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THE EDITORIAL ARGUMENT

West Bengal’s Phase 1 election on April 23 recorded a voter turnout of 93.19% — the highest in the state’s
history, and among the highest ever recorded in a multi-seat assembly election anywhere in the world. By
comparison, Tamil Nadu’s celebrated 85.15% — already a historic high — seems modest. France and Germany,
with compulsory civic culture, typically record 75-80% in their elections. West Bengal achieved 93% in a

voluntary system. This requires explanation. And the explanation is not simply inspiring.

THE PARADOX OF EXTREME TURNOUT

In most democracies, high voter turnout is unambiguously good news. It reflects civic engagement, competitive
politics, and voter confidence in the electoral process. But West Bengal presents a paradox: the state that has
historically recorded the highest turnout in Indian elections is also the state with the most documented electoral

violence, booth capturing, and intimidation.
This is not a coincidence. It is a systemic relationship.

In West Bengal’s hyper-competitive political culture — where the ruling party’s control of local governance,
welfare delivery, and social networks is near-total in some districts — not voting is not a neutral act. Itis a
political act that can carry consequences: loss of welfare benefits, social ostracism, or in extreme cases, physical
harm. When the local booth agent from the dominant party knows who voted and who didn’t (an inevitable
function of neighbourhood-level political organisation), the incentive to vote — and to vote “correctly” — is not

entirely voluntary.
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THE EVIDENCE FROM PHASE 2

Phase 2 (April 29), covering Kolkata and the urbanised districts, was running at 78.68% at 3 PM — significantly
lower than Phase 1’s 93%. This gap is telling. Urban Kolkata, where voters are less dependent on local political
patronage networks and more likely to exercise individual judgment, votes at rates closer to Tamil Nadu. Rural

and semi-rural Bengal, where TMC’s social control is more pervasive, votes at rates above 90%.

The implications for democratic theory are uncomfortable. High turnout is supposed to correlate with genuine
civic engagement. When it correlates instead with the density of political patronage networks, it measures

something different — the penetration of party machinery rather than the enthusiasm of citizens.

ELECTORAL VIOLENCE AS A STRUCTURAL FEATURE

The Election Commission of India had deployed 350,000+ security personnel and 2,550 CAPF companies for
Phase 2. Incidents were reported in Howrah (EVM glitches, party worker clashes), South 24 Parganas (pre-poll

violence), and Nadia. The frequency of violence in Bengal elections is not episodic — it is structural.

West Bengal leads all states in election-related violence. The Lok Sabha Foundation data showed West Bengal
accounting for approximately 40-50% of all election-related fatalities in state elections between 2015 and 2024.
This is not a problem of individual bad actors; it is a problem of political culture — where elections are

understood as zero-sum contests, and controlling the booth is as important as winning the argument.

WHAT REFORM WOULD LOOK LIKE

Genuinely improving Bengal’s electoral democracy requires:
o Persistent Central force presence in volatile constituencies — not just during elections but in the
weeks before and after, to break the cycle of post-election reprisals

2] Anonymising local booth records so that ruling party agents cannot easily identify who voted for

whom in small localities

® Genuine enforcement of the Representation of People Act provisions on booth capturing

and electoral violence — which currently exist but are rarely prosecuted

The 93% turnout is both a testament to Bengal’s political energy and a warning about the difference between

high participation and free participation. Democracy needs both.
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UPSC RELEVANCE

PAPER ANGLE

GS2 — Polity Voter turnout; election violence; ECI; Representation of People Act
GS1 — Indian Society  Political culture; patronage networks; civic engagement vs coercive mobilisation

GS2 — Governance Electoral reforms; CAPF deployment; post-poll violence

Mains Keywords: West Bengal voter turnout, 93.19%, electoral violence, booth capturing, TMC political

network, civic participation, ECI, CAPF, Representation of People Act, democratic mobilisation

Prelims Facts Corner

ITEM FACT

WB Phase 1 turnout 93.19% (historic high since Independence)

WB Phase 2 live turnout (3 PM) 78.68%

Difference Phase 1 vs Phase 2 ~14-15% — urban vs rural political dynamics

CAPF deployed Phase 2 2,550 companies; 350,000+ personnel

WB election violence State historically leads in election-related incidents
Tamil Nadu comparison 85.15% — celebrated but 8+ points below WB Phase 1
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