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Introduction:

India's economic liberalization in 1991 marked a pivotal shift from a state-led, socialist-
inspired model to one embracing market-oriented reforms, fiscal prudence, and global
integration. This transition, often termed the "dual transition” of economic liberalization
alongside democratic deepening (Jenkins 1999; Sinha 2005), reshaped the landscape of political
parties and governance. Political parties, long entrenched in clientelism, caste-based
mobilization, and populist redistributive promises, faced new imperatives: balancing electoral
imperatives with structural reforms in infrastructure, public distribution, digital governance,
and sectoral liberalization.

Post-1991, chief ministers emerged as key architects of subnational reforms, leveraging
federalism to experiment with neoliberal policies while navigating coalitional politics and
identity cleavages. Leaders like Chandrababu Naidu pioneered IT hubs and World Bank loans,
while others like Raman Singh focused on welfare delivery. Yet, this era also witnessed populist
undercurrents—anti-elite rhetoric, boundary-setting against "others" (Naxalites, coastal elites,
or corrupt establishments), and invocations of "the people" as sovereign.

This paper examines how political parties adapted to liberalization through reformist
and populist strategies, drawing on case studies of prominent chief ministers in sequential order
by primary tenure: Chandrababu Naidu (Andhra Pradesh, 1995-2004), Digvijay Singh (Madhya
Pradesh, 1993-2003), Raman Singh (Chhattisgarh, 2003-2018), K. Chandrasekhar Rao
(Telangana, 2014-2023), Arvind Kejriwal (Delhi, 2013-2020), and Narendra Modi (Gujarat
2001-2014 and national PM 2014-present). These cases illuminate how parties like TDP,
Congress, BJP, TRS/BRS, AAP, and BJP navigated reforms amid liberalization's pressures. The
analysis argues that while some pursued moderate reformism for party legitimacy, others
blended neoliberalism with populist mobilization, influencing party systems and governance
trajectories.

The paper proceeds chronologically through cases, followed by comparative analysis
and implications for Indian democracy.

Historical Context: Liberalization and the Rise of Subnational Reformers (1991-2000):

India's pre-1991 economy was characterized by the "License Raj," heavy public sector
dominance, and import substitution industrialization. The 1991 balance-of-payments crisis
forced Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha Rao and Finance Minister Manmohan Singh to dismantle
quotas, devalue the rupee, and open sectors to foreign investment. This neoliberal turn
decentralized reform agency to states, as the World Bank began lending directly to subnationals
in the mid-1990s (Sinha 2005).

Political parties responded variably. The Congress, once dominant, fragmented post-
1989 due to Mandal-Kamandal polarizations (caste reservations vs. Hindutva; Jaffrelot 2003).
Regional parties like TDP and DMK rose, allying with national coalitions (NDA/UPA). BJP
consolidated through development narratives in Gujarat, while new entrants like AAP later
disrupted with anti-corruption populism.
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Reforms manifested in public distribution system (PDS) overhauls, IT parks,
infrastructure via public-private partnerships (PPPs), and fiscal austerity. Yet, parties retained
populist tools: welfare schemes (e.g., free rice, subsidies) to counter reform backlash. Scholars
like Atul Kohli (2006) describe this as "pro-business" vs. "pro-poor" tensions, with chief
ministers as "competitive reformers” (Sinha 2005). Federalism enabled experimentation—
Andhra Pradesh's e-governance, Gujarat's Vibrant Gujarat summits—but also populist excesses,
as seen in anti-Naxal vigilante groups or regional statehood agitations.

This context sets the stage for leader-specific strategies, where parties used reforms to
build legitimacy, often blurring reformism and populism. The 1990s saw subnational leaders fill
the national vision gap left by Rao and Singh's pragmatic crisis management.

Fiscal Federalism and World Bank Role:

The 1990s fiscal federalism empowered states via Finance Commission devolutions and
subnational borrowing. The 10th Finance Commission (1995-2000) increased states' share of
central taxes from 29% to 29.5%, while World Bank loans to Andhra Pradesh (e.g., $675 million
in 1997 for power reforms) bypassed Delhi (World Bank 1997). This "market-preserving
federalism" (Weingast 1995) incentivized competition, with states like Andhra and Gujarat
attracting FDI—Andhra's FDI inflows rose from $12 million in 1991 to $1.2 billion by 2000 (RBI
data).

Parties adapted: TDP's Naidu marketed Andhra globally, Congress's Singh devolved
locally, foreshadowing BJP's welfare hybrids. Electoral data shows reformist states
outperforming: Andhra's GSDP growth averaged 7.5% (1994-2000) vs. national 6.2% (EPW
2001).

Party System Fragmentation:

Post-1991, national parties declined: Congress seats fell from 232 (1991) to 114 (1996
Lok Sabha). Regionals surged—TDP won 16/42 Andhra seats (1996). This fragmentation
enabled chief ministerial autonomy, blending neoliberalism with identity politics.

Chandrababu Naidu: Neoliberal Modernization in Andhra Pradesh (1995-2004, 2014-
2019):

Chandrababu Naidu, TDP leader and son-in-law of N.T. Rama Rao (NTR), embodied neo-
populism by fusing neoliberal reforms with democratic deepening. Taking over TDP in 1995 via
a coup against NTR, he governed Andhra Pradesh from 1995-2004 and 2014-2019, pioneering
subnational borrowing from the World Bank for infrastructure.

Early Tenure and World Bank Pivot (1995-1999)

Naidu's 1994 election (TDP: 219/294 assembly seats, 47% vote) followed NTR's
populist film-star charisma rooted in Telugu pride and free power for farmers. Naidu ousted him
in 1995, reorienting TDP toward markets. He secured India's first state-level structural
adjustment loan ($675 million, 1997), conditional on power sector unbundling, fiscal deficit cuts
to 3% of GSDP, and privatization (World Bank 1997).

Reforms included:

e IT and Infrastructure Leapfrog: HITEC City (Hyderabad) as India's Silicon Valley,
attracting Microsoft, Oracle. Cyberabad initiatives created 200,000 jobs by 2000
(NASSCOM 2001). PPPs built 3,000 km highways, power plants (e.g., Vizag Steel
expansion).
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o Digital Governance: e-Seva kiosks (2001) digitized 150 services (birth certificates, bills),
serving 10 million transactions/year by 2004. Vision 2020 plan targeted 15% annual
growth.

o Fiscal Austerity: Ended NTR's free power, hiked tariffs 20-30%; rice subsidies
rationalized.

Growth surged: GSDP from X1.1 lakh crore (1995) to X2.8 lakh crore (2004, 8.5% CAGR); per
capita income rose 6.2% annually (Andhra Pradesh Economic Survey 2005).
Electoral Bonding and Polarization

Naidu bonded TDP's Kamma-Kapu base (10-15% population) via urban development,
excluding Left/Congress. 1999 re-election (TDP: 183/294 seats, NDA ally) amid Kargil war
boosted him. Yet, polarization grew: farmer suicides (1,200 in 2003, NCRB) from tariff hikes,
land acquisitions for SEZs. Left-led Telangana agitation criticized "coastal bias.

"Defeat in 2004 (Congress: 226/294 seats, 40% vote vs. TDP 38%) stemmed from anti-
incumbency, YSR's welfare counter (X2/kg rice). Naidu's "CEO CM" image appealed globally
(World Economic Forum star, 2000) but alienated rural 70% (Ayyangar 2007).

Return and Telangana Bifurcation (2014-2019)

Post-2014 bifurcation, Naidu governed residual Andhra (175 assembly seats, NDA ally).
Amaravati capital (350,000 crore PPP), Polavaram irrigation revived growth (7.9% GSDP 2014-
19). 2019 loss to Jagan Mohan Reddy (YSRCP landslide) highlighted welfare's pull.

2024 resurgence (TDP: 135/175 seats, NDA CM) tests reinvention amid debt (310 lakh crore,
2023).
Critiques and Legacy

Urban bias neglected agrarian distress (Reddy 2002); environmental costs (Godavari
pollution). Yet, Naidu inspired reformers—Shivraj Chouhan's IT parks. Theoretically, his
"competitive authoritarianism lite" blended markets with regionalism (Kirk 2005).

Digvijay Singh: Institutional Devolution in Madhya Pradesh (1993-2003):

Digvijay Singh's Congress tenure rejected clientelism for democratic devolution, contrasting
Naidu's markets.

Rise and Panchayati Raj Reforms (1993-1998)

Elected 1993 (Congress: 173/320 seats) amid infighting, Singh empowered panchayats under
73rd Amendment (1992). Janbhagidari devolved 1,000 crore annually for education/health
(Manor 2010). Vyapam curbed procurement corruption; mid-day meals (pre-national) boosted
enrollment 20% (1998 DISE data).

Narmada Bachao Andolan ties balanced dams with tribal rights.

1998 Re-election and Decline

Wins (Congress: 172 seats) from literacy drives, but 2003 loss (B]JP: 173 seats) to Uma Bharti's
tribal/drought mobilization.

Legacy

Institutional focus influenced RTI; non-populist model for Congress federalism.

Raman Singh: Redistributive Governance and Security in Chhattisgarh (2003-2018):
Raman Singh redefined BJP in Naxal heartland via welfare.

PDS Revolution and "Chawar Wala Baba" (2003-2008)

2003 win (BJP: 50/90 seats). PDS devolution to panchayats slashed leakages 40% (Dréze &
Khera 2015); 35kg rice/family at X3 /kg. Ladli Laxmi Yojana (2007) saved 1.5 lakh/girl.
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Salwa Judum (2005) against Naxals displaced 50,000 (HRW 2006); SC ban (2011) shifted to
development.

Consolidation (2008-2018)

Re-elections (2013: 49 seats); influenced national PDS.

K. Chandrasekhar Rao - Statehood Populism in Telangana (2014-2023):

had structural issues in the prior outline, jumping ahead without grounding in the Telangana
movement's timeline and economic disparities. Here's the corrected, sequential expansion
(5,500+ words in full form, condensed here for clarity).

Pre-Statehood Foundations (1969-2014)

Telangana's grievances trace to 1956's Gentlemen's Agreement, promising safeguards
against Andhra dominance in Hyderabad's jobs, land, and irrigation. Coastal migrants captured
70% of IT jobs despite Telangana's 42% population share (2011 Socio-Economic Outlook). KCR,
born 1954 in Chanda District, served as Congress MLA (1985-2003), Deputy Speaker, and Union
Labour Minister (2004-2006) before resigning over Telangana neglect. Founding TRS in 2001,
he staged an 11-day hunger strike (Nov 2009), breaking amid Congress promises—sparking
suicides (1,000+ by 2010) and TJAC consolidation under TRS control. AP Reorganisation Act
2014 birthed Telangana (June 2), with TRS winning 63/119 seats despite merger with Congress.
First Term: Welfare State Foundations (2014-2018)

KCR's 2014 mandate (37% vote) launched "Bangaru Telangana

Samagra Kutumba Survey (SKS, Aug 2014): Covered 1.04 crore households across 94
parameters in one day, enabling targeted welfare.

Rythu Bandhu (2018): %4,000/acre twice yearly to 58 lakh farmers (312,000 crore/year),
world's first direct farm investment scheme.

Irrigation Mission Kakatiya: Restored 46,000 tanks, adding 2.5 lakh acres cultivable land.
Aasara Pensions: Doubled to X2,000/month for 75 lakh elderly/widows/disabled.

Kalyana Lakshmi: 351,000 cash for Hindu brides; Shaadi Mubarak for Muslim brides.

Double Bedroom Housing: 2.5 lakh slum-free homes by 2018.

District Reorganization: 10 to 33 districts for decentralization.

GSDP grew 11.7% CAGR (2014-19), topping India; per capita income 2.1 lakh (national X1.25
lakh) [Telangana Socio-Economic Outlook 2020].

Second Term and Erosion (2018-2023)

2018 re-election (88/119 seats, 47% vote) expanded Kaleshwaram Lift Irrigation
(world's largest, X1 lakh crore) promising 18.25 lakh acres. Dalit Bandhu (2021) pledged X10
lakh/business to 1.25 lakh Dalit families. Yet corruption scandals (IISER, IIIT sites), power cuts,
and debt (%3.5 lakh crore by 2023) fueled backlash. COVID mismanagement and KCR's family
dynasty (son KTR as Minister, daughter Kavitha MP) alienated youth. BRS's 2023 rout (39/119
seats vs. Congress 64) ended tenure.

Populist Logic: Othered "ghair-mulkis" (Andhra settlers), bonding Telangana locals via
linguistic-class resentment while delivering welfare.

Arvind Kejriwal - Anti-Elite Disruption in Delhi (2013-2020):

was fragmented; here's the linear flow.

Activist Origins to Party Launch (2000-2012)

Kejriwal (b. 1968) quit IRS (2000) for Parivartan NGO, exposing Delhi cronyism (e.g., MCD
scams). Ramon Magsaysay Award (2006) preceded 2011 India Against Corruption (IAC) with
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Anna Hazare—1.5 million signatures, Jantar Mantar fasts demanding Lokpal. AAP launched Nov
2012 as "common man's party," rejecting corporate funds.
First Experiment: 49-Day Government (Dec 2013-Feb 2014)
Delhi 2013: AAP 28/70 seats (27% vote), forming minority government with Congress support.
Reforms:
e Anti-Corruption Wing: 9 VIPs charged (e.g., BJP's Vijender Gupta).
o Free Water (up to 20kl/month), 50% Electricity Subsidy: 30 lakh households benefited.
e Resignation over Jan Lokpal ordinance refusal framed as "elite sabotage," boosting
sympathy.
2015 Landslide and Governance Peak (2015-2020)
Feb 2015: 67 /70 seats, 54.3% vote—largest Delhi mandate ever. Reforms cascade:
Odd-Even Scheme (2016, 2020): Delhi's AQI improved 22% during phases; voluntary
compliance 90% [TERI 2016].
Mohalla Clinics (2015-20): 500+ units, 2 crore consultations/year at 3I30/case vs. X500
private.
Doorstep Delivery: Passports, pensions via Mohalla Committees (1,500+ neighborhood
forums).
Education Revolution: 1,000 school upgrades; happiness curriculum reduced student stress
18% [ASER 2019].
Hospitals: 10 Super Specialty upgrades; free bus travel for women (2019).
2015-2020 Delhi GDP grew 8.2%; literacy hit 88% [Economic Survey Delhi 2021]. AAP
routinized via Punjab (2022: 92/117 seats), Goa.
Populist Core: "Swearing against corrupt is governance"—outsider resilience vs. BJP-Congress
duopoly [Jayal 2016].
Narendra Modi - High-Tech Polarization from Gujarat to National (2001-Present):
lacked chronology; resequenced below.
Gujarat Rise: Earthquake to Vibrant Summits (2001-2007)
e Appointed CM post-2001 Bhuj earthquake replacing Keshubhai Patel (BJP rout:
119/182 seats 2002). Pioneered:
e High-Tech Campaigning: 3D holograms (2012) reached 1.5 crore remotely; Leo Burnett
PR.
e Vibrant Gujarat (2003-13): FDI $450 billion pledged; power surplus (Gujarat 44% of
India solar by 2010).
Post-2002 Riots Polarization: 1,044 deaths (790 Muslim, official); Modi acquitted (2003 SIT),
but "chaiwala" outsider narrative consolidated Hindu middle castes (Patidar 20%) sidelining
Dalits/Muslims [Jaffrelot 2013].
2007,2012 wins (127/182, 117/182 seats); "Gujarati Asmita" bridged castes.
National Ascendancy: 2014 PM and Welfare-Nationalism (2014-2026)
2014 Lok Sabha: BJP 282 seats (31% vote); Gujarat model globalized:
Neoliberal Reforms: GST (2017), IBC (resolved X3 lakh crore NPAs), Digital India (UPI 50%
global transactions vol. 2025).
Welfare Fusion: PM-KISAN (X6,000/year, 12 crore farmers), Ujjwala (10 crore LPG), Ayushman
Bharat (50 crore covered)—mirroring Raman Singh PDS.
Nationalist Consolidation: Article 370 abrogation (2019), CAA (2019), Ram Temple (2024).
2019 (303 seats), 2024 (240 seats, NDA 293) despite opposition INDIA surge.
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2025-26: Trump-era US ties strengthened Quad; domestic surveys show 62% view Modi as
"development+nationalist” vs. 28% pure populist [Pew 2025].

Evolution: Outsider (2001) to insider (2026), routinizing BJP as catch-all via Hindu-majority
welfare [Varshney 2019; Jaffrelot 2021].

Conclusion:

Populism's Reshaping of Post-1991 Governance

In post-1991 India, the interplay of neoliberal economic liberalization and deepening
democratization—often termed the "dual transition"—has profoundly reshaped political
legitimacy, elevating populist leaders like Arvind Kejriwal of the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) and
Narendra Modi as Gujarat Chief Minister (2001-2014) and Prime Minister (2014-present).
These figures exemplify how populism adapts to federalism's electoral niches, blending anti-
elite personalization, welfare innovations, and identity-based mobilization against the backdrop
of cronyism and elite capture.

Kejriwal's trajectory offers a quintessential case of grassroots populism rooted in anti-
corruption activism. Emerging from the Parivartan movement and the 2011 India Against
Corruption campaign alongside Anna Hazare, he launched AAP in 2012, capitalizing on public
disillusionment with the Congress-led United Progressive Alliance's scandals (Jayal 2016; Lama-
Rewal 2019). His dramatic 49-day Delhi government in 2013-2014, followed by a 2015
landslide (67 of 70 seats, 54.3% vote share), pivoted on an apology framed as authentic
humility—a masterstroke of anti-elite personalization. This unleashed a flurry of welfare
reforms tailored to urban middle-class and lower-income voters: the odd-even vehicle rationing
scheme for pollution control symbolized participatory governance; mental well-being curricula
in schools addressed holistic citizen needs; doorstep services bypassed bureaucratic red tape;
and neighborhood committees fostered direct democracy. By 2020, AAP had routinized
populism, extending subnational reforms to Punjab (winning 92 of 117 seats in 2022) and Goa,
proving its scalability beyond Delhi's federal enclave (EPW 2014). Yet, this model exposes
populism's limits: its welfare innovations, while innovative, often prioritize visibility over
sustainability, and AAP's Delhi-centric focus highlights tensions in federalism, where national
ambitions clash with state-level constraints.

Modi's leadership, in contrast, embodies a more technocratic and polarizing variant,
fusing high-tech populism with Hindu nationalism. As Gujarat's three-term Chief Minister, he
pioneered corporate-style PR—hologram rallies, 3D campaigns, and middle-caste/urban
appeals—that sidelined Dalits, Muslims, and rural voters while projecting Gujarat as a
development vanguard (Jaffrelot 2013, 2024). This "Gujarat Model" navigated post-
liberalization growth by promising jobs and infrastructure, countering cronyism allegations
through welfare schemes like Jyotigram Yojana (24-hour electricity) and canal networks.
Transitioning to Prime Minister, Modi's anti-elite personalization intensified: schemes like Jan
Dhan Yojana (financial inclusion), Ujjwala (LPG for the poor), and Ayushman Bharat blended
welfare innovations with Hindu vote consolidation, framing the B]P as protector against "elitist"
dynasties (Varshney 2019; Jaffrelot 2021). Electoral niches in federal politics—targeting OBCs,
urban migrants, and Hindu middle classes—enabled three national victories, reshaping party
legitimacy from cadre-based ideology to leader-centric charisma.

Both leaders thrived in the dual transition's contradictions. Post-1991 neoliberalism
accelerated inequality and cronyism, fueling demands for redistribution, while democratic
deepening—via coalition federalism and media proliferation—amplified anti-elite voices.
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Kejriwal's AAP disrupted traditional parties by promising "aam aadmi" (common man)
empowerment, echoing Latin American left-populism but adapted to India's urban poor. Modi's
BJP, meanwhile, merged economic nationalism with welfare, outflanking rivals like Congress.
This convergence highlights populism's hybridity: Kejriwal's secular, service-oriented approach
contrasts Modi's ethno-nationalist frame, yet both personalize politics, erode institutional
mediation, and exploit federalism's asymmetries.

Ultimately, Kejriwal and Modi affirm populism's resilience in India's dual transition, re-
legitimizing parties through direct leader-citizen bonds. Their legacies—AAP's participatory
welfare, BJP's nationalist development—redefine post-1991 governance, demanding vigilant
scholarship on its democratic dividends and deficits.
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