-
pared to building a tank to hold
other liquid fuels. As per Singh,
itwill take at least three years for
a new tank to be constructed,
which canonly start onceall the
pre-project activities are com-
plete and the requisite approvals
arein place. Hesaid theinitiative
isstill at the planning stage, and
did not comment on the likely
execution timeline.

age future supply crises

No plans to extend financial
support to oil companies: Govt

ENS Economic Bureau
New Delhi, May 4

THE GOVERNMENT has no
plan at present to compensate
public sector oil marketing
companies (OMCs) for their
losses on sale of petrol, diesel,
and jet fuel below market
prices, asenior Petroleum Min-
istry official said on Monday.
The comments come at a time
when there are discussions
within the government on the
possibility of hiking fuel prices,
particularly petrol and diesel.

Despitethe surgeininterna-
tional oil and fuel prices amid
the West Asia crisis, retail prices
of regular petrol and diesel have
not been hiked.

Inthe case of ATF, orjet fuel,
just about 25% of the price in-
crease was passed on for do-
mestic flights on April 1, al-
though a full passthrough was
done for international flights.

Consequently, public sector
OMCs — Indian Oil Corpor-
ation, Bharat Petroleum Cor-
poration, and Hindustan Petro-
leum Corporation — are
incurring heavy losses on the
sale of these fuels, and have
been pushing for price hikes, it
is learnt. Petrol and diesel
prices have not been hiked for
over four years in India.

Moreover, the timing of the
current global surge in prices,
which clashed with assembly
elections in some states, made
it politically fraught for prices
to be hiked. In the absence of

price increases, the OMCs are
facing significant financial
burden. But the Centre has no
proposal to extend any finan-
cial support to the companies.

“Currently there is no pro-
posal before the government of
India to support the OMCs (for
their losses on fuel sales),” Pe-
troleum Ministry Joint Secre-
tary Sujata Sharma said in re-
sponse to a question at the
inter-ministerial press briefing
on the West Asia crisis.

She also noted that by not
hiking the prices of regular pet-
rol and diesel, the OMCs have
been contributing in keeping
inflation in check.

The OMCs are also incur-
ring heavy under-recoveries on
sale of liquefied petroleum
gas (LPG) to households, even
as they have hiked prices of
commercial and industrial
LPG in line with international
prices movements.

Butunlike petrol, diesel, and
jet fuel, the Centre has over the
past few years provided subsidy
support to the OMCs for losses
ondomestic LPGsales, and that
cannot be ruled out even this
time around, industry officials
said. With therecently-held state
elections havingnow concluded,
ahikein prices of fuelslike petrol,
diesel, and the domestic LPG
could be in the offing in the
comingdays orweeks, according
to highly placed sources in
the government.
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NCLAT UPHOLDS ADANIBID FOR JAIPRAKASH ASSOCIATES
Vedanta plea against Adani

dismissed: ‘No meritin appeal’

George Mathew
Mumbai, May 4

THE NATIONAL Company
Law Appellate Tribunal
(NCLAT) on Monday dismissed
the petitions filed by Vedanta
Ltd, owned by Anil Agarwal,
which challenged the selection
of Adani Enterprises’bid for the
debt-ridden Jaiprakash Associ-
ates Ltd (JAL).

Atwo-member bench com-
prising Chairperson Ashok
Bhushan and Member (Techni-
cal) Barun Mitra said, “No
grounds have been made out
by the appellant (Vedanta) to
interfere with the decision of
the adjudicating authority
(NCLT). We do not find any
meritin the appeal. The appeal
isaccordingly dismissed. There
shall be no order as to costs.”

“We also find that no ma-
terial irregularity was com-
mitted by the Resolution Pro-
fessional in conducting the
process. No grounds have been
made out by the appellanttoin-
terfere with the impugned
order dated November 11,
2025,” it said.

NCLAT dismissed Vedanta’s
plea, where it had questioned
the evaluation metrics adopted

Adani Group
emergedasthe
winning bidder for
Jaiprakash
Associates despite
being outbid by
Vedanta by nearly
Rs2,000crore

and had said itsbid wasRs 3400
crore higherin gross valueterms
and roughly Rs 500 crore more
in net present value compared to
the Adani Group’sbid. Itsaid the
decision of the Committee of
Creditors (CoC) to not approve
the resolution plan of the appel-
lant with a higher plan value of
Rs 3,400 crore and NPV of Rs
500 crore ascompared to plan of
respondent (Adani) cannot be
said to be arbitrary or perverse.
Vedanta approached the
NCLAT in March, challenging
the National Company Law
Tribunal’s (NCLT) approval to
Adani Group’s resolution plan
foracquiring debt-laden Jaipra-
kash Associates under the Insol-
vency and Bankruptcy Code.
NCLT, Allahabad branch,
pronounced an order on March

17,2026 approving the resolution
plan dated October 14, 2025 sub-
mitted by Adani Enterprises Ltd
(AEL). AELraced ahead and out-
bid Vedanta for JAL.

Adani Enterprises had ear-
lier secured the CoC approval —
dominated by National Asset
Reconstruction Company Ltd
— for its Rs 14,535 crore bid to
acquire Jaiprakash Associates
in November 2025. It emerged
as the winning bidder for Jai-
prakash Associates despite
being outbid by Vedanta by
nearly Rs 2,000 crore.

The auction attracted inter-
est from five major players —
Adani, Vedanta, Dalmia Ce-
ment, Jindal Power and PNC
Infratech. While the floor price
was Rs 12,000 crore, only Adani
and Vedanta remained in the
final round. Vedanta submitted
the higher overall bid of around
Rs 16,000 crore, which in-
cluded an upfront payment
and the balance to be paid over
five years. In contrast, Adani’s
bid totalled Rs 14,535 crore, fea-
turing a higher upfront compo-
nent of over Rs 6,000 crore,
with the remaining scheduled
for payment within two years.
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e ‘BLUE-CHIP COMPANIES ARE USING FORMULA ONE AS A LAUNCHPAD AND SPOTLIGHT FOR THEIR OWN Al PRODUCTS, RE-BRANDINGS’

As Formula One evolves, Al becomes part of race

Reuters
London, May 4

ARTIFICIALINTELLIGENCE’S
(AI) integration into Liberty
Media-owned Formula One and
its 11 teams hasbeen noticeable
on- and off-track in the already
highly tech-powered sport.
Eight new Al partnerships
were signed in the past six
months alone, according to re-
search firm Ampere Analysis.
Among them, nine-time
constructors’ champion Atlas-
sian Williams F1team are part-
nering with AI company An-
thropic for its Claude model to
support team operations and
race strategy. “It’s much more
than a sticker on a car or a
stickerinabillboard,” Williams’
Board Advisor Peter Kenyon
told Reuters. “We see it as one of
our differentiating points: how

can this partner help usin that
journey back to the top?”
Whereas F1 cars in yester-
year had a plethora of brands
with tobacco companies at
the centre, now partnerships
often centre on Al and tech
companies helping the teams
understand datasets, while
benefiting from great exposure.
“What Anthropic and our
tech team are doing are under-
standingthe opportunitiesand
then integrating those into our
business to be able to demon-
strate for ourselves and them,
and showcase their technology
in the pursuit of getting Wil-
liams back to the top,” Kenyon
added. Al can be a key tool en-
abling teams to navigate new
regulations and new cost cap
rules, now set at $215 million.
“Efficiencyis one of the ubi-
quitous benefits of Al products,

 ———

—
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Last season, technology led
the top 10 spending categories
for F1teams. REUTERS

meaning a natural synergy be-
tween teams and Al brands,”
said Adam Lewis, a senior ana-
lyst from Ampere Analysis.
Technology led the top 10
spending categories for F1

teams, reaching an estimated
$769 million last season, up 41%
from the previous year, accord-
ing to intelligence platform
SponsorUnited.

Al and machine learning
brands account for four of the
top 15 new sponsorship inves-
tors, a SponsorUnited report
also showed, including $65 bil-
lion-valued cloud infrastruc-
ture company CoreWeave,
which has a partnership with
the Aston Martin F1team.

Al has been innovative in
sifting through administrative
tasks and interpreting key rules
within sporting and technical
regulations, helping engineers
take swifter decisions during
on-tracksituations which were
impossible decades ago. “Soit’s
gone from a sort of basic Al to
more of an agentic approach
where rather than just search-
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ing for something, it’s actually
providing decisions for us,”
Jack Harington, the group part-
nership lead for Oracle Red Bull
Racing, told Reuters. The Red
Bull outfit, which four-time
champion Max Verstappen
races for, has a partnership with
$494 billion-valued software
company Oracle, and has em-
bedded its technological nous
across the team.

Technology firms like Al-
phabet-owned Google are also
seeing positives from entering
the F1arena.

“These blue-chip com-
panies are using Formula One
as a launchpad and spotlight
for their own Al products or re-
brandings,” Lewis said, noting
Google’s partnership with F1’s
McLaren shifted to Google
Gemini, a generative Al tool,
from Google Pixel.

‘Centre not insulated
from how states react to
Strait of Hormuz crisis’

Siddharth Upasani
New Delhi, May 4

THE INDIAN government is
“notinsulated” from how states
react to the West Asia crisis,
Chief Economic Advisor (CEA)
V Anantha Nageswaran said,
adding that demand for more
funds due from fiscally-
stretched states at a time of
external shock adds to the
Centre’s own challenges.
Speaking at a seminar on
state finances organised by the
Institute of Economic Growth
on Monday, Nageswaran said
any honest assessment of state
finances must be against the
challenging global backdrop.
Andwhilethe shocksdon’t orig-
inate at the state level, that’s
where they are absorbed, with
stress landing on areas such as
food and fuel subsidies, fertiliser
allocation, agricultural support,
and employment programmes.
“In other words, states are
not insulated from what
happens in the Strait of Hor-
muz. AndIcanalsotell youthat
the sovereignis notinsulated by
how states respond to the Strait
of Hormuz as well, because ul-
timately the combined fiscal
deficitis what feedsinto the cur-
rent account deficit,” the gov-
ernment’s top economist said.
While the Centre’s fiscal
deficit target of 4.3% of GDP for
2026-27 has come under press-
ure due to the rising costs from
the impact of the war in West
Asia, international investors
and global ratings agencies
look at the combined deficit at
the national and state level.
Referringto arecent finance
ministry analysis of 18 states’
budgets for 2026-27 that found

half of them were set to post a
revenue deficit, Nageswaran
said that when external shocks
hit, it is fiscally-constrained
states that “press the hardest on
the Centreandtheydosoatthe
very moment when the Centre
itself is going to be facing sig-
nificant challenges in the cur-
rent financial year in meeting
its fiscal deficit goals”.

“The resulting dynamic
therefore places stress on the
general government fiscal posi-
tion which is now assessed by
global investors asan integrated
whole, not merely as a Union
government number... Fiscal
indiscipline at the subnational
level is no longer a closed, do-
mestic accounting matter. It is
visible and it is priced,” he said.

While the Centre has largely
shielded households from the
energy shock caused by the war
in West Asia, the fiscal arithmetic
has become “more complicated
and will likely remain so” for
much of FY27, Nageswaran said
Monday, with fertiliser costs set
to be substantially higher, lead-
ing to a higher subsidy bill. Say-
ingthatIndia’s publicfinancesis
in “verylarge measure a story of
its states”, the CEA said that as
the country moves towards a
higher income status, the effi-

I can tell you that

the sovereignis not
insulated by how states
respond to the Strait of
Hormuz, because ultimately
combined fiscal deficitis
what feeds into the CAD”

V ANANTHA NAGESWARAN,
CHIEF ECONOMIC ADVISOR

ciency and quality of resource al-
location at the state level will in-
creasingly determine notjustthe
pace of growth buthowinclusive
and sustainable it is.

Inits Monthly Economic Re-
view report for April, released
last week, the finance ministry
had said of the 18 states whose
FY27 budgets had been ana-
lysed, eight — Odisha, Jhark-
hand, Uttar Pradesh, Goa, Guja-
rat, Uttarakhand, Telangana,
and Bihar — were expected to
post a revenue surplus, with an
average fiscal deficit 0f 2.94%,
interest payments amountingto
8.61% of revenue receipts, and
outstandingliabilities and capi-
tal outlay at 24.24% and 4.08%
of their state GDP, respectively.

In contrast, nine states —
Chhattisgarh, Maharashtra,
Karnataka, Haryana, Rajas-
than, Andhra Pradesh, Kerala,
Punjab, Himachal Pradesh —
with abudgeted revenue deficit
in 2026-27 had worse average
numbers across the board: a fis-
cal deficit of 3.44%, interest
payments at 16.1% of revenue
receipts, and outstanding lia-
bilities and capital outlay at
31.6% and 2.04% of state GDPs,
respectively.
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Direct taxes log 5-yr low growth
of 5.1%in FY26,1all short of target

Kuldeep Singh
New Delhi, May 4

INDIA’S DIRECT tax collec-
tions after refunds grew at a
five-yearlow ofjust 5.12% year-
on-year in FY26 (provisional
figures) and fell short of the re-
vised estimates of Rs 24.211akh
crore by Rs 80,594 crore, ac-
cording to data released by the
Central Board of Direct Taxes
(CBDT) on Monday. Personal
income tax (PIT) collections
grew by a mere 0.03% y-0-y.

In absolute terms, direct tax
collections after refunds stood at
Rs 23.40 lakh crore, lower than
the revised estimate of Rs 24.21
lakh crore. Corporate tax collec-
tions were Rs 10.99 lakh crore
against the revised estimate of

‘SEBltoissue
advisoryon
Mythosrisks’

Mumbai: Amid concerns
around Anthropic’s Al model
Mythos, Securities and Ex-
change Board of India (SEBI)
Chair Tuhin Kanta Pandey
Monday said it willsoonissue an
advisory to market participants
outlining how they should stay
alert to vulnerabilities and play
aproactive role in mitigation.

Hesaid the regulator wasen-
gaging with all stakeholders
cautioning them of the risks
posed by Mythos. SEBI, he said,
isin constant touch with market
participants and relevant stake-
holders as the challenge after
Mythos and similar Al models
will “test our resilience”. He was
speakingat the IMC capital mar-
kets conference.

“Asyouknow, Mythosisonly
available to a very few entities,
it's not widely available, but
nevertheless, it presents grave
risks," he observed. He added
that it's important for market
players to use whatever tools
they have to proactively find
vulnerabilities themselves and
patch them.

“Technology may be mis-
used. Algorithms may move
faster than human controls.
Digital platforms may become
channels for fraud,” he said, ad-
ding that while AI tools can
identify weaknesses faster, they
can also exploit vulnerabilities
atspeed and scale. FE

Rs 11.09 lakh crore, while non-
corporate tax collections stood
at Rs11.831akh crore against the
revised estimate of Rs 13.12 lakh
crore. Non-corporate taxes in-
clude those paid by individuals,
HUFs, firms, local authorities,
artificial juridical persons, etc.
Corporate tax receipts (after
refunds) rose 11.39% against the
projected growth 0f 12.4% in the
revised estimates, while PIT col-
lections grew only 0.03% against
the estimated 6.2% growth for
FY26. Direct tax collections be-
fore refunds grew 4.03% to Rs
28.11 lakh crore. Refunds de-
clined1.09% toRs4.711akh crore.
Jayesh Sanghvi, tax partnet,
EY India, said non-corporate
tax collections were expected to
be impacted by the rate reduc-

' *BRIEFLY

tions in the new personal in-
cometaxregime announced in
the Budget. “Healthy corporate
tax growth and effective refund
management have helped the
overall growth reach 5.12%. The
healthy corporate tax collections
augur well despite disruptions
from global conflicts and supply
chain issues. Hopefully, this re-
silience will reflect positively in
the coming times,” he said.
Asper experts, the tepid per-
formance is primarily due to
substantial tax relief measures
under the new tax regime, in-
cluding enhanced rebates that
have effectively made annual
incomesup toRs121akh (orup
to Rs 12.75 lakh for salaried in-
dividuals with standard deduc-
tion) completely tax-free. FE

Manufacturing
PMI sees mild

recovery in Apr
New Delhi: The country’s
manufacturingsector
activity witnessed mild
recoveries in growth of
new business intakes

and production, but

rates ofincrease were the
second-weakest in nearly
four years.

The seasonally adjusted
HSBCIndia
Manufacturing Purchasing
Managers’ Index (PMI)

rose from 53.9 in March
to54.7in April.

The two largest sub-compo-
nents of the Purchasing
Managers’ Index,

new orders and output,
rose since March but trailed
readings seenin atleast
three-and-a-halfyears. PTI

UBS cuts India
FY27 growth
forecastto 6.2%

New Delhi: Swiss
investmentbank UBSon
Monday cutits gross
domestic product growth
forecast for Indiaby
50bpsto6.2% for FY27.
The investment bank
warned that the growth
could fall to 5-5.5% in case
of an “extended energy
shock scenario” which
seesthe price of the
country’s crude oil basket
rising to around $150 per
barrel. A quick de-escala-
tionin West Asiawith

the Indian basket averaging
$85/bbl and flows resuming
via the Strait of Hormuz
over the June quarter
could mean a growth rate
0f6.5%. ENS
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Power shift

BJP’s advance contrasts with fall of Opposition’s bastions

he results of five State Assembly elections
mark areset of India’s political field. The BJP
has scaled its footprint through expansion in

both territory and structure. In contrast, the
Opposition’s federal coalition has contracted. The
setbacks suffered by Mamata Banerjee in West Bengal
and MK Stalin in Tamil Nadu, the Opposition’s most
influential regional anchors, underscores this
widening asymmetry. That said, the polls also signal a
vote for change in a more familiar ‘anti-incumbency’
sort of way — in Kerala, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal.
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The BJP’s West Bengal win represents a
watershed moment in Indian federalism. In
bringing down Trinamool Congress, which
ruled for 15 years, it has once again revealed
itself as a ruthlessly efficient election
machine. The BJP has won a categorical
mandate, amid persistent contestation over
process. Home Minister Amit Shah was in
relentless campaign mode, having camped in
the State for weeks to micromanage
booth-level operations and oversee the
deployment of over 2.4 lakh personnel of
Central armed police forces. Critics and the
TMC would frame such a win as a product of
systemic disenfranchisement, through SIR
that saw the deletion of nearly 10 per cent of
the electorate. Yet the BJP’s advance
suggests a political realignment that goes
beyond these factors.

If Bengal represents rupture, Tamil Nadu
signals reinvention. After decades defined by
the alternating dominance of the Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) and the All
India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
(AIADMK), the emergence of Tamilaga
Vettri Kazhagam (TVK) led by C Joseph
Vijay has unsettled entrenched alignments.
Afamiliar discontent with family-rule, with
Stalin having lost his own seat, seems to have
played arole in Vijay’s win — apart froma
young population rooting for a fresh face and
‘change’. Whether Vijay sustains an
independent course, carves out a new
political grammar, or is eventually drawn
into awider national alignment remains to
be seen.

In contrast, Assam reflects consolidation
of amore familiar kind. Under Himanta
Biswa Sarma, the BJP has secured a third
term with a two-thirds majority. The
Congress’ shoddy show once again shows up
its inability to take on BJP in most regions
outside of south India. Kerala, however,
offers the Congress some solace. If the
Congress-led UDF has won, it is only at the
expense of the Left Democratic Front —
signalling the utter decimation of the Left
across India for perhaps the first time since
Independence. In Kerala too, the BJP edged
forward, winning three seats, indicating a
minor but deliberate expansion into new
terrain. In Puducherry, the BJP-led NDA is
poised to return to office, reinforcing a
broader pattern: consolidation where it
governs, expansion where it does not.
Without the political imagination, energy,
leadership and organisational muscle to
match the BJP machine, the Opposition risks
sliding from one defeat to another. It needs
to collectively introspect on its tactics,
strategy and cohesiveness.

RAVIKANTH

An agenda for risk mitigation

CURRENT CONCERNS. India should reduce vulnerability to FPI, by reducing CAD and securing stable means of financing it

ASHIMA GOYAL

nthe last column I had analysed

why the impact of oil shocks may

not be as large as markets seem

to be pricing in. But there are

other reasons why markets tend
to overestimate risks for India.

DIVERSITY AS RISK MITIGATION
There is a belief that India has missed
the Al bus, with investors preferring to
go to countries in the race. But quite a
few Indian Al applications have been
highlighted recently. In past tech-led
booms the major gains have come from
applications. Small language models
(SLMs) distilled from large ones and
trained on more relevant data are
cheaper to run.

Productivity gains of 30 per cent are
feasible and will raise incomes and
demand. Software companies will play a
large part in adapting and applying such
SLMs and in other customisations.

Household participation in equity
markets has risen and the current
volatility is thought to be endangering
both household participation and their
savings. But the equity and mutual fund
share of household financial savings is
still only 15 per cent, and physical assets
dominate household net worth giving
them a good mix of assets.

Equityis not bought from leveraged
funds, so there is no pressure to sell
when markets are down. Having been
through several cycles, households
know better than to do so. Their mutual
fund SIPs are sustaining. Households,
and those who invest for them, believe in
the India growth story and understand
how to buyin dips. The large derivative
trade is predominantly through
regulated institutions who understand
the risks.

Ina $3.92-billion economy evena
small percentage of GDP coming into
stock markets is large in absolute
amounts. In 2025 domestic equity
ownership has overtaken that of FPI,
which, at about 15 per cent, isata
20-year low. Comparatively, in the US 18
per cent of domestic equity is held by
foreigners. In China it is 3-5 per cent.
India will do well to keep this number
low. More domestic participation will
reduce dependence on FPI and increase
returns on household savings. It has
already reduced volatility of stock
market indices, which kept rising
through the Ukraine conflict and have
only shed some gains now after more
than a year of external shocks and FPI
exit.

SAVINGS PATH. Gross domestic savings remain above 30 per cent certy imaces

Indian private investment, domestic
savings and consumption demand are all
criticised as inadequate. But investment
ratios of above 30 per cent are the 5th
highest in the world and only behind
China’s 40 per cent among large
economies. This is mostly private since
public investment to GDP ratio is only 4
per cent.

The unorganised sector is
enumerated as part of the household
sector in India. This sector is borrowing
and investing. Household net financial
savings to GDP ratio fell, therefore, but
the savings in physical assets ratio rose.
Gross domestic savings remain above 30
per cent since corporate savings are
rising. In the past, savings ratios have
risen with growth. The current account
deficit, a measure of foreign savings
used, remains low at about 1 per cent.

The demand response to the GST tax
cutlast year has shown corporates that
there is demand in India at appropriate
prices and the government has tools as
well as intention to moderate external
shocks. Corporate investment has also
picked up as manufacturing is set to
benefit from free trade agreements
(FTAs), green substitutions, demand for

International institutions
have shrugged off their
responsibility of
maintaining global
financial stability and do
their best to convince
EMs that volatility is due
to something ‘structurally’
wrong with them

defence exports and construction.
Agriculture and service exports add to
Indian diversity. Even so, India’s
consumption/GDP percentage of about
60 makes itless dependent on exports as
asource of demand, compared to China
where it is about 40.

GLOBAL SHOCKS

Itis strange that there is no onus on the
international financial architecture to
reduce the volatility emerging markets
(EMs) face from global events.
Maintaining stability of the
international financial system is the
mandate of international institutions.
But they have shrugged off
responsibility and do their best to
convince EMs that volatility is due to
something ‘structurally’ wrong with
them.

Believers in free markets continue to
advise EMs to reduce reserve
accumulation and intervention:
Currencies should float even if they tend
to overshoot. Markets themselves like
reserve accumulation, but not the
reverse. Practical central bankers,
however, know multiple instruments,
including buffers, have to be used to
manage external shocks and persistent
misalignment. Diverse actions reduce
risk!

Reserves fell only in six out of 30 years
when outflows reduced the capital
account surplus to below the CAD. The
last 2 Trump-regime volatility years are
included in the six. Why shouldn’t
reserves accumulated in so many
surplus years be used to moderate
depreciation in the few years of
outflows?

Strategically, intervention is avoided
at the onset of outflows so they take a

loss. In 2025, however, the rupee was
allowed to over-depreciate in the hope
that it would help solve balance of
payments pressures. The rupee
depreciated with the dollar although
other currencies were appreciating, yet
this did not improve either CAD or
inflows. The 40 country real exchange
rate (REER) depreciated 10 per cent
over its long-run equilibrium level to
which it has always returned after past
outflow episodes. In theoryreal
depreciation should encourage exports
and discourage imports. But Indian
exports largely go to competitive
markets where currency gains have to be
shared, while there is immediate full
price increase in commodity imports.

Afalling nominal exchange rate
discourages foreign inflows, since they
expect the fall to continue. They prefer
coming in only when they are confident
areversal has set in. Benefits from rupee
reversal outweigh those from higher
interest rates or lower hedging costs.

After the Middle-East conflict long
dollar positions increased in the belief
the rupee would continue to depreciate,
although it was already
over-depreciated. Measures are required
to arrest what can become a
self-fulfilling cycle.

More nominal depreciation is unlikely
to deliver real depreciation since it
would only further raise the price of oil
imports and inflation, which causes the
real appreciation. It is better if the 100
REER value is reached through nominal
appreciation than through inflation.

India does need to reduce its trade
deficit but a competitive real exchange
rate can only be one component of its
strategy. Others include trade
diversification in products, sources and
destinations, more FTAs, a big push for
green energy and reduction in logistics
costs. The Middle-East conflict will give
aboost toall of these. Already net oil
imports/GDP has trended down from
8.5 per cent to 5.5 per cent. Oil exporters
should worry.

India also needs to reduce its
vulnerability to FPI volatility by
reducing the CAD and increasing the
more stable means of financing it. The
stock of FDI to GDP in the US was about
20 per cent in 2024, in China it averaged
21.6 since 2005; in 2024 had fallen to
19.3.India’s 14 per cent value can be
increased towards 20 per cent by
allowing more Chinese FDI.

Analysts and rating agencies who
focus only on broad averages and past
vulnerabilities miss the many sources of
change and resilience. Post-pandemic
outcomes, therefore, have tended to
outperform expectations.

The writer is Professor Emeritus, IGIDR

SEBTI’s proposed broker rules will boost resilience

As the market moves to quick settlement cycles and fund transfers, the regulatory focus is shifting to risk management

|
P Saravanan
A Paul Williams

he Indian brokerage industryis

currently navigatingits most

significant regulatory
transformationinadecade. On April 24,
the Securities and Exchange Board of
India (SEBI) released alandmark
consultation paper proposinga
comprehensive overhaul of the Variable
Net Worth (VNW) requirements for
stockbrokers.

This move marks a decisive shift from
aformulaic, one-size-fits-all capital
requirement toa sophisticated
risk-based supervisoryframework that
alignswith the evolving market’s
microstructure.

AMULTIDIMENSIONAL APPROACH
The core of SEBI’s proposal involves
replacing the archaic metric of 10 per
centoftheaverage daily client cash
balances withamore robustaggregate
requirementbased on three distinctrisk
pillars. Under this new framework,
brokers must maintain 10 per cent of the
average creditbalance of all clients over
the previous sixmonths, a calculation
thatholds true regardless of whether
those fundsare held at the broker level or
havebeen transferred to Clearing
Corporations.

Beyond fund exposure, the regulator
introduced a slab-based requirement
directlylinked to the scale of abroker’s
active client base. For instance, entities
managing between 10,000 and 50,000
clientswould be required to maintain an
additional 50 lakh in net worth, with
incrementalincreases for every
subsequent 50,000 clients. Finally, the
proposal addresses the operational risks
inherentin franchise models by
mandatingadditional capital for clients
onboarded through Authorized Persons
(APs),withrequirementsranging from
I5lakh toX501akh, based on the breadth
ofthe APnetwork.

Why the overhaulis necessary: This
regulatory pivot was primarily catalysed
by the successfulimplementation ofan
Upstreaming Mechanism. Current
norms require brokers to transfer client
funds to Clearing Corporations (CCs) by
the end of each day, a practice thathas
significantly enhanced the safety of client
assetsbutrendered the old VNW
formula essentially obsolete.

‘While market margins protect against
price volatility, robust net worth is
essential toabsorbresidual risks, such as
systemic technological glitches,
cyber-attacks, or large-scale operational
failures. Inan eradominated by
high-frequencytrading and massive
retail participation, the number of active
clientshasbecome amore accurate proxy

R . J
MARKETS. Managing risks/istockeroto

forrisk than stagnant cash balances.

Theimpact of this proposalislikely to
lead toasignificantre-stratification of
theindustry. For major discount brokers
and large institutional players, net worth
requirementswillincrease significantly
because of their massive client base.
However, because most top-tier brokers
already maintain capital levels well above
the regulatory minimums, their primary
challenge will be to optimise capital
allocation rather than seeking fresh
infusions of capital.

The situation is markedly different for
small and mid-sized regional brokers
operating on thinner margins. These
entities mayfind the new slab-based
requirements financially taxing, which
could triggerawave of industry
consolidation. We may see smaller
players mergingor transitioninginto
sub-broker roles under larger entities to

bypass steep capital overheads.

However, for the end investor, this
transition represents a substantial
increasein protection. Bylinking capital
tothe number of accounts abroker
handles, the regulator ensures thata
larger financial cushion is available to
facilitate the smoothresolution or
transfer of accountsin the event ofa
systemic crisis.

The SEBI invited public comments on
this proposal until May 15, after whicha
phasedimplementation timelineis
expected to help smaller firms shore up
theirbalance sheets. The long-term
trajectoryindicates that Indiais moving
toward the global standards of
Risk-Based Capital (RBC).

Asthe market continues to evolve with
T+0settlement cyclesand instantaneous
fund transfers, the regulatoryfocusis
shiftingfrom “where the moneyis”to
“howmuchriskisbeing managed”. This
proposalis not merelyatechnical
adjustment;itisafundamental re-rating
of the Indian brokerage sector. As
regulators tighten these requirements,
the industry must prepare foran erathat
ismore capital-intensive, technologically
resilient,and ultimately more secure for
allmarket participants.

Saravananisaprofessor of financeandaccountingat IM
Tiruchirappalliand Williams is the Head of Indiaat Sernova
Financial
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TVK’s massive triumph
The fledgling political party Tamilaga
Vetri Kazhagam (TVK), led by actor
Vijay, has rewritten the political
script of Tamil Nadu. In just two years
since its inception, the party has
shattered the entrenched
dominance of the Dravidian majors
by emerging as the single largest
party in the State Assembly.

Defying the projections of most
pollsters, TVK has registered a
sweeping performance across
regions, most notably in Chennai,
where it decisively outclassed the
DMK in nearly all constituencies. This
extraordinary mandate reflects not

merely Vijay’s charismatic appeal,
but a deeper, simmering
disenchantment among voters with
decades of alternating rule by the
Dravidian parties.

TVK’s win is a mandate for
corruption-free government. It
should also make the established
parties introspect and reform.

M Jeyaram

Sholavandan (TN)

Vijay’s challenge

For the first time in the history of TN,
both the DMK and AIADMK have
been routed and people have
mandated TVK to rule. Getting

majority and winningin the first
attempt is a reflection of the people’s
disaffection against established
parties and ayearning for change.
People have reposed huge
confidence on TVK and its leader.
The State currently lagging behind in
many fields with huge financial debt
burden. Progress on civicinfraand
health needs huge push. Vijay must
be shrewd enough in positioning
right people at right place in the
ministerial set up. For Vijay real
challenge of meeting the public’s
expectation starts now.

RV Baskaran

Pune

Doubtful deal

Apropos ‘Costly Remedy’ (May 4).
The Sun-Organon sagailluminates a
troubling paradoxin
pharmaceutical commerce.

When a company’s patent portfolio
deteriorates while regulatory
scrutiny intensifies, desperation
begets questionable strategy.
Sun-Organon’s pivot toward
shifting revenue streams suggests
institutional confusion about
sustainable competitive positioning
rather than genuine innovation.
The Trump administration’s
concerns about intellectual
property exploitation deserve

serious examination. Yet the larger
question persists: should market
forces alone determine whethera
struggling firm survives?
Sun-Organon cannot
simultaneously claim innovative
legitimacy while relying on
regulatory loopholes and
geographic arbitrage.

Either the company possesses
substantive scientific merit or it
does not.

Ambiguity serves neither investors,
consumers, nor the credibility of
America’s pharmaceutical sector.
K Chidanand Kumar

Bengaluru
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Need to recalibrate CSR

Corporate charity risks becoming closed-loop system

|
M Muneer

and now, in the labyrinth of

policymaking, a good idea
took a very Indian detour. The
idea was elegant: if companies
grow, society should grow with
them. Thus arrived the 2 per cent
CSR mandate — a polite
instruction that companies above
acertain size must spend a slice of
profits on social good. A moral
spreadsheet, with a conscience
column. Like most noble ideas in
India, it was swiftly upgraded into
abusiness model.

Before the CSR Act, corporate
philanthropy largely flowed
outward towards independent
NGOs, sectoral foundations, and
community organisations. The
number of large corporates
running their own foundations
was limited, and partnerships
with external NGOs were the
norm. Today, estimates suggest
that 60-70 per cent of CSR
spending by large listed
companies is routed through their
own trusts, foundations, or
implementing agencies.
Thousands of corporate
foundations have been created in
the last decade alone.

S omewhere between 2013

FLEXIBLE ACCOUNTABILITY
Structurally, when the same
entity controls the purse, the
project and the press release,
accountability becomes a flexible
concept. CSR, in many cases, has
become less about redistribution
and more about reclassification.

The numbers tell a charming
story. CSR spending has
ballooned past 25,000 crore, yet
the slice reaching independent
NGOs keeps shrinking. The
money has just found its way into
large, photogenic projects and
corporate-run foundations, where
costs of execution run higher.

And then comes the regulatory
subplot. While corporations have
mastered the art of recycling CSR
funds within controlled
ecosystems, independent NGOs
and individual donors find
themselves in an increasingly
intricate maze. Compliance
requirements have tightened.
Reporting standards have
multiplied. Foreign funding
regulations have grown stricter.
Individual giving incentives under
provisions like Section 80G have
become more procedural and less
attractive in practice.

The message, intentional or
otherwise, is oddly asymmetrical:
large corporations may innovate
with their interpretation of social
good, but smaller actors must
comply with it in triplicate.

Government has adopted a

CSR PROJECTS. Beginning to
resemble commercial ventures

curious philosophy — trust the
balance sheet, scrutinise the
volunteer.

Worse, some CSR-funded
projects begin to resemble
commercial ventures with
philanthropic branding. Hospitals
built under CSR operate on
premium pricing models.
Educational institutions charge
fees that exclude the very
communities they were meant to
serve. It’s abit like donating a
swimming pool to avillage and
then charging entry fees.

The CSR mandate, in spirit,
remains one of the most
progressive ideas in corporate
governance. But its execution
needs recalibration with intent
and courage. First, introduce a
mandatory allocation norm
within CSR — say, at least 30-40
per cent of CSR funds must be
deployed through independent,
third-party NGOs. Not affiliated,
not controlled, not conveniently
connected to any corporation.
This would restore balance and
better use of funds.

Second, enforce transparency
with teeth. Corporate
foundations should disclose not
just spending, but outcomes,
beneficiary profiles, and pricing
structures assessed by
independent agencies. Ifa
CSR-funded hospital charges
market rates, it should not be
marketed as social inclusion, and
licence must be cancelled.

Third, simplify and incentivise
individual giving. Reinstate
stronger tax benefits, reduce
compliance friction, and create
digital public infrastructure for
verified NGO donations. If UPI
can move billions seamlessly, so
can philanthropy.

Fourth, rationalise regulation
across the board. Apply
consistent scrutiny to all actors —
corporate, individual, and
institutional. Regulation should
be risk-based, not size-biased.

Fifth, protect and enable
grassroots NGOs.

The writer is a Fortune-500 advisor, start-up
investor and co-founder of the non-profit
Medici Institute for Innovation
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Captive power units spell money for big corporates

The grim power availability situation has opened up a revenue source for big
corporates. Maruti Udyog Ltd, SAIL, Hindustan Zinc, Gujarat Ambuja, Essar
Steel, Tata Steel and Reliance Industries Ltd are among the bevy of companies
that have begun selling surplus power from their captive power units, and, in

most instances, at competitive rates.

IT cos wake up to work-from-hometown concept

If you thought work-from-home was ‘cool,’ then you haven’t heard of the hot
new concept in tech town. Work-from-hometown is a concept that Silicon
Valley has experimented and accepted as a best practice, and the good news is

that the trend is catching up in India.

DoT demands foolproof verification of mobile users

The Department of Telecom (DoT) has hauled up mobile operators, both GSM
and CDMA, for not adhering to stipulated procedures for verifying subscribers
before allotting a connection. DoT has said in a letter to the operators that the
instructions given by security agencies were not being implemented, leading to
difficulties in tracking down subscribers.

How India’s politicians invest

MARKET EXPOSURE. In the 5 States that went to the polls, a mere 1% of their total assets disclosed sits in capital markets

BALAJI VAIDYANATH
KRISH JAIN
RONAK SINGHVI

efore every State election,

candidates in India must file

asworn declaration of their

assets with the Election

Commission. Itisa
remarkable document, a public, legally
binding account of what each person
owns. We went through 7,325 of them,
from candidates who contested the
elections in Assam, Keralam,
Puducherry, Tamil Nadu, and West
Bengal.

3289.4 crore. That is how much of the
%29,032 crore in total disclosed assets
sitsin India’s regulated capital markets.
The rest, 99 per cent of it, is in land,
buildings, jewellery, bank deposits, and
cash.

Land comes first. Everywhere. Across
all five States, real estate accounts for
55-67 per cent of everything disclosed.
Keralam still has 67 per cent of its
candidates’ disclosed assets sitting in
immovable property.

What’s left over tells its own story.
Jewellery accounts for 28 per cent of
movable assets in Keralam and 35 per
cent in Puducherry. Bank deposits
dominate in Assam. Just 461 of the 7,325
candidates, fewer than one in sixteen,
have disclosed anything at all in a mutual
fund, listed equities, ETF, index fund,
PMS, REITs, INVITs, or US equities. The
other 6,864 have nothing in any of those
categories.

Tamil Nadu alone accounts for ¥149.9
crore of the ¥289.4 crore total, more
than the other four States combined. Its
mutual fund disclosures (389.7 crore, 88
candidates) and listed equity disclosures
(359.4 crore, 108 candidates) both dwarf
the numbers from any other state. Tamil
Nadu s also the only State where US
equities appear atall.

West Bengal and Keralam together
add¥112.1 crore. Assam leans towards
mutual funds; Keralam does the
opposite, preferring direct equity.
Puducherry, with the highest average
disclosed assets of the five States,
contributes just ¥2.4 crore in public
market instruments.

INSTRUMENT BREAKDOWN

Mutual funds and listed equity dominate
across all five States, with 304
candidates disclosing3147.2 crore in
mutual funds and 240 disclosing ¥134.4
crore in listed shares. Tamil Nadu
accounts for the bulk of both. ETFs and
index funds have been disclosed by 39

Assets overview by State

Total assets

Invested in public % of candidates

S tamlaee (X crore) markets (% crore) invested (Count)
Assam 717 2,436 25.0 12.8% (92)
Kerala 862 2,350 47.1 7.4% (64)
Puducherry 290 2,081 2.4 5.9% (17)
Tamil Nadu 3,983 20,135 149.9 4.1% (164)
West Bengal 1,473 2,031 65.1 8.4% (124)
All States 7,325 29,032 289.4 6.3% (461)

Declared liabilities not deducted. Source: Myneta.info; affidavit.eci.gov.in

candidates (%2.3 crore). PMS appears in
two Keralam affidavits (33.8 crore).
REITs and INVITs in two (1.6 crore).
US equities in four, all Tamil Nadu
(X10.81akh). These are not large
numbers. The point is that they exist.

The headline numbers aside, four
specific disclosures are worth singling
out.

Four candidates, all from Tamil Nadu,
have declared holdings in US equities,
Dr M Sudhakar (TVK, Katpadi), Dr
Sathish Christopher (TVK,
Radhapuram), Mohammed Safi A
(Independent, Panruti), and Vignesh

Only X289.4 crore of

the 329,032 crore in

total disclosed assets

sits in India’s regulated
capital markets. The rest,
99 per cent of it, is in land,
buildings, jewellery, bank
deposits, and cash

Nandagopal (Independent,
Madhuravoyal). Combined value:
approximately ¥10.8 lakh. Smallin
absolute terms; notable in that it exists
atall.

Portfolio Management Services,
which require a minimum ticket of ¥50
lakh, show up in two filings. Both are
from Keralam: Adv. Gireesh Neyyar
(BJP, Parassala) and Moses Henry
Motha (AAP, Ernakulam), witha
combined disclosed value of ¥3.8 crore.

REITs and INVITSs appear in two
affidavits. Rohit Sing (Guddu) of the
(INC, Dabgram-Fulbari), disclosed
approximately 1.6 crore. Dr Shyam
Krishnasamy (PT, Tirunelveli),
disclosed approximately 320,000.

Krishna Kalyani (AITC, Raiganj) —
his affidavit includes ¥1.76 lakh in
Bitcoin. In a dataset of 7,343 filings, he is
the only person with a crypto wallet.

PARTY PATTERNS

AITC leads on the share of party assets
allocated to public markets at 4.6 per
cent, with 40 of its 170 candidates (24

per cent) disclosing ¥43.2 crore. BJP
leads on absolute value, 80 of 378
candidates have disclosed ¥52.9 crore.
INC, with 384 candidates, shows 16 per
cent participation and ¥23.4 crore, just 1
per cent of the party’s total disclosed
assets. CPI(M) and DMK both show
single-digit participation rates with
negligible amounts.

A GLOBAL COMPARISON

For context, consider the 2024 annual
financial disclosures filed by four
members of the US Congress, Nancy
Pelosi (Democrat, House) disclosed
between 53 per cent and 60 per cent of
her total assets in public market
instruments. Ron Wyden (Democrat,
Senate) disclosed between 64 per cent
and 73 per cent. Ron Johnson
(Republican, Senate), whose entire
market portfolio is two index ETFs,
disclosed between 27 per cent and 28 per
cent. Ted Cruz (Republican, Senate)
disclosed between 80 per cent and 87 per
cent. The comparable figure for 7,343
Indian election candidates across five
States: 0.97 per cent.

ANOTE ON INTERPRETATION

How candidates label their holdings is
their own call. The ECI sets no standard
for classifying a holding as a public
market instrument. Our categorisation
is based on how we read what candidates
wrote.

The valuation rules are specific but
unverifiable. Listed shares are to be
disclosed at current market value;
non-listed at book value. Whether
candidates actually followed this cannot
be confirmed from the data.

The affidavit is not a complete
picture. It covers the candidate, spouse,
HUF, and named dependants. Holdings
routed through other family members or
companies the candidate does not
directly own are not captured.

Put simply: 461 candidates, ¥289.4
crore, 1 per cent of total disclosed
assets. Most of their wealth isin
immovable property. India has spent the
better part of a decade pulling retail
investors into its capital markets. SIP
accounts have reached 100 million. The
political class has, by and large, watched
from the sidelines. These 7,325 affidavits
describe a cohort sitting on 329,032
crore with a near-zero allocation to
anything that requires a demat account.
If any wealth manager or financial
advisor is looking for an underserved
segment, they need look no further than
India’s political class. The pitch writes
itself: you have zero exposure to the best
wealth-creating opportunity in modern
India. Help them diversify.

Vaidyanath is the CIO and CEO of NAFA Asset
Managers. Jain and Singhvi are Research Analysts

Euro-zone inflation jump seen as temporary

Mark Schroers
Jana Randow

2.7 per cent on average this year

but return close to the European
Central Bank’s 2 per cent target already
next year, according to the institution’s
quarterly survey of professional
forecasters.

Respondents revised up their
expectations for 2026 significantly —
from 1.8 per cent in the previous round
— while they see price gains of 2.1 per
centand 2 per cent in 2027 and 2028. At
the same time, they forecast slightly
slower economic growth than before.

A separate ECB poll — the corporate
telephone survey — concluded that the
broader pass-through from higher
energy costs due to the Iran war “might
be more gradual than in the past” but

E uro-zone inflation will jump to

also warned that things could get worse
if the fighting isn’t over soon.

The data come after the ECBlast
Thursday kept interest rates
unchanged while signalling that an
interest-rate increase will be
considered at the next meeting.
Bundesbank President Joachim Nagel
said Friday that such a move will be
needed if there’s no significant
improvement in the outlook for
inflation and growth. While some of his
colleagues echoed such comments,
others struck a more cautious tone,
with Greece’s Yannis Stournaras saying
thatarisk of arecession is “real” and
Finland’s Olli Rehn arguing that there
are ’no obvious signs“yet of
war-induced higher inflation becoming
entrenched in the economy through
higher wages and prices.

The ECB’s analysis is now focused

NO SIGNS YET. Of war-induced higher
inflation becoming entrenched reuters

on the risk of so-called indirect and
second-round effects —suchasa
build-up of pressure on salaries and a
rise in inflation expectations among
consumers and companies.

The corporate telephone survey said
March’s advance in oil prices was being
transmitted rapidly to selling prices for
most oil-dependent goods and services,
but it also highlighted that at least large

firms tended to be better hedged
against fluctuations in energy prices
than in 2022, limiting the impact.

If the Middle East war isn’t
concluded soon, however, “it was likely
to induce supply chain disruption,
putting significant further upward
pressure on prices and curtailing
demand,” it said. Particular concerns
surrounded potential shortages of
hydrogen and helium. “Supply
disruption could generate inflationary
pressure more akin to that witnessed
during Covid-19,” the survey said,
while stressing that there were several
mitigating factors such as weaker
global demand.

According to the ECB “for most
contacts, the principal concern was the
impact that the war would have on
consumer confidence and therefore
final consumer demand.” eLoomeers
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EASY

ACROSS

1. Mankind collectively (8)
7.Small

medicine-bottle (5)

8. A thousand thousand (7)
9. Something to wear (7)
10. Fastening device (4)
12. Language of Britain (7)
14. Postponed, put

aside (7)

17. Grape-based drink (4)
18. Former (L) (7)
21.lliness (7)

22.S African antelope (5)
23. One quitting service
without permission (8)

DOWN

1. Lowly, modest (6)

2. Smallest particle of
substance (8)

3. Corporal of Indian infantry (4)
4. Vibrant feeling (6)

5. Gaming-cubes (4)

6. Hold firmly (6)

7. Model of perfection (7)
11. Allotted, dealt out (7)
13. Brief violent action (8)
14. Follow-on story (6)
15. Hurt, injury (6)

16. Leg-iron (6)

19. Egg-shaped (4)

20. Small chimney (4)

NOT SO EASY

ACROSS

1. The kind feelings one has for mankind in

general (8)

7. Bottle or pail might have hydrogen in it (5)

8. A great many at the textile factory take one on (7)
9. Piece of apparel male customer can get arm in (7)
10. It may lower craft to turn the key on it (4)

12. 14-point type of language (7)

14. Was inclined to have it set aside for a while (7)
17. Drink we are about to have at home (4)

18. Former mound a queen initially used (7)

21. lliness one has with mental disorder (7)

22. Antelope from the East must come down to
earth (5)

23. He leaves his post if steered around to the

right (8)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2671

ACROSS 1. Diatribe 4. Acid 8. Seg 9. Sauce 10. Mir 11. Apricot 12. Onion 13. Decapitated 17. Maple 18. Frigate 20. Ure 21. Twain 22. Van 23. Task 24. Skittles

DOWN

1. Is not proud to be so mean (6)

2. Tunneller might provide clue to particle (8)

3.In Vienna Ike discovered an Indian corporal (4)

4. Let gin give one that thrilling sensation (6)

5. More than one die to cut it into cubes (4)

6. Hold tightly on to different cult going to church (6)

7. Father playing the organ is a model of excellence (7)
11. Was split, having done ‘goes into’ sums (7)

13. Intend maybe to include the Channel Islands in what
happens (8)

14. Follow-up story among those quelled by it (6)

15. Harm done to mother by the years (6)

16. A shackle coming free with an abstainer inside (6)
19. Surrey ground where Valentine got first duck (4)

20. It takes away the smoke from the fuel it breaks up (4)

DOWN 1. Dismay 2. Auger 3. Blunt 5. Compile 6. During 7. Peroration 9. Sacraments 14. Express 15. Amount 16. Tennis 18. Frank 19. Anvil
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May the Fourth Be
With Bengal, Tamil N,
And New Choices

Voters are forcing their way out of status quo,
now for BJP and TVK to prove their mettle

indsight in the form of final poll results brings 20/
H 20 vision that no punter, pundit or exit pollster can

bring. Butthat doesn’t mean that interpretingcau-
sesfor victory and defeat won't be varied and contested. In
the latest season of the latest episodes of assembly polls,
West Bengal and Tamil Nadu delivered notjustmemorably
surprising—and surprisingly memorable—verdicts, but
alsoresults that will reverberate far beyond their borders.
In West Bengal, voters, who were not SIR-ed out, have done
what they did 15 yrs back: end status quo, and bring about
‘poriborton’, or change, by replacing a
TMC government that took the electo-
rate for granted the same way the Left
Front did till 2011. Mamata Banerjee’s
TMC, forever brandishing variants of
the Sholay line, ‘So ja beta, warna BJP
aajayegi, hasfound that people—with
protection of central forces — could,
and did, opt for an alternative — including defeating Didi
in her constituency of Bhabanipur. They have eked out a
new choice. With 200+ seats in the 294-member Bengal as-
sembly, BJP will now have to put its proverbial money
where its mouth has been since it became the de facto op-
position party in 2021, and pitch bringing Bengal out of
economicmorass and ‘law and disorder’.

If Bengal’s verdict was historic, Tamil Nadu'’s was th-
eatrical. Actor Vijay’s Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK)
surgedahead asa ‘first-day first show’ vox office hit, mak-
ing it not just a kingmaker as some had predicted, but
king. Stunning both DMK and ATADMK, TVK brings an
alternative to an old equation for a new aspirational
class. The duopoly that has defined Tamil Nadu politics
for half a century lies shattered, as does the notion of ce-
lebrity popularity never beingable to cross overtoactual
votes. Vijay’s rise recalls N T Rama Rao’s debut in Andh-
ra Pradesh in the 1980s — cinema charisma transmuted
into political capital. Voters, weary of dynastic politics,
have embraced a fresh face promising renewal.

Together, these twin verdicts mark a profound reorder-
ing of India’s political map. BJP’s expansion eastward
strengthens its national footprint ahead of 2029, while
Tamil Nadu’s reset introduces a new player capable of
reshaping southern alliances. Both results underscore a
restless electorate, willing to punish complacency and
gamble on new leadership.

litical violence and welfare populism will test BJP’s

administrative capacity beyond its political one.
On Monday, the Supreme Court refused to entertain a
pleatodeploy centralforcesto prevent post-poll violence,
asking the approaching party to refer the matter to Cal-
cutta High Courtas it was a state matter. Despite a strong
message from Union home minister Amit Shah to BJP
rank and file not to indulge in post-poll retaliatory vio-
lence, there already has been troubling instances of ‘bad-
la’ (revenge)along with the ‘badal’ (ch-
ange). The new dispensation must see
toitthatitdoesn’tfollow the past, and
injects a new political atmosphere —
necessary for a new social and econo-
mic order — in the state. Meanwhile,
Vijay’sjobin Chennaiistoprovetohis
criticsthatlackof politicalexperience,
whichraises questions about governance beyond charis-
ma, is rebutted by a smooth transition.

May 4 will be remembered as the day the ‘fish belt’ of
West Bengal and ‘Dravidian-obsessed’ Tamil Nadu deci-
ded to move beyond their self-imposed gridlocks. With
Assam voting for continuation of a BJP governmentand
Kerala ‘revolving door’ back from CPI(M)-led LDF to
Congress-led UDF, voters have rewritten the script in
Bengal and TN, highlighting that there will be more ver-
dictsbased on performance, for which it will find —if ne-
cessary, prise out— credible alternatives.

Yes, challenges loom. West Bengal’s entrenched po-

' JUST IN JEST

The seamless pirouette of loyalty from
one party to another is a thing to behold

Turn, Turn, Turn,
The Seamless Pivot

Theartof political pivotingislessskill thanacircusact,an
acrobaticswivel soseamless, itmakes you wonder if people
haveball bearings installed in their heels. Till Sunday, arul-
ing party was hailed as the saviour of democracy, the very
embodiment of holding back the forces of flattening. On
Monday;, after an opposition swept in, the same people piro-
uettewiththegraceof aballerina, declaringthenewrulers
tobe thelong-awaited answer to governance and progress.
This is more than your average gymnast’s pivot. One mo-
ment you're waving the flag of loyalty, the next moment
stitching a brand-new banner — also of loyalty, but to a
new winning client. The act itself isn’t shocking, but the
seamless manner in which it is performed is. Yesterday’s
speeches are quietly deleted, today’s endorsements are ex-
claimed with gusto. No,nomatter what the cynics say, such
apivotisnotbetrayalbutadaptation,a Darwinianstandard
operatingprocedure to the ever-shifting ecosystem of pow-
er. And theaudience? They clap, cheer; forget. The pivotis so
smooth that the crowd convinces itself that it was always
meanttobethisway Afterall, why should consistency mat-
ter when the real sport is flexibility? In politics, loyalty is
not to ideology or principle, it’s to the winning side. This,
dearreader, is the highest form of political yoga.

Evenas Bengal and Tamil Nadu opt for fresh options, SIR deletions hangin the air for future polls

ALTERNATIVES ROCK

Run With
Poriborton

L

Harsh Goenka
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Gilles Verniers

Election, SIR-Ji

" est Bengal once defined
India’s intellectual and
cultural compass. Earli-
er, when Calcutta was
the capital of British In-
dia, it was also the nerve centre of com-
merceand industry Overthelast 56 de-
cades, that narrative has slipped. Whi-
le other states embraced industrialisa-
tion, infrastructure and investment,
Bengal gradually ceded its position.

One of the most significant reasons
for this was the erosion of industrial
confidence. After the Left Front came
to power in 1977, Bengal saw a decisive
shift in its political and economic ori-
entation. Land reforms brought social
change and rural empowerment. But
the industrial climate grew strained.
Militant trade unionism, frequent stri-
kes and an adversarial stance towards
private enterprise created deep invest-
ment uncertainty. Factories that once
symbolised Bengal's economic might
began to shut down or relocate. Inves-
tors, wary of disruption, chose more
stabledestinations. Over time, this cre-
ated a perception that proved difficult
toreverse, even as policies evolved.

‘When TMC came to power in 2011,
there was renewed hope that the state
would turn the page. The episodes of
Singur and Nandigram had already
left a deep imprint on investor senti-
ment. Protests around land acquisi-
tion, particularly the exit of the Tata
Nano project from Singur; became de-
fining moments. They highlighted
the challenge of balancing develop-
ment with local sensitivities, but also
reinforced perceptions of policy un-
certainty. For investors, land is often
the first hurdle. When acquisition be-
comes contentious and unpredictab-
le, it raises serious questions about
the viability of large-scale projects.

In the years that followed, the go-
vernment made perfunctory efforts to
attract investment through summits
and outreach. There were attempts to
improve infrastructure and promote
sectorssuchasITandservices. Yet, the
pace of industrial revival remained
modest. Legacy issues of trust, policy
continuity bureaucratic complexity
andlack of ease of doingbusiness con-
tinued to weigh on decisions. Even
when intentions were positive, execu-
tion often fell short, creating a persis-
tentgapbetween promiseand delivery.

Infrastructure has also played a criti-
cal role in Bengal's relative stagnation.
While citieslike Bengaluru, Hyderabad,
Pune and Ahmedabad transformed
themselves with modern infrastructu-
re, Bengal lagged behind. Kolkata retai-
ned its charm, intellectual habitat and
culture. But these could not compensate
for the absence of world-class logistics,
connectivity and urban planning.

Equally important is the Bengali
mindset. Bengal has always valued intel-
lect, discourse and cultural refinement.
But in a rapidly changing global econo-
my, these must be complemented by risk-
taking, innovation and entrepreneurial
energy. For generations, there has been a
preferencefor security overrisk, for stab-
1le employment over enterprise. This has
resulted ina slower development of star-
tup ecosystems, and arelative absence in
sectorsdrivingIndia’s new growth story.

The new election mandate is being
interpretedasapolitical verdict. Butit's
equally an economic verdict, carrying
with it three unmistakable messages:
© Bengal’s people have signalled they
aredone withdole politics. TMC’s gov-
ernance model, built on welfare sche-

Chappal

Ujjwal Katiyar

On Monday, BJP crossed the majority
Lakshman rekha in West Bengal's 204-
seat assembly, ending 15 consecutive
years of TMC rule. TMC, which had
won 213 seats in 2021 and entered the
2026 cycle as front-runner in most pre-
election surveys, was reduced to below
the majority mark. BJP's victory fur-
ther can alsobe seen as the arithmetic
consequence of avote inIndia that trav-
elled further and was distributed more
evenly across the state’s geography.

‘West Bengal's politics has been op-
erating through beneficiary politics
—thedirect delivery of state resour-
cesto identifiable voter blocs asame-
chanism of politicalloyalty Women
emerged as the decisive bloc in 2026,
notasapassiverecipient group butas
the constituency both parties built
their campaigns around.

TMC's offer; ‘Lakshmir Bhandar’,
had been delivering 21,500 monthly to
women-headed households since its
launch. BJP's counter was arithmetic
rather than institutional: a promise to
double the transfer to 3,000 a month.
The approach of BJP sought to con-
vert existing beneficiaries rather than
build anew voter bloc from scratch.

The women’s welfare contest ran
alongside a sustained BJP narrative
onwomen’s safety, anchored in two
specific incidents: the rape and mur-

mes, freebiesand patronage networks,
hasrun its course in the public imagi-
nation. Voters don’'t want handouts,
but hand-holds towards economic op-
portunity Any incoming government
would do well torecognise it.
® Theverdictisacryagainstthebrain
drain that has quietly hollowed out
Bengal. Some of the finest minds this
country produces — engineers, doc-
tors, managers, artists — are leaving
Kolkata because it can’temploy them.
Bengalis are building careers in Ben-
galuru, Mumbai, Hyderabad and ab-
road. They would rather build themat
home. Theelectorate has voted for the
promise of that possibility.
© Bengal cannotgrow if itremainsin-
ternally fractured. Politics of appease-
ment corrodes trust that economic
progress demands. Investors don’t co-
metostates wheresocialfaultlinesare
rawandgovernanceappearssectarian.
Businesses thrive whereruleof law is
universal, and every community feels
included in the growth compact.

And, yet, itwould beamistaketoview
Bengal only through the lens of decline.

(" anFrancisco: Electoral up-

sets — like the stunning de-
but of TVK in Tamil Nadu—
and spectacular results —
like BJP’s victory in West
Bengal — have become more frequ-
ent in Indian state politics. This time,
however, as an electoral analyst and
political scientist, Ifind myself unab-
le to analyse these results as I would
normally do.

To be sure, votes have been coun-
ted, seats allocated and winners have
claimed their mandates. But the re-
sults cannot be properly interpreted,
due to the mishandling of electoral
rolls and conditions under which the
special intensive revision (SIR) was
conducted.

This is especially the case in West
Bengal, where SIR altered the compo-
sition of the electorate to such an ex-
tent that millions of citizens were de-
prived of their voting rights, in ways
that systematically disadvantaged
specific communities, geographies
and parties.

To be very clear, there is no direct,

Boxed populi

Itsfoundationsremainstrong. Itseduca-
tional institutions retain their prestige.
Its cultural capital remains unmatched.
Its location offers a natural gateway to
the northeast and Southeast Asia. Most
importantly, its ability to think, ques-
tion and adapt remains intact.

For Bengal toreclaim its place, there
must be a clear and unwavering com-
mitment to industry. Policies must be
simple, transparent and time-bound.
Investorsmustfeel they are partnersin
progress. Labour relations must evol-
ve to protect workers, while ensuring
enterprise sustainability Infrastructu-
reinvestments inroads, ports, logistics
and digital connectivity are essential.

Entrepreneurship must be encoura-
ged and celebrated. Governance, above
all, must become predictable and trans-
parent. Corruption, bureaucratic dela-
ysandarbitrarinessremainamongthe
biggest deterrents to growth. Addres-
sing these is foundational.

Bengal's election result signals that
its people have chosen to bet on them-
selves again. That signal must now be
met with equal seriousness. Political
change opens the door. What walks
through it must be policy clarity, eco-
nomic confidence, social harmony
and the will torecover lost ground.

Decades of drift cannot be reversed
overnight. But West Bengal has come
back from the brink before—from Parti-
tion, deindustrialisation, every prema-
tureobituary writtenabout it. The ingre-
dients have never left: talent, culture, ge-
ography and an inextinguishable desire
tomatter What was missing was the mo-
ment. That moment may finally be now.

The writer is chairman, RPG Enterprises

incontrovertible evidence that EC de-
signed SIR with the intention of pro-
ducing an electoral advantage for
BJP. What we have is an accumula-
tion of indicative evidence that, inag-
gregate, is deeply troubling.

SIR was launched at speed, on a ti-
meline that left no room for adequate
safeguards, with no justification offe-
red for the sudden necessity of adras-
tic overhaul after two decades of rou-
tine maintenance of electoral rolls.
The door-to-door enumeration pro-
cess penalised migrant workers, sea-
sonal labourers and others who were
not at home when officials knocked.
In Bengal, deletions were concentra-
ted in opposition strongholds, affec-
ting more Muslim and urban voters,
through an undisclosed algorithm
that produced mass erroneous dele-
tionsamong Indian citizens.

The figures are damning. Around
91 lakh voters were removed from
West Bengal’s electoral roll: 63 lakh
marked as absent, shifted, deceased
or duplicate; a further 271akh deleted
due to ‘logical discrepancies’ —a ca-
tegory created specifically for this
state. Of 34.35lakh appeals filed, only
1,607 names were restored — fewer
than 0.05%

This contrasts with Kerala, where
over98% of flagged voters were resto-
red through a claims process that ac-
tually worked.

In Tamil Nadu, the picture is less
clear-cut than in West Bengal. Nearly
501akh voters wereremoved fromjust
eightdistrictsfalling under the Chen-
naiand Tiruppur clusters, both DMK
strongholds. These account for over
50% of total deletions statewide. In

Chennai city alone, 35% of registered
voters were removed from the list, a
deletion rate that cannot be easily ex-
plained by administrative inaccura-
cy. Thatsaid, there isno evidence that
specific communities or party sup-
porters were targeted.

The question remains: why did the
correction mechanism work in Kera-
la, but not in Tamil Nadu and West
Bengal? Why was Assam, the only
BJP-governed state among those sub-
ject to SIR, exempted from the mass
deletion exercise applied to opposi-
tion-ruled states, and subjected to a
lighter treatment?

Thescale across states is impossib-
le to justify on administrative gro-
unds alone. These are not coinciden-
ces that democratic institutions can
afford to leave unexplained. EC’s se-
lective enforcement of the Model Co-
de of Conduct — swift against the op-
position, lenient, at best, toward BJP
—only deepens the suspicion that the
custodian of India’s electoral process
isnolongerindependentor impartial.

Electoral analysis — and, indeed,
democratic integrity —rests on a fo-
undational assumption: that the elec-
torate that voted is, within tolerable
margins, the electorate that was sup-
posed to vote. That assumption has
been broken, nowhere more severely
than in West Bengal. Any swing cal-
culation, any seat-wise reading, any
statement about what the people of
Bengal wanted is, at best, incomplete
and, at worst, meaningless.

We can count the votes that were
cast. We cannot recover the votes that
werenever allowed to be cast.

The tragedy is that these elections
are not meaningless for voters who
could have participated in them. Nor
for those whodid. Theupheaval in Ta-
mil Nadu cannot be explained solely
by alterationstotheelectoralroll. Cle-
arly, targeted communal polarisation
accounts for much of the BJP’s per-
formance in Assam and West Bengal,
among other factors.

But EC’s interference in these elec-
tions has muddied the waters and
precludes any clear analysis of how
people voted.

This is not a lightly-made state-
ment. So, to be clear; this article is not
saying that TMC would necessarily
have won the election had SIR not be-
en conducted, or had it been conduc-
ted differently. After all, the party chi-
ef and chief minister Mamata Baner-
jee were contending with 15 yrs of in-
cumbency, widespread allegations of
corruption, and an economy that has
not kept pace with its peers.

What this article points out is that
one cannot know what the results wo-
uld have been without EC’s interfe-
rence with the voter lists, and that
this alone is sufficient to cast doubt
onthelegitimacy of thiselection.

Legitimacy rests not on results but
on the integrity of the process that
produced the count. India has held
elections for 75 yrs and survived dis-
puted counts, electoral boycotts, and
accusations of fraud and manipula-
tion. What it has never faced, at least
at this scale, is the systematic reengi-
neering of who gets to participate be-
fore a single ballot is cast. Until there
is a full, independent accounting of
how SIR was conducted, these results
will carry an asterisk.

The writer is a political scientist at CERI,
Sciences Po Paris

Phaad Ke, What Cost TMC

der of atraineedoctorat RG Kar
Medical College in August 2024, and
the Sandeshkhali protests of the same
year. By polling day, these had not
receded into background noise. They
had entered into ward-level con-
versations and, ultimately, ballot
decisions. Thefielding of Ratna
Debnath, the victim’s mother; from
Panihati converted individual grief
intodirect electoral action.

The governance record TMC carried
into the election extended well beyond
any single incident. The school recru-
itment scam, which resulted in the
arrest of senior ministers and court-
ordered termination of 25,000 appoint-
ments, functioned as areferendumon
the state’s public institutions among
the youth and educated middle-class.

BJP framed these not as admini-
strative lapses but as evidence of
institutionalised corruption. TMC’s
own pre-election conduct confirmed
thedepth of the problem. The replace-
ment of 74sitting MLAs before the
election was an acknowledgement
thatlocal resentment had accumula-

also gained votes. In those zones, the
party ranuplarge margins in seats it
was already winning. Across the
rural interior, border districtsand
reserved constituencies, its vote was
thinand poorly distributed. Winning
votes where you are already strong
and losing them where contests are
decided cost TMC its majority.

The reserved constituency results
sharpened this picture further. West
Bengal has 68 SC and 16 ST reserved
assembly seats. In 2021, both categori-
eshad been reliable TMC territory In
2026, BJP’s gain is concentrated in the
tribal belt running through Jangal-
mahal—forested, underdeveloped
region spanning Purulia, Bankura,
Jhargram and Paschim Medinipur —
and the northern districts.

In the SC-reserved seats, the competi-
tion was tighter, but the outcome was
equally clear: These are constituencies
where TMC had built welfare-based
loyalty over years. The rural dimen-
sion of thisresultis worth examining
separately BJP won higher seats
classified as highly rural, with gains

ted beyond containment. concentrated in North Bengal and the
BJP’'smajority canalsobeexplained ~ western Jangalmahal districts, areas

with the geog- where the party had been building

raphical distri- organisational presence since 2019.

bution of votes.
TMC's support was
heavily concentrated in
Greater Kolkata, Murs-
hidabad and South 24
Parganas, where BJP

Flip, flop

TMC's calculation had long rested on
the consolidation of the state’s Muslim
electorate, which constitutes about27%
of the population. In 2026, that conso-
lidation held in aggregate but fractur-
ed at the margins, which was suffici-
enttoalter the outcomes in several
constituencies. In Beldanga and Kan-
diassemblies of Murshidabad, TMC
lostto BJP by a margin of over10,000
votes, a result that reflected not only
the consolidation of Hindu votes, but

also the degree to which a section of
the Muslim electorate moved away
from TMC's umbrella to Congress.

EC's SIR of electoral rolls removed ab-
out911akh names from Bengal's voter
lists in the months preceding the electi-
on. TMC framed the exercise as target-
eddisenfranchisement. In Muslim-ma-
jority constituencies, deletions fractur-
edavoter bloc the party had previous-
ly held with greater consolidation.

In the Matua-dominated constituen-
cies of North 24 Parganas and Nadia,
which influence nearly 50 assembly
seats, SIR deletions had affected tens
of thousands of voters. Anxieties gene-
rated by those deletions ran alongside
BJP’scredible commitment to CAA
implementation in its final-phase cam-
paign. The Matua community; caught
between deletion-related panic and
BJP’scitizenship promise, directed
itspolitical anger at the state machi-
nery rather than the national party.

For India, Bengal 2026 completes the
eastern strategy BJP had been pursu-
ingsince 2019. TMC's capacity to func-
tionasanucleus of national opposition
politics ahead of 2029 is reduced now.
Mamata Banerjee’s record across th-
reetermsremains a political resour-
ce. What BJP does in itsfirst term will
determine whether 2026 representsa
structural shift in Bengal's political
alignment or a course correction with-
inasystem previously led by TMC.

Scale of therural sweep, the reser-
ved seat reversal and minority vote
fragmentation together suggest
something more durable than a sin-
gle-cycle protest.

The writer is an electoral geographer
specialising in geospatial analytics

THE SPEAKING TREE

Paradox of
Progress

DHARMEN SHAH

Atarecently concluded London
Marathon, elite runners once
again pushed the boundaries of
what was thought humanly im-
possible over a42 km distance.
Much like Roger Bannister’s
historic sub4-min mile in1954,
such moments stand out as mile-
stones in the journey of human
enduranceand achievement.

We have constantly been onan
upward trajectory; albeit gradual,
acrossall spheres of life. Inevery
field that requires human inter-
vention, there has been a drama-
ticevolution in how we think
and act. Take technology, for
instance. For those belonging to
the Silent Generation and Baby
Boomers, the world has virtual-
1y turned 180°. Human progress
has improved health, longevity
and connectivity.

Can this spirit of progress be
channelled to make the world
more peaceful, equitable and hu-
mane? Despite such extraordi-
nary achievements, we find our-
selvesliving inan increasingly
fragile and uncertain world.

Does this mean that our grow-
thand development have come
at acost detrimental to our col-
lective well-being? Does it mean
that we have mastered speed
and scale butarestill learning to
balance? Have we advanced fast-
er in capability than in wisdom?
These questions are worth pon-
dering as we celebrate human
accomplishment.

5 PARANORMAL
ACTIV
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TheMerty
Adventures of
Harshabardhan
And Gobardhan

Shibram Chakraborty
‘Tjust got the telegram, Har-
shabardhan told his brother.
‘They've accepted all our con-
ditions for supplying the tim-
ber. Get dressed, we're leaving
atonce.
‘Where are we going, Dada?
asked Gobardhan.
‘Bombay.’
‘What for?’
Gobardhan, or Gobra as he
was fondly called, looked like
. .,Q%kz! o theskyhadfallen
wiiiE2 S&  onhishead.
R 2§ Didn’tyouhear?
. ‘Thecompany in
4% Bombay hasac-

5
2l il 1

}& ’i t&;‘ cepted all our con-
B39 =
o

CF “f ditions. Let’sgo
I V8K andfinalise the

T el contract.It'sa
Mm juicy deal. They-
'veasked me togoatonce.”

Harshabardhan wasaman
of impulses. Gobardhan knew
this, but still he stammered,
‘How can we goatonce, Dada?

‘If not now then when? We
don’thave much time before
the train leaves. The Bombay
Mail won't wait for us, will it?
We have toleave atonce.”

‘Whatabout abath? Dinner?’

‘We can bathe on the train.
There are fantastic bathro-
oms. They have showers. As
for dinner, there is marvello-
usfood in thediningcar....”

..“Youdon't want to takeany
luggageatall?

‘Luggage? Just the one piece.
You. You arean entire piece of
luggage all by yourself.”

Gobardhan was deeply hurt.
Sowashis self-respect. Buthe
couldn’tsummon aretort. He
only grunted.

Translated from Bengali by
Arunava Sinha

Macron, Kejriwal,
MGR-Or Vijay?

Apropos thenews report, Dravi-
dian Drive, Vijay Rath Or Mix &
Match? (May 4), the temptation
toscript Vijay asthe next MGR is
irresistible in Tamil Nadu’s poli-
tical theatre. Both emerge from
cinema with a crafted moral aura:
champions of the underdog, em-
bodiments of popularjustice. Vi-
Jjay’s TVK begins not with cadre
but fandom. The proposition that
amass following can be swiftly
repurposed into an electoral ma-
chine within monthsisalluring,
evenreminiscent of Emmanu-
el Macron’srapid ascent, and in
contrast to MGR whohad long
been groomed in DMK. Vijay can
gainfully pick up the ‘don’ts’ from
Arvind Kejriwal's AAP that, too,
reached orbit in one burst—only
toberelentlessly in the perisco-
peof the world’s biggest party.
R Narayanan

Navi Mumbai
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BHEL Q4 NET
PROFIT JUMPS TO
21,290 CRORE

STATE-
OWNED
BHEL on
Monday
posted a
two-fold
jump in consolidated net
profit to ¥1,290.47 crore
during the quarter ended
March 31, supported by
growth in revenues. It
had reported a net profit
of 504.45 crore in the
same period a year ago.

CONSUMPTION
OF LPG DECLINES
16% IN APRIL

INDIA'S
COOKING
GAS LPG
consumption
fell by a
steep 16% in
April as supply disruptions
linked to the West Asia
conflict hit availability for
both household kitchens
and commercial users,
according to latest official
data. LPG consumption
stood at 2.2 million tonnes
in April.

Coal supply by
CILarmrises
8.2% in April

PP COALINDIAARM
I-x__f' South Eastern

; Coalfields Ltd
(SECL) on Monday
said coal supply to the
power sector jumped 8.2
per cent to 12.49 million
tonne (MT) during April.
Coal despatch by SECL
stood at 11.54 MT in April
last year.

i

India resumes
wheat exports

after four years

INDIAN TRADERS HAVE
begun exporting wheat for
the first time in four years,
as ample stocks, higher
global prices and firmer
freight rates have opened a
window for them to make
small shipments to buyers in
Asia and West Asia, trade
sources said.

Govt will turn MP
into milk capital
of India: CM

THE MADHYA PRADESH
government will promote
cattle rearers and boost
dairy investment to make
the state the country's

"milk capital”, Chief Minister
Mohan Yadav said on
Monday. AGENCIES

LIy

TARGET IS TO COMPLETE NEGOTIATIONS BY YEAR-END

India and Canada begin
second round of FTA talks

FE BUREAU
New Delhi, May 4

INDIAAND CANADA on Mon-
day started the second round
of discussions on the Compre-
hensive Economic Partnership
Agreement (CEPA) with the
target to complete the negoti-
ations by the end of this year.
The talks will be held from May
4 to May 8, a senior official
said. Through the CEPA both
sides are aiming to liberalise
bilateral trade and double it to
$ 50 billion by 2030. The talks
are being held in New Delhi.

Later this month, Com-
merce and Industry Minister
Piyush Goyal will be visiting
Canada along with a business
delegation. During the minis-
terial level talks efforts would
be made to expedite the nego-
tiations.

The first round of talks on
India-Canada CEPA were held
from March 9 to March 20.The
Terms of Reference of the
CEPA were signed on March 2
during the visit of Canadian
Prime Minister Mark Carneyto
India.

Trade agreement with
Canada fits with India’s strat-
egy of entering into deals with
developed countries where
complementarities exist and
not direct competition.

TRADE TIES

W Piyush Goyal to visit
Canada later this month
with business delegation

m Efforts will be made
to expedite

negotiations during
ministerial-level talks

M In April-February 2026
India's exports to Canada
were up 10.75% to

$4.22 bn

m During same period,
imports fell 27.5% to

$3.08 bn

m Key exports from India
to Canada are drugs

&pharmaceuticals, iron &
steel, seafood, garments

m Key imports from
Canada are pulses, pearls,
semiprecious stones, coal,

- fertiliser, and paper

Goods and  services
between the two countries
stood at $23.66 billion in
2024,with merchandise trade
valued at nearly $8.98 billion,
and the rest coming from ser-
vices.In 2024-25 India’s goods
exports to Canada were up

9.80% to $ 4.22 billion while
imports from Canadafell 2.3%
to S 4.44 billion.

In April-February 2026
India’s exports to Canadawere
up 10.75% to $ 4.22 billion
while imports fell 27.5% to $
3.08 billion.

India’s LNG basket resets:
Qatar, UAE exit April flows

SAURAV ANAND
New Delhi, May 4

INDIA'S LNG SOURCING
underwent a sharp reset in
April 2026, with Qatar and
UAE — keylong-term suppliers
— dropping out of the import
basket. In their place, ship-
ments from Oman, Nigeria
andAngola surged, signallinga
major realignment triggered
by disruptions through the
Strait of Hormuz.

According to Kpler data,
supplies from Qatar plunged
from 1.055 million tonne in
January to 765,000 tonne in
February and just 60,000
tonne in March, before falling
to zero in April — a 100%
decline over three months.
Similarly, UAE shipments
dropped from 403,000 tonne
in January to 131,000 tonne
in March, and then to zero
in April.

As traditional suppliers
receded,Oman emerged asthe
largest LNG source in April at
585,000 tonne, up from
222,000 tonne in January — a

PETRONET LNG IS fast-
tracking plans to expand
LNG storage capacity and
diversify sourcing as supply
disruptions from Qatar —
India’s largest LNG sup-
plier— continue to impact
cargo inflows since early
March.

The company plans to
scale up infrastructure
beyond its existing 10 LNG
storage tanks, with propos-
als to add seven more tanks
to strengthen supply
resilience. However, officials
indicated that newtank con-

Petronet to expand LNG
storage, diversify sourcing

struction could take up to
three years, while strategic
underground storage may
require a longer gestation
period.

FE BUREAU

rise of over 160%. Nigeria’s
supplies increased to 482,000
tonne in April from 280,000
tonne in Januaryand 328,000
tonne in March, marking a
near 72% increase over the
period. Angola contributed

275,000 tonne, maintaininga
steady presence.

The US strengthened its
position, with shipments ris-
ing from 138,000 tonne in
January to 339,000 tonne in
March.

Key exports from India to
Canada include drugs and
pharmaceuticals, iron & steel,
seafood, cotton garments, elec-
tronic goods and chemicals
among others. Key imports of
India from Canada include
pulses, pearls and semi-
precious stones, coal, fertilizer,
paper and petroleum crude.

Key sectors of India’s ser-
vices exports to Canada
include telecommunications,
computer and information
services, and other business
services. These sectors hold
significant future growth
potential and are expected to
expand further following the
conclusion of the CEPA.

It is the third attempt by
India and Canada to negotiate
the CEPA.The negotiations on
CEPA with Canada were first
started in 2010 but could not
make much progress.The talks
were relaunched in March
2022 but abandoned in
August-September of 2023
due to political differences.

Canadaisalsohometoover
425,000 Indian students and
a strong Indian community.

Joint Secretary in the
Department of Commerce, Brij
Mohan Mishra, is the chief
negotiator from the Indian
side.Bruce Christieis Canada's
chief negotiator.

No reliefon
the cards for
OMCs: Govt

SAURAV ANAND
New Delhi, May 4

THE CENTRE HAS no proposal
to provide financial support to
state-run fuel retailers for the
losses they incur on sales of
diesel, petrol and jet fuel at
below market rates, Sujata
Sharma,ajointsecretaryinthe
petroleum ministry said on
Monday.

“The government does not
have any proposal that talks
about supporting oil marketing
companies,” Sharma said on
May 4, even as state-run oil
marketing companies (OMCs)
continue to face pressure from
elevated crude prices and
unchanged retail fuel rates.

According to rating agency
icra, OMCs are currently incur-
ring negative marketing mar-
gins of around I14 per litre on
petrol and Y18 per litre on
diesel at prevailing crude prices.
The squeeze comes as Brent
cruderemainsaround $108 per
barrel, while retail prices of
petrol and diesel have not been
revised since early April 2022.

EXPORTS STAGNANT IN RECENT
YEARS, REQUIRE POLICY PUSH

WHILE INDIA'S
MERCHANDISE export
growth has beenflat or
negative in most of
recent years,
shipments of labour-
intensive items like
readymade garments,
gems & jewellery have
registered sharper
declines. Electronic
exports stood out with
stellar growth rates,
thanks torising
shipments of smart
phones, but domestic
value additionin this
import-intensive
sector remains low.
—Saikat Neogi

I Overall merchandise exports ($ mn, LHS)

5,00,000

4,00,000

3,00,000

2,00,000

1,00,000 4

0

s Y chg (RHS)

Readymade

50.0
= 400
30.0
20.0
- 10.0
o]
w8l 00
. B | 0.0
2023-24 2025-26

Gems &

Exports (S mn) Electronics % chg garments % chg Jewellery % chg
2019-20 12,905 - 15,476 35,851

2020-21 12,126 . 60 12,216 | -21.1 25,866 | -27.9
2021-22 16,923 39.6 16,032 | 31.2 39,115 | 51.2
2022-23 25,274 . 49.3 16,169 0.9 37,884 | -3.1
2023-24 30,969 22.5 14,531 -10.1 32,720 | -13.6
2024-25 38,674 | 249 16,018| 10.2 20,854 | -8.8
2025-26 48,027 24.2 15,780 | -1.5 28,219 | -55

Direct tax collections rise 5%
toI23.4lakh crorein FY26

KULDEEP SINGH
New Delhi, May 4

INDIA'S DIRECT TAX collec-
tions after refunds grew at a
five-year low of just 5.12%
year-on-year in FY26 (provi-
sional figures) and fell short of
the revised estimates of
X24.21 lakh crore by 380,594
crore, according to data
released by the Central Board
of Direct Taxes (CBDT) on
Monday. Personal income tax
(PIT) collections grew by a
mere 0.03%Y-o-Y.

In absolute terms, direct tax
collections after refunds stood
at3I23.401lakh crore,lowerthan
the revised estimate of X 24.21
lakh crore.

Corporate tax collections
were ¥10.99 lakh crore against
the revised estimate of ¥ 11.09
lakh crore,while non-corporate
tax collections stood at ¥11.83
lakh crore against the revised
estimate of ¥13.12 lakh crore.
Non-corporate taxes include
those paid byindividuals, HUFs,
firms,local authorities, artificial
juridical persons,etc.

Corporate tax receipts (after
refunds) rose 11.39% against
the projected growth of 12.4%
in the revised estimates, while
PIT collections grewonly 0.03%

O®KRISHNA SRINIVASAN, DIRECTOR, IMF ASIA AND PACIFIC DEPARTMENT

5-YEAR LOW

Direct tax collection ?
(growth, yoy, %) - !

B FY26*
M FY26RE
12.4
9 11.4

6.2
9.1
I 0.03
Directtax | Corporate Income
receipts | tax tax

*Provisional; Income tax figures
excluding STT

against the estimated 6.2%
growth for FY26.

Direct tax collections before
refunds grew 4.03% to 328.11
lakh crore. Refunds declined
1.09%to %¥4.711akh crore.

Jayesh Sanghvi, tax partner,
EYIndia,said non-corporate tax
collections were expected to be
impacted by theratereductions
in the new personal income tax
regime announced in the Bud-
get. “Healthy corporate tax
growth and effective refund
management have helped the
overallgrowthreach 5.12%.The

healthy corporate tax collec-
tionsaugurwell despite disrup-
tions from global conflicts and
supply chain issues. Hopefully,
this resilience will reflect posi-
tively in the coming times,” he
said.

According to experts, the
tepid performance is primarily
due to substantial tax relief
measures under the new tax
regime, including enhanced
rebates that have effectively
made annual incomes up to
%12 lakh (or up to ¥12.75 lakh
for salaried individuals with
standard deduction) completely
tax-free.

Rohinton Sidhwa, partner,
Deloitte India,said year-end tax
revenues have been largely flat,
recording a mediocre 5%
growth. “The securities transac-
tion tax revenues have also
grown 8%, reflecting strong
buy-sell activity in the stock
market,” Sidhwa said. Hitesh
Sawhney, Partner, Price Water-
house & Co LLPsaid that despite
softertractionin non-corporate
taxes and STT, the robust
momentum in corporate tax
collections and the broader
buoyancy in overall direct tax
revenues set a positive tone for
the government'sfiscal position
asFY26drawstoaclose.

Energy shocks, tighter finan-
cial conditions and a bad mon-
soon may pose a triple
whammy for India, said
Krishna Srinivasan, director,
International Monetary

Fund’s Asia and Pacific
Department. Rising educated
youth unemployment high-
lights the need for job-rich
growth, he tells

Prasanta Sahu. Excerpts:

Are we heading towards a
“lost decade” for some
emerging Asian economies,
given that theyhave tobeara
disproportionately larger
burden of the West Asia war?
It’s too early forarush to
judgment.Inrecentyears,
Asia has faced a series of
shocks—Covid, Ukraine, tar-
iffs,and now the West Asia
conflict. Despite concerns,
especially given the region’s
high trade exposure and sup-
ply chain integration, Asia has
remained resilient. Even after
the tariff shock, the region
held up well, supported by a
strong tech cycle,accom-
modative macro policies,and
easy financial conditions. Tar-
iff cuts—including for India
from 50% to 10%—also pro-

‘Triple whammy risk looms over India’

vided aboost.

However, this latest shock
is different.Asia is highly
energy-intensive,with
energy use averaging about
4% of GDP—twice that of the
EU—and relies heavily on
imports (around 2.5% of
GDP).This makes it
more vulnerable.

Underareference
scenario,Asia’s
growth may slow
from 5% to 4.4% this
year and 4.2% next
year.If energy prices ease
by 2027,the region could see
a cumulative output loss of
about 1% of GDP; if prices
stay elevated, losses could
reach 29%.Inflation could rise
by 1 percentage pointina
moderate scenario and up to
4 percentage pointsina
severe one.Energy-intensive,
import-dependent
economies like India, the
Philippines,and Thailand are
likely to be hit harder.

With global liquidity tight-
ening,are emerging Asian
markets at risk of sudden
capital outflows?

Lastyear, financial condi-

| tionswere very supportive for

Asia,and the region entered
this phase from a position of
strength, helped by lower tar-
iffs and supportive macro
policies. However, conditions
could now tighten. Equity
markets have already seen
capital outflows, exchange
rates have come under
pressure,and sovereign
yields have risen
across many Asian
economies,including
India, reflecting fiscal
concerns.A third down-
side risk is weather-related—
if the monsoon underper-
forms or there is a strong El
Nifio event, the situation
could worsen further.In that
case,the economy could facea
“triple whammy.” These are
the key downside risks that
need to be taken into account.

What are the key downside
risks you see for the Asian
economiesinayear?

For example, India’s
energy intensityis about 5%
of GDP,which is quite high.
The key downside riskis that
if this shock lingers and is not
resolved quickly, it could pose
asharprisk to growthin
India, much like in other

energy-intensive, oil-import-
ing economies.ASEAN coun-
tries such as Indonesia, the
Philippines,and Thailand
would also be hit hard.The
duration of the shock s criti-
cal. Even if conditions nor-
malise today, there are signifi-
cant lags before the benefits
are felt, so the impact would
persist for some time.

What is the worst-case pro-
jection for India’s GDP
growth, given the energy
shock, fertiliser crisis and El
Nifo?

For Asia, growth could fall
by 1 percentage point cumu-
latively through 2027 under
an adverse scenario,and by 2
percentage points in a severe
scenario (from the baseline of
4.4% this year and 4.2% next
year) across the six major G20
Asian economies, including

UNDER A REFERENCE
SCENARIO, ASIA'S
GROWTH MAY
SLOW FROM 5% TO
L.4% THIS YEAR AND
4.2% NEXT YEAR

epaper.financ:’:aiexpress.r:un‘ '

India. Government officials
have talked about fiscal strain
due to the West Asia conflict.
Countries across the region
are not allowing prices to play

out, providing tax breaks and
subsidies. If the crisis contin-
ues, it will have a significant
bearing on GDP and fiscal
space. So far,India has man-
aged itand comesona
stronger footing than many
others—macro fundamentals
are strong, growth momen-
tum was solid, inflation has
been below target, reserves
are high,and fiscal policy has
been prudent.

Ithas donewell in policy
management and overall
macro fundamentals. But the
shock s significant: India
ishighly energy-inten-
sive and heavily

import-dependent,
notablyvia the Strait
of Hormuz,which
putsitinamuch
more difficult posi-

tion.

Should and how
soon India pass on

adjust to supply. India cut
excise duty on fuel and pro-
vides fertilizer subsidies. If
prices don’t play out, it creates
a demand-supply mismatch,
leading to bigger problems
and higher aggregate prices
later.At the same time, some
people will be hurt, so support
should be targeted to those
whoreally need it.

Indiais one of the fastest-
growing and largest
economies by GDP,yet its
per capitaincome remains
very low, even below
Bangladesh.Isn’t thisa
serious concern?

India’s large population
means per capita income can
be lower than in countries
with smaller populations. But
aggregate GDPand living
standards have risen—the
trend is positive.The focus
should not be on per capita
comparisons,but on achiev-

rising coststoretail | inghigher growth beyond the
prices? current 6.5% to 8%+ for
Our advice, not Viksit Bharat by 2047.
just for India but for This requires reforms—
every country,is to greater economic diversifica-
allow price signals to tion, stronger trade integra-
play out,because other- tion within Asia, better
wise demand won’t | implementation of labour
New Delhi

laws,improved investment
climate, policy predictability,
reduced judicial backlogs,and
deregulation.These will lift
growth and per capita
incomes. China is apparently
creating hurdles in supply
chain relocation to countries
like India For India, this is an
opportunity to be part of the
China+1 strategy.Thereis no
single reform—India has to go
full throttle.Vietnam has
doneverywell,attracting
investment and integrating
faster.India should similarly
open up to more FDI and
lower trade barriers so firms
can import cheaper inputs
and stay competitive.

Because of the lack of an Al
play, is India losing out sig-
nificantlyand becomingless
relevant to investors?

India does reasonably well
in Al adoption and prepared-
ness,but the keyissue is
whether it has the right skills
for the nextlevel.India must
rethink education,focus on
continuous learning,and bet-
ter align workforce skills with
evolving job market needs.

(Read full interview on
www.financialexpress.com)
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Restless mandate

Voters demand change across states; now govts
must deliver on growth, jobs, and credibility

NDIA'S LATESTROUND of Assembly elections delivered a verdict that

isboth emphaticand uneven—asweepingrejection ofincumbencyac-

ross key states,tempered by a notable endorsement of continuityin As-

sam and Puducherry. The larger message is unmistakable: voters are
no longer bound by entrenched loyalties or legacy politics. They are impa-
tient, exacting,and willing to disrupt the status quo when governance falls
short.Just asimportantly, theyare beginning to judge political actorsless by
rhetoric and more by credibility—the ability to deliver on promises, not
merely make them. Nowhere is this more evident than in West Bengal. The
scale of the Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP) surge signals not just anti-incum-
bency,buta decisive collapse of a once-dominant political narrative. Mamata
Banerjee’s Trinamool Congress had built a formidable model anchored in
welfare delivery and charismatic leadership. But fatigue, corruption, nepo-
tism,coupled with creeping thuggishness,and the limits of welfare-led gov-
ernance,created the conditions forabacklash. Bengal’sverdictisnot merely
a change of guard; it is a repudiation of complacency in a state long seen as
resistant to political upheaval.

Tamil Nadu, too, has delivered a disruptive verdict—but through a differ-
ent route. The rise of Vijay’s Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam breaks the decades-
old duopoly of the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam and the All India Anna Dra-
vida Munnetra Kazhagam.This is more than the entry of a new player; itisa
structural rupture. Younger voters, less tethered to ideological legacies, have
shown a willingness to back an untested formation that promises sharper
governance.Even the most stable political arrangements, it turns out,cannot
survivewithoutrenewal.Kerala’s outcome,whileless dramatic,isequally sig-
nificant.The exit of the Left endsa near five-decade continuum of commun-
istpresencein Indian states.Thisis notjust cyclical alternation.Taken together,
the verdicts reflect a broad-based yearning for change. Welfare schemes and
identity mobilisation are no longer sufficient shields against voter dissatis-
faction.Thebarhasbeenraised: jobs,growth,and governance credibilitynow
mattermore than ever.Andyet,Assam offersa counterpoint—theresults sug-
gestvotersarenotreflexivelyanti-establishment; theyarediscerning. Where
governanceis seenas stable,continuity can still command support.Electoral
behaviour, increasingly,is performance-linked—not sentiment-driven.

Forthe BJP,these elections marka clearrecovery.Afteran indifferent sho-
wing in the recent Lok Sabha polls, the party has regained momentumwith
a string of state-level victories—barring Jharkhand—reaffirming its organ-
isational strength.At the same time, the results expose the fragility of the In-
dian National Developmental Inclusive Alliance.With key constituentsweak-
ened in Bengal and Tamil Nadu, the Opposition appears more fragmented,
its ability to mount a cohesive national challenge further diminished. But
the real test begins now. Electoral mandates are only provisional endorse-
ments. In West Bengal, the BJP must demonstrate that political alignment
with the Centre can translate into investment, jobs, and industrial revival.
Tamil Nadu’s new dispensation faces a tougher challenge. Rising debt and
interest costs have narrowed fiscal space. Balancing welfare commitments
with fiscal disciplinewill require administrative finesse,not just political will.
Kerala’s constraints are tighter still. High debt, persistent deficits,and heavy
committed expenditure leave little room for manoeuvre. Course correction
will demand politically difficult choices.

There is also a broader caution. Sharp electoral swings carry the risk of
deepening social and political polarisation. Competitive politics must not
slideintocommunal divides thatweaken the social fabric. What India needs
is not heightened polarisation, but amity, inclusion, and trust—conditions
essential for both stability and growth.The deeper lesson is that Indian vot-
ersarenolonger passive participants; theyarearbiters of performance. Man-
datesarenot durable entitlementsbut conditional contracts.The electorate
has delivered disruption. It now expects swift, credible delivery.

Buffett can't bequeath
Abel patient investors

PATIENCE MAY BE the greatest virtue, but few professional investors have the privi-
lege of practisingit.Inreallife, money managerslive in constant fear that their inves-
torswill flee—and theirjobswill be toast—if theyfail to keep upwith theirbenchmarks
for several quarters or, heaven forbid, years. The only living exception is Warren Buf-
fett.And Greg Abel, Buffett’s successor as Berkshire Hathaway Inc’s new chief execu-
tive officer, is already having to come to terms with that reality.

Athisfirstannual meetingas CEO,Abel preached the gospel of investing discipline
againstabackdrop of the worst stretch of underperformance for Berkshire’s stock in
aquarter century.The shares havelost 10.8% in the past 12 months,a 40.4 percent-
age point underperformance to the S&P 500 Index—the worst since March 2000.

And one needn’tlook far foran explanation: Berkshire reduced its stock holdings
byanet $8.1billionin the first quarter,leavingits cash positionat $397 billion,orab-
out 32% of total assets.That’s even higher than the pile Buffett accumulated prior to
the financial crisis.The conglomerate’s main exposure to thebuzzy Al themewas Ap-
ple,aonce massive position that’s been swiftly downsized since 2024.Now,Berkshire
iseffectively clipping couponswhile index investors elsewhere profit fromabonanza.

Here’s how Abel described the situation (emphasis mine):

One of our greatest strengths at Berkshire is patience and being disciplined when
itcomestoallocating our capital. Therewill be opportunities that come overtime...and
it doesn’t mean there’s not opportunities now, but iz
doesn’t meanyouneedto deploy allyour capital orspendall
yourmoney right now.And that’s really ourapproach.

Amongits core principles,Berkshireaims tobuy com-
panies thatarereasonablyvalued; that theyunderstand;
and forwhich theycanassess the longer-term economic
prospects. Every element of the Berkshire process faces
obstaclesin theage of AL

If Abel and his Berkshire peersare implying (however
subtly) that a correction is coming, and they intend to
wait for it, the real question is how long their investors
willbewilling towaitalongwith them.Inits earlier days,
Berkshire was a natural vehicle for individual investors
trying to gain access to a diversified portfolio of equities and throw theirlot inwith a
legend. Today, Berkshire shares compete with ultra-low-cost S&P 500 exchange-
traded funds,and the legend is stepping back, replaced with Abel,whose expertise is
really in business operations rather than investing. The stock was already underper-
forming when Abel took the reins on January 1,and the famous Buffett premium
could durably become an Abel discount if he can’t catch up to the market soon.

Although Berkshire haslong enjoyed low turnoveramong investors,’'m sceptical
it could prevent an exodus without the returns to sustain enthusiasm. Lengthy peri-
ods of major underperformance have been extremelyrare in Berkshire’s history.

For the Berkshire faithful, the pre-dot com and pre-financial crisis examples, in
particular,have become part of the Buffett lore: They showed whythe Oracle of Omaha
is the greatest investor ever, and why it’s worth giving him the benefit of the doubt
even when it seems like he’s lost a step. But those episodes happened when Buffett
wasinhis primeandfaithin his processwasnearanall-timehigh.It’shard toimagine
investors having the same patience with an untested CEO.

Tobe clear,'m not saying Abel iswrong to exercise caution in this still-frothy mark-
et.If the stock market crashes and Berkshire swoops in tobuyup the gemsin the rub-
ble,Abelwill be set up toenjoyalongand prosperous career.But noone can knowwhe-
thera crash is coming, with markets quick to recoup losses these days.And investors
aren’tgoing tostand byan unproven operator foreverto find outif he’llbevindicated.

JONATHAN
LEVIN

Bloomberg

Opinion

HE RESULTS OF the recent

Assembly elections have

yielded decisive gains and

losses for both national and

regional parties thatwerein
the fray.The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
secured a win in Assam that reaffirmed
itsstrong positionin the state. But more
importantly, it registered a historicand
unprecedented triumph in West Bengal,
even as it marked its political presence
in Kerala and Tamil Nadu. A bigger sur-
prise was actor-turned-politician Vijay’s
party, Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK),
emerging as the single-largest party in
Tamil Nadu in its debut. The Indian
National Congress (INC) was almost
wiped out in West Bengal and showed a
weakened presence in Assam, but it
managed to win in Kerala with an
impressive majority.

What are the key takeaways from
these elections,and how will the results
influence national politics? Also,what do
the outcomes mean for national parties
like the BJP and the Congress,and how
should these be interpreted in the con-
text of regional politics in India?

The results in Assam suggest that
aggressive Hindutva politics centred on
issues such as the infiltration of
Bangladeshis and Rohingyas worked
favourably for the BJP.In Assam, the way
the party's leaders, including Himanta
Biswa Sarma, articulated identity politics
resonated with thevoters.The BJP’sdevel-
opment schemes also had a significant
impact at the grassroots. The poll results
indicate that the “double-engine govern-
ment”modelalongwith effectivelyimple-
mented welfare schemes attracted large
sections of the population. The Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh, which has been
active in the region for decades, helped
create conditions in which the Hindutva
identity could gain political traction.
Throughits socio-culturalinitiatives, par-
ticularly in education and health, the
Sangh strengthened its grassroots pres-
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi

Today, we are also seeing that there is no state in

India where there is a communist party

REAL POLITICS
HINDUTVA WITH INCLUSIVE MESSAGING PROVES ITS CAPACITY TO CO-OPT CONTESTING REGIONAL ASPIRATIONS

A shift towards nationalism

BADRI NARAYAN

Vice-Chancellor, Tata Institute
of Social Sciences

ence. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
campaign and his credibility among the
people also contributed significantly to
the BJP’s return to power fora third term.

The BJP’s first-ever victory in West
Bengal needs to be understood from
multiple perspectives. First, PM Modi’s
campaign created an alternative appeal
to contrast that of the incumbent
Mamata Banerjee. The lat-

Modi,Amit Shah, Dharmendra Pradhan,
Nitin Nabin, Devendra Fadnavis and
many others—campaigned extensively,
reaching out to voters across the state.
The party organisation worked dili-
gently while also remembering to

respect Bengali cultural sentiments.
This victory may also indicate a
broadertrend—the growing prominence
of national politicsled bya

ter’s image became assoCi-  EE—————————— Party like the BJP, which

atedwith allegations of cor-
ruption and political
violence, whereas the for-
mer’s image gained trust
due to his emphasis on
development and welfare
schemes for the poor and
marginalised along with a
more moderate Hindutva
appeal. This contributed to
the emergence of a new
Bhadralok image engi-

Vernacularisation
of national politics
is possible
provided parties
and leaders engage
with commitment,
adaptability, and
context-specific
political narratives

seeks to incorporate
regional aspirations
within a larger national
framework. The victory in
Bengal reflects the party’s
“purvodaya” (rise in the
east) strategy.Leaderssuch
as Pradhanwere pivotal for
the BJP’s victory in Odisha
in 2024. He played a cru-
cial role in the neighbour-
ing state too.Pradhan,who

neeredbyModiforthepeo- TEEEEEEEEEEEENN———— vas election in-charge for

ple of Bengal, replacing
Banerjee’sversion which many perceived
to have eroded over time. The PM’s slo-
gan of “bhay nahi bharosa” (trust, not
fear) in Bengal rang true.

Although Banerjee retained signifi-
cant publicinfluence,therewasastrong
anti-incumbency sentimentagainst her
party’s cadres and local leadership. The
election thus evolved into a contest
between a broader Hindutva-inflected
Bengali identity and a Bengali identity
with regional vernacularisation. In this
contest of identity,the formerappeared
to prevail. BJP leaders—including PM

Bengal, is known for his
inclusive political acumen and consid-
ered as someone who is able to resolve
the aspirational conflicts among the
cadres and keep them united.

During a discussion on the Bengal
results, an urban, middle-class Bengali
intellectual remarked, “The term Hin-
dutva was first used by Bengali writer
Chandranath Basu around 1890... this
result shows that the idea has now taken
deep root there.” Indeed, it was a chal-
lenging ideological battle for the BJP to
establish political success in Bengal.

The Tamil Nadu election results are

government. This is not just a change
9 . .. . . e
\ in politics but in thinking

proof thatactors and their charisma are
still powerful in the state’s politics. Even
around two years ago, when I visited
Tamil Nadu, many in the state were
already anticipating the newly formed
TVK’s success, so for the ruling estab-
lishment the writing was on the wall.
True,Tamil Nadu and Kerala remain elu-
sive for the BJP. Although the party is
devising cultural and political strategies
to integrate the Tamil identity into a
broader national framework, the results
show that it still has a long way to go.

In Kerala, anti-incumbency senti-
ments against the Left Democratic
Front (LDF) facilitated the return of the
United Democratic Front (UDF). The
state continues to operate within a two-
front political system,with power alter-
nating between alliances. The BJP is
making efforts to expand its presence by
developing a cultural and political nar-
rative that resonates with a wider sec-
tion of society. However, it is still in the
process of shaping an effective political
language for the state.

In Puducherry, a local faction of the
INC, All India NR Congress, led by Chief
Minister N Rangaswamy,gained prefer-
ence over the main party, highlighting
the importance of regional dynamics
even within smaller territories.

Overall, the results of these five As-
sembly elections suggest that the
vernacularisation of national politicsis
possible provided parties and leaders
engage with commitment,adaptability,
and context-specific political narra-
tives. They also demonstrate the BJP’s
capacitytolearn from past experiences
and convert setbacks into victories.
More broadly, these trends indicate a
shift in Indian politics towards nation-
alism influenced by Hindutva com-
bined with developmental and inclu-
sive messaging. This brand of politics
has proved its capacity to co-opt diverse
contesting regional political aspira-
tions—sooner or later.

Three things India can do to grow

NIRVIKAR SINGH

ﬁ - ] Professor of Economics,

University of California, Santa Cruz

India has to be more serious about its green transition,
push harder in manufacturing certain kinds of products,
and educate its population more widely and effectively

THE CURRENT US administration has
been remarkable in its rejection of the
post-World WarII global order, from last
year’s tariffwars (still continuing) to the
more real war on Iran. This latter war is
having much more serious conse-
quences than the tariff turmoil, disrupt-
ing energy supplies, destroying infra-
structure, and consuming substantial
quantities of real resources (as any war
does). The main economic beneficiaries
of thesewars have been thosewithinand
those close to the current US adminis-
tration. Most of the rest of the world has
been trying to manage responses to
minimise the economic costs being
imposed by US policies.One reason that
the US has not seen more political fall-
out or resistance is that the AI boom,
truly extraordinaryinits magnitude, has
kept things afloat, from spending on
data centres to elevating the valuations
of a small number of Al companies.
Much of this positive impact is within
the US, along with a few companies in
other countries,such as Samsung in the
Republic of Korea and TSMC in Taiwan.

India is in a particularly vulnerable
position,and the latest conflict initiated
by the US administration is much more
threatening than the tariff turmoil
which pushed India to be more strate-
gic—and potentially more open—in its
approach to international trade and
trade policy. The soaring cost of oil, and
negative impacts on petroleum products
such as fertilisers, can have enormous

consequences for India’s economic
growth.On top of this,analysts have been
highlighting that Al will reduce job cre-
ationinIndia’s IT sector,which is service-
intensive and is based on skills such as
software development that are early can-
didates for Al automation.

In the overall scheme of things, the
number of jobs in India’s software sector
is relatively small, but they do have mul-
tiplier and spillover effects

cles will reduce the country’s vulnera-
bility to oil and its various derivative
products. Of course, fertilisers and jet
fuel are not going to be replaced, but
there is plenty of room for reducing fos-

sil fuel dependence in other cases.
Second, Indianeedsto push harderin
manufacturing certain kinds of prod-
ucts.The green transition and the ageing
of the global population,especiallyin the
West, are going to create

onancillaryserviceswithin "EEEEEE——————————— neworhigherdemands for
the sector,and consump-  Jyst as US-led trade many products, from solar

tion spending on products
and services outside the
sector. Indian government
officials have spoken about
upskilling and reskilling,
and one can guess that
larger Indian IT firms are
already pursuing this
route—after all, they suc-
cessfully demolished the
early claim that theywould
remain providers of “tec-
hno-coolies” when the ini-
tial software boom began.
But the really conse-
quential response from India and its
policymakers has to come elsewhere.
What are three things India must do?
First,India has tobe more serious ab-
outits green transition. Many of its plans
for this transition seem to have
remained on paper. Pushing more
aggressively on building solar power
capacity,and on shifting to electric vehi-

THE EDITOR

Case for compliance

"RBI has spoken, finally" (FE, May 4)
makes a compelling point about
regulatory fairness. Other upper-layer
NBFCs complied with listing manda-
tes within prescribed timelines. Allow-
ing Tata Sons an extended window,
however informally, set an uncomfor-
table precedent. Regulations lose
force precisely when prominent enti-
ties appear to operate under different
rules. The RBI's clarification is a wel-

come step, but clarification without a
firm compliance timeline amounts to
little. The central bank must now set
an explicit deadline. Tata Sons, to its
credit, commands enormous public
trust. That reputation is best protect-
ed by embracing transparency, not
resisting it. Listing would improve
governance visibility across one of
India's most consequential corporate
structures. The case for compliance is
not just regulatory—it is reputational.
—SM Jeeva, Chennai

war reminded India
of the need to be
strategic in how it
participates in the
global economy,
the war on Iran
should bring more
policy attention to
how the world is
changing

messsssssssssssssms  products and infrastruc-

panels to health condition
monitors to walkers. Even
in cases like solar panels
where China dominates
global manufacture, if one
projects global demand
based on what will be
needed to reduce carbon
emissions meaningfully,
there is room for new
entrants. Aside from mak-
ing products, new jobs in
maintaining new kinds of

ture will also be created.
Therefore,anewmanufacturingand ser-
vices ecosystem hastobe envisioned,and
its development accelerated. Achieving
economies of scale quickly is vital,and
the benefits of learning by doing will
reinforce that processifitis pushed hard.
The third thing India needs to do is
educateits population more widelyand
effectively,especially in basicways. Early

Ball in Tatas’ court

Apropos of "RBI has spoken, finally"
(FE, May 4), the long-running
uncertainty around Tata Sons'
proposed listing has come into
sharper focus, as the absence of a
clear response from the RBI had
allowed multiple interpretations to
linger. Now, the space for Tata Sons'
to avoid listing appears extremely
narrow, raising broader questions
about regulatory fairness and

childhood education (and health) is still
belowwhere they can be fora country of
India’s per capita income levels. The
needsarewide-ranging.Arvind Virmani
hasemphasised that India needs to pro-
vide upskilling in very prosaic profes-
sions,such as plumbersand electricians,
not just high-end software jobs. Other
research suggests that India does not
have a shortage of doctors for its per
capita income levels, but all the other
human components of an effective
healthcare system—including nurses,
technicians, and other specialised sup-
port staff—are in short supply. At the
other end of the spectrum, India is also
underinvesting in research and innova-
tion, both in the public and the private
sectors—thisalso can be fixed with some
policy attention.

Just as the US-initiated trade war
reminded India of the need to be strate-
gic in how it participates in the global
economy, the war on Iran should bring
more policy attention to how the world
is changing, or is likely to change. Deal-
ingwith climate change and ageing pop-
ulations are going to be major drivers of
how the global economy evolves, irre-
spective of short-term impacts of con-
flicts (assuming that such conflicts do
not escalate into annihilation).India can
accelerate its own green transition, build
an economy based on that,and on the
needs of ageing populations,and give its
people the education and skills to par-
ticipate widely in that economy.

consistency in such cases. From a
governance viewpoint, a listing would
better align with expectations of
transparency and accountability, with
the RBI's role being indispensable in
setting clear compliance timelines
and benchmarks for corporate
etiquette in India. With the RBI having
spoken, it is now up to Tata Sons to
respond with equal clarity and intent.
—PV Prakash, Mumbai
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