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Economic Fault Lines in India's Delimitation
Dilemma

&/ Hindustan Times 18 May 2026

HT Hindustan Times 3tags v

} INTERVIEW ANGLE

¢ "Can India design a delimitation formula that honours both the democratic principle of
proportional representation and the development incentive that persuaded southern states to
pursue demographic transition — or must one principle yield to the other?"

EDITORIAL SUMMARY:

Hindustan Times argues that India’s five-decade freeze on electoral delimitation has produced a deepening
democratic deficit — constituencies representing vastly different populations carry equal weight, violating the
foundational one-person-one-vote principle. The core tension is constitutional: Articles 81 and 82 demand
proportional representation, but proportionality now means rewarding high-growth northern states (UP, Bihar)
at the expense of southern states (Tamil Nadu, Kerala) that achieved demographic transition through sustained
governance investment. The Modi government’s Constitution (131st Amendment) Bill, 2026, which sought to
expand the Lok Sabha to 850 seats and link women’s reservation to delimitation using 2011 census data, was
defeated in Lok Sabha on April 17, 2026, failing to achieve the required two-thirds majority — leaving the

dilemma unresolved as Census 2027 approaches.

THE CONSTITUTIONAL ARCHITECTURE OF DELIMITATION

Delimitation — the redrawing of electoral constituency boundaries based on population data — is a constitutional

requirement, not a political choice. The relevant provisions establish both the mandate and the mechanism:

Economic Fault Lines in India's Delimitation Dilemma 2/9


https://ujiyari.com/vocab/delimitation/
https://ujiyari.com/vocab/mandate/
https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

CONSTITUTIONAL ARTICLE CONTENT

Article 81 Composition of Lok Sabha: seats to be allocated to states based on population
Article 82 Readjustment of seats after each census (delimitation obligation)

Article 170 Composition of State Legislative Assemblies: same principle

Article 172 Duration of State Legislatures

The Delimitation Commission is a statutory body constituted under the Delimitation Act, 2002. It is chaired
by a person who is or has been a Judge of the Supreme Court; includes the Chief Election Commissioner or an
Election Commissioner nominated by the Chief Election Commissioner; and the State Election
Commissioner(s) of the concerned states (ex officio). Its orders have the force of law and are not subject to

judicial challenge — a unique feature designed to insulate delimitation from political litigation.

The last Delimitation Commission was constituted in 2002 and delivered its final order in 2008. That

commission redrew constituency boundaries but operated under the constraint of a frozen seat count: the total

number of Lok Sabha seats (543) remained fixed because of the 84th Constitutional Amendment Act, 2001.

THE HISTORY OF THE FREEZE

Understanding why delimitation was frozen requires understanding the political economy of the 1970s:

The 1971 baseline. India’s 4th Delimitation Commission (1973) used 1971 census data to allocate Lok Sabha
seats. Southern states — Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh — had already begun their
demographic transition by the early 1970s: fertility rates were falling, female literacy was rising, infant mortality

was declining.

The Indira Gandhi freeze. Anticipating that future delimitation based on growing northern populations
would reduce southern representation, the 42nd Constitutional Amendment Act, 1976 froze the seat count

based on 1971 census data until 2000.

The Vajpayee extension. The 84th Constitutional Amendment Act, 2001 extended the freeze to the
first census after 2026 — effectively until Census 2027. The 87th Constitutional Amendment Act,
2003 created a partial adjustment: reserved constituencies for SC/ST were reallocated using 2001 census data,

but total seat counts remained frozen.

This means India will have operated with 1971-census-based seat allocation for over 55 years by the time

delimitation is completed after Census 2027.
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THE NORTH-SOUTH DISPARITY - BY THE NUMBERS

The demographic divergence between northern and southern states is the core fault line:

APPROXIMATE POPULATION (2026 LOK SABHA POPULATION PER
EST.) SEATS SEAT
Uttar Pradesh ~240 million 80 ~3.0 million/seat
Bihar ~130 million 40 ~3.25 million/seat
Madhya ~90 million 29 ~3.1 million/seat
Pradesh
Tamil Nadu ~80 million 39 ~2.05 million/seat
Kerala ~37 million 20 ~1.85 million/seat
Karnataka ~70 million 28 ~2.5 million/seat

The disparity is stark: a Lok Sabha constituency in Kerala represents approximately 1.85 million people; a
constituency in UP represents approximately 3 million people. The constitutional principle of equal weight per
vote is already violated significantly — and delimitation based on 2027 census data will widen this gap further

unless the formula explicitly compensates for it.

WHY SOUTHERN STATES FEAR DELIMITATION

Southern states did not resist population growth through passive neglect — they invested decades in:

e Female literacy campaigns (Kerala’s literacy mission from the 1970s; Tamil Nadu’s Kalaignar

schemes)

® Universal primary healthcare (Kerala’s public health infrastructure)

® Child marriage eradication and late age of marriage norms

e Comprehensive nutrition programmes and antenatal care
The outcome: Kerala achieved the National Population Policy 2000’s Total Fertility Rate (TFR) target of 2.1
approximately by 1987-88 — well before the National Population Policy 2000 was even formulated. Tamil Nadu

reached replacement fertility approximately by 1993. Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh followed through the

2000s-2010s.

The northern states — UP, Bihar, MP, Rajasthan — are still above the replacement TFR. UP’s TFR in 2021 was

approximately 2.7 (SRS 2021 data); Bihar’s was approximately 3.0.
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Under a purely population-based delimitation formula, southern states stand to lose Lok Sabha seats that
will be reallocated to northern states. Tamil Nadu could lose 3-5 seats; Kerala could lose 2-3 seats. UP and Bihar

could gain 10-15 seats combined.

The political economy consequence is not merely symbolic: fewer Lok Sabha seats mean less negotiating power
in coalition politics, reduced ministerial representation, and smaller share of central resource allocation (many

central transfers are population-weighted).

THE 2026 LEGISLATIVE ATTEMPT

The Modi government, aware that Census 2027 will trigger the delimitation exercise, introduced the
Constitution (131st Amendment) Bill, 2026 in the Budget Session. The Bill sought to expand the Lok
Sabha to 850 seats and implement women’s reservation linked to delimitation, using 2011 census data. It was
defeated in Lok Sabha on April 17, 2026, failing to achieve the required two-thirds majority (it received 298

votes against 352 required).
The Bill failed to achieve consensus for several reasons:

Opposition from northern states. UP and Bihar’s BJP allies argued that further delay deprives their

citizens of proportional representation — a democratic right.

Opposition from southern opposition parties. The DMK (Tamil Nadu), CPI(M) (Kerala), and Congress
(Karnataka, Telangana) framed any extension as a perpetuation of injustice — but also argued that a 2036 freeze

is simply kicking the problem down the road rather than resolving the formula.

INDIA bloc positioning. The INDIA alliance — spanning both southern representation-protection concerns
and northern representation-expansion interests — could not build consensus on whether to support or oppose
the Bill.

The Bill’s failure means the delimitation exercise will proceed on Census 2027 data, with no agreed formula for

managing the north-south disparity.

THE CONSTITUTIONAL AND GOVERNANCE STAKES

The delimitation dilemma is not merely a political controversy — it raises foundational questions about Indian

federalism and constitutional design:

Democratic deficit argument: A voter in Bihar’s Araria constituency whose vote is weighted at one-third
the value of a voter in Kerala’s Ernakulam constituency is not receiving equal democratic weight. The
constitutional basis for equality of vote is Articles 81 and 14: Article 81 mandates proportional representation,
and Article 14’s equality guarantee is violated when votes carry manifestly unequal weight. The right to equal

representation is a foundational principle of democratic constitutionalism.
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Federalism argument: India’s federal structure protects states’ rights against unilateral central
restructuring. Reducing southern representation — achieved through decades of state-level governance
investment — without compensating formula adjustments undermines the federal compact that incentivises

good governance.

Development incentive argument: If states that reduced fertility rates through governance investment are
penalised with reduced representation, the national-level signal to future state governments is perverse: invest

in demographic transition, lose political power.

PROPOSED SOLUTIONS - THE ACADEMIC AND POLICY DEBATE

Several formulae have been proposed to resolve the tension:

FORMULA MECHANISM BENEFIT PROBLEM
Pure population Seats allocated strictly on 2027 census Satisfies Penalises demographic
proportionality population democratic transition states
representation
Freeze extension Status quo extended by one decade Buys time for Does not resolve the
to 2036 north-south underlying formula
convergence question
Performance- Composite index (TFR, female literacy, Preserves Complex to design;
weighted formula IMR) adjusts seat allocation development politically contested
incentives
Total voter-roll Use registered voters, not population Rewards civic May exclude migrant
based delimitation engagement populations
Increase total seat Expand Lok Sabha beyond the current All states gain; Requires constitutional
count constitutional cap of 550 (Article 81: 530 southern states amendment;
from states + 20 from UTs) — the failed do not lose functioning Parliament
131st Amendment Bill proposed 850 seats size concerns

The Hindustan Times editorial favours a two-stage approach: first, increase the total number of Lok Sabha
seats substantially beyond 543 through a constitutional amendment (the existing Article 81 cap of 550 would
also need revision), so that no state loses seats in absolute terms even as northern states gain. Second, apply a
bounded population-proportionality formula that caps the maximum per-seat population at a defined level,

preventing extreme disparities.
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UPSC MAINS ANALYSIS

GS Paper 2 — Polity, Governance, and Constitutional Design

Key arguments:

Delimitation is a constitutional obligation under Articles 81, 82, 170, 172 — deferral creates

democratic deficit

The 84th CA (2001) freeze until the first census after 2026 expires with Census 2027 data, making the

delimitation exercise unavoidable

The north-south population disparity (UP ~240M vs Tamil Nadu ~80M with comparable seat counts)

produces vote-weight inequality that violates constitutional equality principles

Southern states face a perverse development penalty: demographic transition achieved through
governance investment results in proportional loss of Parliamentary representation under a

population-based formula

The Constitution (131st Amendment) Bill, 2026 (proposing 850 seats and women’s reservation linked
to delimitation using 2011 census data) was defeated in Lok Sabha on April 17, 2026, failing to

achieve the required two-thirds majority — the dilemma remains unresolved

Federalism, equal representation, and development incentive preservation cannot all be

simultaneously maximised by a single formula

Counterarguments:

The democratic principle of one-person-one-vote cannot be permanently compromised by

developmental considerations — representation must eventually follow population

Delaying delimitation further may allow north-south TFR convergence as UP and Bihar improve

governance outcomes — reducing the scale of seat reallocation when it eventually occurs

Increasing total Lok Sabha seat count substantially beyond 543 (requiring amendment to Article 81’s

current cap of 550) is a workable structural solution that avoids zero-sum reallocation

Keywords: Delimitation Commission, 84th CA 2001, 87th CA 2003, Articles 81 82 170 172, Delimitation Act

2002, TFR replacement level, National Population Policy 2000, north-south demographic disparity,

Constitution (131st Amendment) Bill 2026, Lok Sabha seat freeze, federal compact, democratic deficit, one-

person-one-vote, development incentive, Centre-State relations, Article 14 equality of vote.
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Hindustan Times frames the delimitation dilemma as a test of India’s capacity to reconcile two legitimate
constitutional values — democratic equality and federal fairness — that currently point in opposite directions.
The editorial’s core observation is that the 84th Amendment (2001) freeze was a political fix masquerading as
a constitutional solution: it deferred the problem, not resolved it. Census 2027 will force the reckoning, and
India’s political class will have to construct a formula that the country can live with for the next generation.

Designing that formula now, before the census data creates fixed constituencies defending fixed interests, is

the only responsible course.
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