
Merchandise
The white-red-and-black 
towel, a defining visual of 
ADMK chief Edappadi K 
Palaniswami’s campaign, is 
driving business in Parry’s 
Corner. On Bunder and 
Godown streets, stacks of 
towels are seen at shop 
entrances. They are the 
fastest selling items this 
season, says R Palaniappan 
of Sri Bhakyam Tex.  
“Dhotis and saris with 
party symbols are the next 
big sellers,” he said. A few 
shops away, at Balaji Offset 
Calendars, party workers 
walk in all day, picking up 
flags, badges, caps, masks 
and placards. “Calls don’t 
stop,” said S P Balakumar, 
whose store has supplied 
political merchandise for 
nearly five decades. 

Rental Vehicles
Swanky interiors, plush seating and a 
sunroof — campaign vans are keeping 
candidates cool as they criss-cross 
constituencies under the summer 
sun. Rental vans are booked weeks in 
advance, costing Rs 10,000 to Rs 15,000 
a day for stretches of up to three 
weeks. Operators offer variants with 
fixtures such as mounted speakers 
and sound systems to digital banners 
flashing party symbols and faces. 
“Every vehicle has to be inspected and 
cleared by the RTO,” said Prem Kumar 
of M3 Automotives in Coimbatore. 
On a smaller scale, the shift is just 
as swift. R Jeevan Kumar spends 

his mornings ferrying 
vegetables to hotels, 
but by midmorning, 
his autorickshaw is 
refitted for campaigning 
in Virugambakkam. A 
supporter of Vijayakant, 
he often gives up his 
regular earnings to work 
for the party. His uncle, 
however, takes a more 
practical route, driving for 
other parties. Campaign 
work can bring in up to Rs 
30,000 a month, he said.

THEY’RE IN  
POLL-ITICS  

FOR THE MONEY

Lookalikes
When Mathialagan, 38, popped out of 
the roof of a jeep during a campaign 
in Kolathur for a TVK candidate, he did 
not expect to be greeted by a surge of 
people waving enthusiastically, many 
taking selfies, and some even handing 
him their children. The dance artiste 
from Palani says his resemblance to 
Vijay is “70% natural, the rest just 15 
minutes of makeup.” He is booked solid, 
making Rs 10,000 a day for 13 days 
straight, with campaign stops lined up 
across the city. Stalin-lookalike S Syed 
said elderly women held his hands and 
teared up. “People come with petitions, 
complain about schemes, even fall at my 
feet,” he said. 

Rental Audio-
Visual Units
From neck microphones 
to multi-camera live 
streams, election 
campaigns have turned 
increasingly hi-tech, 
aimed at reaching 
audiences far beyond 
those physically present 
at rallies. Audio-visual 
rental operators across 
the city are seeing peak 
demand, supplying 
everything from basic 
PA systems to full-
fledged live production 
setups. Technicians now 
accompany candidates 
on the move, operating 
multiple cameras 
mounted on vehicles or 
handheld rigs, capturing 
footage from different 
angles. These feeds 
are mixed and edited in 
real time and streamed 
across platforms such as 
YouTube, Facebook and 
WhatsApp groups. Suresh 
Raja T of Digitech Media 
Point said, “A basic setup 
costs Rd 10,000 a day, but 
most clients opt for multi-
camera package with 
live streaming. We are 
usually booked for at least 
10 days,” he said. They 
also ensure speeches 
are clearly heard and 
widely broadcast, making 
them central to how 
political messaging is now 
delivered.

Music Artistes
Simple lyrics, punchy beats and a strong 
local voice — campaign songs are back as 
election essentials, and everyone from big 
composers to street artistes is in demand. 
Among them is Gana Balamurugan, 46, 
whose earthy tracks spanning sports, 
farmers and everyday life have earned him 
nearly 11 lakh online subscribers. From 
his modest home in Choolaimedu, he has 
already churned 
out 12 songs this 
season. “I don’t 
meet candidates,” 
he said. “I get a 
photo, speak to 
party workers, 
understand what 
people think of 
them, and then 
write.” Result: 
songs that are 
direct, catchy and 
easy to remember. He sings: “Makkal 
kelvi kekanum, nalla aatchi malaranum, 
adhukku nammaloda Thalapathy dhaane 
jeyikanum… (People must ask questions, 
good governance must bloom, and for 
that, our leader must win.”) For Rs 20,000, 
one can get a customised gana track. “I’ve 
worked for all major parties,” he said.
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It is back to the begin-
ning for one of  Bengal 
politics’ most durable 

veterans: Adhir Chowd-
hury. The master poll strat-
egist — who in the 1990s 
would tell reporters how 
anti-incumbency votes 
were like fish and one just 
needed the right net to 
catch them — is now get-
ting ready for an assembly 
fight after spending more 
than three decades in Lok 
Sabha. And the going has 
not been easy for the Con-
gress big gun as he vies for 
the Baharampur seat.

Becoming “isolated with-
in his own party”, with few allies 
remaining and most of  his trust-
ed lieutenants having joined the 
opposition camp, the 70-year-old 
Chowdhury is fighting a lonely 
battle to claw back lost ground in 
his own territory, an area where 
his “dominance”, once unques-
tioned, has taken a severe hit.

Barely a week ago, Chowd-
hury was campaigning in his 
bastion of  Baharampur (it was 
earlier known as Berhampore) 
when he had a face-off  with Tri-
namool Congress supporters, 
who greeted him with cries of  
“go back”. One of  his most trust-
ed former aides, Apurba Sarkar 
(also known as David), is now the 
district president of  Trinamool.

Bike-Riding ‘Robin Hood’
A school dropout, Chowdhury 
was brought into politics by RSP 
leader Debabrata Banerjee in the 
late 1980s. He had already served 
a jail sentence for his involve-
ment in the Naxalite movement 
by then. After joining Congress, 
Chowdhury contested his first 
assembly polls in 1991 from Na-
bagram constituency — also 
known as the ‘Vietnam of  Mur-
shidabad’ for being a Left strong-
hold — tasting defeat by a nar-
row margin. Five years later, he 
contested from the same seat, 
this time from inside jail,- and 
defeated the CPM candidate. He 
has not looked back since.

In 1999, he contested the Ba-
harampur Lok Sabha seat and 
defeated RSP’s two-time MP, Pra-
mothes Mukherjee, by more than 
95,000 votes. Chowdhury slowly 
crushed the influence of  local 
goons in “troubled” Baharampur 
and ran a parallel administra-
tion. He would often be seen rid-

ing around on a 
Bullet, accompa-
nied by his “core 
team” squad, don-
ning a hat and 
flaunting bullet in-
jury marks on his 
chest. Former Ben-
gal CM Jyoti Basu, 
at a CITU rally in 
Baharampur, once 
termed him a “dar-
ing boy”.

Between 1999 
and 2004, he served 
as a member of  the Committee 
on Information Technol-
ogy and Railways, and 
as a member of  the Con-
sultative Committee of  
the ministry of  exter-
nal affairs. Under his 
leadership, in 2003, 
Congress put up a 
strong fight against 
Left Front and 
snatched 23 
of  33 zilla 
parishad 
seats, 13 
of  26 pan-
chayat samitis, 
and 104 of  254 
village councils 
in Murshidabad.

His “parallel administration 
of  core team members” was able 
to wrest large parts of  Baharam-

pur from Left’s grip. Chowdhury’s 
confrontational attitude in Ben-

gal led Congress leader Sonia 
Gandhi to dub him the “Roy-
al Bengal Tiger” while he also 

picked up the moniker of  
“Robin Hood” of  

Murshidabad.
In 2012, 

C h o w d -
hury was 
inducted 
as minis-
t e r  o f  

state for 
railways. In 

2014, he was 
appointed presi-

dent of  West Bengal Congress. 
Five years later, after Congress 
faced a crushing defeat -- ending 
with 52 seats in Lok Sabha -- and 
with Sonia Gandhi in poor 

health and Rahul Gandhi 
unwilling, Chowdhury 
was tasked with the role 
of  leading the party in 
Parliament.

In Bengal, Chowdhury 
had been pushing for an 
alliance with the Left 
Front, and the two UPA 
allies fought the 2016 and 
2021 assembly polls to-
gether against Trinamool. 
Chowdhury has consist-
ently viewed Trinamool 
as the biggest threat to 
Congress’s organisational 
survival in Bengal.

Fading Star
In 2024 Lok Sabha polls, he 
was defeated by Trina-

mool’s Yusuf  Pathan by 
85,000 votes. His margin in the 
Baharampur assembly segment 
dropped from 90,000 in 2019 to 
6,900 in 2024. In a meeting of  the 
Congress brass in New Delhi last 
year, he was referred to as the 
“former” PCC president and “for-
mer” leader of  opposition. Miffed, 
he held a press conference the 
next day to express his angst.

Chowdhury’s close aides had 
started deserting him by then. 
Trinamool’s operations in Mur-
shidabad were being run by his 
former close associates like Da-
vid, MP Abu Taher Khan, Shao-
ni Singh Roy, Mosharaf  Hossain, 
Soumik Hossain, and Amirul 
Islam. Chowdhury, however, re-
mained undaunted and saw an 
opportunity when Congress’s 
Byron Biswas won the Sagar-
dighi bypoll in 2023, defeating 
Trinamool’s sitting MLA.

While his campaign started 
even before Congress announced 
a candidate for Baharampur, 
Chowdhury had begun prepar-
ing for his renewed fight, start-
ing from scratch this time. “I 
decided to contest as party work-
ers wanted me to fight for Con-
gress’s survival in Murshidabad. 
I am a foot soldier of  the party 
and decided to keep the Con-
gress banner flying high in Ben-
gal. I prefer to swim against the 
tide,” Chowdhury said.

But a shift of  Muslim votes to 
Trinamool and the growing pres-
ence of  BJP in the district has 
prompted voters to view Trina-
mool as the stronger force to coun-
ter BJP. And that means the “dar-
ing Chowdhury” — now cam-
paigning with a paramilitary se-
curity team — faces a sharpened 
communal divide and violence in 
a three-way struggle for survival.  

A commonly held belief  about 
West Bengal’s economy is 
that it has steadily declined 
in size and importance rela-
tive to the national economy 

since Independence. A closer look at the 
data over the past six decades suggests 
that what appears to be a linear story of  
steady economic decline may be partly 
driven by movements in prices rather 
than by real income. This does not let 
the state off  the hook for its less-than-
stellar economic performance, but it 
does allow us to probe deeper than the 
familiar story of  lost past glory. Once we 
adjust for differences in inflation across 
states, West Bengal’s trajectory looks far 
less dramatic, and the story that emerg-
es is much more nuanced.

While there are many metrics by 
which relative economic performance 
can be measured, per capita NSDP (net 
state domestic product) is an obvious one. 
We put together a series of  NSDP data 
from 1961 to 2024 and used a method 
of  deflation that gives us a compa-
rable long time series of  state-
level data on per capita NSDP, 
allowing us to compare West 
Bengal’s economic trajectory 
with that of  the rest of  India 
as well as with those of  the 
leading and lagging states.

To create a consistent 
long-run real income series, 
we stitch together multiple 
official NSDP datasets pub-
lished with different base 
years and use overlapping 
years in these series to create 
deflators that convert earlier 
data into a common price base 
(2004-05). We chose 2005 because it 
is the latest available base year be-
fore the national income accounting 
method changed, but our conclusions are 
not sensitive to the choice of  base year.

Much of  the pessimism about West 
Bengal’s economy stems from trends in 
nominal per capita income. By this 
measure, the state has indeed steadily 
fallen behind the rest of  India since the 
1960s, as we can see in Figure 1; its rank-
ing among major states has slipped sig-
nificantly. But nominal income tells only 
part of  the story. It reflects both 
the quantity of  goods and ser-
vices produced and the prices at 
which they are valued. If  prices 
evolve differently across states, 
nominal comparisons can be 
misleading. When we adjust for 
inflation using state-specific 
price indices, the picture chang-
es dramatically, and the relative 
trajectory of  West Bengal is 
much flatter, as the figure shows. 
Indeed, real (inflation-adjusted) 
per capita income in West Ben-
gal has grown at roughly the 
same pace as the national average be-
tween 1961 and 2024. In other words, 
while West Bengal appears to have fallen 
behind in nominal terms, its real income 
has broadly kept pace with that of  the 
rest of  the country.

The key to understanding this diver-

gence lies in inflation. West Bengal ex-
perienced lower inflation than most 
other states over more than 60 years. In 
the 1960s, West Bengal was a relatively 
expensive state. High prices eroded 
much of  its apparent income advantage, 

so its strong nominal ranking overstated 
its real prosperity. Today, the situation 
is reversed. West Bengal appears poorer 
in nominal terms, but its lower cost of  
living boosts real purchasing power. It 
has effectively become a cheaper state.

Why did West Bengal’s prices evolve 

so differently? The answer lies in its pat-
tern of  structural transformation — the 
way its economy shifted across agricul-
ture, manufacturing, and services — 
relative to the rest of  India. Owing to 
data limitations, we examine sectoral 

data for the period from 1969 
to 2014. We plot the ratio of  
West Bengal’s sectoral share 
for each of  the three sectors 
to the corresponding ratio for 
the rest of  India in Figure 2. 
We can see that from the 1980s 
through the 2000s, the agricul-
tural sector in West Bengal 
grew faster than the national 
average. Agrarian reforms, 
the diffusion of  high-yielding 
varieties, and related changes 
boosted agricultural output. 
At its peak in the early 2000s, 

this agricultural strength even pushed 
the state’s real income temporarily 
above the national average. At the same 
time, the state underperformed in man-
ufacturing in every sub-period over the 
past five decades. The underper-
formance of  the manufacturing sector 

set in early and persisted throughout the 
period, indicating a deeper structural 
problem rather than shifts in political 
regimes. While the service sector ex-
panded, especially after the 1990s, it was 
not fast enough to compensate for man-
ufacturing weakness. The result was a 
skewed economic structure: strong ag-
riculture and weak industry.

This structural pattern had impor-
tant implications for prices. Agriculture, 
by its nature, tends to put downward 
pressure on prices when productivity 
rises. In West Bengal, rapid agricultural 
growth increased supply and lowered 
food prices relative to the rest of  India. 
At the same time, industrial prices did 
not fall significantly. Costs in manufac-
turing remained broadly in line with 
national trends, perhaps because of  
wage rigidities and institutional factors. 
In the absence of  data on implicit defla-
tors in the NSDP series, we use CPI data 
for agriculture and industry as a proxy.

Finally, if  agriculture was doing so 
well, why did it not translate into broad-
er economic success? The answer lies in 
timing. West Bengal’s agricultural boom 

came relatively late, mainly from the 1980s 
onward. By then, India’s growth engine 
had already begun shifting away from 
agriculture toward industry and services, 
a transition that accelerated after the 1991 
economic reforms. In earlier decades, ag-
ricultural success could drive overall 
growth, as it did in Punjab and Haryana 
during the Green Revolution. But by the 
1990s and 2000s, the economy had changed. 
The most dynamic states were those that 
combined industrial expansion with 
rapid growth in services. States like Gu-
jarat, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, and 
Karnataka rode this wave of  structural 
transformation. West Bengal, by contrast, 
remained anchored in agriculture. As a 
result, it missed the sectors in which the 
highest prices were concentrated.

Two factors amplified the price effect 
underlying the steep fall in nominal 
NSDP. First, West Bengal’s economy had 
a larger agricultural share than the rest 

of  India’s, and agricultural prices were 
falling relative to those in the rest 

of  India. Together, this meant that 
a larger portion of  the state’s 

output was being valued at 
lower prices. This mechani-

cally depressed nominal 
income, even when real 
output was growing. West 
Bengal was producing 
more of  the kinds of  goods 
whose prices were rising 
slowly — or even falling. 
This is why nominal in-
come figures understate 

the evolution of  living 
standards in the state.

What the evidence shows 
is not a simple story of  decline, 

but one of  divergence. The state 
remained broadly in step with the 

nation in real terms, even as it fell 
behind in the sectors that matter most 

for modern growth. West Bengal’s prob-
lem is not that it stopped growing. It is 
that it grew in the wrong sectors at the 
wrong time.

The broader lesson from our analysis 
is that economic narratives are often 
shaped by the choice of  measurement. 
In West Bengal’s case, relying on nomi-
nal income alone has led to an exagger-
ated perception of  decline. Once we 
adjust for prices, a more balanced pic-
ture emerges. This does not make West 
Bengal’s challenges any less real, but it 
does change how we understand them.

Has Bengal fallen behind 
India? Yes. And no

B Y  I N V I T A T I O N

West Bengal lags behind India in nominal income, but inflation-adjusted data tell a subtler 
story: real incomes broadly kept pace. The state did not simply decline; it grew in lower-priced 

sectors, especially agriculture, while missing faster-growing industry and services

1 2 3

The state fell behind in the 
sectors that matter most for 
modern growth. West Bengal’s 
problem is not that it stopped 
growing, but that it grew  
in the wrong sectors at the 
wrong time. This doesn’t  
make its challenges less  
real, but it changes how  
we understand them

From the 1980s through 
the 2000s, the agricultural 
sector in Bengal grew faster 
than the national average. 
At its peak in the 2000s, this 
agricultural strength even 
pushed the state’s real income 
temporarily above the national 
average. At the same time, 
the state underperformed in 
manufacturing

In Chennai, election season does not 
just mobilise voters, it conjures up an 

entire informal workforce. Across  
the city, lookalikes, drivers, 

technicians, traders and performers 
are raking in big bucks on  

the campaign trail. For many, the polls 
are less about politics and more about 

a short, intense window to earn, 
writes U Tejonmayam
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How Bengal’s Income  
Compares With Rest Of India
Ratio of West Bengal’s NSDP per capita  
to Rest of India (Base year: 2005)   

Where Bengal’s Growth Came 
From: Farm Vs Industry Vs Services
Ratio of West Bengal’s sectoral share to  
that of Rest of India (Base year: 2005)   

Bengal’s Prices Vs India:  
The Hidden Difference
Ratio of West Bengal’s CPI to all India average for 
agricultural and industrial sectors (Base year: 1982)
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Strongman Adhir on backfoot
in battle for old Bengal turf

Adhir Chowdhury is making a return to the assembly 
poll fray after his long innings in Lok Sabha was 
ended by defeat to TMC’s Yusuf Pathan in 2024 

CONG BASTION THAT’S NOW WITH BJP
Baharampur assembly seat, last 3 polls
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West West 
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A shop selling banners, flags and 
other political gear in Chennai
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