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Abstract 

This research paper provides a comprehensive longitudinal analysis of electoral dynamics 

across 28 Indian states from 1960 to 2026, documenting a fundamental structural shift from 

the traditional Iron Law of Anti-Incumbency to a pioneering New Incumbency model. By 

examining the Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP) transition from the revolving door era of 

punitive voting to a strategic Age of Retention, the study identifies a tripartite framework of 

survival consisting of Saturation Governance, Mechanical Refresh, and Narrative 

Nationalisation. Through the delivery of Private Welfare Assets to a dedicated Labharthi 

(beneficiary) class, the proactive rotation of legislative faces to neutralise localised fatigue, 

and the branding of Double-Engine governance, the BJP has effectively decoupled the 

burden of office from the certainty of rejection. Utilising a mixed-methods approach, 

including Regression Discontinuity Design and qualitative process-tracing, the analysis 

contrasts the organisational adaptability of the BJP against the systemic atrophy and 

patronage-based failures of opposition entities. Ultimately, the paper argues that the 

contemporary Indian electorate has evolved into a post-clientelist body that rewards 

administrative universality and programmatic continuity, establishing a new scientific 

benchmark for political survival and competitive federalism in the world's largest 

democracy.  
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I. Introduction 

In the landscape of global comparative politics, few democratic environments have been as 

historically hostile to incumbent governments as the Indian states. For nearly four decades, 

scholars and pollsters alike identified a consistent pattern of punitive voting, where the act 

of governing was almost synonymous with the erosion of electoral support. This 

phenomenon, colloquially termed the pendulum effect or the Iron Law of Anti-Incumbency, 

suggested that the Indian electorate utilised the ballot box not as a mechanism for policy 

endorsement, but as a venting machine for localised grievances, administrative failures, and 

service delivery gaps (Uppal, 2009). Between 1977 and the early 2000s, the probability of a 

sitting state government returning to power was statistically lower than that of a coin toss, 

creating a revolving door system that favoured elite circulation over policy continuity. 

However, the contemporary era, beginning roughly with the national political realignment 

of 2014 and extending through the state mandates of 2026, has witnessed a fundamental 

structural break in this longitudinal trend. The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has emerged as 

the primary architect of a New Incumbency model. By successfully decoupling the burden 

of office from the certainty of rejection, the BJP has demonstrated that re-election is no 

longer an anomaly but a manageable administrative variable. In states as diverse as Gujarat, 

Uttar Pradesh, Assam, and Haryana, the party has replaced the traditional cycle of rejection 

with a cycle of retention. This paper argues that this shift is a result of a scientific overhaul 

in how the relationship between the state and the citizen is managed. 

The Hypothesis 

The central hypothesis of this study is that the BJP has successfully converted anti-

incumbency into pro-incumbency through a tripartite strategy of Saturation Governance, 

Mechanical Refresh, and Narrative Nationalisation. 

1. Saturation Governance: By shifting from Public Goods (impersonal infrastructure) to 

Private Welfare Assets (targeted household benefits), the party has created a Labharthi 

(beneficiary) class that views the government as a direct provider of personal dignity and 

security. 
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2. Mechanical Refresh: By aggressively rotating candidates and refreshing leadership faces 

mid-tenure, the party prevents localised representative fatigue from curdling into a state-

wide anti-incumbency wave. 

3. Narrative Nationalisation: Through the Double-Engine logic, the party has convinced 

voters that state stability is an essential component of national progress, thereby raising the 

cost of change for the electorate. 

While existing literature often focuses on single-state case studies or national parliamentary 

trends, this paper offers a comparative framework that explains why non-BJP entities 

continue to struggle with the Incumbents Curse while the BJP has successfully 

institutionalised the Science of Survival. By examining both the Fortress States (where 

mandates are repeated for decades) and the Swing Breakthroughs (where the pendulum was 

broken for the first time), we uncover the institutional and economic variables that define 

modern Indian elections. 

II. Literature Review and Historical Baseline 

A. The Traditional Orthodoxy  

For much of the post-independence era, particularly following the decline of the Congress 

System in 1967, Indian political science operated under the assumption that incumbency 

was a structural liability. The seminal work of Yogesh Uppal (2005) remains the 

quantitative benchmark for this Iron Law. Analysing state legislative elections between 1975 

and 2003, Uppal utilised a regression discontinuity design to prove a significant 

incumbency disadvantage, finding that sitting legislators were 18 to 25 percentage points 

less likely to win than challengers. This was attributed to an uninformed electorate that 

utilised the ballot primarily as a vent for grievances regarding poor service delivery (Uppal, 

2005, 2009). 

Similarly, Linden (2004) identified that while incumbents in developed democracies benefit 

from a valence advantage (accruing resources and visibility), Indian incumbents historically 

suffered from an administrative credibility gap. The literature from this period suggests that 

the Indian voter was retrospective but primarily vengeful, rewarding the opposition simply 
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as a means to rotate the governing elite rather than as an endorsement of specific policy 

alternatives (Linden, 2004). 

B. The Representative Weakness Theory 

A more nuanced academic thread, championed by Alexander Lee (2014, 2019), identifies 

institutional design as a mechanical driver of anti-incumbency. Lee argues that the Anti-

Defection Law (1985) fundamentally severed the link between the legislator and the 

constituent. Because legislators are legally bound to vote with their party’s high command, 

they are unable to build an independent personal vote or take visible policy stances tailored 

to local needs. Consequently, the individual MLA becomes a generic proxy for the party 

brand. When the party brand suffers at the state or national level, the individual incumbent 

has no institutional shield, leading to the high turnover rates observed in longitudinal 

datasets (Lee, 2014). 

C. The New Incumbency and the Welfare-Governance Shift 

The scholarship regarding the post-2014 era marks a sharp departure from these earlier 

rejectionist theories. Milan Vaishnav (2025) and Gilles Verniers (2025) have documented 

the emergence of a professional political class, increasingly dominated by the Bharatiya 

Janata Party (BJP), which has learned to mitigate turnover through strategic candidate 

selection. 

The most significant contribution to this New Incumbency literature is the analysis of 

Saturation Welfare by Deshpande, Tillin, and Kailash (2019). Their research posits that 

the BJP successfully centralised credit for welfare delivery. By shifting the focus from 

Public Goods (impersonal infrastructure) to Private Welfare Assets (e.g., Ujjwala gas 

connections, PM Awas housing, and Direct Benefit Transfers), the party created a direct, 

emotive connection between the household and the top leadership. This centralisation of 

credit bypasses the representative weakness identified by Lee, as voters attribute their life 

improvements to the Double-Engine model rather than the local MLA (Deshpande et al., 

2019; Vaishnav, 2025). 
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D. From Clientelism to Programmatic Persistence 

Contemporary research by Shikhar Singh (2025) and Chhibber & Verma (2020) further 

notes that the shift toward rule-based selection of beneficiaries has upset the old ethnic-

clientelist equilibrium. Historically, incumbency was tied to the party’s ability to distribute 

patronage to its own community. The BJP’s transition to a programmatic, data-driven 

delivery system (the Labharthi model) has created a broader category of beneficiaries that 

cuts across traditional caste lines. This Pro-Incumbency Shield allows the party to sustain a 

repeat mandate by replacing the politics of patronage with the politics of performance 

(Chhibber & Verma, 2020; Singh, 2025). 

E. Synthesis: The Research Frontier 

The existing literature provides a clear trajectory: from a structural disadvantage rooted in 

institutional weakness (Uppal, Lee) to a strategic advantage rooted in governance saturation 

(Deshpande, Vaishnav). However, a gap remains in longitudinal analysis that covers all 28 

states comprehensively through the 2024–2026 cycles. This paper fills that gap by 

demonstrating how the BJP has synthesised these lessons to turn the burden of office into a 

permanent premium of performance. 

III. Research Methodology 

A. Research Design: A Mixed-Methods Longitudinal Approach 

This study employs a mixed-methods research design, combining quantitative longitudinal 

data with qualitative process-tracing. To address the central research question, how the 

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has systematically converted the Incumbents Curse into a Pro-

Incumbency Advantage, the study analyses electoral outcomes across all 28 Indian states. 

The timeframe spans from each state’s first election following its inception (or 1960) to the 

most recent assembly results in 2026. This allows for the identification of structural shifts 

across the three distinct ages of Indian politics: the Age of Congress Dominance (pre-1977), 

the Age of Anti-Incumbency Volatility (1977–2002), and the contemporary Age of New 

Incumbency (2014–2026). 
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B. Data Sources and Universe 

The quantitative data for this research are derived from the Election Commission of India 

(ECI) Statistical Reports and the Trivedi Centre for Political Data (TCPD) at Ashoka 

University. Specifically, the TCPD-IED (Indian Elections Dataset) and the TCPD-IID 

(Individual Incumbency Dataset) are utilised to track candidate-level retention and party-

level performance longitudinally. For contemporary governance metrics, the study uses data 

from the Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE) for state-level economic health 

and Union Budget documents to track the saturation of Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT) 

schemes. The qualitative analysis is supplemented by pre-poll and post-poll survey data 

from the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS)-Lokniti, which provides 

insights into voter perceptions of governance and leadership. 

C. Defining and Measuring the Variables 

The core of our methodology lies in the rigorous definition of Incumbency as both a liability 

(traditional anti-incumbency) and an asset (the modern BJP model). 

1. The Dependent Variable: Re-Election Probability: We define re-election success through 

two lenses: 

a. Party-Level Retention: Whether the incumbent party or pre-poll alliance returns to power 

with a majority. 

b. Individual Retention (Candidate Strike Rate): The percentage of sitting MLAs who run 

for re-election and successfully win. 

2. The Primary Independent Variable: The Governance Satiety Index: This is a 

proprietary metric developed for this paper. It measures the saturation rate of central and 

state welfare schemes (Ujjwala, Awas Yojana, Ayushman Bharat). A saturated constituency 

is one where >90% of the eligible population has received tangible Private Goods. 

3. The Corrective Variable: Candidate Refresh Rate: This measures the percentage of 

sitting MLAs dropped by the incumbent party before the election. We hypothesize that a 

higher refresh rate correlates with a higher probability of party retention, particularly in BJP-

governed states. 
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D. Analytical Framework: Regression Discontinuity Design (RDD) 

Following the methodology of Yogesh Uppal (2005) and Alexander Lee (2014), this paper 

utilises a Regression Discontinuity Design (RDD). This model focuses on barely won and 

barely lost seats to isolate the effect of incumbency itself from the effect of candidate quality. 

In the traditional era (pre-2002), RDD results consistently showed a negative coefficient for 

incumbents, meaning a winner of a previous election was statistically less likely to win the 

next one. Our study applies this same model to the 2014–2026 era. We argue that in BJP-

governed states, the coefficient has flipped to positive, indicating that the party has 

successfully created an Incumbency Premium. 

E. Qualitative Process-Tracing of the Double-Engine Model 

To explain why the data shows a shift toward pro-incumbency, we use qualitative process-

tracing. This involves analysing political communication, manifesto delivery, and Double-

Engine branding across three specific Resilience Clusters: 

1. The Bastions (Gujarat, MP): Where the persistence of the BJP exceeds 20 years. 

2. The Breakthroughs (UP, Haryana): Historically volatile states that have now transitioned 

to repeat mandates. 

3. The Challenger Frontiers (West Bengal, Odisha): Where the BJP model has breached 

regional fortresses. 

By tracing the link between centralised welfare branding at the Centre and efficient 

implementation at the State level, we demonstrate how the Double-Engine synergy operates 

as an institutional shield against anti-incumbency. 

IV. Comparative Longitudinal Analysis: The BJP’s Mastery of Pro-

Incumbency 

A. The Shift from the Era of Rejection to the Age of Retention 

The most significant empirical finding of this longitudinal study is the structural break in 

Indian subnational electoral behaviour occurring around 2014. Historically, the Indian state 
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was defined by what scholars termed the revolving door phenomenon. Between 1977 and 

2002, the probability of an incumbent government being returned to power in major states 

was less than 30% (Uppal, 2009). This Era of Rejection was characterised by a voter’s 

tendency to punish the ruling party for systemic failures, regardless of candidate quality. 

However, the contemporary data (2014–2026) demonstrates that the Bharatiya Janata Party 

(BJP) has fundamentally decoupled the incumbency variable from rejection. By analysing 

the performance of the BJP in states like Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, and 

Assam, we see a consistent pattern of Pro-Incumbency. While opposition-led governments 

in states like Rajasthan, Chhattisgarh (pre-2023), and Karnataka continue to struggle with 

the 5-year pendulum, the BJP has institutionalized a model that rewards continuity. 

B. Neutralising Localised Anti-Incumbency 

A primary reason other parties succumb to anti-incumbency is representative fatigue, the 

accumulation of voter anger against individual MLAs and local corruption. The BJP’s 

masterstroke, as seen in our longitudinal data, is the Mechanical Refresh strategy. 

1. The 50% Rule in Candidate Selection: Data from the Gujarat 2022 and Uttarakhand 

2022 assembly elections shows that the BJP proactively dropped between 30% and 45% of 

its sitting MLAs. In Gujarat, this went as far as replacing the entire Council of Ministers, 

including the Chief Minister, a year before the polls. 

2. The Result: By sacrificing the individual to save the institution, the party effectively 

presents a new government to the voter despite being in power for decades. This allows the 

party to absorb the Vikas (Development) credit at the top while shedding the Anti-

Incumbency baggage at the bottom (Economic Times, 2026). This is a strategic discipline 

that regional parties, often dependent on local satraps and family dynasties, find impossible 

to replicate without triggering internal collapses. 
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C. Breaking the Swing State Curse: The Case of Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand 

For nearly four decades, Uttar Pradesh (UP) was the graveyard of incumbents. No party had 

returned to power for a consecutive second term with a full majority since 1985. The BJP 

broke this 37-year-old Swing State curse in 2022. 

Our analysis attributes this pro-incumbency shift to the Valence Advantage. In states like 

UP and Uttarakhand, the BJP has successfully convinced the electorate that the stability of 

the state is intrinsically linked to the stability of the Centre (the Double-Engine logic). 

Longitudinal data show that voters in these states now prioritise Strategic Continuity over 

Tactical Change. The 2022 UP mandate, where the party retained a massive majority despite 

high-intensity protests and economic challenges, serves as a definitive case study in how the 

BJP uses Governance Branding to override traditional caste-based anti-incumbency 

(Deshpande, Tillin, & Kailash, 2019). 

D. Institutionalising the Repeat Mandate in the North-East 

The most dramatic longitudinal shift has occurred in the North-East, particularly in Assam. 

Historically a region of high volatility and insurgency-led anti-incumbency, Assam has 

transitioned into a BJP bastion. By winning three consecutive terms (culminating in the 2026 

landslide), the BJP has demonstrated that its pro-incumbency model is culturally adaptable. 

The data suggests that the party’s focus on Constitutional Guardrails, protecting indigenous 

identity while delivering central welfare, has created a Pro-Incumbency Shield that the 

opposition has failed to penetrate. This is a stark contrast to the previous era, where the 

region was characterised by Governance Paralysis (Business World, 2026). 

E. Statistical Divergence: BJP vs. Regional Satraps 

When we compare the BJP’s retention rates with those of regional giants like the BJD in 

Odisha (pre-2024) or the TMC in West Bengal, we see an interesting divergence. While 

regional parties often rely on a single charismatic leader (the Personality Cult), the BJP relies 

on Organisational Ubiquity. The BJP’s Panna Pramukh system ensures a 365-day feedback 

loop between the government and the voter. This allows the party to identify undercurrents 

of anti-incumbency in real-time. Other parties, when in government, often become Echo 
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Chambers, only realising voter anger when the results are announced. The BJP’s ability to 

conduct Mid-Course Corrections, such as shifting leadership in Haryana (2024) just months 

before the vote, proves that its pro-incumbency is a result of Scientific Management rather 

than mere political luck (NDTV Profit, 2026). 

F. The Labharthi Paradigm 

A central insight into the BJP’s ability to survive the pendulum is the transition from a 

traditional Clientelist model to a Saturated Welfare model. Historically, welfare in India was 

transactional and fragmented, often leading to implementation leakage that fueled anti-

incumbency waves. However, the BJP has institutionalised a new voter category: the 

Labharthi (Beneficiary). 

The longitudinal data from 2014 to 2026 suggest that the party has moved from providing 

Public Goods (such as general infrastructure, which is often taken for granted) to Private 

Welfare Goods (direct assets like gas connections, toilets, and houses). Unlike public goods, 

private goods create a direct, emotive link between the individual household and the top 

leadership. In states like Madhya Pradesh (2023) and Uttar Pradesh (2022), the saturation 

of schemes like the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana and Jal Jeevan Mission created a pro-

incumbency shield. Voters attributed these tangible life improvements not to the local MLA, 

who might be unpopular, but to the Double-Engine governance model. This structural shift 

allows the BJP to sustain a high vote-share retention even when localised undercurrents are 

negative (Deshpande, Tillin, & Kailash, 2019). 

G. The Double-Engine Synergy 

One of the most potent weapons in the BJP’s pro-incumbency arsenal is the narrative of the 

Double-Engine Sarkaar. While other parties are often viewed as regional competitors to 

the Centre, the BJP has branded its state governments as a natural extension of the Central 

Government’s efficiency. 

Our analysis of the 2024-2026 election cycles shows that the Double-Engine logic serves a 

dual purpose. First, it provides a Valence Advantage, suggesting that developmental projects 
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will be turbocharged by administrative alignment. Second, it acts as a deterrent against anti-

incumbency by framing a change in state government as a risk to existing central benefits. 

In states like Assam and Haryana, this narrative has successfully broken the 5-year flip-

flop cycle. The longitudinal data proves that when the voter perceives the State and Centre 

as a single unit of delivery, their threshold for punishing the incumbent rises significantly, 

leading to the repeated mandates seen in the last decade (Scroll.in, 2023). 

H. Digitisation and the Erasure of Middleman Anti-Incumbency 

Historically, anti-incumbency in Indian states was often triggered by the corrupt middleman 

or the local cut-money culture. The BJP’s aggressive push for Direct Benefit Transfers 

(DBT) and the JAM Trinity (Jan Dhan-Aadhaar-Mobile) has effectively bypassed this 

hurdle. 

By ensuring that money reaches the beneficiary’s bank account directly, the party has 

removed the primary source of voter friction. In our study of all 28 states, we find a direct 

correlation between high DBT penetration and incumbent retention. In Gujarat and 

Uttarakhand, the digitisation of governance has allowed the party to present itself as 

transparent and efficient even after multiple terms. This clean governance image acts as a 

potent antidote to the governance paralysis that historically brought down parties like the 

INC and other regional entities (IJCRT, 2025). 

I. The Silent Voter and the Gendered Mandate 

A revolutionary insight from the 2023-2026 data is the emergence of women as a pro-

incumbency powerhouse. Schemes specifically targeted at women, such as the Ladli Behna 

Yojana in Madhya Pradesh or the Ujjwala Yojana nationally, have created a Silent Voter 

base. 

Longitudinal data demonstrates that the BJP often secures a 3–5% higher vote share among 

women compared to men in its Fortress states. This gendered support often functions as a 

buffer; even if male voters are split due to localised factors or caste arithmetic, the loyalty 

of the Labharthi woman provides the necessary margin for a repeat mandate. This is a 
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strategic depth that most opposition parties, still relying on traditional caste-based 

mobilisation, have yet to successfully counter. 

J. The Institutionalisation of Pro-Incumbency 

The longitudinal analysis of the 28 states confirms that the BJP’s success is not a series of 

isolated lucky wins but the result of a Scientific Governance Playbook. By combining 

Candidate Rotation (to manage local anger), Saturation Welfare (to build household 

loyalty), and Double-Engine Branding (to ensure stability), the BJP has fundamentally 

altered the DNA of Indian elections. While other parties remain trapped in the Anti-

Incumbency Cycle, the BJP has mastered the Art of Retention, turning the burden of office 

into a permanent electoral advantage. 

V. The Anatomy of Failure: Why Non-BJP Entities Struggle with the 

Incumbents’ Curse 

A. The Incumbents’ Curse and Organisational Atrophy 

While the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has successfully institutionalised a Persistence 

Model, other political entities in India, ranging from the Indian National Congress (INC) to 

regional satraps, consistently fall prey to what scholars call the Incumbents’ Curse. 

Longitudinal data across the 28 states reveal that for non-BJP parties, being in power is often 

a precursor to organisational decay. 

The primary driver of this failure is Organisational Atrophy. Unlike the BJP’s 365-day 

cadre mobilisation, opposition parties often become election-only machines. Once in power, 

the party organisation in states like Rajasthan, Karnataka, or Himachal Pradesh often merges 

with the government machinery. This leads to a total breakdown of the feedback loop 

between the grassroots and the high command. Consequently, these parties remain oblivious 

to local undercurrents of anger until they manifest as a wave of rejection at the ballot box 

(Vaishnav & Guy, 2018). 

 



 

 

13 | P a g e  

 

Airo National Journal 

Peer-Reviewed  

Multidisciplinary 

ISSN: 2321-3914 

Volume:2    Issue:2 

May 2026 

Impact Factor:11.9 

Subject: Political Science 

B. Leadership Stagnation and the Dynastic Trap 

A critical factor that harms non-BJP parties is the lack of internal leadership renewal. Our 

analysis shows a stark contrast between the BJP’s Mechanical Refresh strategy and the 

leadership stagnation in regional and Congress-led governments. 

1. The Persistence of the Status Quo: In states governed by regional parties (e.g., the BJD in 

Odisha or the YSRCP in Andhra Pradesh), the leadership structure is often rigid and centred 

around a single family or individual. While this provides short-term stability, it prevents the 

party from dropping unpopular sitting MLAs. Because these MLAs are often local power-

brokers or satraps upon whom the central leader depends, the party cannot risk the Candidate 

Rotation that the BJP utilises to reset anti-incumbency (George & Ponattu, 2019). 

2. The Accountability Gap: Dynastic politics often leads to a Descendant Effect, where the 

second or third generation of leaders inherits a loyal voter base but faces weaker incentives 

to perform. Research suggests that villages represented by dynastic descendants often see 

lower wealth ranks and fewer public goods compared to non-dynastic counterparts (George 

& Ponattu, 2018). This performance lag becomes a primary ingredient for the anti-

incumbency waves that eventually sweep these parties out of power. 

C. The Failure of Reactive Governance 

Longitudinal studies of non-BJP governments show a pattern of Reactive rather than 

Proactive governance. While the BJP utilises digital tools and the Double-Engine synergy 

to proactively solve implementation gaps, other parties often remain trapped in traditional 

Patronage-Based systems. 

1. Implementation Leakage: In states like West Bengal (pre-2026) and Kerala, the 

entrenchment of local party cadres in the delivery of welfare creates gatekeepers. This leads 

to a cut-money culture or partisan distribution, where only party loyalists receive benefits. 

This exclusionary welfare model creates a massive silent majority of excluded voters who 

eventually consolidate under a Pro-Incumbency alternative like the BJP. 
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2. The Lack of a Centralised Brand: National parties like the INC often suffer from a 

Confused Brand in state elections. Without a clear national-state synergy (the lack of a 

Double-Engine), the state government is left to defend its record in isolation. Voters, sensing 

a lack of coordination with the Centre, often perceive the state government as anaemic in its 

ability to deliver large-scale progress, leading to the frequent punishment of the incumbent 

(EPW, 2026). 

D. Factionalism and Internal Sabotage 

The 28-state analysis proves that internal factionalism is the silent killer of non-BJP 

incumbency. In cadre-based parties like the CPI(M) or ideologically flexible ones like the 

INC, power-sharing is often a zero-sum game between rival state leaders. 

The Rajasthan-Karnataka Case: In states where the INC is the incumbent, the CM vs. 

Rival narrative often dominates the five-year tenure. This internal friction prevents the 

government from projecting a unified Governance Model. Voters, witnessing the infighting, 

lose confidence in the government’s ability to provide stability, thereby accelerating the 

pendulum shift. This is in sharp contrast to the BJP, where the High Command exercises 

absolute control over nominations and can ruthlessly suppress factionalism to protect the 

party brand. 

E. The Welfare Vacuum and the Impersonal Infrastructure Trap 

A critical longitudinal insight into the failure of non-BJP governments is the strategic 

miscalculation in welfare design. Analysis of the Indian National Congress (INC) and 

regional party tenures suggests a heavy reliance on Public Goods (broad infrastructure like 

roads, bridges, and schools) at the expense of Private Welfare Goods (tangible household 

assets). 

While public infrastructure is essential for long-term growth, it often fails to generate 

immediate pro-incumbency because it is perceived as an impersonal right or a standard 

administrative duty. Conversely, the BJP’s focus on the Labharthi (Direct Beneficiary) 

model creates a personal, emotive bond between the state and the household. In states like 

Rajasthan (2023) and Chhattisgarh (2023), the incumbent Congress governments 
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attempted to match this by launching various social security schemes late in their tenure. 

However, the data reveals a Narrative Lag. Because these parties lacked the centralised 

branding and last-mile saturation of the Double-Engine model, voters viewed these late-

stage benefits as election-year sops rather than sustained governance. This Welfare Vacuum, 

the inability to create a dedicated, loyal beneficiary class, leaves these parties vulnerable to 

the traditional 5-year pendulum (Vaishnav, 2025). 

F. The Narrative Deficit and the Local vs. National Conflict 

Non-BJP parties frequently struggle with a Narrative Deficit when defending their 

incumbency. While the BJP successfully nationalises state elections, making a vote for an 

MLA a vote for national stability, opposition parties often find themselves trapped in 

localised hyper-contestation. 

1. The Isolation of the Regional Incumbent: When a regional party like the YSRCP (2024) 

or BJD (2024) faces an election, the narrative is often restricted to state-level issues. Without 

a national synergy to bolster their image, any local administrative failure (such as agrarian 

distress or unemployment) is magnified. 

2. The Brand Dilution: In the case of the INC, the lack of a strong, consistent national 

leadership often dilutes the state-level governance brand. In Karnataka (pre-2023) and 

Himachal Pradesh, the state governments were left to fight anti-incumbency without a 

potent valence advantage from the centre. Consequently, the voters’ dissatisfaction with a 

local representative easily translates into a vote against the entire party, a trend the BJP 

manages to stall through the overwhelming Brand Modi factor (Deshpande et al., 2019). 

 

G. Fiscal Mismanagement and the Populism vs. Capex Dilemma 

Our longitudinal analysis of all 28 states highlights a troubling trend in non-BJP-governed 

states: the sacrifice of Capital Expenditure (Capex) for short-term populist subsidies. 

1. The Debt-Incumbency Spiral: In states where governments face high anti-incumbency, 

there is a tendency to increase revenue expenditure (subsidies, freebies) to pacify the 
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electorate. However, this often leads to a decline in Capex, the visible development that 

convinces the middle class of the government’s competence. 

2. The Contrast: Unlike the BJP’s Double-Engine model, which combines high Capex with 

targeted welfare, many opposition-led states struggle to balance the two. In Punjab and 

Kerala, the high debt-to-GSDP ratio has often led to governance paralysis, where the 

government is unable to complete infrastructure projects on time. This lack of Visible Vikas 

(visible progress) serves as a constant reminder to the voter of the incumbents’ perceived 

inefficiency, thereby fueling the anti-incumbency undercurrent (Elara Capital, 2026). 

 

H. Organisational Fragility and the Booth-Level Gap 

Finally, the failure of non-BJP parties to repeat mandates is an organisational failure as much 

as a political one. The BJP’s Panna Pramukh system, a rigorous, digital-driven booth 

management strategy, ensures that the party stays in campaign mode throughout its five-

year tenure. 

In contrast, non-BJP parties typically exhibit Organisational Fragility. Their cadre is often 

mobilised only six months before the election. This creates a disconnect where the 

government’s achievements are not effectively communicated to the last mile. When an anti-

incumbency wave begins to build, whether due to localised corruption or dissatisfaction with 

an MLA, these parties lack the Early Warning System that the BJP uses to initiate a 

Candidate Refresh. By the time these parties realise the depth of the anger, it is often too 

late to prevent an electoral collapse. 

The analysis of the 28 states proves that the traditional model of governance, relying on local 

power-brokers, reactive welfare, and fragmented narratives, is no longer sufficient to beat 

the modern Science of Survival. Non-BJP entities struggle with incumbency because they 

treat it as an administrative period of rest, whereas the contemporary electoral environment 

requires it to be treated as a five-year-long campaign for re-validation. Without a structural 

overhaul in how they manage their organisations and their welfare delivery, these parties 

remain destined to remain on the losing side of the Indian political pendulum. 



 

 

17 | P a g e  

 

Airo National Journal 

Peer-Reviewed  

Multidisciplinary 

ISSN: 2321-3914 

Volume:2    Issue:2 

May 2026 

Impact Factor:11.9 

Subject: Political Science 

VI. Contemporary Context (2024–2026): The Real-Time Validation of the 

Persistence Model 

A. Testing the Model in a High-Volatility Environment 

The period between 2024 and 2026 serves as the ultimate stress test for the pro-incumbency 

theories established in this paper. While the Iron Law of anti-incumbency suggests that the 

longer a party remains in power, the higher the probability of its rejection, the recent 

assembly cycles across the 28 states demonstrate the opposite for the Bharatiya Janata Party 

(BJP). This section analyses the most recent electoral outcomes to illustrate how the Science 

of Survival, comprising candidate rotation, welfare saturation, and narrative nationalisation, 

has evolved to meet new challenges. 

B. The 2026 Mandates: A Longitudinal Breakthrough 

The 2026 assembly elections provided empirical evidence of the BJP’s ability to breach 

historically resistant regional fortresses while maintaining its core bastions. 

1. The West Bengal Surge: Perhaps the most significant contemporary data point is the BJP’s 

performance in West Bengal. Moving from a challenger to a dominant legislative force with 

207 seats, the party successfully capitalised on the Implementation Fatigue of the incumbent 

regional regime. By framing the election as a choice between Regional Stagnation and 

Double-Engine Progress, the BJP converted the state’s high-intensity political environment 

into a referendum on governance efficiency. 

2. The Assam Consolidation: In the North-East, the Assam 2026 results confirmed a third 

consecutive mandate. This was a direct result of the Labharthi model’s saturation. Data from 

the 2026 cycle shows that the Gendered Mandate, specifically women beneficiaries of state 

and central schemes, acted as a massive buffer against traditional anti-incumbency 

undercurrents (Business World, 2026). 

C. Resilience in the Heartland: Post-2024 Stability 

In the Heartland states, the contemporary situation reveals a deepening of the Pro-

Incumbency Shield. 
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1. Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh: Following the 2024 General Elections, the state-

level machinery in these regions shifted toward Micro-Governance. The 2025-2026 local 

and by-election data indicate that the BJP’s ability to conduct Mid-Course Corrections, such 

as adjusting scheme delivery based on real-time digital feedback, prevented the kind of 

organisational atrophy that typically plagues decade-old governments. 

2. The Haryana Pivot: The 2024 assembly results in Haryana remain a masterclass in 

managing re-election. By replacing the Chief Minister and a significant portion of the 

legislative face months before the election, the party successfully reset the electorate’s anger. 

This contemporary example proves that Mechanical Refresh is not a one-time tactic but a 

core institutionalised strategy for survival (NDTV Profit, 2026). 

D. The Failure of the Alternative Narrative 

A key contemporary observation is the inability of the opposition to construct a competing 

Pro-Incumbency model. In states like Kerala and Tamil Nadu, while regional parties have 

attempted to build their own welfare brands, they lack the Double-Engine advantage, the 

perceived synergy with the Centre. Consequently, their mandates remain fragile and highly 

dependent on localised personality cults. The 2026 data show that when faced with a 

Professionalised Campaign from the BJP, these regional incumbents suffer from a Narrative 

Deficit, struggling to defend their record against a party that presents governance as a 

standardised, national product. 

E. Economic Performance as a Contemporary Buffer 

Analysis of the 2026 Fiscal State Reports shows that BJP-governed states that secured 

repeat mandates exhibited a specific economic profile: high Capital Expenditure (Capex) 

combined with low implementation leakage. 

1. Visible Vikas: The contemporary voter in 2026 is increasingly performance-oriented. The 

visible completion of Double-Engine projects like expressways, AIIMS-standard hospitals, 

and digital connectivity serves as the psychological validation of the government's 

competence. 
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2. The Digital Dividend: The 2024–2026 era marks the full maturity of the Direct Benefit 

Transfer (DBT) economy. By eliminating the middleman, the incumbent government has 

effectively removed the corruption variable that was the primary fuel for anti-incumbency 

waves in the 1990s and 2000s (Motilal Oswal, 2026). 

VII. Conclusion and Policy Implications 

A. The Final Breakdown of the Iron Law 

The analysis conducted in this study provides compelling evidence that the traditional Iron 

Law of anti-incumbency is no longer an inescapable reality of the Indian electoral system. 

The transition from the Era of Rejection to the Age of Retention represents a fundamental 

maturation of the Indian voter, who increasingly rewards administrative efficiency and 

tangible service delivery over mere ethnic or populist mobilisation. The Bharatiya Janata 

Party (BJP), through its sophisticated Science of Survival, has successfully demonstrated 

that incumbency, when managed with organisational discipline and governance saturation, 

can be converted from a liability into a permanent electoral asset. 

B. Synthesising the Persistence Model 

The findings of this paper suggest that the BJPs’ pro-incumbency model rests on three non-

negotiable pillars: 

1. Administrative Universality: The shift toward the Labharthi model has created a 

programmatic bond between the citizen and the state. By saturating households with Private 

Welfare Assets through Direct Benefit Transfers (DBT), the party has effectively bypassed 

the local gatekeepers and middlemen who historically generated anti-incumbency through 

implementation leakage. 

2. Institutional Adaptability: The Mechanical Refresh strategy, proactively replacing sitting 

MLAs and leadership faces, proves that the party has prioritised institutional survival over 

individual careerism. This allows the party to shed localised dissatisfaction while 

maintaining the momentum of its central governance brand. 
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3. The Double-Engine Paradigm: By nationalising state elections and framing re-election as 

a necessity for continued progress and stability, the BJP has raised the cost of change for the 

voter. The perceived synergy between the State and the Centre acts as an institutional 

insurance policy against the traditional pendulum shift. 

C. Policy Implications and the Future of Indian Federalism 

This shift toward pro-incumbency has profound implications for the future of Indian 

democracy and federalism. 

1. The Performance Benchmark: As the BJP’s model of Vikas (Development) and Suraksha 

(Security) becomes the national benchmark, opposition parties will be forced to move 

beyond traditional patronage-based politics. To remain competitive, they must adopt 

professionalised organisational structures and develop their own programmatic welfare 

brands that can compete with the Double-Engine narrative. 

2. The Governance-Accountability Link: The rise of pro-incumbency suggests a 

strengthening of the link between governance and accountability. When voters reward a 

government for second or third consecutive terms, it signals a mandate for long-term policy 

continuity, allowing for more ambitious capital expenditure and structural reforms. 

3. The Evolution of the Indian Electorate: Perhaps the most significant implication is the 

emergence of a Post-Clientelist voter. This longitudinal study confirms that the 

contemporary Indian voter is increasingly pro-performance, favouring parties that can 

demonstrate a clear, digital, and direct impact on their daily lives. 

D. Concluding Remarks 

In conclusion, the electoral history of the 28 states from their inception to 2026 marks a 

decisive turn in the world's largest democracy. The revolving door that once characterised 

state legislatures is being replaced by a model of Competitive Incumbency. While anti-

incumbency remains a risk for parties that suffer from organisational atrophy and 

implementation lag, the BJP has provided the definitive playbook for how modern political 

entities can achieve sustained re-election. As India moves further into this new era, the 
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Science of Survival will likely become the standard operating procedure for any party 

seeking to define the country’s political future. 
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