
 
 

Indian Prime Minister Modi's Party Loses a Significant West Bengal State Election 
 
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) suffered a decisive defeat in a key West Bengal 
state election, which has been viewed as a referendum on their widely condemned governance during the 
country’s ongoing health crisis. The state’s incumbent chief minister, Mamata Banerjee – a prominent Modi critic – 
was elected to her third term in office after her Trinamool Congress Party (TMC) won a two-thirds majority in the 
state assembly. Analysts have argued that the election results in West Bengal exhibit signs of voter backlash 
regarding Modi’s handling of India’s COVID-19 crisis, and the prime minister has been accused of prioritizing 
politics over the implementation of needed safety measures to curb the massive outbreak. Despite warnings in 
recent months from scientific and medical professionals of a potential second wave, Modi continued to address 
large rallies and the federal government remained reluctant to imposing a nationwide lockdown. As a result, India 
has seen a record surge in cases, and the electoral defeat suffered by Modi in West Bengal was by a larger than 
expected margin. 
 
Even in the face of widespread international and domestic condemnation over Narendra Modi’s handling of the 
coronavirus pandemic, Mamata Banerjee’s victory in West Bengal’s elections was viewed as somewhat of a 
surprise. The BJP had poured energy and resources into the state, as part of an effort to shore up the party’s 
position in municipal governments. The Trinamool Congress Party, led by Banerjee in West Bengal, won a 
commanding majority of 200 seats in the 294-seat assembly. The BJP became the largest opposition party, winning 
just under 80 seats in the state’s assembly. This marks a significant increase since the last election in West Bengal, 
when the BJP won only three seats. The election was widely viewed as a referendum on Narendra Modi because of 
his personal investment in the election. He held several rallies in the state, along with his divisive home minister 
Amit Shah, who is best known for promoting the BJP’s most hardline policies.  
 
In a victory speech following the election, Mamata Banerjee said they had won a battle to save India, and pledged 
to make combatting the coronavirus pandemic her top priority. This is in stark contrast to Modi and BJP candidates 
who have been widely accused of valuing the polls higher than public safety. Defying both logic and the advice of 
medical professionals, the BJP hosted several high-capacity rallies to boost their support ahead of the state’s 
elections. These events are now linked to several outbreaks of COVID-19, as cases and deaths in India continue to 
mount. Banerjee is set to begin her third term as chief minister of West Bengal, and she remains India’s sole 
female chief minister. She is also one of Modi’s most vocal critics in India, and her popularity in West Bengal has 
been re-emphasized by her strong victory in the most recent election. 
 
In addition to West Bengal, the Indian states of Kerala, Tamil Nadu, and Assam all held regional elections. Similarly 
to West Bengal, these elections were widely seen as referendums on Modi and the BJP, although the party didn’t 
invest nearly as many resources as in West Bengal. The BJP retained power in Assam, but failed to make significant 
inroads in either Kerala or Tamil Nadu. All of the regional elections were held amid the backdrop of COVID-19, with 
India regularly reporting over 300,000 cases and 3,000 deaths daily. 


