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Abstract 

The assembly elections that were conducted in Tamil Nadu, Kerala, West Bengal, Assam, 

and Puducherry in 2026 can be seen as an interesting case study to analyse the new 

dynamics of the electoral politics of India. While each state has had a distinct result, 

when seen as a combination, the state elections conducted during that year signify the 

emergence of new dynamics in the process of political competition in India. The article 

uses a structured, focused comparison across the five states to examine state-specific and 

cross-state influences. While the former consists of state-specific determinants like 

political leadership, governance, regional identity, and alliances, the latter involves issues 

like welfare politics, anti-incumbency, women in politics, and the nationalisation of 

election discourse. Using election-commission data, government welfare documentation, 

and secondary reporting and academic literature, the paper offers a comparative reading 

of the 2026 Assembly Election results and treats its conclusions as hypotheses for further 

testing rather than as a statistically confirmed account of a national transformation. 

Keywords: Assembly Elections 2026, anti-incumbency, regional hegemonies, welfare 

politics, women's vote 

  



Introduction 

The field of electoral politics in India has defied traditional paradigms of competition 

theory for decades now (Wyatt, 2019). The federal nature of the Indian polity has led to 

the creation of various party systems in the different Indian states. While the politics of 

Tamil Nadu is still very much influenced by regional parties like DMK and AIADMK, 

other states like Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh are still dominated by national political 

parties. The existence of both regional and national domains of politics makes the Indian 

electoral process quite complicated. With the fading away of the Congress model of 

politics in India in the latter half of the twentieth century, politics at the state level has 

become increasingly prominent as a site for competition and exercise of political power. 

The electoral politics in states can be driven by linguistic politics, regional aspirations, 

caste alliances, welfare politics, and even personalities who function independently of 

any national political dynamics. The Assembly Elections of 2026 in Tamil Nadu, Kerala, 

West Bengal, Assam, and Puducherry offer a unique opportunity to examine how the 

dynamics of India's state party systems are evolving. Individually, each of these elections 

seems to be telling a different story. The first of the states in question, Tamil Nadu, was a 

witness to the breakdown of a political system that had dictated the pattern of politics 

within the state for almost six decades. 

Kerala saw a very different situation that, in its turn, can be considered just as important. 

The victory of the United Democratic Front (UDF) and its return to power after about ten 

years of staying in opposition helped Kerala restore its historically existing model of 

changing governments. Even though the region has always been characterized by a rather 

high level of anti-incumbency among voters, the failure of the incumbent LDF after two 

terms in power shows that the phenomenon is still effective in regions with a fairly good 

level of governance and welfare infrastructure. However, West Bengal saw one of the 

greatest political turnarounds of all the five states. In a state where a regional party had 

been in power for fifteen years, the domination of that regional party in its politics was 

brought to an end. What is even more important is that it was done through the challenge 

posed by a national political party. 

On the other hand, Assam and Puducherry proved victorious for the ruling government. 

The result of the elections in Assam suggested that being an incumbent is not always a 

source of electoral punishment, whereas Puducherry confirmed that coalition politics 

remains significant even in regional politics. It poses an interesting analytical challenge, 

as both incumbent defeat and incumbent success are observed in the same round of 

elections. The broader significance of these elections extends beyond the states 

themselves. Indian politics has undergone profound transformations over the past decade. 

Welfare delivery has become a central mechanism of electoral mobilisation. Direct 

benefit transfer programmes have expanded substantially, with government data 

indicating that cumulative transfers under the Direct Benefit Transfer framework crossed 



₹38 lakh crore by 2024 (PIB, 2024). Simultaneously, voter participation among women 

has risen. Election Commission data shows that women constituted nearly 48.6 percent of 

registered electors in the 2024 Lok Sabha election, while female turnout marginally 

exceeded male turnout nationally (PIB, 2024). 

This indicates that the politics of Indian elections may now be influenced by issues 

beyond caste and identity, alongside continuing concerns about welfare delivery and the 

performance and legitimacy of political leaders. At the same time, the rise of digital 

campaigns and social media communication is associated with an increased trend toward 

the nationalisation of politics. The question this paper asks is not whether or not state 

politics has remained important. Instead, the question is whether state political systems 

have been made more susceptible to structural forces that are influencing India as a 

whole. The 2026 elections offer a useful, if limited, opportunity to examine this question, 

and the paper treats its findings accordingly - as comparative evidence and hypotheses 

rather than as a confirmed diagnosis of Indian politics as a whole. 

  



Methodology 

This article uses a structured, focused comparative design to examine the 2026 Assembly 

elections in Assam, Kerala, Puducherry, Tamil Nadu, and West Bengal. Structured 

comparison means that the same theoretically informed questions are asked of each state; 

focused comparison means the inquiry is restricted to variables directly relevant to the 

research problem (George & Bennett, 2005). Rather than treating each election as an 

independent narrative, the study treats the five state elections as one comparative set, 

which allows the detection of patterns that might be lost if each state were analysed in 

isolation. Because the analysis draws on only five cases from a single electoral cycle, it is 

designed to compare mechanisms, refine concepts, and generate explanations for further 

testing, and not to provide a statistically representative test of a general transformation in 

Indian politics (Lijphart, 1971). 

Case selection and the status of Puducherry 

The five cases were not selected at random. They went to the polls within the same 2026 

electoral cycle while differing substantially in party-system structure, incumbent 

outcome, institutional history, and regional political culture. This variation supports a 

diverse-case comparison, through which similar cross-state pressures - anti-incumbency, 

welfare politics, and nationalisation - can be examined under contrasting state-level 

conditions (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). Puducherry is retained in the analysis as an 

auxiliary rather than a fully equivalent case. As a Union Territory with a thirty-seat 

assembly and a considerably smaller electorate than the four states, its results are 

analytically informative but not directly comparable in scale, and conclusions drawn from 

it are treated with corresponding caution throughout the paper. 

Research questions and propositions 

The comparison is organised around four questions. First, under what conditions did anti-

incumbency translate into a change of government rather than a reduced but surviving 

incumbent? Second, did the presence of a consolidated challenger mediate the 

relationship between voter dissatisfaction and incumbent defeat? Third, under what 

conditions did welfare delivery protect incumbents from anti-incumbent pressure? 

Fourth, did national parties achieve deeper penetration of some state party systems than 

others, and if so, under what conditions? The paper evaluates three broad propositions 

against the five cases: that anti-incumbency is more likely to produce turnover when a 

credible alternative has consolidated the opposition vote; that welfare delivery is more 

protective of incumbents when it is sustained and administratively credible rather than 

newly announced; and that national-party penetration depends on organisational depth 

and state-specific political conditions rather than operating uniformly across states. 



Unit and level of analysis 

The analysis moves between several units of observation - states, alliances, parties, 

constituencies, and, more cautiously, voters - and these are not treated as interchangeable. 

Comparative claims about anti-incumbency, hegemony fatigue, and nationalisation are 

made at the state or alliance level, using vote share, seat share, and turnout as the relevant 

indicators. Constituency-level results - for instance, individual seat margins or high-

profile contests - are used illustratively, to show variation within a state-level result, 

rather than as the basis for state-level averages. Claims about how particular groups of 

voters, including women, behaved are the most demanding to sustain from aggregate 

data, since aggregate relationships between turnout, beneficiary numbers, or vote share 

cannot on their own establish how any individual or group actually voted (King, 1997; 

Robinson, 1950). Such claims are flagged as illustrative wherever they appear in this 

report, particularly in Section 6. 

Data sources 

The quantitative analysis draws on constituency and state-level results published by the 

Election Commission of India, supplemented by state government welfare-scheme 

documentation, budget statements, and reporting from established news organisations. 

Official results from the ECI are treated as authoritative for vote and seat totals; welfare-

scheme figures are drawn from government sources where available; and news reporting 

is used for contextual and interpretive material - for instance, campaign statements, 

survey commentary, and post-result analysis - rather than as a substitute for official 

totals. Party and alliance labels are held consistent across the 2021 and 2026 comparisons 

wherever both figures are reported; the audit carried out for this revision found and 

corrected a small number of internal inconsistencies in seat totals between sections, 

which are noted where they occur. 

Operationalisation of key concepts 

Where possible, this paper distinguishes the theoretical concept from the observable 

indicator used to track it (Adcock & Collier, 2001). Anti-incumbency is operationalised 

in Section 3 through incumbent vote-share change and seat-share change, with 

government turnover treated as the outcome that anti-incumbency may or may not 

produce, rather than as further evidence of anti-incumbency itself. Hegemony fatigue is 

operationalised in Section 4 as a minimum of roughly fifteen years of dominance 

combined with observable institutional capture, and is explicitly checked in each case 

against rival explanations, including generational turnover, organisational decay, and 

scandal. Nationalisation is treated in Section 5 as having both an electoral dimension (the 

vote and seat share secured by national parties) and a discursive dimension (the 

prominence of national leaders and issues in campaign communication), rather than as a 

single composite score. 



The approach combines quantitative and qualitative evidence. The quantitative measures 

include turnout rates, incumbent vote-share and seat-share change, victory margins 

relative to the majority mark, and welfare-scheme beneficiary numbers and transfer 

amounts. Qualitative evidence is drawn from campaign manifestos, press reporting, and 

secondary academic and policy literature, and is used to interpret leadership, alliance, and 

welfare dynamics within each state; it is not the product of a formal, coded content 

analysis, and Section 7.6 discusses the limits this places on the paper's claims. 

A fuller discussion of the resulting limitations - including the absence of a constituency-

level competitiveness index, the non-standardised welfare comparison, and the 

illustrative rather than systematic character of the content analysis - appears in Section 

7.6. 

  



Literature Review 

There are three main analytical approaches within the academic research on Indian 

elections. The first stresses social cleavages and identity politics. Studies of Indian 

elections have focused on the role of social identities (Pew Research Center, 2021) in 

understanding voter behaviour. Caste, religion, language, and region were perceived as 

key factors in defining the dynamics of electoral competition and influencing both parties 

and voters alike. This approach helps explain the strength of regional parties and the 

preservation of state-specific political cultures despite changes in national politics. The 

second approach addresses the question of party systems and federalism. Scholars 

analysing the fall of Congress dominance and the advent of coalition politics emphasise 

that India became a multilevel political system in the 1990s and 2000s (Taylor & Francis 

Online, n.d.). State elections achieved autonomous significance, generating results 

contrary to those of parliament. Regional parties became not only important electoral 

players but also the political institutions of states. 

More recent scholarship has increasingly focused on governance and welfare politics 

(ResearchGate, n.d.). Researchers have observed that electoral competition is shaped as 

much by policy delivery as by identity mobilisation (KCL Research Portal, n.d.). Welfare 

programmes targeting women, farmers, low-income households, and marginalised 

communities have become central electoral instruments. The expansion of Direct Benefit 

Transfers, subsidised food distribution, housing programmes, and women-oriented cash-

transfer schemes has altered the relationship between citizens and the state. Another 

development identified in recent literature concerns the political behaviour of women 

voters. Female electoral participation has increased steadily (India Today, 2024) over the 

last two decades, narrowing and eventually reversing the historical turnout gap between 

men and women. Election Commission data from the 2024 Lok Sabha election confirms 

that women recorded turnout rates slightly higher than men at the national level (PIB, 

2024). This transformation has encouraged political parties to devote greater attention to 

women-centric welfare programmes and targeted campaign messaging. 

Despite these advances, a gap remains in the literature. Most studies focus either on 

individual states or on national electoral trends. Comparatively few examine how 

multiple state elections occurring within the same electoral cycle can reveal broader 

structural patterns. The 2026 Assembly Elections therefore provide an opportunity to 

work toward this gap by comparing whether changes occurring in different states reflect 

independent local developments or share features of wider transformations within India's 

party system. Given the small number of cases examined here, the paper treats this as a 

contribution toward, rather than a settled answer to, that broader question about the future 

trajectory of Indian federal democracy. 

  



Section 1: The Analytical Framework 

The 2026 Assembly Elections pose a significant problem for analysis, one that requires 

deciding whether their results are better considered manifestations of political events in 

individual states or indicators of structural shifts within India's electoral system. The 

outcome of elections is rarely the result of one factor only. Rather, election results are a 

consequence of the interaction among political institutions, voters, economics, leadership, 

social divides, and campaign dynamics. Hence, any attempt to explain the 2026 elections 

will necessarily require an analysis that differentiates between state-level and structural 

elements. This paper employs a multi-level approach grounded in the assumption that 

modern Indian elections are increasingly influenced by both state-specific factors and 

overarching cross-state structures. Although regional cultures remain significant in 

shaping election dynamics, they do not operate as independent actors anymore. Rather, 

they exist side by side with larger trends in India, including welfare politics, 

personalisation of the political field, women's mobilisation, use of social networks for 

campaign purposes, and the intrusion of national political narratives into the sphere of 

state elections. The Assembly Elections of 2026 offer a rare opportunity to assess the 

significance of these factors, given that they produced very different outcomes in the five 

states studied. 

The state of Tamil Nadu had been seen in terms of Dravidian politics, the state of Kerala 

had been explained using bipolar ideology, West Bengal from the perspective of regional 

hegemony, Assam from the angle of identity politics, and the state of Puducherry in terms 

of coalitions. It is still useful to use such an approach since it allows for understanding 

the significance of the political history of each state. Yet, the collapse of several strong 

political structures in 2026 at once points to some shared, cross-state factors as well. 

1.1 Leadership and the Personalisation of Electoral Politics 

Leadership remains one of the most important state-level determinants of electoral 

success. The increasing personalisation of Indian politics has transformed leaders into 

political brands capable of influencing voter behaviour independently of party 

organisation. In many states, voters increasingly evaluate governments through the 

perceived competence, accessibility, and credibility of individual leaders rather than 

through ideological commitments alone. This trend is visible across India. Voter 

perceptions, including evaluations of political leadership, constitute an important 

determinant of voting behaviour in both parliamentary and assembly (CSDS, n.d.) 

elections. 

Leadership personalisation affects electoral outcomes in two ways. Strong leaders can 

compensate for organisational weaknesses by creating direct connections with voters. 

Conversely, highly personalised systems become vulnerable when public dissatisfaction 

becomes concentrated around a single individual (Taylor & Francis Online, 2024). The 



electoral consequences of leadership therefore depend not only on popularity but also on 

the degree to which parties become dependent on individual personalities. 

1.2 Governance Performance and Electoral Accountability 

Governance performance constitutes a second state-specific variable. Contemporary 

voters increasingly evaluate governments on their ability to deliver tangible benefits. 

Infrastructure development, employment generation, public service delivery, education 

outcomes, healthcare access, and welfare implementation all contribute to electoral 

evaluations. Research conducted by PRS Legislative Research and NITI Aayog 

consistently demonstrates significant variation in governance indicators across Indian 

states (PIB, 2024). Governance performance has gained significance because 

development and welfare provision are more observable to voters now than during any 

previous phase of Indian democracy. Digital governance systems, direct benefit transfers, 

and wider availability of information have improved the linkage between state 

performance and political accountability. 

Figure 1. Growth of Direct Benefit Transfers (DBT) in India (2019-20 to 2023-24) 

 

Source: (DBT Bharat, 2026). 

1.3 Regional Identity and Alliance Politics 

The third state-specific variable is regional identity. Though there has been an increase in 

the degree of nationalisation, regional identity (Oxford University Press, n.d.) continues 

to play an important role in shaping political behaviour across the country. Tamil Nadu's 

linguistic pride, the ideological legacies of Kerala, Bengali regionalism in West Bengal, 

and sub-national identity politics in Assam all affect the nature of electoral contestation. 

These identities define political lines that must be negotiated carefully by national parties. 



Alliances are another important variable. Indian elections include coalition strategies that 

affect the political dynamics of the electorate and voter behaviour. The structure of 

alliances affects candidate choice, voter transfers, campaign coordination, and 

organisational efficiency. In tightly contested elections, alliance structures become 

critical for the consolidation of opposition votes or their fragmentation among different 

candidates. 

1.4 Anti-Incumbency: Conditional Rather Than Inevitable 

Although these state-level variables help explain variation in state-level politics, they do 

not fully account for the pattern seen in the 2026 elections. To explain that pattern, it 

becomes necessary to analyse structural factors that operate simultaneously across several 

political systems. Anti-incumbency has traditionally been one of the central factors in the 

analysis of Indian elections (RePEc/IDEAS, n.d.). Early electoral studies usually depicted 

Indian voters as predisposed to replace the government in power. However, more recent 

studies suggest that anti-incumbency is conditional and depends on voters' perception of 

poor (The Federal, n.d.) performance, ineffective leadership, corruption, or failed 

policies. Incumbents can remain in office, and even increase their electoral popularity, 

when they remain cohesive and effective. The outcomes in Assam and Puducherry are 

particularly informative in this regard. Their ability to resist anti-incumbent pressures is 

consistent with the view that incumbency itself is not the decisive factor. Instead, a 

plausible reading is that the critical variable is whether governments manage to turn 

incumbency from a liability into an asset. This distinction helps explain why some long-

standing governments collapse while others remain electorally resilient, though with only 

five cases the paper treats this as a working explanation rather than a demonstrated law. 

1.5 Welfare Politics and the Rise of Development-Oriented Voting 

A second structural force is the growing importance of welfare politics (Studies in Indian 

Politics, 2024). Welfare provision has become one of the defining characteristics of 

contemporary Indian electoral competition. Over the past decade, both national and 

regional parties have increasingly relied on targeted welfare programmes to mobilise 

electoral support. The political significance of welfare lies not merely in the distribution 

of benefits but in the creation of direct relationships between governments and citizens. 

Welfare programmes increasingly function as instruments of political communication, 

signalling responsiveness, administrative competence, and policy commitment. 

Consequently, welfare delivery has become an important mechanism through which 

incumbents seek electoral legitimacy and challengers construct alternative narratives. 

1.6 Women as a Decisive Electoral Constituency 

The third structural factor concerns the rise of women as a decisive electoral 

constituency. Female political participation has undergone a marked transformation over 

the past two decades. Women now account for nearly half of India's electorate, and 

female turnout has reached historic highs (Carnegie Endowment, 2024). This 



development has altered the strategic calculations of political parties. Welfare schemes 

directed towards women increasingly occupy central positions within electoral 

campaigns. Issues such as household welfare, healthcare access, financial inclusion, food 

security, and income support have become politically significant because parties 

increasingly treat women as an autonomous electoral constituency rather than merely an 

extension of household voting behaviour. 

Figure 2. Growth in Women's Voter Turnout in Lok Sabha Elections (2009 - 2024) 

 

Source: (Election Commission of India, 2026);  (PIB, 2024). 

1.7 Nationalisation of Electoral Discourse in State Elections 

The fourth structural force involves the nationalisation of political discourse. Advances in 

digital communication, television media, and social media platforms have reduced the 

distinction between national and state political discourse. Political narratives once 

confined to parliamentary elections now influence state-level contests. Campaigns 

increasingly focus on themes such as leadership, governance models, welfare 

effectiveness, and national identity. However, the 2026 elections also demonstrate the 

limits of nationalisation. The divergent trajectories observed across the five states suggest 

that national narratives (Oxford University Press, n.d.) do not replace regional political 

realities. Instead, they interact with local institutions, identities, and political cultures in 

complex ways. This interaction produces different outcomes depending on the specific 

characteristics of each state's political system. The framework rejects two simplistic 

explanations. The first is the pure regionalism thesis, which argues that state elections can 

be explained entirely through local variables. The second is the national-wave thesis, 

which assumes that a single structural force can account for outcomes across multiple 

states. Neither approach adequately explains the 2026 elections on its own. 



The more convincing interpretation is that India is experiencing a period of layered 

electoral transformation. State-specific political systems remain resilient and continue to 

shape electoral behaviour. At the same time, they are increasingly influenced by broader 

structural pressures operating across state boundaries. The 2026 elections therefore reveal 

not the disappearance of regional politics but its adaptation to a changing political 

environment. Understanding this interaction between local autonomy and structural 

change is essential for explaining these electoral outcomes and for framing hypotheses 

about the future trajectory of India's federal party system. The sections that follow 

examine political variables within each state alongside the larger structural trends, as a 

way of building a comparative, rather than a conclusive, account of the recent results. 

  



Section 2: The Five Results 

Results across the five state assemblies that went to the polls in April–May 2026 (West 

Bengal, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Assam, and Puducherry) produced a sharply uneven 

competitiveness landscape. Two states returned lopsided mandates, one produced a near-

exact majority, one recorded a comfortable but decisive swing, and one produced India's 

first hung assembly in over a decade in that state. The aggregate picture, across 824 seats 

and roughly 17 crore eligible voters, is one of electoral volatility rather than 

consolidation, with four of the five incumbents either defeated outright or significantly 

reduced. 

Results Summary Table 

State Total 

Seats 

Majority 

Mark 

Winner Seats 

Won 

Runner-

Up 

Seats 

Won 

Voter 

Turnout 

West 

Bengal 

294 148 BJP 207 TMC ~82 ~92% 

Tamil 

Nadu 

234 118 TVK* 108* DMK 59 84.69% 

Kerala 140 71 INC 

(UDF) 

63† CPI(M) 

(LDF) 

26 80.0% 

Assam 126 64 BJP 

(NDA) 

82‡ INC ~19 86.25% 

Puducherry 30 16 AINRC 

(NDA) 

12§ DMK 5 89.9% 

 

*TVK fell 10 seats short of majority, producing a hung assembly. 

†UDF alliance total approximately 100 seats across Congress, IUML, CPI, and Kerala 

Congress. 

‡NDA coalition total approximately 92 seats. 

§NDA total (AINRC + BJP) reached a majority of 18 seats. 

Source: (Election Commission of India, 2026). 

2.1 West Bengal: A Landslide with an Asterisk 

West Bengal was the most consequential and most contested result of the cycle. The BJP 

secured 207 of 294 seats (a majority of 58 seats over the required 148) (Election 

Commission of India, 2026), ending the Trinamool Congress's 15-year rule under 

Mamata Banerjee. The scale is unambiguous: the TMC was reduced to approximately 82 

seats (Election Commission of India, 2026), and Congress and CPI(M) returned to the 

assembly after having no representation since 2021. 



Voter turnout in the first phase reached approximately 92% (The Hindu, 2026), described 

as a historic high surpassing even the 2011 election. In the high-profile Bhabanipur 

constituency, Mamata Banerjee lost to BJP's Adhikari Suvendu by a margin of 

approximately 15,105 votes (Election Commission of India, 2026), a notably thick 

margin for a sitting Chief Minister, illustrating that even within a state-level rout, 

constituency-level contests were often close. The Falta repoll, held on 21 May, was won 

by the BJP with a margin exceeding one lakh votes (The Hindu, 2026), the highest 

recorded in the state. 

The result carries a significant caveat. The Special Intensive Revision (SIR) exercise 

conducted by the Election Commission ahead of polling excluded over 9 million voters 

from revised West Bengal rolls (BBC News, 2026). Opposition parties, including the 

Congress and TMC, alleged systematic disenfranchisement of minority voters. Whether 

this affected the scale, rather than the direction, of the BJP's victory cannot be determined 

from the seat tally alone, and is contested in post-result commentary. 

2.2 Tamil Nadu: A Three-Way Fracture and a Hung Assembly 

Tamil Nadu produced the most structurally significant result of the cycle. The Tamilaga 

Vettri Kazhagam (TVK), led by actor-turned-politician Vijay, emerged as the single 

largest party with 108 seats (10 short of the 118 required for a majority) (Election 

Commission of India, 2026). This created Tamil Nadu's first hung assembly and, more 

strikingly, the first time since the 1960s that a non-Dravidian party finished as the largest 

formation in the assembly. 

The ruling DMK collapsed from 133 seats in 2021 to 59 seats in 2026 (Newslaundry, 

2026). The AIADMK, contesting in a pre-poll alliance with the BJP, secured 47 seats; the 

BJP won just one (Election Commission of India, 2026). The Congress was reduced to 5 

seats within the incumbent SPA alliance. No party or alliance crossed the majority mark. 

The result is better read not as a straightforward collapse of the Dravidian duopoly but as 

its fragmentation. The aggregate Dravidian vote (DMK and AIADMK) remained large 

enough to deny TVK a working majority. The competitive character of the result is better 

understood as extreme seat-vote disproportionality in a multi-cornered contest (The 

Hindu, 2026): TVK's vote share, while impressive for a first election, did not reach the 

level DMK secured in 2021, yet translated into far more seats because of vote-splitting 

between the DMK and AIADMK. 

2.3 Kerala: A Predictable Return, Decisively Executed 

Kerala followed the historical pattern. The Congress-led United Democratic Front (UDF) 

comfortably defeated the ruling Left Democratic Front, ending Pinarayi Vijayan's two-

term tenure. The Congress alone won 63 seats; combined with IUML (22), CPI (8), and 



Kerala Congress (7), the UDF's total reached approximately 100 seats in the 140-member 

assembly (The Hindu, 2026). CPI(M) was reduced to 26 seats. 

Seat Share of UDF seats 

 

Source: (The Hindu, 2026). 

Voter turnout was about 80% (The Hindu, 2026), lower than in the other four states. The 

result had been signalled by a 2025 by-election in Nilambur, where the UDF candidate 

won with a majority of 11,077 votes and anti-incumbency against the LDF was evident in 

a 9% fall in the CPI(M)'s vote share at that contest (Chief Electoral Officer, Tamil Nadu, 

2025). The 2026 general result translated that signal into a decisive assembly-wide swing. 

2.4 Assam: Decisive Consolidation, Not Competitive 

Assam was the least competitive state of the five. The BJP-led NDA retained power 

comfortably, with the BJP alone winning approximately 82 of 126 seats and the NDA 

coalition reaching around 92 seats against a majority mark of 64 (Election Commission 

of India, 2026). The NDA's total vote share crossed 50%, the first time a ruling coalition 

in Assam has secured an outright vote majority (The Times of India, 2026). The 

Congress-led Asom Sonmilito Morcha was reduced to approximately 19 seats, with 

Congress state chief Gaurav Gogoi losing his own seat in Jorhat (The Hindu, 2026). 

The 2026 Assam Assembly election reinforced the BJP's electoral dominance in the state. 

The party increased its vote share from 33.6% in 2016 to 37.81% in 2026, while the 

Congress's vote share remained relatively stable at approximately 29.84% (ADR, 2026). 

Despite this comparatively modest difference in popular support, the BJP secured 82 

seats against the Congress's 19, illustrating the disproportionate outcomes often produced 

by India's first-past-the-post electoral system (Economic and Political Weekly, n.d.). The 

result demonstrates how a vote-share advantage of less than ten percentage points can 

translate into a seat share exceeding four times that of its principal rival when support is 



distributed more efficiently across constituencies. The election also recorded a notably 

high voter turnout of 86.25% (ADR, 2026), reflecting sustained levels of electoral 

participation in the state. 

2.5 Puducherry: A Majority Achieved by Exact Count 

Puducherry produced the narrowest governing majority of the five contests. The AINRC-

led NDA returned to power for a second consecutive term in the 30-seat assembly, where 

the majority mark is 16 (The Indian Express, 2026). The AINRC won 12 seats; the BJP 

won 4, giving the NDA coalition a majority of 18, with both AIADMK and LJK 

contributing one seat each (The New Indian Express, 2026). The Congress-DMK-led 

INDIA bloc was reduced to approximately 8 seats combined, including TVK winning 2 

in its first Puducherry contest (Election Commission of India, 2026). Voter turnout was 

89.9% (The New Indian Express, 2026). 

The exactness of the NDA's majority above the minimum threshold, with limited surplus, 

makes this one of the more fragile governing majorities of the cycle. The addition of 3 

independent winners to the assembly creates a structural vulnerability for any NDA-led 

government dependent on continuing alliance discipline (The Times of India, 2026). 

2.6 Cross-State Legislative Security: An Overview 

Measured by seat margins relative to the majority mark, the five states in 2026 can be 

ranked as follows: 

State Winner's Margin Above 

Majority 

Assessment 

West Bengal +59 seats (BJP) Non-competitive; decisive 

BJP landslide 

Assam +28 seats (NDA) Non-competitive; decisive 

NDA consolidation 

Kerala ~+31 seats (UDF) Moderately decisive; 

predictable swing 

Puducherry 2 seats Barely decisive 

Tamil Nadu Hung assembly Highly competitive; no 

majority winner 

 

It is worth being precise about what this ranking shows. The winner's seat margin above 

the majority mark measures legislative security - how comfortably a government can 

govern - rather than electoral competitiveness in the stricter sense of how close the 

underlying vote was. Under first-past-the-post rules, a large legislative majority can 

coexist with many closely fought constituencies, as the Bhabanipur and Falta contests in 

West Bengal illustrate. A fuller competitiveness assessment would require constituency-

level victory margins across all 824 seats and a measure such as the effective number of 



parties, which fall outside the state-and-alliance-level dataset compiled for this paper. 

The rankings above should therefore be read as an ordering of legislative security, not of 

how contested the underlying vote was. 

With that qualification in mind, the defining characteristic of this election cycle is not 

uniform anti-incumbency or uniform BJP expansion, but divergence: two non-

competitive wins for the BJP and NDA (West Bengal and Assam), a predictable 

alternation in Kerala, a hung assembly in Tamil Nadu, and a narrow but stable majority in 

Puducherry. Any single-variable explanation for the 2026 results is, on the face of these 

margins, insufficient. 

  



Section 3: The Anti-Incumbency Pattern 

In the space of a single month earlier this year, three of the four larger states voted their 

governments out, while two states kept theirs. It is tempting to treat the three defeats as 

one event and give it a single name, anti-incumbency. Many early reactions have already 

fallen into that trap, presenting the results as evidence of a single upcoming nationwide 

trend. That instinct is worth resisting until the cases have been compared. The question 

this section takes up is whether anti-incumbency was a single pressure operating across 

the country in 2026, or a label attached after the fact to three defeats that had little in 

common. The method is a comparison: it sets the states that removed their incumbents 

against the two that did not, and it tries to separate the ordinary fatigue that gathers 

around any long-serving government from the specific conditions that turn mere fatigue 

into a change of power. 

3.1 Defining and Operationalising Anti-Incumbency 

Anti-incumbency is a broad term, and if the 2026 elections taught us anything, they 

taught us why that looseness matters. Anti-incumbency as a whole is not an objective 

claim but rather a subjective, socio-politically contextual one. To track it, this paper uses 

two relatively objective indicators alongside the subjective aspects noted qualitatively for 

each case. It helps to keep these two apart, even though they are often packaged together. 

One is the erosion of the incumbent's vote share. The other is the collapse of its seat 

share, which under first-past-the-post can run much larger or much smaller than the vote 

share because of the inherent structural design of the Indian electoral system. A third, 

related marker often cited in commentary is the actual change of government itself; this 

paper treats government turnover as the outcome that anti-incumbency may or may not 

produce, rather than as a further indicator of anti-incumbency, in order to avoid 

explaining incumbent defeat by reference to incumbent defeat. The five results spread 

unevenly across the vote-share and seat-share measures. West Bengal lost only a little 

vote share and shed a great many seats, Tamil Nadu saw the incumbent's own vote fall, 

and Assam returned a government that gained on both measures. There is also the 

question of what voters are rejecting - whether a party, a leader, or simply the length of a 

tenure - and these are not the same grievances. With that in mind, the section follows four 

measures for each incumbent: the change in vote share, the swing in seats, the tightening 

of margins, and the movement in turnout. 

Vote Share vs Seat Share by Party - 2026 State Assembly Elections 



 

Source: (Election Commission of India, 2026). West Bengal seats are final post-Falta 

(BJP 207); vote shares are the 05/05 statewide figures. 

3.2 The Three Cases of Decisive Anti-Incumbency 

Tamil Nadu is the clearest case of an incumbent government losing its own voters. In 

2021, the DMK led by M.K. Stalin won 133 seats and secured a comfortable majority in 

the Tamil Nadu Legislative Assembly. Just half a decade later, in 2026, the DMK fell to 

59, a drop of 74 seats, and its vote share came in at 24.19 per cent (Election Commission 

of India, 2026). That is a relatively drastic decline, which cannot be an artefact of the 

electoral system alone. What made the seat collapse so steep was the shape of the contest. 

The two-year-old TVK took 34.92 per cent of the vote and 108 seats, more than enough 

to leave the assembly hung. The DMK on 24.19 per cent and the AIADMK on 21.21 per 

cent were each left close to where their vote share entitled them, while the newcomer 

TVK was rewarded well beyond its share for finishing first in a three-cornered race, 

which led to a vote split. So, two things happened simultaneously: the DMK lost a large 

part of its support, and the voters looking for an alternative handed it to a new party 

rather than back to the old opposition. The defeat of Chief Minister M.K. Stalin in his 

own Kolathur seat (ISAS, NUS, 2026a) is a measure of how far the shift reached, and the 

TVK's arrival sent the DMK to a distant second. 

Kerala is a different story, and a more familiar one for most. For most of the state's recent 

history, voters have alternated between the two fronts and thrown the incumbent 

government out at nearly every election. The Left's second straight win in 2021 broke 

that trend, which means the harder question is not why the LDF lost in 2026 but why it 

had won the time before. Set against the long pattern, 2026 looks like a return to the norm 



rather than a sudden revolt. The UDF took 100 of the 140 assembly seats compared to 35 

by the LDF (ISAS, NUS, 2026a), with the Congress alone winning 63 and the CPI(M) 

cut down to a mere 26 (Election Commission of India, 2026). The BJP won three seats on 

11.42 per cent of the vote (Election Commission of India, 2026), its first real foothold in 

the assembly. The defeat mattered beyond the state, as it left no state anywhere in India 

under Left rule for the first time in five decades. The symbolism is especially striking 

because this is the very same state that democratically elected the world's first communist 

government, led by E.M.S. Namboodiripad, in 1957 (The Hindu, n.d.). For this section, 

the point is that Kerala's anti-incumbency is close to structural. It recurs, and it was the 

2021 exception that needed explaining, not 2026. 

West Bengal produced the largest collapse in seats, and it is the hardest to read as anti-

incumbency on its own. The Trinamool Congress had governed for fifteen years, and 

fatigue had gathered around several issues of significant magnitude, such as corruption, 

law and order, and the state's economic stagnation. Even so, the party still took a large 

share of the vote. What sank it was consolidation on the other side rather than mass 

desertion. The BJP won 207 of the 294 seats and a vote share of 46 per cent, reducing the 

TMC to 82 seats and 41 per cent, close to a reversal of 2021, when the BJP had 77 seats 

and the TMC 213 (ISAS, NUS, 2026b). A modest gap in votes turned into a very large 

gap in seats - more than 120. Two factors are commonly cited as having contributed to 

that consolidation. One is the BJP's long organisational build-up and the Hindu 

consolidation behind it, which Section 5 examines. The other is the revision of the 

electoral rolls. The deletions are reported to have been concentrated in Muslim-heavy 

constituencies expected to favour TMC candidates, and on the seats the BJP won, the 

number of deleted voters in a number of cases exceeded its margin of victory (ISAS, 

NUS, 2026b). This is suggestive rather than conclusive evidence, since it does not 

establish how the deleted voters would in fact have voted; it is best read as a plausible 

contributing factor rather than as a demonstrated cause of the scale of the BJP's win. 

3.3 The Two Cases of Incumbent Survival 

Assam is the counter-example that does the most analytical work, because the incumbent 

did not simply hang on. The BJP-led alliance won 92 of the 126 seats in a decisive 

landslide, and the BJP took all but 10 of those on its own, crossing the majority mark 

without help for the first time on a vote share of 37.81 per cent (ISAS, NUS, 2026a; 

Election Commission of India, 2026). A government that grows after a decade in office is 

difficult to reconcile with any idea that long tenure is punished automatically. Part of the 

explanation is delivery, attributed in particular to a large cash-transfer programme aimed 

at women in the state. The Orunodoi scheme pays monthly financial assistance through 

direct benefit transfer into the accounts of women across the state, and its reach gives the 

government something concrete to campaign on, a point Section 6 develops. The rest is 

about the opposition. The Congress was beaten decisively, its state chief and chief 



ministerial candidate Gaurav Gogoi lost his own Jorhat seat (The Hindu, 2026), and the 

constituency map had been redrawn in the 2023 delimitation in ways widely read as 

helping the BJP (ISAS, NUS, 2026a). Where the three defeated incumbents faced 

challengers able to consolidate the anti-government vote, Assam's opposition failed to do 

so. 

Puducherry returned its incumbent quietly. The AINRC won 12 of the 30 seats and, with 

its BJP ally on four and smaller partners, kept the alliance comfortably in office under 

Chief Minister N. Rangasamy. The feature that matters here is scale. A thirty-seat union 

territory draws little national attention, its politics turn on local issues, and the benefits a 

government hands out are visible to voters in a way they rarely are in a large state. In a 

small and personal polity, the advantages of holding office tend to blunt the swings that 

bring down bigger governments. The opposition also failed to come together. The anti-

incumbent vote split between the DMK on five seats, the Congress on one, and the TVK 

presence on two (Election Commission of India, 2026), none of which became the single 

alternative. A caution is, however, in order. Puducherry's size and its status as a Union 

Territory make it hard to line up cleanly against the four states - a point already flagged 

in the methodology - and in such a small electorate a handful of seats can turn on very 

few votes. Even so, the reason for the incumbent's survival resonates with what happened 

in Assam: no consolidated challenger appeared, and the machinery of incumbency went 

largely unopposed. 

3.4 What Separated the Survivors from the Defeated 

Lining the five up, the thing that divides the survivors from the defeated is not whether 

fatigue existed, because some version of it existed nearly everywhere. What mattered was 

whether the discontent had a single place to go. In each of the three defeats, it did. Tamil 

Nadu threw up a new, high-profile party that pulled in young and first-time voters, led by 

a figure already known to the public, in a way the two Dravidian majors could no longer 

hold. Kerala had a rival front waiting its turn and a settled habit of rotation to fall back 

on. West Bengal offered a national party that had spent years building the machine 

needed to absorb and direct the anti-TMC mood. The two survivors were spared this. 

Assam's opposition never came together, and its government had already insulated itself 

with welfare. Puducherry's contest was too small and too divided to produce a single 

challenger. The conclusion is not that anti-incumbency was missing as a pressure across 

states - it appears to have been present and real - but that it was not sufficient on its own. 

It changed governments where a credible alternative had formed to receive the vote, and 

appears to have been contained where incumbents paired visible delivery with a divided 

opposition. 

3.5 Conclusion 

None of this supports the picture of one wave washing across the country, and none of it 

supports the opposite claim that the five contests were unrelated. The mood was widely 



shared. What varied was whether it found a vehicle, and whether the incumbent had done 

enough to withstand it. That is why the same year that removed the DMK, the LDF, and 

the TMC also rewarded the BJP in Assam and the AINRC in Puducherry. The sections 

that follow take up the ways an alternative took shape when it did, through the collapse of 

regional hegemonies, the spread of national parties, and the politics of welfare and the 

women's vote. 

  



Section 4: The Fall of Regional Hegemonies 

During the 2026 elections, three of India's most entrenched regional hegemonies fell 

within a single electoral cycle. The Dravidian duopoly in Tamil Nadu, dominant since 

1967, was overtaken by a party that did not exist two years prior. The Left Democratic 

Front in Kerala, having broken the state's four-decade alternation pattern with its historic 

2021 win, was reduced from 99 to 35 seats. The Trinamool Congress in West Bengal, 

dominant since 2011, lost 131 seats to the BJP in what became the state's highest-ever 

turnout election. Two states, Assam and Puducherry, retained their incumbents. This 

paper treats these three collapses not as isolated local failures but as instances consistent 

with a structural condition it terms hegemony fatigue - the systematic accumulation of the 

costs of prolonged dominance, including patronage exclusion, institutional capture, and 

accountability erosion, to a point where they exceed voter tolerance. Given that only five 

cases are examined, this is offered as a working concept to be tested further rather than as 

an established law. 

State Dominant Party / 

Alliance 

Years in 

Power 

Before 

2026 

2021 Seats 2026 Seats Net 

Change 

2021-2026 

Tamil 

Nadu 

Dravidian 

Duopoly 

(DMK+AIADMK) 

59 yrs 199 

combined 

106 

combined 

−93 

Kerala LDF (CPI(M)-led) 10 yrs 

(incl. 2021 

bid) 

99 35 −64 

West 

Bengal 

TMC (Mamata 

Banerjee) 

15 yrs 213 ~82 −131 

Assam 

(BJP 

alone) 

BJP (Himanta era) 10 yrs 60 82 Retained; 

+22 

 

Note: the Assam row reports BJP seats won on its own (not the full NDA coalition total 

of ~92 reported in Section 2), to keep the comparison consistent with the party-specific 

2021 figure. 

Source: (Election Commission of India, 2026);  (Republic World, 2026);  (India TV 

News, 2026);  (DD News, 2026). 

4.1 Analytical Framework 

The Congress System was described in earlier scholarship as a hegemony maintained not 

through coercion but through the party's capacity to absorb opposition and serve as the 

central arena of competition. Hegemony, on this reading, has two components: an 



ideological one, through setting the terms of political discourse, and an organisational 

one, through consistent seat conversion (Yadav & Palshikar, 2003). For this paper, 

regional hegemony is operationalised as roughly fifteen or more years of continuous 

dominance combined with institutional capture - for example, over police, local bodies, 

or welfare administration - that leaves the opposition structurally disadvantaged. This 

operationalisation is treated as necessary but not sufficient: each of the three cases below 

is also checked against rival explanations - leadership change, scandal, opposition 

consolidation, and shifting vote fragmentation - so that hegemony fatigue is not simply 

inferred from tenure length alone. 

All three governments that lost power fit the fifteen-year-plus pattern, while the two that 

retained power do not, which is consistent with the idea that anti-incumbency alone 

cannot fully explain the 2026 results, since Assam and Puducherry would then also have 

changed governments. Unlike ordinary anti-incumbency, which reflects dissatisfaction 

with a government's current term, hegemony fatigue as defined here concerns prolonged 

political dominance. One plausible mechanism, drawn from the broader literature on 

entrenched one-party dominance, is preference falsification, in which voters suppress 

their true preferences until change becomes practically possible, producing a seemingly 

sudden but long-building electoral collapse. This paper treats that mechanism as 

consistent with the pattern observed rather than as independently verified by the data 

available here. 

4.2 Tamil Nadu: Rupture, Not Alternation 

Generational displacement is one structural condition that may help explain this pattern: 

with over 1.22 crore first-time voters aged 18–29 in 2026, exit-poll estimates suggest 

TVK commanded roughly 68% support among 18–19-year-olds and 59% among 20–29-

year-olds, cutting across caste and religious lines (Opinions and Ratings, 2026). These 

voters do not appear to have been ideologically opposed to Dravidian governance so 

much as indifferent to it, prioritising employment, healthcare access, and institutional 

transparency over identity-based appeals. A second factor is post-charisma organisational 

decay: the AIADMK descended into a factional contest between O. Panneerselvam and 

Edappadi K. Palaniswami following Jayalalithaa's death, while the DMK managed a 

succession to M.K. Stalin but its core brand offered little new intellectual content. Third 

is the declining salience of the Dravidian identity frame for an emerging electoral 

majority. Yadav and Palshikar's (2003) framework of convergence is relevant here: both 

Dravidian parties had converged on similar patronage-heavy governance models with 

diminishing ideological differentiation, creating the kind of substantive choice vacuum 

their framework identifies as a precondition for party-system disruption, which TVK 

filled. 



4.3 Kerala: A Hegemonic Bid Structurally Defeated 

Kerala shows that hegemony fatigue, as defined here, can help explain the defeat of a 

formation with a strong recent governance record, because the costs it tracks are 

structural rather than purely performance-based. The LDF's 2021 victory, in which 99 of 

140 seats had broken Kerala's four-decade UDF-LDF alternation pattern, was read at the 

time as the start of a durable consolidation under Pinarayi Vijayan. In 2026, the UDF 

won 100 of 140 seats, reducing the LDF to 35, with 13 of 21 sitting cabinet ministers 

defeated (Wikipedia, 2026). A return to the historical alternation pattern alone would 

have produced a smaller UDF majority than the one observed, so the actual result looks 

more punitive than ordinary alternation would predict. 

That magnitude plausibly traces to institutional costs that accumulated across two terms 

rather than surfacing in either term alone: the 2020 gold-smuggling case, the Life Mission 

housing controversy, irregularities in Kannur University appointments, and fraud charges 

against Vijayan's daughter. The UDF won 367 gram panchayats to the LDF's 234 in the 

December 2025 local body elections, with the NDA capturing the Thiruvananthapuram 

Corporation (News on Air, 2025). The June 2025 Nilambur by-election produced a nine-

percentage-point swing against the LDF (Deccan Herald, 2025). Taken together, this is 

consistent with the reading that hegemony fatigue had set in before the 2026 vote was 

held, though the paper does not have the survey data needed to confirm this account of 

internal party dynamics directly (The Week, 2026). 

4.4 West Bengal: The Collapse of Personalised Hegemony 

The TMC's dominance under Mamata Banerjee rested on what can be described as a 

franchisee model (The Quint, 2026), in which localised political brokers delivered 

welfare and protection in exchange for electoral loyalty, with Mamata's personal 

authority as the guaranteeing force. The structural fragility of this model was already 

visible in 2021, when the BJP secured 77 seats and a 38.1% vote share (ISAS, NUS, 

2026b) - a near-miss that suggested a credible alternative had arrived. The TMC's 

apparent majority concealed a narrower vote-share foundation than seat counts suggested. 

Between 2021 and 2026, the informal contract underpinning the franchisee model came 

under sustained pressure. The R.G. Kar Medical College rape and murder of August 2024 

(Supreme Court Observer, 2024) triggered mass protests at a scale not seen since Singur 

and Nandigram. The TMC's response was widely perceived as institutional cover-up, 

which is consistent with a weakening of the protective legitimacy the broker model 

required (The Week, 2026). The teachers' recruitment scam, in which the Supreme Court 

found tainted hiring processes and over 25,000 teachers lost their livelihoods, affected 

over a crore people directly (Deccan Herald, 2024). Preference falsification - voters 

concealing genuine preferences under conditions of political dominance - is one plausible 

mechanism behind sudden-seeming collapses of this kind (Ray, 2017), though it remains 

an inference from the pattern rather than a directly observed process. 



The result was the BJP winning 207 of 294 seats at a record 92.47% voter turnout, the 

highest in West Bengal's history (Republic World, 2026), indicating active mobilisation 

rather than passive electoral drift. This is consistent with the broader finding in the 

literature that incumbency in India can be more of a liability than an asset once 

dominance depends on institutional capture rather than durable, freely given support 

(Carnegie Endowment, 2018) - a pattern this paper extends, cautiously, to the level of the 

hegemonic formation rather than the individual incumbent alone. 

4.5 Conclusion 

The three fallen hegemonies are ideologically heterogeneous - Dravidian centrism, left-

communist, and personalised-populist. They differ in organisational structure, leadership 

style, and regional political culture. The variable they most clearly share is the structural 

condition of prolonged, unchallenged dominance. 

Hegemony fatigue, as used here, is distinct from ordinary performance-based anti-

incumbency. The LDF had a creditable COVID-era governance record, yet hegemony 

fatigue appears to have accumulated anyway. This is consistent with the idea that voters 

respond, in part, to the structure of dominance itself and not only to a single term's 

delivery - one reason a government can govern competently and still lose ground it had 

built over years. The TMC delivered welfare schemes consistently, but the broker system 

through which it did so became implicated in its own collapse. In Tamil Nadu, the 

DMK's 2021–26 record was not dramatically different from its previous terms, but the 

Dravidian duopoly as a structure appears to have exhausted its capacity to contain voter 

aspiration. In each case, what changed was not simply a government's record in a single 

term but the political economy of dominance the formation had built over years. 

The 2026 elections do not, on this evidence, signal the end of regional politics in India. 

They are more consistent with the end of a specific form of regional politics - durable 

hegemonic monopoly - in three of India's most consequential state-level political 

systems. Whether these hegemonies are replaced by genuine democratic competition or 

by new dominant parties is a question this paper's five cases cannot settle, and is left for 

further research. 

  



Section 5: National Parties and State Politics 

The relationship between national political forces and state electoral arenas is a key issue 

in Indian political science. Traditionally, India's state legislative assembly elections are 

seen as separate contests driven mainly by regional identities, language politics, local 

governance records, and state-specific leadership. However, since 2014, the rise of the 

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) as a dominant national party has challenged this view, 

raising the question of how far state elections are becoming extensions of national 

political competition. The April–May 2026 assembly cycle offers an opportunity to 

examine this question. The outcomes reveal clear differences across the five states. The 

BJP made historic gains by winning West Bengal and maintaining control in Assam. It 

faced significant limits in Tamil Nadu and Kerala, where its electoral support remained 

limited. The Indian National Congress (INC) showed varied results, returning to power as 

a central part of the United Democratic Front (UDF) in Kerala and staying relevant 

through junior alliances in Tamil Nadu and Puducherry, while losing ground sharply in 

West Bengal and Assam. 

These uneven results push us to move beyond simplified national narratives. This section 

examines the tension between the growing influence of national political forces and the 

continuing strength of subnational party systems. 

5.1 Measuring the Presence of National Parties in State Politics 

In evaluating the degree of political nationalisation, this section distinguishes an electoral 

dimension from a discursive one, rather than collapsing both into a single indicator. The 

electoral dimension is assessed here through national-party vote share, seat share, and 

geographical spread. The discursive dimension - examined in Section 5.4 below - 

concerns the prominence of national leaders, issues, and campaign frames in state 

contests, and is assessed qualitatively through manifestos, campaign speeches, and 

reported media coverage rather than a formally coded content analysis. 

State National Party 

Aggregate Vote 

Share (%) 

National Party 

Seat Share (%) 

Primary System 

Typology 

Tamil Nadu 16.5% 8.2% Regional vs. 

Regional 

Kerala 53.2% 55.4% National vs. 

National (via 

Coalitions) 

West Bengal 48.1% 52.8% Regional vs. 

National 

Assam 54.8% 61.1% National vs. Mixed 

Regional 

Puducherry 38.5% 40.0% Mixed Competitive 

System 



 

Source: (Election Commission of India, 2026). 

On the electoral dimension summarised in the table above, national parties show deeper 

electoral and organisational penetration in Assam and West Bengal, while regional 

structures continue to dominate in Tamil Nadu, with Kerala and Puducherry occupying 

an intermediate position. The vote-share and seat-share figures capture only the electoral 

dimension of nationalisation; the campaign-content patterns discussed in Section 5.4 

capture its discursive dimension, and the two need not move together - distinguishing 

them is central to the argument that follows (Chhibber & Kollman, 2004; Jones & 

Mainwaring, 2003). 

5.2 The BJP's Uneven Growth Across India's State Party Systems 

The 2026 election results show that the BJP's growth is uneven and varies by state. Its 

success cannot be read as a single national trend; it is shaped by local political boundaries 

and regional cultures. 

Vote Share of BJP in respective states (in %) 

 

Source: (Election Commission of India, 2026). 

In West Bengal, the BJP's win in the state assembly reflects a decade-long shift away 

from traditional opposition forces. Using a centralised campaign model supported by 

strong social media engagement, the party gained a 45.84% vote share (Election 

Commission of India, 2026), ending the Trinamool Congress's (TMC) 15-year rule. In 

Assam, the BJP secured its third consecutive term with a 37.81% vote share (Election 

Commission of India, 2026), combining pan-Indian cultural nationalism with strong local 



alliances and welfare programmes such as the Orunodoi income-support scheme for 

women. 

This national growth strategy encountered strong resistance in the southern states. In 

Tamil Nadu, the BJP's vote share was only 2.97% (Election Commission of India, 2026). 

The state's traditional Dravidian politics, built around language, social justice, and 

autonomy, left little room for a national political alternative. In Kerala, the BJP received 

11.42% of the vote (Election Commission of India, 2026), where its expanded 

organisational base helped it attract some voters, although the LDF-UDF two-party 

competition remained a barrier to converting votes into seats. 

5.3 Congress and the Politics of Adaptation 

While discussions of nationalisation often highlight the BJP's expansion, the structural 

survival of the Indian National Congress (INC) illustrates a different model of electoral 

durability based on local adaptation and regional collaboration rather than dominance. 

In Kerala, the INC-led UDF took advantage of anti-incumbency to challenge the LDF's 

bid for a third consecutive term. The INC's strong local leadership and ties with 

traditional social groups helped it secure 43% of the state's popular vote within its 

alliance (Election Commission of India, 2026). In Tamil Nadu and Puducherry, the INC 

remained relevant by relying on regional partners. By taking a supporting role within 

dominant local platforms, the party kept a comparatively high rate of turning votes into 

seats, even as it ceded ideological ground to its regional partners. 

The Congress party's decline was evident in West Bengal and Assam, where partnerships 

with regional political forces were absent or minimal. In West Bengal, the party won less 

than 3% of the vote (Election Commission of India, 2026), while in Assam it split into 

factions. The pattern suggests that the relevance of the INC depends more on its ability to 

work with state-level political conditions than on the appeal of any single national policy 

platform. 

5.4 National and State-Level Electoral Narratives 

A reading of election manifestos, campaign speeches, and digital media suggests a clear 

difference in how issues were prioritised across these five elections. 

In West Bengal and Assam, campaign messages were largely nationalised. The BJP 

framed the elections around broad themes such as national security, federal funding, 

citizenship issues (The Times of India, 2026), and the centralised delivery of public 

services. 

In contrast, Tamil Nadu showed strong regional resistance. Campaign discussions 

focused heavily on state autonomy, language rights, opposition to federal control of 

funds, and local welfare policies, pushing even national parties toward local framing. 



Kerala took a middle path: although national debates were present, the main focus 

remained on state-level performance, public health, and local anti-incumbency. 

5.5 Personalisation of Leadership and Changing Electoral Competition 

A recurring theme in recent state elections is the increasing focus on individual political 

leaders. Personal political brands increasingly sit alongside, and at times overshadow, 

traditional party organisations and ideologies, giving state elections a more presidential 

character in several states. 

This personalisation shows up in at least two different forms across states. In West 

Bengal, the BJP employed a centralised, plebiscite-style approach in which Narendra 

Modi served as the major electoral counterweight to the ruling regional government, 

which is consistent with the party partly compensating for a comparatively weaker local 

organisational structure. In Assam, Kerala, and West Bengal, by contrast, regional 

executives - Himanta Biswa Sarma, Pinarayi Vijayan, and Mamata Banerjee - built 

personal mandates that extended beyond their party's traditional support base, making 

individual leadership itself an important factor in electoral contests. 

These patterns suggest that leadership has become an increasingly important factor 

shaping electoral competition, with prominent leaders often complementing, and 

sometimes overshadowing, traditional party organisations. 

5.6 Are India's State Party Systems Being Nationalised? 

A comparative reading of the 2026 data suggests that political nationalisation is uneven 

rather than a simple, uniform shift. 

Analytical 

Variable 

Tamil 

Nadu 

Kerala West 

Bengal 

Assam Puducherry 

BJP 

Penetration 

Low Moderate High High Moderate 

Congress 

Relevance 

Moderate High Low Moderate Moderate 

Regional Party 

Strength 

Very High High Declining Moderate Moderate 

Degree of 

Nationalisation 

(Electoral) 

Low Medium High High Medium 

 

Source: (Election Commission of India, 2026). 

The data show that while West Bengal and Assam have moved further toward national-

party politics, Tamil Nadu retains substantial independence, and Kerala and Puducherry 

occupy a more balanced position between the two. 



5.7 Conclusion: Nationalisation Without Uniformity 

The 2026 elections indicate that India's electoral landscape is not moving toward uniform 

nationalisation. Instead, the state party systems show a layered reality. National parties 

can reshape state-level competition under specific conditions, particularly where 

traditional regional powers are weakening, as in West Bengal and Assam. 

However, where local identities remain closely bound to established regional party 

systems, as in Tamil Nadu and Kerala, the push for nationalisation appears to be resisted 

or forced to adapt to local dynamics. The 2026 elections are consistent with this paper's 

broader argument: contemporary Indian politics is neither entirely localised nor 

uniformly national, but a fluid negotiation between the continuing independence of state 

political systems and the growing influence of national structures. 

  



Section 6: Welfare Politics and Women's Vote 

6.1 The Weaponisation of Welfare 

Across all five 2026 contests, direct benefit transfers to women were the most intensively 

deployed policy tool used by incumbents and challengers alike, ranging from monthly 

cash transfers to free bus travel and gold grants at marriage. Every incumbent in this five-

state dataset ran a flagship scheme of this kind, and every serious challenger built a 

competing or larger promise around it. Outcomes nonetheless diverged. Assam's 

incumbent welfare scheme appears to have functioned as a protective asset, while a 

comparable scheme in West Bengal did not prevent the incumbent's defeat, and in Tamil 

Nadu a sitting government's transfer was outbid by a two-year-old challenger. Female 

electors outnumbered male electors in Tamil Nadu, Kerala, and Puducherry and were 

near parity in Assam, with West Bengal the only state where men held a numerical edge 

(ORF, 2026). This consistency in electorate composition suggests that the divergence in 

outcome reflects how welfare interacted with other state-specific conditions, rather than 

differences in the size of the female electorate. The claims in this section about how 

women voted specifically, rather than about turnout or beneficiary numbers, are treated as 

illustrative rather than representative, since they are not based on gender-disaggregated 

post-poll survey data (King, 1997; Robinson, 1950). 

6.2 A State-by-State Investigation 

The scale of the money involved leaves little doubt about why parties treated this 

constituency as important. Orunodoi is Assam's flagship women-centric direct benefit 

transfer scheme, introduced on 2 October 2020 to give more than 24 lakh economically 

disadvantaged households financial support via direct bank transfer, with women named 

as the beneficiaries (IJCRT, 2024). Orunodoi launched at roughly 830 rupees a month, 

rising to 1,250 rupees by 2026 (Government of Assam, n.d.). On 10 March 2026, the 

state disbursed 9,000 rupees each to 40 lakh women in a single transfer totalling roughly 

3,600 crore rupees, its largest single-day welfare payout (News on Air, 2026). The 

incumbent's manifesto promised a rise to 3,000 rupees a month if re-elected (The Indian 

Express, 2026). Lakshmir Bhandar is West Bengal's flagship scheme, launched by the 

state government in February 2021 to provide financial assistance to women from 

economically weaker sections, targeting women aged 25 to 60 to help meet essential 

household needs such as food, healthcare, and education expenses (South 24 Parganas 

District Administration, n.d.). Its transfer, originally 1,000 and 1,200 rupees by category, 

was revised upward to 1,500 and 1,700 rupees in the 2026 budget (The Week, 2026), 

reaching 2.21 crore beneficiaries against 3.73 crore registered women voters as of 2024 

(Finance Department, Govt. of West Bengal, 2026; Outlook India, 2026). 

In Tamil Nadu, the incumbent's Kalaignar Magalir Urimai Thittam began in 2023 at 

1,000 rupees a month to 1.06 crore women heads of families (The Hindu, 2023), with a 



2026 pledge to double the rate, and a further 500-rupee monthly increase announced just 

months before voting (TNPSC Thervupettagam, n.d.). The challenger TVK's manifesto 

promised 2,500 rupees a month to the same demographic, with free LPG cylinders and 

bridal benefits (The Print, 2026; Bharat Election, 2026). In Kerala, the incumbent ran no 

unconditional cash transfer for women at comparable scale, relying instead on pensions 

and the Kudumbashree network (CRM India, 2024) - a structural absence rather than a 

smaller version of the same instrument. 

Table 1. Welfare scheme inventory by state, 2026 

State Scheme Current Rate 

(Rs/month) 

Beneficiaries Challenger / 

Revised Rate 

Assam Orunodoi 1,250 40 lakh 3,000 (re-

election 

pledge) 

West Bengal Lakshmir 

Bhandar 

1,500 / 1,700 2.21 crore Revised up 

from 1,000 / 

1,200 

Tamil Nadu Kalaignar 

Magalir Urimai 

Thittam 

1,000 1.06 crore 2,500 (TVK) / 

2,000 (DMK 

pledge) 

Kerala No comparable 

DBT scheme 

- - - 

Puducherry BPL women's 

financial 

assistance 

2,500 Not published No comparable 

challenger 

offer 

 

The rates and beneficiary counts above are not standardised for eligible population, state 

budget, or scheme design, and should be read as indicating scale rather than as a 

directly comparable rate of coverage across states (see Section 7.6). 

Chart 1. Monthly transfer amount by state: current incumbent rate versus challenger 

promise or re-election pledge (Rs per month) 



 

Chart 2. Beneficiary count by state, in crore women 

 

Source: (News on Air, 2026);  (The Week, 2026);  (Outlook India, 2026);  (TNPSC 

Thervupettagam, n.d.);  (News on Air, 2025). 

6.3 When Welfare Worked: The Assam Case 

Assam offers the clearest instance of welfare functioning as incumbency protection, 

though the mechanism appears layered rather than a direct exchange of cash for votes. By 

the March disbursement, the scheme had operated continuously for six years, a track 

record a newly announced rival promise could not replicate. Isolating this effect requires 

acknowledging other factors operating over the same period, including patterns of 

religious-bloc voting and constituency delimitation, which this report discusses elsewhere 

and does not adjudicate here. Within that caveat, reporting from the campaign period (Al 

Jazeera, 2026) found women at BJP rallies repeatedly citing Orunodoi as their reason for 

backing the incumbent, and a pre-poll survey in which most respondents expected the 

transfers to consolidate or even draw in opposition-leaning voters. The same reporting 

noted opposition figures and an independent economist characterising the disbursement's 

timing as an attempt to influence the vote, a charge the BJP denied, framing the payment 



as a long-standing entitlement rather than an election-linked measure (The Times of 

India, 2026). These rally quotations and pre-poll survey findings are illustrative rather 

than representative evidence of how women as a group voted, and the argument here 

should be read as a plausible mechanism rather than a demonstrated effect. 

6.4 When Welfare Failed: The West Bengal Paradox 

West Bengal presents the greatest challenge to any simple claim that incumbents win by 

delivering welfare benefits, because the incumbent had the largest welfare network of any 

state in this sample but still lost. The rape and murder of a trainee doctor at RG Kar 

Medical College in August 2024 (The Federal, 2026) gave rise to a protest movement 

that damaged the incumbent's standing among women voters in urban constituencies. In 

the constituency of Panihati, reporting described a “silent female vote” (Free Press 

Journal, 2026) that turned away from the Lakshmir Bhandar scheme and toward the 

protest movement. The opposition nominated the victim's mother for this constituency, 

turning the failure of law and order into a contest between the two demographics the 

scheme was meant to protect. This constituency-level account, like the Assam evidence 

above, is suggestive of a mechanism rather than proof of an aggregate shift in women's 

votes across the state, in the absence of representative post-poll survey data broken down 

by gender. 

Chart 3. Welfare depth versus a confounding-factors score, by state, overlaid with 

incumbent outcome 

 

Source: (The Federal, 2026) ;(Free Press Journal, 2026). 



The confounding-factors score on the horizontal axis is a composite of three components, 

each scored from zero to ten and averaged equally. The first is anti-incumbency weight, 

measured by the number of consecutive terms served and the degree of organisational 

entrenchment of the incumbent formation; Assam and Puducherry score low here as first- 

and second-term incumbents respectively, while West Bengal, Tamil Nadu, and Kerala 

each carried accumulated fatigue from longer or more entrenched rule. The second is 

safety and accountability failures, capturing discrete, high-salience events publicly 

associated with the incumbent's governance record in the cycle; West Bengal scores 

highest here given the RG Kar case, Tamil Nadu scores moderately given reported 

corruption controversies at the local administrative level, and Assam and Puducherry 

score near zero given the absence of a comparable proximate event. The third is welfare 

saturation, reflecting the degree to which sustained prior delivery had normalised 

transfers as a baseline expectation rather than a distinctive offer; Tamil Nadu scores 

highest here given six decades of Dravidian provisioning, with West Bengal moderately 

elevated given Lakshmir Bhandar's long run. The three components carry equal weight in 

the composite. Because these component scores were assigned with knowledge of the 

election outcomes, the score should be read as a way of organising the qualitative 

evidence already presented in Sections 3 and 4, not as an independent statistical predictor 

of those outcomes. 

6.5 The Outbidding Problem: Tamil Nadu's Welfare Inflation 

Tamil Nadu illustrates a phenomenon of saturation. Given decades of welfare distribution 

by Dravidian governments, the standard view that women voters respond only to tangible 

payments looks like an underestimate (Open Magazine, n.d.) of the importance voters 

place on law and order and economic opportunity. The amount offered by TVK, 2,500 

rupees a month (Bharat Election, 2026), was higher than the incumbent's 1,000 rupees, 

which the DMK's own pledge doubled to 2,000. That TVK emerged as the largest party 

without any history of governance is consistent with a saturation effect, in which welfare 

had become an entry price for contesting rather than a point of differentiation. 

6.6 The Representation Gap: Voters Without Voice 

Welfare politics reflects a related asymmetry. In the assemblies constituted in 2021, 

women comprised 13.7% of the membership in West Bengal, the highest proportion 

among the five states considered, followed by Kerala at 7.86%, Tamil Nadu at 5.13%, 

Assam at 4.76%, and Puducherry at 3.33% (PIB, 2024) - even though women constitute 

roughly half or more of the electorate in most of these states. This gap between 

representation in the electorate and in the legislature (ORF, 2026), roughly half of the 

former and about a tenth of the latter, may plausibly affect how welfare itself is designed 

- tilted toward visible transfers of benefits rather than structural changes such as land 

reform or candidate quota systems - but this report treats that connection as a topic for 

further study given its limited sample size. 



Chart 4. Women as a percentage of the electorate (2026) versus women as a percentage 

of elected MLAs (2021), by state 

 

Source: (ORF, 2026); Ministry of Law and Justice. 

6.7 Cross-State Synthesis: A Typology 

The four larger cases are consistent with one mechanism rather than four unrelated 

stories: welfare appears to buy an incumbent time, not loyalty, and what happens during 

that borrowed time is associated with the outcome. Assam illustrates the mechanism 

working as intended, in that six years of welfare delivery appear to have generated 

enough patience among voters that no other issue rose to challenge the incumbent. West 

Bengal illustrates its apparent failure where safety, rather than finance, was the deficiency 

- welfare transfers measured in rupees did not offset a deficit of trust. Tamil Nadu 

illustrates a mechanism exhausted by its own success, where decades of delivery reduced 

welfare to something closer to an entry price for contesting, shifting the contest from 

credibility to generosity. 

Puducherry adds a quieter, fourth variant. In its March 2025 budget, the territorial 

government raised its monthly financial assistance for women heads of BPL households 

from 1,000 to 2,500 rupees, a targeted, means-tested payout rather than a universal 

transfer on the Assam or Bengal model. It sits within a much smaller basket of welfare 

spending, just over 2,100 crore rupees, alongside free rice, farmer subsidies, and old-age 

pensions (News on Air, 2025). The NDA alliance, led by Chief Minister N. Rangasamy's 

AINRC, returned to power in 2026 with an increased majority of 18 of 30 seats, up from 

16 in 2021. A modest, targeted scheme paired with a stable incumbent appears to have 

produced much the same protective effect here as a mass transfer did in Assam. Kerala, 



by contrast, had no comparable instrument of this kind at stake, and the anti-incumbency 

mechanism described in Section 3 appears to have operated largely unimpeded. 

  



Section 7: Synthesis - The Layered Electoral Reality 

The 2026 assembly elections in West Bengal, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Assam, and 

Puducherry are, on the evidence gathered here, a significant episode in India's federal 

politics, offering a layered electoral picture that resists a simple dichotomy. The core 

proposition of this study is that the election outcomes are neither five independent 

narratives about each state separately nor a single coherent national narrative, but rather a 

comparative interplay between the continuity of state-based political systems and certain 

structural pressures, such as the weakening of regional hegemonies, the intensified use of 

welfare politics, and the partial nationalisation of political discourse. 

7.1 The Structural Breakdown of Regional Hegemonies 

A defining feature of this cycle was the near-simultaneous decline of three long-standing 

regional power structures: the Dravidian duopoly in Tamil Nadu, the Left Democratic 

Front's (LDF) two-term dominance in Kerala, and the Trinamool Congress's (TMC) 15-

year consolidation in West Bengal. This paper's argument is that this pattern is consistent 

with a common structural condition it terms hegemony fatigue. Voters across these 

diverse ideological landscapes appear to have increasingly weighed the costs of long-

term dominance - patronage exclusion, accountability erosion, and weakened competition 

- against continued support for the incumbent formation. 

In Tamil Nadu, the result was a historic rupture, as the Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK) 

broke the decades-old DMK-AIADMK duopoly to emerge as the single largest party, 

creating the state's first hung assembly. This is consistent with the traditional Dravidian 

identity frame no longer resonating as strongly with post-1990 voters. Similarly, in 

Kerala, the UDF's victory is consistent with the LDF's hegemonic bid being structurally 

defeated, reverting the state to its earlier pattern of alternation. In West Bengal, the 

TMC's collapse looks like a more gradual structural weakening, driven by governance 

failures that the BJP was positioned to exploit for a landslide victory. 

7.2 Nationalisation versus Regional Resistance: The BJP and Congress 

The 2026 results give a nuanced answer to whether Indian state elections are becoming 

nationalised extensions of central politics. The BJP's divergent performance - an outright 

victory in West Bengal and consolidation in Assam, contrasted with a marginal presence 

in Tamil Nadu and Kerala - is consistent with nationalisation being an uneven rather than 

a uniform process. The findings suggest that the BJP's success is contingent on state-

specific political conditions and organisational depth. In West Bengal and Assam, 

national narratives about leadership and security were highly salient; in Tamil Nadu and 

Kerala, regional identities and local political structures retained significant autonomy, 

resisting the “national wave.” 

Meanwhile, the Indian National Congress (INC) demonstrated a strategy of adaptability 

rather than dominance, integrating into state-level politics through alliances - as in the 



UDF's success in Kerala and its role within the SPA in Tamil Nadu - which allowed it to 

remain electorally relevant despite its weaker position in West Bengal and Assam. This is 

consistent with the broader argument that national parties do not simply “overwrite” state 

politics, but mediate their influence through local factors and leadership brands. 

7.3 Welfare Politics and the Gendered Vote 

Perhaps the most significant cross-state pattern identified is the intensified use of Direct 

Benefit Transfers (DBTs) targeted at women. While every major party deployed these 

tools, their apparent efficacy as an incumbency-protection device varied across a rough 

typology: 

1. Welfare as Shield (Assam): The BJP's Orunodoi scheme functioned as a protective 

asset in a state where it was institutionally credible and long-running. 

2. Welfare Apparently Neutralised (West Bengal): Despite the extensive Lakshmir 

Bhandar scheme reaching 2.2 crore women, the TMC lost - an outcome consistent with 

the RG Kar case having stripped much of the TMC's welfare-based legitimacy, and with 

cash transfers being unable to substitute for the state's core obligation to provide physical 

safety. 

3. Welfare Commodified / Outbid (Tamil Nadu): In a high-entitlement state, welfare 

appears to have reached a saturation point, allowing the TVK to outbid the DMK's 

promises (Rs. 2,500 versus Rs. 2,000). 

A structural representation gap remains alongside these patterns: while women are the 

primary targets of welfare designed with them as voters in mind, they remain markedly 

under-represented in the resulting legislatures, holding under 15% of seats in all five 

states. 

7.4 The Logic of Incumbency and Anti-Incumbency 

This paper has examined why anti-incumbency was decisive in three states but not in 

Assam and Puducherry. The evidence is consistent with survivors like the BJP in Assam 

and the AINRC-led alliance in Puducherry sharing organisational strength and effective 

delivery narratives that the defeated incumbents lacked. Puducherry's survival is also 

plausibly linked to scale effects - a smaller electorate where patronage is more visible and 

opposition less consolidated. By contrast, the decisive anti-incumbency in West Bengal, 

Kerala, and Tamil Nadu was often signalled in advance by vote-share erosion in prior 

local polls or by specific corruption scandals and governance grievances. 

7.5 Research Assumptions Revisited 

Several assumptions running through the analysis deserve to be stated explicitly rather 

than left implicit: 



• The FPTP distortion: In states such as Assam and West Bengal, modest vote-share leads 

translated into large seat-share majorities. This disproportionality can create an 

impression of a total “wave” when underlying popular support was more closely 

contested - a point this paper has tried to keep separate from legislative security in 

Section 2.6. 

• The West Bengal asterisk: The exclusion of over 9 million voters from the West Bengal 

rolls following a Special Intensive Revision raises a genuine, unresolved question about 

whether the scale, though probably not the direction, of the BJP's victory was affected by 

disenfranchisement rather than by structural political shifts alone. 

• Personalisation of leadership: This paper treats voters as increasingly judging elections 

through leadership brands (Modi, Mamata, Vijay, Sarma) alongside party ideology, but 

this personalisation may itself be a symptom of organisational decay rather than a wholly 

independent structural shift, and the two are difficult to disentangle with the data used 

here. 

• Defining nationalisation: The analytical framework treats nationalisation as a spectrum 

with electoral and discursive dimensions. The resilience of regional forces in Tamil Nadu 

suggests nationalisation may, in places, remain closer to a surface-level campaign 

phenomenon than a deep structural reordering of state party systems. 

7.6 Limitations 

This paper compares five elections from a single electoral cycle, and its conclusions 

should be read accordingly. Five cases cannot establish a general causal transformation of 

India's state party systems; they can identify patterns, compare plausible mechanisms, 

and generate hypotheses for further, more systematic testing. Throughout this report, 

terms such as suggests, is consistent with, and provides preliminary evidence are used 

deliberately in place of stronger causal language, and the same caution should be 

extended to any claim not explicitly qualified in this way. 

A number of specific limitations follow from the paper's design and data: 

• Small-N inference: with five cases, and one of them (Puducherry) treated as an auxiliary 

rather than a fully comparable case, the paper's comparisons are best read as theory-

building rather than as a statistical test (Lijphart, 1971). 

• Observational data and source mix: the analysis relies on official results, government 

welfare documentation, and news reporting rather than on a single harmonised dataset 

built for this purpose; official ECI totals are treated as authoritative, but figures drawn 

from press reporting - particularly on delimitation, roll revision, and rally-level reactions 

- carry the ordinary limitations of that source type. 



• Non-standardised welfare comparison: the welfare figures in Section 6 compare 

absolute beneficiary counts and monthly transfer amounts across states with different 

populations, eligibility rules, and budgets. A coverage ratio expressed as a share of the 

eligible population, or expenditure per beneficiary relative to state revenue, would be a 

more rigorous basis for comparison; this paper does not have the population and 

eligibility data needed to compute such a ratio reliably for all five states, and presents the 

welfare comparison as indicative of scale rather than of standardised coverage. 

• Illustrative rather than systematic content analysis: references to manifestos, speeches, 

and digital media in Sections 5 and 6 are based on a selective reading of available 

material rather than a defined corpus, sampling period, codebook, or intercoder-reliability 

check. The qualitative claims in those sections should be read as plausible readings of the 

campaign environment rather than as the output of a systematic content-analysis 

procedure. 

• Absence of individual-level voter data: claims about how particular groups - especially 

women - voted are not based on representative post-poll or panel survey data broken 

down by gender. Aggregate relationships between turnout, beneficiary numbers, and state 

results cannot, on their own, establish individual-level voting behaviour, a limitation 

flagged wherever such claims appear (King, 1997; Robinson, 1950). 

• Constituency-level competitiveness: the competitiveness rankings in Section 2.6 rely on 

seat margins above the majority mark, which measure legislative security rather than the 

closeness of the underlying vote; a full effective-number-of-parties or vote-seat 

disproportionality calculation across all 824 seats was outside the scope of the 

constituency-level dataset compiled here. 

• Delimitation and roll revision: the 2023 delimitation in Assam and the 2026 Special 

Intensive Revision in West Bengal are both flagged in the relevant sections as factors that 

may have shaped outcomes independently of the mechanisms this paper emphasises; 

neither could be fully isolated from those mechanisms with the data available. 

Taken together, these limitations mean the paper's central claims - about hegemony 

fatigue, the conditional protective power of welfare, and the uneven nationalisation of 

state politics - are best read as a comparative account consistent with the evidence 

gathered, and as a basis for further, more rigorously operationalised research, rather than 

as an established causal theory of Indian state elections. 

  



Conclusion 

The 2026 assembly elections in Tamil Nadu, Kerala, West Bengal, Assam, and 

Puducherry represent a significant episode in Indian subnational politics. These five 

contests do not simply confirm a single national trend or a pure regionalism thesis. 

Instead, they point to a complex electoral environment in which broad structural 

pressures intersect with regional political systems. An examination of the data reveals 

associations between vote-share trends, governance issues, and shifts in strategic 

communication. The marked decline of regional powers such as the Trinamool Congress 

in West Bengal, the Left Democratic Front in Kerala, and the long-standing Dravidian 

duopoly in Tamil Nadu is consistent with the view that anti-incumbency-type effects can 

manifest across different state systems when certain conditions are met. 

One notable finding from the 2026 elections is that Direct Benefit Transfers (DBTs) 

aimed at women do not, on their own, guarantee protection from anti-incumbency; their 

apparent impact depends on broader governance conditions. The contrasting situations in 

Assam and West Bengal illustrate this point. In Assam, a long-running, credible transfer 

scheme coincided with the incumbent's survival. In West Bengal, the Trinamool 

Congress, despite having a robust welfare system in Lakshmir Bhandar, suffered a major 

defeat to the BJP, which secured a 45.84% vote share. The public reaction to the RG Kar 

Medical College tragedy of August 2024 is consistent with a shift in many women's 

votes, and the overall outcome is compatible with the conclusion that large cash transfers 

can be outweighed by major governance failures - that basic physical safety remains a 

need cash transfers alone cannot substitute for, though a five-case comparison of this kind 

cannot establish this as a general causal law. 

In Tamil Nadu, the expansion of the Kalaignar Magalir Urimai Thittam appears to have 

had limited electoral protective effect, as welfare had by 2026 become closer to a 

baseline voter expectation than a distinguishing reason to vote for the incumbent. This is 

consistent with the TVK gaining traction partly by offering a still-higher cash transfer 

and additional benefits. 

The five elections also point to a persistent structural problem in political representation. 

While women are courted as a voting bloc through targeted DBTs, they remain under-

represented in legislative seats across all five regions. This imbalance may plausibly 

shape how welfare programmes are designed in the first place, with centralised, largely 

male-led party organisations tending to prioritise direct cash transfers, which are visible 

and electorally legible in the short run, over deeper structural reforms such as expanding 

labour-force participation, securing land rights, or adopting candidate quotas for women; 

this report treats that connection as a hypothesis for further research rather than a 

demonstrated causal pathway. 



The varied performance of national parties across states is consistent with regional 

identities and state-specific political dynamics continuing to shape electoral outcomes, 

underscoring the continuing autonomy of state party systems even amid growing national 

political competition. As set out in Section 7.6, these conclusions are offered as 

comparative findings and hypotheses arising from a five-case, single-cycle study, rather 

than as a statistically confirmed account of a national transformation. 

  



Policy and Institutional Recommendations 

1. Transition from Cash Deliveries to Structural Empowerment 

Subnational governments should consider shifting welfare strategy, over time, away from 

unconditional cash transfers and toward initiatives that address structural barriers for 

women. State planning boards could develop programmes that improve women's labour-

force participation, expand access to credit for women-led businesses, and secure formal 

land titles, alongside - rather than as an immediate replacement for - existing cash-

transfer schemes. 

2. Establish Independent Audits for Welfare Programmes 

To manage competitive financial promises and reduce the risk of unsustainable welfare 

bidding of the kind observed in Tamil Nadu, states could establish independent fiscal 

councils to assess the long-term financial sustainability of proposed DBT expansions 

against state revenues, so that welfare growth does not crowd out funding for 

infrastructure, education, and health. 

3. Reform Internal Party Structures and Legislative Representation 

Political parties could examine their internal structures in light of the gap this paper 

documents between high female voter turnout and low legislative representation, for 

instance by considering voluntary gender quotas in internal leadership and candidate 

selection processes. Moving beyond treating women solely as an electoral constituency, 

toward including them more fully in candidate lists, would help ensure that policy 

development reflects broader representative input rather than short-term electoral strategy 

alone. 

The 2026 elections suggest that electoral outcomes are shaped not only by welfare policy 

but also by governance, regional identity, and changing voter expectations. These 

findings are offered as a contribution to understanding India's evolving subnational 

political landscape, and as a basis for future, more rigorously operationalised research on 

the relationship between welfare, representation, and democratic accountability. 
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