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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 �rst
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 out�ts 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) — chie�y 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 �rst Chief
Minister not from either of the two principal Dra-
vidian parties since the DMK �rst 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 di�erences 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 �rst 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
AIADMK had theirs concentrated in pockets of in-
�uence, 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 �rmly
aligned with him. A reconstitution of all party or-
ganisations and a possible reshu�e of the Union
Council of Ministers will likely re�ect 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.

Lost and found
The NDA’s success in Bengal and Assam

is partly o�set by its failure in 
Tamil Nadu and Kerala

T
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 �eld 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 �eeting 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

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 signi�er 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
to it.

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 o� 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
�rst 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 �eldwork
in Bengal, TMC cadres have been repurposed
from overseeing delivery of bene�ts (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 ‘CEO’ 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 out�ts, 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.

A round of elections that signals structural dominance

Asim Ali

Political researcher
and columnist 
based in Delhi

The Assembly
election results
strengthen the
argument for
the BJP’s
structural
political
dominance

C
. Joseph Vijay’s Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam
(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.

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 per�dies of the gig economy,
the Dravidian model cannot be expected to mean

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 �lling 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 indi�erent 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 AIADMK 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
bene�ted 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 di�erent 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.

Capitalising on changing Tamil voter mood

V. Geetha

Feminist historian,
translator 
and publisher

The leader of
the Tamilaga
Vettri Kazhagam
now occupies a
space hollowed
out by a politics
whose rhetorical
power has lost
its resonance

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

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

There is no denying that the
BJP’s victory was facilitated
by the ‘SIR e�ect’ 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

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

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

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
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K
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 o�ce.
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 �rst
clear signal. The 2025 local body
elections con�rmed 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

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-
pro�le 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 �ghts into trian-
gular contests in constituencies
such as Nemom, Chathannoor,
Kazhakootam and Palakkad. The
UDF alleged that the LDF engaged
in ‘adjustment politics’ by �elding
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-
i�c reminders. The LDF collapsed
under unmet benchmarks and in-
stitutional controversies while the
UDF won by o�ering 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
�rm. 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.

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 o�ering change and speaking to concrete grievances 

K. M. Seethi
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Clean sweep: Congress leaders Shashi Tharoor, Ramesh Chennithala, K. C.

Venugopal, and V. D. Satheesan celebrate in Thiruvananthapuram. NIRMAL HARINDRAN

T
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 �rst 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 signi�cant anti-in-
cumbency vote against the ruling
party. 

The Trinamool government
had a massive bene�ciary 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 signi�cant 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-

sues, there are political reasons
because of which the Trinamool
lost. First, is the signi�cant 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 di�e-
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 in�l-
trators, consolidated a signi�cant
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 �elding 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.

The signi�cant 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

Subhanil
Chowdhury

Professor of

Economics at

Presidency

University,

Kolkata

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

T
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 signi�cantly 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 �rst 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-

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-
ful�lled promises such as raised
wages, the grant of land pattas,
and Scheduled Tribe (ST) status to
tea tribes. Interestingly, the �rst

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 signi�cant 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 di�erent
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 a�ord to
let them go. Voters are now habi-
tual ‘hitadhikaris’ (bene�ciaries).

Two, the self-projection of the
BJP as a protector of Hindus and
the con�ation 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
e�ectiveness 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 �nally, 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 sa�ron sweep over most of As-
sam. And a long night sets in for
those who wanted the Lotus re-
placed. 

Assam’s mandate of assertion and polarisation
The BJP’s strategy of con�ating Hindu and Assamese identities, along with promoting welfare and development schemes, has led to its decisive victory in the State
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Deka

Assistant

Professor of

political science

at Dibrugarh

University

Sa�ron wave: BJP party workers celebrate the party’s win at the BJP Assam State

head o�ice, in Guwahati on May 4. ANI
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Percentage drop 
in Dubai airport
passenger tra�c

66
in per cent. Dubai airport’s

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. AFP

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Persons injured 
in Oklahoma City
shooting on Sunday

12
A shooting on Sunday night at a

party at a lake near Oklahoma

City sent at least 12 people to

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

Percentage decline in
Russia’s pipeline gas
exports to Europe 

1.70
in per cent. Russian

energy giant Gazprom’s

average daily natural

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

Decline in India’s
lique�ed petroleum
gas consumption 

16
in per cent. 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. PTI

Percentage decline 
in India’s palm oil
imports in April

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
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The story so far:

T
he Model Code of Conduct
(MCC), which guides political
parties and candidates during
elections, was �rst 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 e�ect 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

combining o�cial 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 �exible 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
�ve 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 di�erent
axes: gender as a mobilising category,
party a�liation 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 �ve
nouns were never meant to catch that.

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

2026), �led by former Congress MP T.N.
Prathapan, and a candidate in the
just-concluded Assembly elections in
Kerala, opens a di�erent 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 o�cers, for the
furtherance of a candidate’s electoral
prospects. The sub-section was drafted to
deter candidates from pressuring police
and revenue o�cials 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 O�ce 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 �ve 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 �ve
categories the appeal invoked, or whose
assistance it procured. The statute sets a
�oor 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
di�culty. 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?
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?

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

V. Venkatesan

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

The April 18 broadcast appears
to be a textbook Part VII 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.

�

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.

The story so far:

O
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 O�cer, the District Tribal Welfare
O�cer, and three district panchayat
members.

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

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 o�ence.

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 o�enders. 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 o�ence 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
veri�cation procedure is complete”. For
example, in January 2026, the
Uttarakhand High Court ordered the
forest department that “till �nal
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 o�cer’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
rea�rming 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
con�icts and governance issues)

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 GIST

�

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

�

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.
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X

QUESTION 1 

The Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna party
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.
X

QUESTION 2 

Name the firebrand South African
politician who, after being expelled from
the African National Congress, formed a
communist, black nationalist party that
in its first electoral outing won 25 seats. 
X

QUESTION 3 

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

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

QUESTION 5 

The ______ _____ was formed in 1977 after
several opposition parties merged together
specifically to defeat then Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi. The party contested the
1977 general election and, in 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.

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

THE DAILY QUIZ

A two-year-old party has secured a thumping win in its �rst electoral outing in Tamil
Nadu. A quiz recalling other such �rst-time triumphs around the world

X

Visual Question:

Name this man. He founded the Israeli
party Kadima after splitting from Likud in
2005. He su�ered 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)

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Vasudevan Mukunth

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 �rst
syllable is like the “ie” in “pie”, “die” and
“tie”. The “ur” is pronounced like the “ir”
in words like “shirt”, “�rst”, and “thirst”.
The �nal “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 �nal “a”
is like the “a” in “China”. The stress, as
you have probably guessed, is on the �rst
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

Know your
English

FROM THE ARCHIVES

S. Upendran

A
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 con�ict
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 �rst 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 �rst book and the sel�shness
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. Mac�e, 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 bene�t
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 su�ciency 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 uni�ed 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 di�erent 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
di�erent 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)

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
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T
he results of five State Assembly elections
mark a reset 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 su�ered 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.

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 e�cient 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.
A familiar discontent with family-rule, with
Stalin having lost his own seat, seems to have
played a role in Vijay’s win — apart from a
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 a wider national alignment remains to
be seen.

In contrast, Assam reflects consolidation
of a more 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,
o�ers 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 o�ce, 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.

Power shift
BJP’s advance contrasts with fall of Opposition’s bastions
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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 winning in the first
attempt is a reflection of the people’s
disa�ection against established
parties and a yearning 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 civic infra and
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 saga illuminates a
troubling paradox in
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 whether a
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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T
he Indian brokerage industry is
currently navigating its most
significant regulatory

transformation in a decade. On April 24,
the Securities and Exchange Board of
India (SEBI) released a landmark
consultation paper proposing a
comprehensive overhaul of the Variable
Net Worth (VNW) requirements for
stockbrokers. 

This move marks a decisive shift from
a formulaic, one-size-fits-all capital
requirement to a sophisticated
risk-based supervisory framework that
aligns with the evolving market’s
microstructure.

A MULTIDIMENSIONAL APPROACH 

The core of SEBI’s proposal involves
replacing the archaic metric of 10 per
cent of the average daily client cash
balances with a more robust aggregate
requirement based on three distinct risk
pillars. Under this new framework,
brokers must maintain 10 per cent of the
average credit balance of all clients over
the previous six months, a calculation
that holds true regardless of whether
those funds are held at the broker level or
have been transferred to Clearing
Corporations. 

Beyond fund exposure, the regulator
introduced a slab-based requirement
directly linked to the scale of a broker’s
active client base. For instance, entities
managing between 10,000 and 50,000
clients would be required to maintain an
additional ₹50 lakh in net worth, with
incremental increases for every
subsequent 50,000 clients. Finally, the
proposal addresses the operational risks
inherent in franchise models by
mandating additional capital for clients
onboarded through Authorized Persons
(APs), with requirements ranging from
₹5 lakh to ₹50 lakh, based on the breadth
of the AP network.

Why the overhaul is necessary: This
regulatory pivot was primarily catalysed
by the successful implementation of an
Upstreaming Mechanism. Current
norms require brokers to transfer client
funds to Clearing Corporations (CCs) by
the end of each day, a practice that has
significantly enhanced the safety of client
assets but rendered the old VNW
formula essentially obsolete. 

While market margins protect against
price volatility, robust net worth is
essential to absorb residual risks, such as
systemic technological glitches,
cyber-attacks, or large-scale operational
failures. In an era dominated by
high-frequency trading and massive
retail participation, the number of active
clients has become a more accurate proxy

for risk than stagnant cash balances.
The impact of this proposal is likely to

lead to a significant re-stratification of
the industry. For major discount brokers
and large institutional players, net worth
requirements will increase 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 di�erent for
small and mid-sized regional brokers
operating on thinner margins. These
entities may find the new slab-based
requirements financially taxing, which
could trigger a wave of industry
consolidation. We may see smaller
players merging or transitioning into
sub-broker roles under larger entities to

bypass steep capital overheads. 
However, for the end investor, this

transition represents a substantial
increase in protection. By linking capital
to the number of accounts a broker
handles, the regulator ensures that a
larger financial cushion is available to
facilitate the smooth resolution or
transfer of accounts in the event of a
systemic crisis.

The SEBI invited public comments on
this proposal until May 15, after which a
phased implementation timeline is
expected to help smaller firms shore up
their balance sheets. The long-term
trajectory indicates that India is moving
toward the global standards of
Risk-Based Capital (RBC). 

As the market continues to evolve with
T+0 settlement cycles and instantaneous
fund transfers, the regulatory focus is
shifting from “where the money is” to
“how much risk is being managed”. This
proposal is not merely a technical
adjustment; it is a fundamental re-rating
of the Indian brokerage sector. As
regulators tighten these requirements,
the industry must prepare for an era that
is more capital-intensive, technologically
resilient, and ultimately more secure for
all market participants.

Saravanan is a professor of finance and accounting at IIM
Tiruchirappalli and Williams is the Head of India at Sernova
Financial

SEBI’s proposed broker rules will boost resilience

P Saravanan
A Paul Williams
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As the market moves to quick settlement cycles and fund transfers, the regulatory focus is shifting to risk management
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I
n the 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 AI bus, with investors preferring to
go to countries in the race. But quite a
few Indian AI 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.

Equity is 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 buy in dips. The large derivative
trade is predominantly through
regulated institutions who understand
the risks.

In a $3.92-billion economy even a
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, is at a
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.

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
cut last 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

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

GLOBAL SHOCKS

It is 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 o�
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 bu�ers, 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 theory real
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.

A falling nominal exchange rate
discourages foreign inflows, since they
expect the fall to continue. They prefer
coming in only when they are confident
a reversal 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
a boost to all 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

An agenda for risk mitigation
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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

CURRENT CONCERNS. India should reduce vulnerability to FPI, by reducing CAD and securing stable means of financing it
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B
efore every State election,
candidates in India must file
a sworn declaration of their
assets with the Election
Commission. It is a

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.

₹289.4 crore. That is how much of the
₹29,032 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.

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 (₹89.7 crore, 88
candidates) and listed equity disclosures
(₹59.4 crore, 108 candidates) both dwarf
the numbers from any other state. Tamil
Nadu is also the only State where US
equities appear at all.

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 disclosing ₹147.2 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

candidates (₹2.3 crore). PMS appears in
two Keralam a�davits (₹3.8 crore).
REITs and INVITs in two (₹1.6 crore).
US equities in four, all Tamil Nadu
(₹10.8 lakh). 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

Nandagopal (Independent,
Madhuravoyal). Combined value:
approximately ₹10.8 lakh. Small in
absolute terms; notable in that it exists
at all.

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), with a
combined disclosed value of ₹3.8 crore.

REITs and INVITs appear in two
a�davits. Rohit Sing (Guddu) of the
(INC, Dabgram-Fulbari), disclosed
approximately ₹1.6 crore. Dr Shyam
Krishnasamy (PT, Tirunelveli),
disclosed approximately ₹20,000.

Krishna Kalyani (AITC, Raiganj) —
his a�davit 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.

A NOTE 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 a�davit 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 is in
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 a�davits
describe a cohort sitting on ₹29,032
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

How India’s politicians invest 

Only ₹289.4 crore of 
the ₹29,032 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

MARKET EXPOSURE. In the 5 States that went to the polls, a mere 1% of their total assets disclosed sits in capital markets
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S
omewhere between 2013
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
a certain 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
a business 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. 

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

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 a bit like donating a
swimming pool to a village 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 a�liated,
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. If a
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

Need to recalibrate CSR

M Muneer

CSR PROJECTS. Beginning to
resemble commercial ventures

Corporate charity risks becoming closed-loop system

May 5, 2006

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
di�culties in tracking down subscribers. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

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. Illness (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)

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. Illness 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)

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 di�erent 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)

EASY

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. Dismay 2. Auger 3. Blunt 5. Compile 6. During 7. Peroration 9. Sacraments 14. Express 15. Amount 16. Tennis 18. Frank 19. Anvil

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2672

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2671

NOT SO EASY

E
uro-zone inflation will jump to
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
cent and 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

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

The data come after the ECB last
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
that a risk of a recession 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

on the risk of so-called indirect and
second-round e�ects — such as a
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.” BLOOMBERG

Euro-zone inflation jump seen as temporary
Mark Schroers
Jana Randow

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

f1ccf833-44c4-4575-b5cd-33fe76bd21c0
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