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e are privileged to have Neelanjan Sircar and Rahul Verma, two accom-
Wplished scholars of Indian politics, as guest editors of this special issue
on India’s 2024 Parliamentary Election. We believe that a year’s span
is perfect timing for digesting and analysing a significant electoral mandate. The

guest editors must be congratulated for attracting a distinguished group of schol-
ars to reflect on the significant learnings from this momentous election.

It cannot be overemphasized that the 2024 General Elections were historic.
The Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), after two resounding success-
es in the parliamentary elections of 2014 and 2019, had made loud declarations
that the Party was destined to cross 400 seats in the parliament in 2024. It was a
widespread concern among the political opposition that such a result would be
permanently debilitating for India’s democratic trajectory.

The 2019 electoral success of the BJP had emboldened the party to take
radical steps in the direction of achieving its Hindu-nationalist majoritarian ideal.
After all, about 80 percent of the Indian population is Hindu. The majoritarian
project was to consolidate the Hindu vote by treating principal minority popula-
tion of India, the Muslims, as foreigners threatening India’s status as a nation (on
majoritarianism, see Levitsky and Ziblatt 2024; Chandra 2024). The special state
of Jammu & Kashmir was converted into two union territories, Jammu & Kashmir
and Ladakh, in October 2019. Consequently, Jammu & Kashmir, the only Muslim
majority state in India at the time, lost the normal federal autonomy enjoyed by
other Indian states.

Equally significant was the legal sanction given by India’s Supreme Court
to the construction of a temple dedicated to the popular Hindu deity, Lord Ram,
after the demolition of a 16th century mosque, the Babri Masjid, in Ayodhya in
the state of Uttar Pradesh. The Ram temple was inaugurated in January 2024, just
a few months before the General Elections in April-June 2024 (on Hindu nation-
alism, see Jaffrelot 2021).

The Indian state’s ethnonationalism is bolstered by the urban and rich busi-
ness classes. The farm legislations (three farm laws) brought in September 2020
were such an attempt by the government to enable big business houses (close to
the ruling dispensation) capture Indias agricultural market. Legal provisions for
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largescale hoarding, contractual leasing of agrarian land and direct sales to cor-
porations—outside of the state-sponsored minimum support price guarantees
followed at the local agrarian markets (mandis)—would have left millions of In-
dian farmers deeply vulnerable to private capital, especially in the absence of any
credible protections. The government withdrew the three farm legislations in De-
cember 2021 after a prolonged and historic farmer’s movement that braved the
COVID pandemic (on the farmers’ movement see, Baviskar and Levien 2021).

The 2024 General Election was critical for the resilience and future of In-
dia’s democracy. A variety of indices such as the V-Dem had described India as
an electoral autocracy. Elections in India were only consolidating autocratization.
It was evident that India was moving in the direction of “competitive authoritar-
ianism” ever since the BJP came to power in 2014 (Mukherji and Zarhani 2023).
While elections were held on a regular basis, the ruling dispensation made it ever
more difficult for the political opposition to return to power. The incumbent par-
ty consolidated its position in an increasingly autocratic manner, weakening and
subjugating regulatory institutions, and capturing public agencies.

From early 2018, the ruling BJP had unusual and privileged access to elec-
toral finance through the electoral bonds scheme, which was declared unconsti-
tutional by India’s supreme court in February 2024. This historic decision of the
highest court however did not pose any threat to the electoral war chest already
in place for the ruling party gearing for the 2024 elections. Moreover, significant
political and critical opponents were either incarcerated or threatened with such a
possibility through weaponized investigative and law enforcement agencies.

The media came under unusual state control. Civil society organizations that
struggled to protect citizens’ rights guaranteed in the constitution were fiercely at-
tacked. Individual defenders of a secular constitution were dealt with even more
harshly (Mukherji 2024a). The BJP’s project was to discipline the polity in a ma-
joritarian direction, while Indian Muslims and other minority groups such as the
Christians (for example in Manipur) bore the brunt of BJP’s divisive politics. India’s
minorities were being socialized into submission to Hindu majoritarianism.

Most alarming was, however, the institutional decay of the Election Com-
mission of India (ECI). Its reputation as a powerful and unbiased agency chap-
eroning India’s elections, earned over the years, saw a dramatic reversal. An ECI
favouring the ruling dispensation was clear after 2014. Not only did the selection
procedure of commissioners unambiguously favour the incumbent party after
2023, the institution also became unusually subservient to the ruling dispensation.
The 2024 General Elections witnessed voter repression and visible and condem-
nable hate speech by Prime Minister Narendra Modi. The ECI remained quiet on
the highly asymmetrical financial power of the incumbent (owing to the electoral
bonds scheme) and was unwilling to take note of significant complaints such as
safeguards essential for operating electronic voting machines.
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Under these circumstances, the challenge for the political opposition was
daunting. Unchecked power would further advance autocratization driven by
Hindu majoritarianism. Scholars of comparative politics have argued that increas-
ing repression can solve many coordination problems for the political opposition
after the costs of non-cooperation within the political opposition rises (Mukherji
2024b). Rising repression of the civic space and the political opposition inspired
the creation of the Indian National Developmental Inclusive Alliance (INDIA).
This alliance led by the Indian National Congress (INC) restricted the BJP to 240
seats in the Parliament, 32 short of a simple majority. The BJP would now have to
depend on two regional parties—the Telegu Desam Party based in the sub nation-
al state of Andhra Pradesh and the Janata Dal United Party which rules Bihar.

This special issue addresses some of the salient questions that arise from the
2024 Indian General Elections. Who voted the BJP and how did its vote share get
reduced? Did caste groups, especially the Dalit and the Other Backward Castes
matter for the political opposition? Why did the poor not vote for the political
opposition as expected? How was the media controlled? Was there a way for the
political opposition to slip out of this control and reach out to a large voting bloc?
What story do the elections tell regarding the pattern of voter turnout? Were the
elections reasonably free and fair compared with the past? How did the political
opposition compete with the way in which the ruling party was distributing free-
bies to garner votes? What is the condition of India’s most threatened minority
population—the Muslims?

The introduction by the guest editors will provide an enlightening roadmap
to the reader to discern the trajectory of India’s democracy. It is followed by nine
excellent contributions that address the above-mentioned questions based on the
learnings from the 2024 General Elections. We thank the guest editors for produc-
ing such a timely and well researched account of the 2024 General Elections.

This issue is the third one produced under the guidance of a new editorial
team. We are delighted to have such a large and diverse community of distin-
guished scholars actively associated with the journal. This global scholarly support
has emboldened us to plan a three-volume publication in 2025, after a year’s expe-
rience with a bi-annual publication in 2024.
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