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Corruption, often described as all that is rotten in the modern society, 

has become an increasingly dominant theme in contemporary political 

discourse, one that is related to specific practices, concepts and 

evaluations that vary across regions, cultures, spheres of action and 
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the Global South (especially India and Brazil) and West (especially 

Switzerland) to gain a more nuanced view of the phenomenon. The 
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conceptual questions related to corruption discourses from different 

perspectives such as economic ethics, social capital theory and 
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countries and regions, providing different interpretative frameworks, 

which in turn flow into discourses on corruption.

Kalpana Kannabiran is an Independent Sociologist and Lawyer, 

Hyderabad, India. 

Bettina Hollstein is Managing Director, Max Weber Centre for Advanced 

Cultural and Social Studies, University of Erfurt, Germany.

Florian Hoffmann is a Professor of Law, Department of Law, Pontifícia 

Universidade Católica do Rio de Janeiro (PUC-Rio), Brazil.



SAGE was founded in 1965 by Sara Miller McCune to support 
the dissemination of usable knowledge by publishing innovative 
and high-quality research and teaching content. Today, we 
publish over 900 journals, including those of more than 400 
learned societies, more than 800 new books per year, and a 
growing range of library products including archives, data, case 
studies, reports, and video. SAGE remains majority-owned by 
our founder, and after Sara’s lifetime will become owned by 
a charitable trust that secures our continued independence.

Los Angeles | London | New Delhi | Singapore | Washington DC | Melbourne





DISCOURSES  
ON CORRUPTION



Politics and Society in India and 
the Global South

The series is a collaboration of SAGE and the M. S. Merian – 
R. Tagore International Centre of Advanced Studies ‘Metamorphoses 
of the Political’ (ICAS:MP). It aims to publish books that explore core 
issues that are of concern in modern globalized societies.

The ideas of ‘politics’ and the ‘political’ have become a key point 
of discussion in contemporary social science, philosophy and cultural 
history. The changing agencies of prime actors and objects of the 
political have ignited an intensive and interdisciplinary debate on the 
‘Metamorphoses of the Political’. Today, ‘the political’ changes its form 
continuously, encompassing new fields of social practice.

Instead of the political system or politics in the narrow sense, this 
series will explore questions of what constitutes the ‘political’ in the 
contemporary environment. The volumes will concentrate on multiple 
areas of politicization: the role, forms and advances of civil society and 
social movements, the politicization of law and rights, the drive for 
democratization, including modal changes of democratic procedures, 
and the diversification of forms of governance regarding state and 
non-state actors. They will also cover forms of social and political 
exclusion, and questions of recognition and justice. With respect to 
all these topics, the Indian subcontinent and the Global South feature 
as the major areas of contestation and as centre of scholarly debate.

The series will mainly feature edited volumes incorporating 
innovative social science research on the above-mentioned themes. 
These volumes will offer cross-disciplinary insights where the col-
laboration of many top-ranking scholars on a single topic will ensure 



state-of-the-field studies. These will be highly focused with contrib-
uting chapters that will be linked to the overarching theme of the 
respective volumes. A strong introduction will not only introduce the 
chapters and draw linkages between them but also bring new ideas 
and insights to the fore.

ICAS:MP is an Indo-German research collaboration of six Indian 
and German institutions. It combines the benefits of an open, inter-
disciplinary forum for intellectual exchange with the advantages of a 
cutting-edge research centre. Located in New Delhi, ICAS:MP criti-
cally intervenes in global debates in the social sciences and humanities.

Series Editors

 • Niraja Gopal Jayal, formerly at Jawaharlal Nehru University, New 
Delhi

 • Shail Mayaram, formerly at Centre for the Study of Developing 
Societies, Delhi

 • Samita Sen, University of Cambridge, UK
 • Awadhendra Sharan, Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, 

Delhi
 • Sanjay Srivastava, University College London, UK
 • Ravi Vasudevan, Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, Delhi
 • Sebastian Vollmer, University of Gottingen, Germany

The e-books in this series may be accessed at https://micasmp.
hypotheses.org/pol-soc-in-india-and-the-gs

https://micasmp.hypotheses.org/pol-soc-in-india-and-the-gs
https://micasmp.hypotheses.org/pol-soc-in-india-and-the-gs




DISCOURSES  
ON CORRUPTION

Interdisciplinary and 
Intercultural Perspectives

Edited by

KALPANA KANNABIRAN 
BETTINA HOLLSTEIN 
FLORIAN HOFFMANN

POLITICS AND SOCIETY IN INDIA AND THE GLOBAL SOUTH 



Copyright © Kalpana Kannabiran, Bettina Hollstein and Florian Hoffmann, 2022

This book is an open access publication. It can be downloaded from www.sagespectrum.com.

This book is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 4.0 International License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/), which 
permits copying, adapting, remixing, transforming and building upon the material and redistributing 
the material in any medium or format. You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, 
and indicate if changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way 
that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use. You may not use the material for commercial 
purposes. If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute your contributions 
under the same license as the original. You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that 
legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits.

The images and third-party material in this book are included in the book’s Creative Commons licence, 
unless indicated otherwise. If the material is not included in the book’s Creative Commons licence, you 
will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. If your intended use of any material 
included in the book’s Creative Commons licence is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds 
the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission from SAGE. The use of general descriptive 
names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication does not imply, even in 
the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from relevant protective laws and 
regulations and therefore free for general use.

First published in 2022 by

SAGE Publications India Pvt Ltd
B1/I-1 Mohan Cooperative Industrial Area
Mathura Road, New Delhi 110 044, India
www.sagepub.in

Typeset in 10.5/13 pt Adobe Caslon Pro.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2021918493

DOI: https://doi.org/10.4135/978-93-5479-014-0

ISBN: 978-93-5479-008-9 (PB)
ISBN: 978-93-5479-015-7 (eBook) 

Disclaimers: The findings/views/opinions expressed in this book are solely those of the respective 
authors/contributors/editors and do not necessarily reflect those of Max Weber Stiftung or ICAS:MP.



Contents

List of Abbreviations ix
Acknowledgements xi

1 Introduction: Intercultural and Interdisciplinary  
Comparative Analyses of Corruption 1
Kalpana Kannabiran, Bettina Hollstein and  
Florian Hoffmann

2 Corruption Indices: Basis for Comparisons or  
Irreducible Bias? 16
Bettina Hollstein

3 Systemic Governance Corruption: The Dialectics of  
Law and Non-violent Social Movements in  
Contemporary India 40
Upendra Baxi

4 Social Capital or Corruption? An Analytical Spotlight  
on Some Messy Boundaries in Switzerland and Beyond 66
Lucy Koechlin

5 Demonetization, Corruption and Black Money:  
The Unfolding Dangers of Opportunistic Politics  
in the Era of Post-Truth 92
D. Narasimha Reddy

6 Changing Discourse of Corruption and Cross-caste and  
Class Alliance Building: Insights from Andhra Pradesh 118
Sanam Roohi

7 Petty Corruption in Women’s Activism in South India:  
Metaphor for Critique or Skilled Practice? 143
Janna Vogl

8 Does Better Information Lead to Lower Corruption?  
Evidence from Uttar Pradesh, India 165
Sujoy Dutta



viii Discourses on Corruption

9 Law and Political Crisis in Brazil: From ‘Mensalão’ to  
‘Lava-Jato’ 190
Fernando Fontainha and  
Amanda Evelyn Cavalcanti de Lima

10 Before the Law: (Anti-)Corruption and the Politics of  
Anti-politics in Contemporary Brazil 215
Florian Hoffmann

11 Insurgent Realisms and Ideas of Justice in India:  
Imagining the ‘Corruption Complex’ through Law  
and Literature 243
Kalpana Kannabiran

About the Editors and Contributors 279
Index 283



List of Abbreviations

AC Adani company
APL Above Poverty Line 
APNGOA Andhra Pradesh Non-Gazetted Officers’ Association 
BJP Bharatiya Janata Party 
BPI Bribe Payers Index 
BPL Below Poverty Line 
CAG Comptroller and Auditor General 
CBI Central Bureau of Investigation 
CPI Corruption Perceptions Index 
CVC Central Vigilance Commission 
DSPE Delhi Special Police Establishment
DTAA Double Taxation Avoidance Agreement
FII Foreign institutional investor
GCB Global Corruption Barometer
GFR General financial rules
GoI Government of India
IAC India Against Corruption
INC Indian National Congress
ISA Indian Space Agency
JDC Joint Drafting Committee 
KYC Know your customer
LPG Liberalization, privatization and globalization
MKSS Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan
NGO Non-governmental organization
NRI Non-resident Indian
PDS Public distribution system
PIO Public Information Officer
PN Participatory note
RTIA Right to Information Act
SAP Structural adjustment programme



x Discourses on Corruption

SC Scheduled Caste
SDM Subdivisional magistrate
SGC Systematic governance corruption
ST Scheduled Tribe
TDP Telugu Desam Party
TI Transparency International
UP Uttar Pradesh
UPA United Progressive Alliance
WGI Worldwide Governance Indicators
YSRCP YSR Congress Party



Acknowledgements

The M. S. Merian – R. Tagore International Centre of Advanced 
Studies ‘Metamorphoses of the Political’ (ICAS:MP) is an Indo-
German research collaboration of six Indian and German institutions 
funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research 
(BMBF). It combines the benefits of an open, interdisciplinary forum 
for intellectual exchange with the advantages of a cutting-edge research 
centre. Located in New Delhi, it critically intervenes in global debates 
in the social sciences and humanities. Bringing together more than 
70 scholars from diverse disciplinary backgrounds and through its 
innovative modular and network structure, it generates sustainable 
research cooperation among leading social science and humanities 
scholars from India, Germany and other countries who investigate 
similar research problems.

The editors would like to thank all the members of ICAS:MP 
and the institutions supporting it, especially the University of Erfurt, 
where the workshop underlying this volume was held from 12 to 13 
October 2017, as well as the BMBF, which provides funding for this 
project. Special thanks to Debjani Mazumder, whose tireless editorial 
support has made this volume possible. The usual disclaimers apply.

https://www.bmbf.de/de/maria-sibylla-merian-centres-5181.html
https://www.bmbf.de/de/maria-sibylla-merian-centres-5181.html




CHAPTER 1

Introduction
Intercultural and Interdisciplinary 
Comparative Analyses of Corruption

Kalpana Kannabiran, Bettina Hollstein  
and Florian Hoffmann

Corruption has become an increasingly dominant theme and cipher 
in contemporary political discourse across the globe, but this dis-
course is related to specific practices, concepts and evaluations that 
differ considerably in specific regions, cultures, spheres of action and 
disciplines. In this volume, differentiated perspectives grounded in 
specific case studies mainly investigating phenomena in the Global 
South (especially India and Brazil), as well as in the West (namely 
in Switzerland), help to bring this phenomenon to light and gain a 
more nuanced view of corruption, which is often described as all that 
is rotten in the modern society.

Whether in mature or emerging democracies, or in hybrid or 
autocratic regimes, corruption, as the conceptual representation of a 
diffused set of practices, has turned into a privileged cipher for the 
generalized critique of the political status quo. It is used across differ-
ent political spectra and seems to resonate as much with the political 
elites as with general ‘public opinion’. Its conceptual pendant is, of 
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course, anti-corruption that has become firmly embedded in the global 
‘good governance’ agenda and has been mainstreamed both into mul-
tilateral aid conditionalities and into ever-deeper layers of domestic 
anti-corruption legislation. This agenda has led to increasingly strin-
gent accountability obligations for public and private actors, though it 
has thereby also exacerbated a generalized mistrust especially against 
public administration and the political actors at its helm. This has, 
in turn, been reflected in a gradual repositioning of (anti-)corruption 
from an administrative to a criminal law context and an increasingly 
aggressive use of criminal procedure, like preventive detention, plea 
bargaining or implicit evidence, to address it.

This shift in the perception of corruption and the concomitant 
normative empowerment of anti-corruption have, thus, been premised 
on a semantic that interlinks a moralist focus on individual (criminal) 
responsibility with a fundamental critique of public administration and 
the welfarist/developmental model of modern statehood. As such, it 
has been used to de-legitimize established political actors, party forma-
tions and entire models of social and economic development, while it 
has fostered the rise of new political actors, from anti-corruption parties, 
via the judiciary, and to ‘the people’, thereby profoundly changing the 
political landscapes of many a polity previously considered ‘stable’.

While the practices described by corruption tend to involve com-
plex public-private relationships and networks grown over prolonged 
periods of time, the concept has gained its fullest critical currency as 
a critique of the state, public administration and the (democratic) 
political process. Likewise, it has underwritten the unconventional 
entry of new actors, from anti-corruption parties via the judiciary 
to ‘the people’ into the political process and has rapidly changed the 
political landscapes of a host of countries—the notebandi discussion 
on the broader context of the demonetization policy in India and 
the Brazilian Lava Jato investigation, which have brought down one 
government, are but two prominent examples.

Generally, the discourse of (anti-)corruption is premised on a highly 
selective semantic that (largely) excludes some of its aspects—such as 
corruption in certain fields like criminal justice, or of certain actors 
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such as corporations—which may be criminalized for instigating 
(public sector) corruption but are rarely publicly vilified to the same 
degree as public administration in certain countries. In the same vein, 
the broader (structural) contexts of corruption, such as its historical 
embeddedness in colonial, imperial and, generally, capitalist legacies, 
as well as its contemporary role in the neoliberal political and eco-
nomic project—paradoxically as both a productive part of the ‘shadow 
economy’ and a justification for imposing public-sector reform—tend 
to be left out of the picture.

The agents behind this reductive corruption narrative are het-
erogeneous and often well intentioned. Hence, many civil society 
organizations, chiefly among them Transparency International, have 
genuinely sought to empower the victims of corruption by shaming 
states and their administrations into cleaning up their act. Yet, to 
do so effectively, they have often had to pander to the media and a 
public eager for digestible quantitative macro-level accounts to the 
detriment of more complex qualitative micro-level stories of cor-
ruption. The broad public debates at the annual publication of the 
Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) by Transparency International 
are just one example. Likewise, the media has played an ambivalent 
role as, on the one hand, whistle-blowers and advocates of trans-
parency and, on the other hand, as the projection device that has 
enabled the upscaling of the corruption narrative often in line with 
particular partisan interests. Hence, while the causes for the rise of 
(anti-)corruption are multifaceted, it is clear that its current styliza-
tion into a cipher for all that is ill in government, in the world and, 
indeed, in modernity itself has made the much-needed examination 
of the concrete practices and contexts that constitute corruption more 
rather than less difficult.

Literature on the fields of corruption abounds. What is meant by 
corruption is highly dependent on disciplinary access. Corruption 
research is predominantly juridical, political or economical in nature 
and prefers either a narrow legal concept of corruption based on 
specific practices (such as bribery) or a clear economic concept such 
as illegal or illegitimate exchange (Varese [1996] 2003: 124). This 
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exchange is advantageous for both parties and is carried out volun-
tarily, in deviation from official norms (Heywood [1985] 2004: 177; 
Hillmann 2007: 460). 

The definition of corruption in the social and political sciences 
concentrates on the abuse of public power for private gains. This 
definition is also used by Transparency International and is therefore 
widely used in the public debate. However, it is so broad that it is 
difficult to subsume concrete practices and actions under it. Rather, 
this definition depends on contextual conditions to clarify what 
concretely is ‘public power’ and what is ‘abuse’. All in all, corruption 
is usually described as acting at the interface between the state and 
the economy, as abuse of public power, offices, mandates for one’s 
own private benefit and/or for the benefit of third parties through 
the violation of legal or even social norms, usually in secret, directed 
against the public interest and at the expense of the common good 
(Johnston 2011: 480; Schultze 2004: 467). This concept still leaves 
much room for interpretation, which is used in political debates to 
discredit political opponents, the political system or even democracy. 
Therefore, it is important to look at the respective situational con-
textual conditions that make these interpretations possible and to 
have a look at the corresponding practices with which the discourse 
on corruption is linked. This book aims to serve this purpose by 
looking at different case studies in different local contexts, using, 
among others, ethnographic methods.

Recent literature on India and South Asia based on close empirical 
observation and research has already developed analyses in this direc-
tion and pointed to the interactions between discourses and practices. 
It has foregrounded a range of analytical trajectories along with the 
problem of corruption and may be understood and plotted, both as a 
standalone category and as one that is constituent of a sprawl of webs 
or nexus. Harriss-White and Michelutti (2019: 14), in their work 
on criminal political economies in the ‘Wild East’, point to a variety 
of concepts—‘political corruption, irregular capitalism and networks 
of connivance, criminal corruption, criminal enterprise, mafia 
assemblage, syndicate, mafia raj, mastan raj, hydro-criminality’—that 



Introduction 5

are intertwined and often not amenable to disaggregation. In this 
account, there is an entanglement of practices such as petty and 
capital crime, and petty corruption and the undermining of systems 
of democratic governance and government. They point to the ambi-
guities in the (il)legitimacies of the criminal economy (interwoven 
in their account with corruption), which functions within its own 
regulatory systems and sanctions, sustaining in the process not 
just the ‘mafia dynasties’ but also the widest range of segmented 
class fractions from various forms of labour, petty production and 
intermediate classes to state corporations and ‘ethnicised regional 
capitalisms [which] show great diversity’—such ‘assemblages’ are 
critical to the sustenance of criminal economies (Harriss-White and 
Michelutti 2019: 12).

The state–corruption nexus is one that has been critical to the 
understanding of the political economy of corruption. Harriss-White 
and Michelutti (2019: 9) cite the descriptive model developed by Jha, 
which traces

the origins of the criminalisation of politics in India … back first 
to the constitutional flaw of omitting the means to meet the costs 
of running a democracy (not only the high cost of election cam-
paigns in demographically and territorially vast constituencies but 
also the ongoing ‘fixed costs’ of democratic politics), and second 
to the 1969 decision by Indira Gandhi to ban company donations 
(to hobble her rivals).

This, in Jha’s view, fuelled a black economy of political funding and 
saw the emergence of clientelist controllers at different levels.

Opening out the assemblages of criminal economies and politics 
in the context of the black coal economy of the North Indian state of 
Jharkhand, an industry that has been described in the press as particu-
larly corrupt, Singh and Harriss-White (2019) identify three sets of 
extractive supply chains --each distinctive and yet all three interlocked 
in the mutually reinforcing nexus: formal/state-owned activity where 
regulatory mechanisms are formally in place and operative; illegal 
supply that violates legal regimes; informal activity that is unregulated 
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or is below the threshold of regulation and thus off the radar of legal 
surveillance, or subject to unenforced regulations. The distinctions 
between these three are tenuous and blurred (2019: 36–37). Informal 
coal and the formal organization of coal, they suggest, are intertwined 
as a nexus of ‘interlocked transactions’, with the cartel of mafia families 
controlling and driving informal coal developing from ‘roots in labour 
rather than in capital’ (p. 42), and are organized in a highly regulated 
manner with varying levels of political actors, syndicates, suppliers 
and ‘local custom’ (p. 43). Interestingly, the loss to the formal industry 
caused by informal coal coexists with the provision of livelihoods to 
hundreds of thousands of people in Jharkhand alone and the supply 
of cheap coal to meet the energy demands of petty production and 
self-employment, making for ambivalence in the effects of informal 
coal and for predation and fragility in state politics (pp. 54–55).

There is another aspect of the nexus between political discourses 
and corruption practices that merits serious attention. Jeyaranjan’s 
work on the methods of electoral politics in the South Indian state 
of Tamil Nadu traces the emergence of cash for votes from the well-
known ‘Thirumangalam formula’, where, in 2009, a by-election in 
Thirumangalam saw the distribution of money to voters by the DMK1 
regime with each voter being paid between `3,000 and `5,000 (2019: 
94). This strategy of winning the by-elections when a seat got vacant 
mid-term saw the party in government (whether DMK or AIADMK) 
never losing a by-election during its term from 2001 to the present. 
This was upscaled to parliamentary and legislative assembly elections 
in 2014 and 2016, respectively, by the Jayalalitha-led AIADMK party 
with ̀ 1,000 being offered to every voter in every constituency, the scale 
of money distribution presenting staggering figures. Complicating the 
view of ‘populism’ in this instance, Jeyaranjan urges a closer probing 
of the economic costs of cash distribution to voters (2019: 95). How 
is this cash flow ensured? Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork and 
extensive interviews with several levels of actors engaged in/connected 
to river-bed sand mining in Tamil Nadu, he maps the monthly cash 

1 DMK: Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam; AIADMK: All India Anna Dravida 
Munnetra Kazhagam. The two political parties that have been in power in the state.
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flows from the contractors to state/party functionaries at every level, 
revealing the ways in which legal processes and court-mandated 
orders are derailed routinely by contractors in collusion with the state. 
While there is resistance on the ground against sand mining and its 
undermining of political probity, the scale of diversion in the flow 
of sand mining revenues from development and welfare to cash-for-
votes leads him to suggest a radical reinterpretation of politics and the 
need to probe ‘other “convection systems” of criminal accumulation, 
bound to the democratic process’ (Jeyaranjan 2019: 112). Singh and 
Harriss-White’s summing up of the criminal economy assemblages 
bears repetition: ‘Formal–informal–illegal politics and economies are 
tightly intertwined and feed into each other in relations of intreccio 
which cross class, span labour-and party-politics, and penetrate public 
corporations and the range of agencies of enforcement’ (Singh and 
Harriss-White 2019: 57).

In the larger context of this impenetrable edifice, Verma and 
Sharma (2019) in their examination of ‘systemic governance corrup-
tion’ in the Indian context from the perspective of criminology and 
using their vantage location as former officers of the Indian Police 
Service offer possible routes to clipping practices at specific local levels, 
thereby pre-empting the aggregation of large, impenetrable quicksand 
that defies remedy and redress.

While ‘anti-corruption’ and vigilance departments in govern-
ments trap individual offenders, the larger question of the relation-
ship between the ‘politicization of crime’ and everyday practices of 
corruption is not adequately addressed, nor the relationship between 
different forms of crime in which corruption circulates or proliferates. 
There is also the problem that Shiv Visvanathan speaks of, which can 
perhaps be spoken of in terms of ‘non-criminal’ corruption because 
it does not involve an illegal demand but is an incentivizing ‘gift’, 
routinely demanded and given, for a job that must, in the normal 
course, be done in accordance with the rules and procedures set out 
for the purpose. Visvanathan observes pertinently that unlike in the 
post-Weberian constructions of modernity that drew a line between 
the modern and the premodern, in the Indian case, ‘the premodern and 
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modern telescope into each other and corruption is the expression of 
that hybridity’. He suggests, provocatively, that ‘corruption colonizes 
the body politic in India’ by performing three services: it is a ‘knowl-
edge economy’ that holds vital knowledge regarding entry and access; 
it is a ‘ritual service, where the tout and the clerk provide a priest-like 
knowledge of the system which is formidable in its intimacy’; and 
third, ‘the tout familiarizes one about the system, domesticates power 
in a paternalistic patron-centred language, creating a pastoralism of a 
parallel kind’ embodying power, especially the power of intermediar-
ies (Visvanathan 2011). We return here to the fact that corruption is 
never a standalone item that may be disaggregated and isolated from 
the body politic, but that it is co-constitutive of assemblages/complexes 
that are suffused with power.

Similar configurations are at work in Brazil, with the deep 
entanglement of state and society, in general, and public and private 
(economic) power, in particular, and have been characteristic of the 
Brazilian polity since the colonial period. Hence, while, in this sense, 
‘corrupt’ political economies have always been present, at least on 
the sidelines, though sometimes also at the very core of Brazilian 
politics, so has the discourse of (anti-)corruption, which has assumed 
a life quite of its own (Martins et al. 2019). Rarely premised on a 
sociological or anthropological deep reading focused on the actual 
roots of the practices conjointly labelled as corrupt, (anti-)corruption 
discourse has accompanied Brazil’s political history from early on as 
a cipher for political or social discontent. Indeed, it is, arguably, in 
the role as a marker for discontent that it has played a crucial role 
in especially recent political history, having been instrumentalized 
in de-legitimizing not just certain political actors but entire political 
projects (such as social developmentalism) or positionalities (such as 
‘the Left’); all the while virtually all the informal and (often) illegal 
infrastructures that feed parts of the political and economic machine 
have remained in place and are functional despite and apart from 
major (anti-)corruption clampdowns such as the Lava Jato investiga-
tion (Veçoso 2019).

A particular issue within this complex scenario is how we can 
understand the gendering of corruption discourses. Have women in 
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mainstream political leadership positions been as embroiled in corrup-
tion scandals as men? And has (anti-)corruption discourse been used 
in a gendered way or to reinforce gender stereotypes or asymmetries? 
In Brazil, for instance, the process that led to the impeachment of the 
country’s first female president, Dilma Rousseff, in 2016—not, in fact, 
for corruption but for alleged administrative misdemeanours—was in 
large measure driven by the anti-corruption rhetoric instigated by the 
Lava Jato investigation; the clear objective was to associate Rousseff’s 
presidency with the Lava Jato complex when she was actually one of 
the few politicians who had been (and still is) untainted by allegations 
of personal corruption. In India, where the presence of women in 
national government, bureaucracy, criminal justice and judicial office 
is negligible, but high in electoral terrains in local self-government, 
how can we understand women’s relationship to/imbrication in cor-
ruption assemblages/complexes as (dis)similar to men’s? Rather than 
falling into a stereotype of women as naturally opposed to corruption, 
it is necessary to probe why gender has an effect and what its causes 
might be (Stensöta and Wängnerud 2018: 6). Summarizing major 
trends, Stensöta and Wängnerud suggest that one set of studies sees 
corruption as an obstacle to women’s political participation and as 
a source of gender inequality. A second set of studies suggest that 
‘unequal gender structures in developing countries suppress gender 
differences in relation to corruption whereas more equal gender struc-
tures…allow them to emerge’. A third trend saw a gender difference 
between authoritarian and democratic states: ‘Democracies contain a 
strong norm against corruption; women are more perceptive of this 
norm than men, hence a gender difference appears in democratic states’ 
(Stensöta and Wängnerud 2018: 9). Yet while most studies plot gender 
trails in corruption discourses, the assumption is that more women 
in power will contribute to a more effective fight against corruption. 
The complicity/agency of women in driving corruption practices is less 
studied. Rothstein (2018) suggests that women’s lower access to eco-
nomic resources is an important factor. Studies in Mexico have found 
that women politicians start their careers in civil society organizations 
and, therefore, refrain from corruption, which would undermine their 
relationships with their constituencies and jeopardize their political 
careers (Rothstein 2018: 40). A survey experiment in Brazil found 
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that respondents perceived the corruptibility of men and women to 
be similar (Schwindt-Bayer et al. 2018: 71). Grimes and Wängnerud 
(2018: 192) suggest that the impetus for women’s entry into politics 
‘is often exogenous to political organisations and therefore, once suc-
cessful, may disrupt existing “modus operandi” of politics, creating a 
window of opportunity for subsequent change’.

In this collection of chapters, we seek to address these issues from 
a variety of disciplinary and interdisciplinary perspectives primarily in 
relation to India and Brazil as prima facie case studies. In the first part 
of the book, we present contributions dealing mainly with conceptual 
questions related to corruption discourses from different perspectives 
(as economic ethics, social capital theory and literature). In the second 
part, we show how complex and in the need of differentiation corrup-
tion issues are in different case studies depicting corruption practices. 
These case studies show that a general concept of corruption is not 
sufficient, but that corruption manifests itself very differently against 
the respective local background and in relation to specific contexts of 
action and framework conditions. Thus, these concrete practices also 
provide different interpretative frameworks for corruption, which in 
turn flow into the discourses on corruption. Practices can develop a 
critical counterpart to dominating discourses and develop into critical 
instances. With the overall perspective of mutual influence of concepts 
and practices adopted here as well as the empirical focus mainly on the 
Global South, we hope to add in significant measure to the mapping 
and understanding of the uses and abuses of ‘corruption’ in political, 
legal and economic discourses. Its differentiated approach would com-
plement the existing literature and provide a more substantial account 
of the phenomenon at hand. 

In search of a common language to describe corruption in politi-
cal discourses, corruption indices seem to be a first attempt to find a 
basis for comparisons between countries and over time. A discussion 
of such indices is presented by Bettina Hollstein in Chapter 2, titled 
‘Corruption Indices—Basis for Comparisons or Irreducible Bias?’ 
using a pragmatist approach. This research shows that the situational 
context of corruption is important and highlights the contingency 
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of action and questions the possibility of rational action. Everyday 
routines and practices have to be taken more seriously. Against this 
backdrop, the idea that a transparent depiction of corruption (and of 
the economic damage corrupt practices cause) can ultimately combat 
corruption appears to be too optimistic. This assumption would be 
reasonable from a political or global economic perspective but such 
insights can be difficult to enforce against customs and habitual actions. 
Therefore, it seems important to look from different perspectives 
into the worldviews, narratives and habits of people in order to take 
these experiences from below. That is why it is important to take into 
account not only approaches from economics, law and political sciences 
but also from literature, ethnology and anthropology as developed in 
the following chapters.

Upendra Baxi extends his work in Liberty and Corruption by exam-
ining how within political corruption discourses the law and social 
movements have conceptualized Systematic Governance Corruption 
(SGC) and what the pathways of anti-corruption moves have been in 
courts. The larger moral question he poses is, if emancipation from 
corruption is considered a utopian social goal of social movements 
against corruption, how has this been facilitated as well as frustrated 
within the realms of law and governance?

Lucy Koechlin uses an empirical case in Switzerland to question 
the concept of corruption as a form of social capital. In this way, the 
ambiguities and contradictions of apparently unambiguous political 
concepts become clear. On this basis, she develops differentiations 
and questions that are particularly important for understanding 
corruption in a comparative perspective, especially in relation to the 
Global South.

The following four chapters are dealing with cases in India, focus-
ing either on discourses or on practices. How does one understand 
politics in a Post-truth age? D. Narasimha Reddy provides a detailed 
analysis of the anti-corruption discourse within the announcement 
of demonetization in India in November 2016 by Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi and argues that in order to understand the move, 
it is necessary to step beyond conventional explanations rooted in 
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economics and look instead at the nature of politics in a Post-truth 
age. Having built an entire political strategy on the grand narrative 
of vanquishing corruption, the messianic appeal to a clean future was 
accompanied by stoking anger against the corruption of the earlier 
regime and keeping the anger smouldering through actions justified as 
having their cause in past misdeeds of government. There was in this 
fictitious narrative no place for truth or fact about corrupt practices, 
but the circulation of narratives cemented the belief in the righteous-
ness of the regime, notwithstanding the dispossessions it triggered. 

Focusing on the state of Andhra Pradesh, Sanam Roohi decon-
structs the debate on wholesale corruption, locating her discussion 
within the regional caste and class specificities of the Telugu state. 
She tracks the shifting narratives between the two dominant castes in 
the state, the Kammas and the Reddys, and between the two dominant 
political parties, organized along the lines of caste, the YSR Party and 
the Telugu Desam Party, arguing that though there are regional 
and temporal dimensions and contestations around the ethical–
moral meanings of corruption, corruption favours dominant castes 
disproportionately.

How do we understand women’s participation in petty corruption? 
Janna Vogl’s ethnographic study of women in Tamil Nadu, India, 
discusses in rich detail how non-governmental organizations facilitate 
women’s access to the local state through the promotion of female 
brokerage and training in handling bribery practices with skill and tact.

The Right to Information Act is a powerful tool against corrup-
tion, especially at the local level. Sujoy Dutta, through an empirical 
study located in the North Indian state of Uttar Pradesh, maps the 
ways in which the poor negotiate their way through the bureaucratic 
labyrinths of democracy, resisting impediments to welfare entitlements 
and benefits in small, specific, focused ways, or manipulating it—but 
never capitulating to authority.

Turning to Brazil, Fernando Fontainha and Amanda Evelyn 
Cavalcanti de Lima focus on the role of law and its operators in the 
constitution and execution of (anti-)corruption discourse. Taking 
corruption investigations from the earlier Mensalão to the ongoing 
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Lava Jatao as their baseline, they look at how the justice system has 
(re-)configured both the political semantic and the legal quality of 
corruption by incrementally shifting its legal context from an admin-
istrative (institutional) to an (individual) criminal one.

Florian Hoffmann complements this analysis by conducting a 
zooming out exercise with a view to situate (anti-)corruption discourse 
in Brazil in a wider political and legal context. For as the Lava Jato 
complex has shown, (anti-)corruption discourse has always been about 
much more than a set of legal techniques for identifying and sanc-
tioning harmful (political and economic) practices. It has also always 
operated as an epistemic politics in which an (Weberian-modern) 
ideal–typical model of the state and public administration is pitted 
against the latter’s corrupted instantiations in reality, with the judici-
ary in this narrative stylizing itself as an agent of modernization while 
simultaneously policing larger-scale social transformation.

Finally, Kalpana Kannabiran uses a law-and-literature lens 
to examine corruption in the literary imagination. Examining six 
texts that tell stories of corruption—novels and short stories written 
originally in Hindi, Oriya and English between 1901 and 2019—she 
attempts to map the ‘corruption complex’ as it emerges from insur-
gent realism in Indian fiction. The reading of each work is attentive 
to plurality, the place of religious faith and the specific structures of 
dominance, authority and legitimacy/law. To what extent, she asks, 
is it possible to separate corruption from other practices of oppression 
in predatory regimes?

With the overall perspective adopted in this volume as well as the 
empirical focus on the Global South, we hope to add in significant 
measure to the mapping and understanding of the uses and abuses of 
‘corruption’ in political, legal and economic discourses. Its comparative 
approach would complement the existing literature and provide a more 
differentiated account of the phenomenon at hand.

References

Grimes, Marcia, and Lena Wängnerud. 2018. ‘Gender and Corruption in Mexico: 
Building a Theory of Conditioned Causality’. In Gender and Corruption: 



14 Kalpana Kannabiran, Bettina Hollstein and Florian Hoffmann 

Historical Roots and New Avenues for Research, edited by Helena Stensöta and 
Lena Wängnerud, 191–211. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Harriss-White, Barbara, and Lucia Michelutti. 2019. ‘Introduction’. In The Wild 
East: Criminal Political Economies in South Asia, 1–34. London: UCL Press.

Heywood, Paul M. 2004[1985]. ‘Corruption’. In The Social Science Encyclopedia, 
Bd. 1, 3. Aufl., edited by Adam Kuper and Jessica Kuper (Hrsg.), 176–178. 
London; New York, NY: Routledge.

Hillmann, Karl-Heinz. 2007. ‘Korruption’. In idem.: Wörterbuch der Soziologie, 5, 
revised edition, 460–461. Stuttgart: Kröner.

Jeyaranjan, J. 2019. ‘Sand and the Politics of Plunder in Tamil Nadu, India’. In 
The Wild East: Criminal Political Economies in South Asia, edited by Barbara 
Harriss-White and Lucia Michelutti, 92–114. London: UCL Press.

Johnston, Michael. 2011. ‘Corruption, Administrative’. In International 
Encyclopedia of Political Sciences, Bd. 2, edited by Bertrand Badie, Dirk Berg-
Schlosser, and Leonardo Morlino (Hrsg.), 480–483. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
SAGE Publications.

Martins, Cristiano Zanin, Valeska Teixeira Zanin Martins, and Rafael Valim. 
2019. Lawfare: Uma Introdução. São Paulo: Contracorrente.

Rothstein, Bo. 2018. ‘Corruption, Gender Equality and Meritocracy’. In 
Gender and Corruption: Historical Roots and New Avenues for Research, 
edited by Helena Stensöta and Lena Wängnerud, 37–56. London: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Schmidt, Kurt, and Christine Garschagen. 1978. ‘Korruption’. In Handwörterbuch 
der Wirtschaftswissenschaften, Bd. 4, edited by Willi Albers et al., 565–573. 
Stuttgart: Fischer, Tübingen: Mohr(Siebeck), Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht.

Schultze, Rainer-Olaf. 2004[2002]. ‘Korruption’. In Lexikon der Politikwissenschaft: 
Theorien, Methoden, Begriffe, Bd. 1, 2, edited by Dieter Nohlen and Rainer-
Olaf Schultze, 467–468. München: Beck.

Schwindt-Bayer, Leslie, Justin A. Esarey, and Erika Schumacher. 2018. ‘Gender 
and Citizen Responses to Corruption among Politicians: The U.S. and Brazil’. 
In Gender and Corruption: Historical Roots and New Avenues for Research, 
edited by Helena Stensöta and Lena Wängnerud, 59–82. London: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 

Singh, Nigel, and Barbara Harriss-White. 2019. ‘The Criminal Economics 
and Politics of Black Coal in Jharkhand, 2014’. In The Wild East: Criminal 
Political Economies in South Asia, edited by Barbara Harriss-White and Lucia 
Michelutti, 35–67. London: UCL Press.

Stensöta, Helena, and Lena Wängnerud. 2018. ‘Why Expect a Link between 
Gender and Corruption?’ In Gender and Corruption: Historical Roots and New 
Avenues for Research, edited by Helena Stensöta and Lena Wängnerud, 3–20. 
London: Palgrave Macmillan.



Introduction 15

Varese, Federico. 2003[1996]. ‘Corruption’. In The Concise Oxford Dictionary of 
Politics, 2, edited by L. McLean and A. McMillan, 124–125. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

Veçoso, Fabia F. C. 2019. ‘Anti-corruption Legalism and Moralizing 
Authoritarianism in Brazil’. Third World Approaches to International Law 
Review.  Available at  https://twailr.com/anti-corruption-legalism-and-
moralizing-authoritarianism-in-brazil/ (accessed on 13 July 2021).

Verma, Arvind, and Ramesh Shukla. 2019. Combating Corruption in India. Delhi: 
Cambridge University Press.

Visvanathan, Shiv. 2011, September. ‘The Necessity of Corruption’. Seminar #625.

https://twailr.com/anti-corruption-legalism-and-moralizing-authoritarianism-in-brazil/
https://twailr.com/anti-corruption-legalism-and-moralizing-authoritarianism-in-brazil/


CHAPTER 2

Corruption Indices
Basis for Comparisons or Irreducible Bias?

Bettina Hollstein

2.1. Introduction

At present, we are confronted with a boom in the use of corruption 
reproaches. ‘Corruption’, a word whose definition has been extended 
over the last years (Hollstein 2018), is an essential term to discredit 
political opponents and an opportunity to legitimize one’s own posi-
tion. Governments are sometimes elected to power because of the 
promise to fight corruption. For example, Narendra Modi’s govern-
ment in India was elected in 2014 to power largely because of the 
promise to fight corruption (Biswas 2019). In Brazil, the allegation 
of corruption was a central argument for the dismissal of President 
Dilma Rousseff (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2018). However, in spite of 
this expansion of the use of the term ‘corruption’, its meaning seems to 
differ widely in different disciplines and different regional and cultural 
contexts. Discussions on corruption on a global level are, therefore, 
difficult and characterized by misunderstandings and difficulties to 
find a common ground for comparisons or global corruption policies.

In search of a common language, corruption indices seem to be the 
first attempt to find a basis for comparisons between countries and 
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over time. Corruption indices rank corruption in the world and give 
an impression of objectivity and rationality. This is due to the use of 
numbers, referring in this way to the global language of mathematics, 
a language apparently free of cultural bias. Additionally, corruption 
indices are easy to understand and are accessible to everybody and not 
just to experts or researchers in corruption.

At the international level and in public, corruption is acknowledged, 
in particular, by the work of Transparency International (Bluhm and 
Fischer 2002: 9). A major impetus of TI is to raise awareness about 
corruption through a wide range of publications of empirical rankings 
of corruption indices, which comparatively assess levels of corruption 
in the world, and publish new reports on the most corrupt countries 
in the world every year.

The first index to make headlines worldwide, which is also the 
best-known case to date, is the Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) 
that was first published by TI in 1995 and measures the perception 
of corruption (Eigen 2003: 52). In addition, the Bribe Payers Index 
(BPI), which is a ranking of the countries whose companies are willing 
to pay bribes in developing countries (Eigen 2003: 54), appeared in 
1999. The Global Corruption Barometer (GCB), which TI has been 
publishing since 2006, is intended to provide a more comprehensive 
picture of corruption in a large region (Eigen 2003: 174). Since 1996, 
the World Bank has been presenting the Worldwide Governance 
Indicators (WGI) that are measured in six dimensions (WGI 2020). 
The sixth dimension, named Control of Corruption, also measures the 
degree of corruption on a global scale. Therefore, there is no shortage 
of measurement of corruption and attention to the issue.

However, the underlying corruption concepts are often relatively out 
of focus in public debates, as well as in the respective indices and, hence, 
remain rather intuitive and conceptually unclear due to the absence of 
an underlying globally accepted theory. Only in concerning the moral 
rejection of corruption, there is unity. ‘Corruption is not just a legal 
problem. It is a great political myth’ (Engels 2014: 12, translation: 
B. H.). However, comparison in time or between different regions seems 
not possible under these premises. Especially the cultural differences 
between regions and countries seem to make comparisons problematic 



18 Bettina Hollstein

due to the reproach of Eurocentrism when using the ‘Western’ concept 
of corruption. On the other side, the insistence on culturally different 
concepts leads to a complete relativism or an impossibility of under-
standing on an international or global level due to irreducible biases.

In this chapter, the corruption concepts used in empirically 
measured corruption indices are examined from the perspective of 
pragmatist economic ethics in order to determine how a corrupt action 
is conceived and what contribution these concepts can make to the 
fight against corruption. At the same time, this analysis will also allow 
us to draw conclusions for corruption research, oriented to compare 
corruption in different situations.

To this end, the criteria of pragmatist economic ethics will be iden-
tified and the concepts of corruption will be investigated with their 
aid. Four central international corruption indices will be considered in 
the light of the previously developed criteria and general conclusions 
will be drawn for the conceptualization of corruption measurement 
oriented to comparison.

2.2. Criteria from Pragmatist Economic Ethics

The pragmatist approach is oriented to actions related to real prob-
lems. That is why an action-theoretical approach seems important 
to conceptualize corruption. As a first approximation to the concept 
of corruption, I use the category ‘network-political action’, which 
is initially used without any normative appreciation. I refer here to 
the description developed by Wolfgang Reinhard, which he himself 
describes as ‘micro-politics’ (Reinhard 2011: 638), a term that, unfor-
tunately, appears incomprehensible in the economic context. Thus, the 
somewhat more complicated term ‘network-political action’ is chosen 
here; Reinhard states, ‘Micro politics is said to be the more or less 
planned use of a network of informal personal relations for political 
purposes…’ (Reinhard 1996: 312, translation: B.H.). He further notes 
that ‘acting in a micro-political way is someone who uses others in 
organizational uncertainty zones to meet his own interests’ (Reinhard 
2011: 634, translation: B.H.). It is important that these activities take 
place informally and require a person to hide his/her own motives 
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(Reinhard 2011: 635). Such action is therefore about the conscious 
use of contacts in a network in order to reach certain specific egoistic 
goals. Using contacts in networks to pursue selfish goals is not auto-
matically corruption. If such a network-political action is described 
as corrupt, then this means that such action cannot be legitimized or 
justified normatively. Corruption implies that ‘individual persons or 
groups gain advantages over an abstractly understood common good’ 
(Engels 2014: 29, translation: B.H.). Problems related to corruption, 
therefore, always establish a link between self-interested networking, 
immorality and the decline of public institutions (Engels 2014: 165).

Since corruption in the sense presented here initially refers to a 
certain form of action, the theories of corruption one chooses to apply 
should be action-theoretically founded. Because of the connection with 
immorality, an ethical perspective is needed. In another contribution, 
I  have already developed some principles for pragmatist economic 
ethics of corruption based on action theory (Hollstein 2015a, 2015b), 
referring to the neo-pragmatist theory of action developed by Hans 
Joas (1996).

On the basis of that theoretical framework, I want to identify three 
aspects as central to pragmatist economic ethics, namely the situativity 
of action, the physicality of action and the sociality of action.

2.2.1. Situativity of Action

The question of the time, space and cultural environment in which 
network-political action takes place is important to determine whether 
an action is considered corruption in a normative sense. This means 
that the same action could at one time be interpreted as a legitimate 
gift for a host while being viewed as a corrupt and, thus, illegitimate 
influence at another time. The analysis of the situation, thus, becomes 
an integral part of the question of whether or not corruption exists. 
This importance of situational analyses is also crucial for the normative 
evaluation of actions in other areas. For example, one person stabbing 
another person with a kitchen knife can be interpreted as illegitimate 
murder or legitimate self-defence, depending on the circumstances. 
The consideration of the situation is, thus, not equal to relativism of 



20 Bettina Hollstein

normative standards, but merely shows that one cannot necessarily 
decide whether an action is normatively justified or not by looking at 
it in isolation.

Studies that identify corrupt action independently of an analysis 
of the situation are, hence, sub-complex and can serve to classify a 
fact as ‘corrupt’ in order to de-legitimize certain actions, though this 
does not necessarily have to be the case if the situation is taken into 
consideration and vice versa. Conditions and consequences of actions 
are part of the situation analysis, which means that clear-cut decisions 
on what is corruption and what is not are problematic. However, 
‘part of the political debate continues to live on the wish that moral 
unambiguousness is achievable’ (Engels 2014: 371, translation: B.H.).

In public debates, simple schemata that convey unambiguousness 
are easier to communicate, while situational analyses relate to the 
complexity of situations and are often not easy to mediate and remain 
morally ambiguous.

2.2.2. Physicality of Action

For the aspect of physicality, one can differentiate the individual from 
the collective level. The physicality of action points to qualitative 
sensory experience and, thus, to the role of emotions, which is mostly 
neglected in the economic context. Qualitative experiences and the 
associated emotions are aspects that are of central importance for 
experiences and the appropriation of moral values (Joas 2001).

At the individual level, this aspect has an impact on the motivation 
for moral action, that is, on the respective attitudes towards corruption. 
At the collective level, this aspect relates to narrations and collective 
practices, rituals, recognitions of corruption and the fight against cor-
ruption, among others.

Consequently, corruption investigations must be considered in 
terms of the extent to which they pay attention to the role of emotions, 
individual motivation, narrations and collective practices. It is also 
important to note how corruption studies can contribute to emotion-
alization of the fight against corruption through its scandalization and 
way in which they shape shared narratives of corruption.
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This aspect is central when debating the fight against corruption as 
these motivational and emotional aspects are often overlooked. Even an 
adequate situation-sensitive description of corruption from an economic 
ethics perspective will be in vain if the emotions, attitudes, narratives 
and practices associated with corruption are not taken into account.

2.2.3. Sociality of Action

From the aspect of sociality, we can derive two essential normative 
claims. The consideration of the sociality of action, that is, the fact that 
action is always embedded in social relations, generates two important 
insights regarding normative claims from the perspective of economic 
ethics: (a) the demand for universalism and (b) the necessity of insti-
tutionalization of normative principles via public discourses.

The demand for universalism means that economic ethics must be 
generalizable. In other words, ethical standards should not unjustly 
vary when applied to different groups. For the area of   corruption, 
this can mean that the prohibition of bribery may not only extend to 
domestic territory but also must apply in principle. The practice of 
tax-deductibility of the so-called ‘useful expenses’, which was common 
in Germany up to the 1990s, as well as bribery of foreign politicians 
furthering larger investment projects, is not acceptable from this point 
of view. Similarly, the payment of ‘extra charges’ for foreigners, mem-
bers of certain religions or castes is not justified on the basis of this 
principle unless they are used for legitimate positive discrimination. In 
addition, the goal of universal happiness (Mead [1934] 2015: 281ff) 
must be pursued according to universalism.

This demand for universalism cannot be determined in an abstract 
way but requires an institutional framework, which, taking into 
account the concrete situation, uses the idea of an ideal discourse for 
the realization of universalist ideas in real discussions as its guiding 
principle. Institutions and rules are necessary if one does not wish 
to operate from assumptions based on individualist ethics but rather 
wants to apply a social ethics view to economy.

Corruption studies, therefore, must be looked at in terms of the 
way in which they target the universalist concept of corruption, how 
far social discourses are relevant to develop this concept, in which 
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way concepts of corruption and its control are taken into account and 
how these concepts contribute to regulations and institutionalization 
of anti-corruption measures.

2.3. Corruption Indices

Indices have risen strongly over the last 20 years. In their collective 
volume, Ranking the World, Cooley and Snyder reveal this trend and 
list 11 indices,1 which relate to the subject of transparency. However, 
not only do all of these indices focus explicitly on corruption but they 
also show the transparency of donations or income. Four of the listed 
indices, which specifically refer to corruption, are determined by TI 
(Cooley and Snyder 2015: 203).

TI lists different corruption indices on its website, namely the CPI, 
the BPI, the GCB and the transparency-ranking list of multinationals. 
This last ranking (published last in 2014) is based on publicly available 
information on the largest listed multinational companies and aims to 
help assess their level of transparency, where transparency is considered 
an indicator of successful anti-corruption policy (TIG 2014). Since this 
assumption is problematic, I will not analyse the contents of this list 
any further in this chapter but will only examine the first three indices 
of TI. In addition to these three TI corruption indices, I will also draw 
on the sub-index on corruption according to World Bank’s WGI.

2.3.1. Corruption Perceptions Index

As the name indicates, the CPI does not measure the actual level of 
public sector corruption—which is difficult to measure due to the 
fact that it is always kept secret—but the perceived levels of corruption 

1 The 11 indices related to transparency are as follows: Aid Transparency Index 
by Publish What You Fund, Basel Anti-Money Laundering Index by International 
Centre for Asset Recovery, BPI by TI, CPI by TI, Defence Companies Anti-
Corruption Index by TI UK, Financial Secrecy Index by Tax Justice Network, 
Global Integrity Index by World Bank, Government Defence Anti-Corruption 
Index by TI UK, Open Budget Index by International Budget Partnership, Public 
Integrity Index by Global Integrity (discontinued), Revenue Watch Index by 
Revenue Watch Institute (Cooley and Snyder 2015: 203).
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(Neukamm 2005: 30). The CPI lists countries according to the level 
of perceived corruption by officials and politicians. Its data are based 
on surveys and investigations that are conducted by 12 independent 
institutions. Both business people and country analysts are questioned. 
Surveys with citizens of the home country and citizens abroad are also 
included.2

The CPI of 2019 shows (on a scale from 0 [highly corrupt] to 
100 [very clean]) the following levels of perceived corruption for the 
countries cited: Denmark (87) and New Zealand (87) on top, fol-
lowed by Finland (86), Singapore (85), Sweden (85), Switzerland (85), 
Norway (84), the Netherlands (82), Luxembourg (80) and Germany 
(80). These countries have the lowest corruption levels. Meanwhile, 
Somalia (9), South Sudan (12), Syria (13), Yemen (15), Venezuela 
(16), Sudan (16), Equatorial Guinea (16), Afghanistan (16), North 
Korea (17) and Libya (18) have the highest perceived corruption levels 
(TI 2020). One might note that the countries perceived as the least 
corrupt are predominantly Western states with high income (World 
Bank 2020), while the supposedly most corrupt countries belong to 
the Global South. In addition, there is a high correlation between 
poverty and corruption. The most corrupt countries are also among 
the poorest countries in the world and mostly ranked in the category 
‘countries with low income’ by the World Bank (World Bank 2020).

In order to be integrated into the CPI, the underlying data sets 
must meet certain criteria and have to be standardized. The quality 
criteria set by the TI for the data sets are as follows:

• They must quantify the perceived corruption in the public sector.
• They must be based on a trustworthy methodology that compares 

several countries by using a common scale.
• They must be regularly compiled by a trustworthy institution.
• They must have a certain variability of values in order to discrimi-

nate between countries.

2 To see the interactive map detailing CPI 2019, see https://www.transparency.
org/en/cpi/2019/index/nzl (accessed on 14 July 2021). To read the report, see 
https://images.transparencycdn.org/images/2019_CPI_Report_EN_2020-12-
17-100307.pdf (accessed on 14 July 2021; pp. 2–3).

https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2019/index/nzl
https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2019/index/nzl
https://images.transparencycdn.org/images/2019_CPI_Report_EN_2020-12-17-100307.pdf
https://images.transparencycdn.org/images/2019_CPI_Report_EN_2020-12-17-100307.pdf
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The standardization on a scale from 0 to 100 is achieved by adjusting 
the mean value and the standard deviation to 2012 in order to achieve 
comparability over time. For a country to be included in the index, a 
minimum number of three data records on this country must be avail-
able. In addition to the average values, the standard deviation and the 
confidence interval are also indicated, which shows how different data 
sets vary from each other.

What can we learn by using the lens of pragmatist economic 
ethics about this index? Situation analysis likely plays an important 
part, particularly in the surveys assessing levels of corruption that 
are published by country experts. This can, for example, be seen in 
the questionnaires that individual institutions use for their data sets. 
The questionnaire published by the African Development Bank 
Group contains a separate collection of questions on ‘Social Context 
and Human Development’ (AFDB 2015: 3). The Bertelsmann 
Foundation’s Sustainable Governance Indicator includes quantitative 
as well as qualitative assessments by country experts. Some studies also 
use sources from non-governmental organizations and local media out-
lets such as Freedom House, an institution that provides the Freedom 
House Nations in Transit record.

Due to the standardization of the data that is required to allow for 
comparative calculation, the differentiated situation analysis—which 
in the optimal case has been included in the assessments—becomes 
invisible. Rating and ranking organizations ‘reduce the information-
gathering problems associated with particular international issues or 
categories of state practices, but they do so by divorcing their local, 
cultural, and social context’ (Cooley 2015: 14 with reference to Merry 
2011). This creates a one-dimensional image that reduces the situa-
tion in a country to the question of how much corruption is estimated 
to exist in the said country. As a rule, it is then left to the respective 
experts and other interviewees to define what is meant by corruption 
in any specific case. The working definition of corruption issued by 
the TI, which states that ‘corruption is the misuse of entrusted power 
for private use and advantage’, is not very helpful in this respect, since 
what is seen as ‘misuse’ and what may be a legitimate action within 
a network is crucial to determine what is meant by corruption, but 
this distinction is left to the individual definitions of the interviewees.
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As far as the criterion of physicality of action is concerned, emo-
tions (such as indignation over corrupt practices) certainly play a 
role in the assessment of corruption. However, just as in the case of 
situation analysis, these aspects are obscured by standardization. The 
motives for corruption, as well as for non-corrupt actions, are not 
made clear this way. Common narratives in relation to corruption 
are not explained through such an index, but through the overall 
frameworks that are disseminated along with the publication of the 
index. As one can see in the press release of TI Deutschland, the 
organization emphasizes the strong link between democratic insti-
tutions and low corruption levels. The emotional dimension in the 
sense of outrage over corrupt practices is deliberately addressed. TI 
also publishes press reviews on its publications and press releases, 
which highlight these emotional aspects.3

With regard to the third aspect, the sociality of action, the resulting 
conclusions, namely the demand for universalism and the necessity of 
institutionalization of discursive principles, are implicitly realized in 
the compilation and evaluation of this index. On the one hand, the 
comparison of all countries points to a common ideal and makes clear 
that the demand for the fight against corruption holds ubiquitous 
social validity, a fact that was also stated in the UN Convention against 
Corruption (UNODC 2004). On the other hand, the process of col-
lecting and publishing corresponding data is an attempt to institution-
alize the fight against corruption by using critical discourse publicity.

The CPI ranking, thus, allows certain universal and institutional-
ized comparability of corruption measurement. However, it ignores 
qualitative elements of situation analysis that would be necessary for a 
causal enquiry; in addition, emotional aspects disappear. Nonetheless, 
the CPI is also concerned about the fact that Western institutions that 
represent the vast number of ‘trustworthy’ institutions for data provi-
sion predominantly assess the legitimacy of network-political activities. 
This can invite criticism regarding certain neoliberal Eurocentrism, 

3 For example, every message on the website is presented with a picture (TIG 
2020a), normative keywords like ‘scandal’ are used in the headline (TIG 2020b) 
or analyses are evaluated with emotional aspects ‘disappointing’ (TIG 2020c).
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especially if the ranking always documents a high level of corruption 
for the Global South. One early critic of the CPI is Espinosa. He 
claims that TI is

hija legítima de padre neo-liberal y de madre modernizadora tanto 
porque la tranparencia es una condicíon de credibilidad para el proceso 
privatizador, para la inversíon extranjera y para la ayuda internac-
ional al desarollo, como porque los neoliberales han hecho de la afinidad 
y mutua apetencia entre Estado omnipotente y corrupcíon un eficaz 
instrumento de proaganda soble la necesidad de reducir el tamano des 
estado.4 (Espinosa 1996: 82, cited by Galtung and Pope 1999)

2.3.2. Bribe Payers Index

The BPI seems to have developed a way to solve the latter problem by 
simply refusing to measure the corruption in certain countries. Hence, 
it does not set up a dichotomy between Western (morally positively 
evaluated) countries and the Global South (morally negatively evalu-
ated) but only rates the leading export nations, which tend not to 
belong to the Global South (see Table 2.1). The BPI ranks the coun-
tries according to the perceived likelihood of companies from these 
countries paying bribes abroad. It is based on the views of business 
executives (TI 2011). The index is not published on a regular basis. 
The latest version of the index was issued in 2011. 

A survey was conducted with 3,016 executives in 30 countries 
around the world who were professionally connected with the coun-
tries they were asked about. The scale ranges from 10 to 0, whereby 
the number 10 is meant to indicate that companies that have their 
headquarters in the country in question never bribe. The BPI rank-
ing is led by the Netherlands and Switzerland (8.8 each), followed by 
Belgium (8.7), Germany and Japan (8.6 each). At the bottom of the 

4 TI is
the legitimate daughter of a neo-liberal father and a modernizing mother both 
because transparency is a condition of credibility for the process of privatization, 
for foreign investment and for international development aid, and because the 
neo-liberals have made the affinity and mutual apathy between the omnipotent 
state and corruption an effective instrument of propaganda over the need to reduce 
the size of the state. 
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Table 2.1 BPI

90% Confidence Interval

Rank
Country/ 
Territory Score

Number of 
Observations

Standard 
Deviation

Lower 
Bound

Upper 
Bound

1 The Netherlands 8.8 273 2.0 8.6 9.0

2 Switzerland 8.8 244 2.2 8.5 9.0

3 Belgium 8.7 221 2.0 8.5 9.0

4 Germany 8.6 576 2.2 8.5 8.8

5 Japan 8.6 319 2.4 8.4 8.9

6 Australia 8.5 168 2.2 8.2 8.8

7 Canada 8.5 209 2.3 8.2 8.8

8 Singapore 8.3 256 2.3 8.1 8.6

9 The United Kingdom 8.3 414 2.5 8.1 8.5

10 The United States 8.1 651 2.7 7.9 8.3

11 France 8.0 435 2.6 7.8 8.2

12 Spain 8.0 326 2.6 7.7 8.2

13 South Korea 7.9 152 2.8 7.5 8.2

14 Brazil 7.7 163 3.0 7.3 8.1

15 Hong Kong 7.6 208 2.9 7.3 7.9

16 Italy 7.6 397 2.8 7.4 7.8

17 Malaysia 7.6 148 2.9 7.2 8.0

18 South Africa 7.6 191 2.8 7.2 7.9

19 Taiwan 7.5 193 3.0 7.2 7.9

20 India 7.5 168 3.0 7.1 7.9

21 Turkey 7.5 139 2.7 7.2 7.9

22 Saudi Arabia 7.4 138 3.0 7.0 7.8

23 Argentina 7.3 115 3.0 6.8 7.7

24 United Arab Emirates 7.3 156 2.9 6.9 7.7

25 Indonesia 7.1 153 3.4 6.6 7.5

26 Mexico 7.0 121 3.2 6.6 7.5

27 China 6.5 608 3.5 6.3 6.7

28 Russia 6.1 172 3.6 5.7 6.7

Average 7.8

Source: TI (2011: 5).
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rankings are China (6.5) and Russia (6.1), which are perceived as the 
most corrupt export nations. Due to the increase in exports from these 
two countries on a global scale, the BPI fears the risk of an increase in 
bribery in global trade. The BPI also analyses the perceived corrup-
tion tendency by sector and finds the highest incidence of corruption 
in public works and services. The public sector is thus particularly 
susceptible to corruption.

How is the BPI to be assessed with regard to the criteria of prag-
matist economic ethics?

The BPI shows the extent to which export nations (mainly Western 
countries) tend to bribe. However, the investigation is reduced to 
the question ‘how often do firms […] engage in bribery?’ (TI 2011: 
26). As a result, situation-related aspects are not provided within 
this framework and are, therefore, not included in the assessment. 
Corruption is limited to bribery, which is narrower than the definition 
of corruption of the UN (UNODC 2004) and even narrower than TI’s 
aforementioned definition. However, bribery is not quantified here so 
it is not possible to determine whether the managers relate the term 
to grand corruption (see, e.g., Leyendecker 2007; Wolf 2009), where 
high amounts are paid to policymakers, for example, in the context of 
big investments into infrastructure or petty corruption (Gupta 2012), 
in which small amounts are paid to the respective responsible officials 
for approval, rapid handling or bureaucratic processing of applications, 
etc. The extent to which there is a link between both forms of corrup-
tion and how this might look are also not yet sufficiently clarified. The 
impact of these two forms of corruption is very different: in the first 
case, the burden of corruption is carried by a third party, usually the 
taxpayers (Pies 2008: 121), which can lead to enormous investment 
sums and costs in countries of the Global South. In the second case, 
corruption often serves to ensure the livelihood of underpaid officials. 
However, there are hypotheses that this form of petty corruption can 
create a ‘corruption climate’ that could eventually promote grand 
corruption.

Regarding the role of emotions, there is to stress that just as in the 
CPI, they do not play any role or remain invisible in the determina-
tion of the index. However, to the narrative that resonates in the CPI, 
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which states that few developed countries of the Global South with 
weak democratic structures have predominantly corrupt practices, the 
BPI offers a certain counter-narrative. It introduces the hypothesis that 
these corrupt practices require Western companies ready for bribery. 
Still, Russia and China, the two countries that are characterized by 
weak or non-existent democratic structures, are also mentioned here. 
Hence, the basic narrative that ‘democracy promotes corruption con-
trol’ is also supported by this index.

With regard to the sociality of action, this index points to the 
universality of democratic values. As far as institutionalization is con-
cerned, the irregular appearance of this index makes it unsuitable to 
create a firmly institutionalized basis for the fight against corruption 
and to encourage broad public debates. Yet the narrow definition of 
corruption included in the index points to the possibility of institu-
tionalizing measures that specifically relate to bribery.

2.3.3. Global Corruption Barometer

The GCB was created in the year 2003 in order to investigate the 
effects of corruption in different areas of life, differentiating between 
political, private, family and economic sectors. The GCB always refers 
to a particular larger geographical region. The basis for the survey is 
not an expert sample but a population average, which is determined 
through random selection and is captured by face-to-face or phone 
interviews.

TI has published the GCB for Europe and Central Asia in 2016. 
There were 60,000 people interviewed in 42 countries in Europe and 
Central Asia.5

The differences between EU Member States and the Commonwealth 
of Independent States (CIS) became apparent. In many CIS countries, 
as well as some new EU member states, one finds a lack of social 
acceptance for people who reveal or report corruption (TI 2016b: 4). 

5 For details about GCB Europe and Central Asia, see https://images.trans-
parencycdn.org/images/2016_GCB_ECA_EN.pdf (accessed on 14 July 2021, 
pp. 17–18).

https://images.transparencycdn.org/images/2016_GCB_ECA_EN.pdf
https://images.transparencycdn.org/images/2016_GCB_ECA_EN.pdf
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The citizens of Armenia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Lithuania, Moldova, 
Russia, Serbia and Ukraine judge their respective countries to have 
major corruption problems. The groups of people most closely asso-
ciated with corruption are politicians and administrative officials. 
Furthermore, wealthy people have great influence over governments 
to promote their own interests.

It is particularly interesting that the GCB also investigates the 
experiences of citizens with regard to the use of public services. 
Approximately, 30 per cent of households in CIS countries claim to 
have been involved in bribery in the last 12 months before the survey 
was conducted in order to be able to use public services. In EU member 
states, this number was below 10 per cent.

In the year 2017, TI published the GCB for Asia-Pacific. About 
22,000 people were interviewed in 16 countries.6

Over 900 million people across the 16 surveyed places had paid a 
bribe in the past year when trying to access basic services like education 
or healthcare. Bribery rates for countries vary considerably across the 
region from 0.2 per cent in Japan to 69 per cent in India, the country 
with the highest corruption rate in this region (TI 2017: 3). Especially 
in India, corruption increases inequality since the poorest people are 
far more likely to pay a bribe than the richer people; 73 per cent of 
the poorest people paid a bribe, while ‘only’ 55 per cent of the richest 
people paid a bribe in the last 12 months before the survey to get one 
of the following six public services: public school, public hospital, ID, 
voters card, permit and utilities (e.g., water supply), police and courts.

In sum, the GCB is based on the perceptions of the interviewees 
who are not experts but ordinary citizens of their country, and, there-
fore, it does not provide a clear definition of corruption. The questions 
of the citizens’ own experience with bribery in order to gain access to 
public services primarily concern the so-called petty corruption, while 
questions about the influence of wealthy individuals on governments 
need to be related to grand corruption. These two forms of corruption 

6 For details about GCB Asia Pacific Region, see https://images.transparen-
cycdn.org/images/2017_GCB_AsiaPacific_EN.pdf (accessed on 14 July 2021, 
pp 16–17).

https://images.transparencycdn.org/images/2017_GCB_AsiaPacific_EN.pdf
https://images.transparencycdn.org/images/2017_GCB_AsiaPacific_EN.pdf
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differ in terms of causes and consequences but are not differentiated 
in the reports of the GCB. Situation analysis also does not factor into 
the analysis. The impact corruption has on different areas of life—a 
fact that is mentioned in the GCB’s description (TI 2016b: 4–6)—is 
only treated in relation to whistle-blowing, as it includes personal 
disadvantages of persons reporting corrupt behaviour. One case study 
from Italy is described in detail, showing the low level of acceptance 
of corruption control (TI 2016a).

Unfortunately, the effects corruption has on the political, economic, 
private and family sectors are not explained further. In relation to 
physicality, the case studies take a closer look at the emotional situ-
ation of those affected and the mood fluctuations on a wider societal 
scale. The percentage of people who either ‘strongly agree’ or ‘agree’ 
with the statement ‘Ordinary people can make a difference in the fight 
against corruption’ varies strongly, but a majority of citizens across the 
Asia-Pacific region agreed that they felt empowered (63%; TI 2017: 
24). Therefore, this index (GCB) holds greater motivational power 
because it emphasizes the possibility of ordinary people fighting cor-
ruption, on the one side, and the stories told about the individual 
fates of whistle-blowers can move and motivate readers, on the other.

With respect to universalism, the comparative view of corruption 
with reference to larger geographical regions tries to institutionalize 
the general value of freedom of corruption for larger complexes. It 
relates the fight against corruption to the Sustainable Development 
Goals to which most countries have agreed (TI 2017: 3). The institu-
tionalization of discursive elements for a public debate is attempted by 
emphasizing the role of whistle-blowers. The protection of whistle-
blowers by corresponding legal regulations is considered, in this 
context, a major contribution to enhancing the possibility of a public 
debate on corruption.

2.3.4. Control of Corruption (Dimension of the WGI)

Control of Corruption is a dimension of the WGI, which in turn is to 
describe different dimensions of governance. Governance is defined as 
the traditions and institutions governed by sovereignty in a country. 
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‘This includes the process by which governments are selected, moni-
tored and replaced; the capacity of the government to formulate and 
implement sound policies’ (WGI 2020). The following six indicators 
measure the quality of governance:

1. Voice and accountability (the possibility of citizens to agree with 
the government, freedom of opinion and freedom of the press, etc.)

2. Political stability and absence of violence (probability of destabi-
lization of the government by violence, terrorism, etc.)

3. Government effectiveness (quality of public services, etc.)
4. Regulatory quality (framework conditions that promote the devel-

opment of the private sector, etc.)
5. Rule of law (guarantee of property rights, criminality rate, etc.)
6. Control of corruption (petty and grand corruption, the influence 

of elites on the state, etc.)

Since 1996, all six indicators have been collected for more than 200 
countries or territories. Still, there is a high correlation between the 
individual indicators when the results for the individual indicators are, 
for example, displayed on the world map. The underlying records for 
Control of Corruption come from both household and company sur-
veys and private, public and non-profit organizations. Some of these 
are identical to the data sets used by TI. Therefore, it is not surprising 
that the results of the CPI are similar to those issued by the Control 
of Corruption, as the interactive page (https://info.worldbank.org/
governance/wgi/Home/Reports)7 shows.

This representation was created using the website of WGI, in 
which the Control of Corruption indicator is shown on the map for 
all countries of the world (WGI 2020).

To what extent are the aspects of pragmatist economic ethics 
applied here? With regard to situation analysis and physicality, one 
can repeat here those arguments that have already been mentioned in 
relation to the CPI. As far as the issue of universal values   and their 

7 To see the data in analogy to the CPI, you have to click ‘single map view’ 
and as indicator ‘control of corruption’.

https://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/Home/Reports
https://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/Home/Reports
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institutionalization is concerned, the general framework of the WGI 
must be observed. The WGI supports a general ideal of good govern-
ance, which is shaped by Western ideas about democracy, freedom 
and the rule of law. However, the fact that these ideas arose in the 
Western context does not mean that they should only apply to Western 
societies (Joas 2015). Even for countries in the Global South, these 
values   can be attractive, as evidenced by UN conventions. It is, there-
fore, interesting that many countries in the Global South have already 
ratified the UN Convention against Corruption before Germany (e.g., 
Angola on 29 August 2006 and Afghanistan on 25 August 2008, see 
UNODC 2020). At the same time, the WGI is an attempt to imple-
ment the aforementioned ideals of good regulation into manageable 
norms and institutionalize them. Through the establishment of the 
WGI, the fight against corruption is integrated into a general discourse 
about broader conceptions of a good government. However, it is 
striking that the thematized objectives are mainly concerned with the 
manner in which the government engages with political entities of the 
legislature, the executive and the judiciary, and is less concerned with 
aspects of participatory discourse in civil society. The issue of voice and 
accountability deals with legal issues (freedom of the press, freedom 
of expression) but not with the possibility of social coordination and 
discussion. Compared to the CPI, the WGI are much less known to 
the public and are therefore less of a cause for debate.

Overall, an analysis of the corruption indices from a pragmatist 
perspective shows that specific situational conditions are generally not 
taken into account. Consequently, indices can be the first indication 
for economic ethics issues, but a more detailed situation analysis is 
subsequently needed. The question of emotions plays a role at two 
levels: they can hardly be considered a part of the indices themselves, 
but they play a major role in media presentation and can lead to 
indignation and work as a motivation. However, the question arises 
whether the regular presentation of indices has an ageing effect. The 
universal value propositions developed from the sociality of action and 
their institutionalization in discursive practices play a major role in 
these indices. Hence, it is critical to examine the extent to which truly 
universal—and not merely Western—values   are actually addressed.
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2.4. Consequences for a Comparative  
Corruption Research

What conclusions can now be drawn from these material investiga-
tions on indices in the light of a pragmatist approach for comparative 
corruption research? On the one hand, an ethics of network-political 
action is required (Reinhard 2011: 665), which needs to include a 
precise analysis of the situation, as well as of the network-political 
activities of the respective actors, without a prima facie moral evalu-
ation. In particular, clearer distinctions must be made between grand 
and petty corruption, but at the same time, the relationship between 
these two forms of corruption has to be examined. Researchers need 
to decide how these relations can be formulated theoretically and 
empirically. As indicated above, the indicators under investigation 
do not adequately address this aspect. Situational analyses, therefore, 
need to examine the habits related to grand and petty corruption and, 
in particular, examine the extent to which a ‘corruption climate’ is 
created by everyday corruption that prevents the fight against grand 
corruption.

On the other hand, pragmatist economic ethics, which take into 
account the situational context of action, highlight the contingency of 
action and question the possibility of rational action. In a pragmatist 
perspective, rational ethics (like utilitarianism or deontological ethics 
as discourse ethics) generate regulative ideas, but their role for everyday 
action is questionable and everyday routines have to be taken more 
seriously. Against this backdrop, the idea that a transparent depiction 
of corruption (and of the economic damage corrupt practices cause) 
can ultimately combat corruption appears to be too optimistic. This 
assumption would be reasonable from a political or global economic 
perspective—also in the sense of a well-understood self-interest—but 
such insights can be difficult to enforce against customs and habitual 
actions. The extent to which the practice of ethical attitudes can be 
used to combat corruption (see Mieth 2009) is a question that should 
be answered empirically.

Therefore, it seems clear that legal measures aimed at the prosecu-
tion of corruption are not enough. Education and training that can 
institutionalize anti-corruption values, procedures and incentives, and 
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help investigators become more aware of the realities of daily life are, 
at least, as important (Johnston 1999: 225). Dietmar Mieth refers to 
the preventive function of ethics in a general social sense as ethics 
of social, political and economic activities, as well as to institutional 
ethics, which are concerned with how institutions have to be designed 
to prevent or at least minimize their underrun by corruption (Mieth 
2009: 248). In addition to institutions, there are also mentalities and 
conventions that have to be trained in an ethical reflection so that 
they do not treat rules and laws according to the pattern: one will be 
punished in the case of non-compliance, so one must not be caught 
(Mieth 2009: 248f). In this context, public discourse and the media 
play a special role (Mieth 2009: 250).

The question of motivation for ethical action should also be exam-
ined in this context. In addition to habits and routines, emotions play 
a special role here, an aspect that has hardly been addressed in the 
consideration of corruption. In this context, the typology of corrup-
tion by Josef Wieland is interesting, which, along with rational actors, 
also describes the type of the player (Wieland 2006). He is motivated 
by the tension that the ‘game’ of corruption generates, a prohibited 
action that cannot be explained by economic self-interest. There is a 
considerable need for research here, which can only be done through 
qualitative studies.

The universal value of combating corruption is proven by the fact 
that the relevant resolutions were passed by the UN. However, the 
question here is whether the UN can actually represent the value prop-
ositions of a broader strata of the population. Especially in countries 
with weak democratic institutions, the gap between the government 
and the population is high. In addition, global values   like corruption 
control or ‘good governance’ are interpreted, appropriated and imple-
mented in very different ways in different local contexts.

Already, Rousseau opposed as a remedy to corruption: institutions, 
public education and a meaningful orientation of policies by the govern-
ment (Bluhm and Fischer 2002: 13 with reference to Rousseau 1977: 
42). The reasons are that institutions are capable of directing actions 
into certain channels. Education can habitualize practice and routines, 
and the orientation of politics can point to common values of a good life.
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The indices presented above can contribute to set a basis for the 
fight against corruption from a global perspective. One example of 
this is the institutionalization of reporting on corruption, though these 
reports do not always support discussion processes. Public education 
on democratic virtues is aimed at anti-corruption practices. Here, 
however, further elements have to be added so that they can become 
operational.

As far as the crucial goal of a meaningful orientation of policies 
is concerned, an aim that could be described from a universalist per-
spective, as wanting to achieve a good life for all humans, corruption 
is a general indicator of a bad life. But the fight against corruption 
should not end on the other hand in terrorism—in the case of socie-
ties without network-political actions, the state becomes a terrorist 
dictatorship that regulates all interactions (Mieth 2009: 255). Here, 
it seems to be worthwhile to develop more content-oriented aspects, 
which must be pluralized in a global world. In doing so, network-
political action should not be disregarded as a general offence and as 
morally objectionable but should rather be specified in detail when 
damage is done to third parties or the general public, so that labelling 
something corruption is legitimate. Special attention must be given 
to unequal power relations due to different incomes and assets that 
not only enable more affluent people to bribe and conceal more easily 
but can also influence the hegemonic interpretation with regard to 
what is legitimate and what is not. Here, the different power relations 
themselves must be objects of criticism in public discourse.
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CHAPTER 3

Systemic Governance 
Corruption
The Dialectics of Law and Non-violent  
Social Movements in Contemporary India

Upendra Baxi

3.1. A Side Glance at Liberty and Corruption

A while ago, I wrote a monograph entitled Liberty and Corruption (Baxi 
1989a),1 which explored 30 judicial decisions examining the charges of 
corruption in the allocation of essential commodities. This was a port-
folio commandeered by the chief minister of Bombay Abdul Rahman 
Antulay, who through the allocation of essential commodities mainly 
funded the Pratishthan, a trust run by family and friends, and which 
included public officials such as Finance Minister Ramrao Adik and 
High Court Justice Rajaram Bhole. It was dedicated to Indira Gandhi 
and her mission, who declared herself as ‘happy to associate’ ‘with the 
Pratibha Pratishthan’. An extraordinary amount of ̀ 5.2 crore was col-
lected for the Pratishthan and ‘Antulay tax’ (collection from farmers 
of a levy of `2.50 per tonne of sugarcane as donation) helped along.

1 Hereafter cited as L&C. At 20–26, I classified the principal cases as Antulay 
I–VII.
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It was clearly a situation of using public power, if not entirely for 
private ends, for partisan political uses. The aspect of using the monies 
thus collected was the subject matter in this prolix process till it was 
eclipsed by the wider apex court’s enunciation of the right to speedy 
trial under Articles 14 and 21 of the Constitution.

Many dimensions interested me in this saga, but the emergence of 
a constitutionalization of the discourse about corruption was indeed 
remarkable. Combatting corruption was primarily viewed as a party-
political matter between the ruling and opposition parties—politics 
was always at stake, and the pursuit of corruption charges against the 
powerful was from start to finish regarded as an inter-party and, at 
times, intra-party affair to handle and settle. It was always considered 
a political issue, not a legal or constitutional one.

This is how the Antulay matter was also pursued in Parliament and 
the Bombay legislature. It was mainly an affair of a triumphant return 
of Mrs Indira Gandhi at the centre and the installation of a Congress 
chief minister in the leading state of Maharashtra on the one hand, 
and the opposition parties in hot pursuit on the other. Corruption was 
condemned all around, but this campaign was particularly seen as a 
confrontation between a political David and Goliath!

The unusual thing about the Antulay case was that it, contrary to 
political intention and practice so far, succeeded in converting corrup-
tion into a constitutional issue as well. It was the first case in which 
many steps in this direction were taken: a cease-and-desist order 
(by which Justice Lentin divested the chief minister of the decision-
making power under essential commodities law), a right to clean 
public administration articulated by Justice Rele (of the Bombay High 
Court), and a right to speedy trial shaped by the Supreme Court and 
its powers to do complete justice (under Article 142) were fully enun-
ciated. Systematic governance corruption (SGC, as I call it) became 
a matter for judicial vigil and will at the highest level, and doctrines 
of constitutional and administrative law began to be used and further 
developed as a strategy to combat it.

I was struck by the fact that Antulay himself was a barrister-at-law 
and was deeply hurt by the charges of corruption. He felt he had done 
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nothing legally or morally wrong and the law was misused against 
him by his political opponents since all the donations were made by 
cheque. The notion that the application of the norms of law or the 
Constitution to ministers/prime ministers/chief ministers or persons 
otherwise powerfully placed is an act of injustice remains an inveter-
ate aspect of Indian political culture. Although carceral detention 
and strict punishment have, of late, been extended to highly placed 
political and bureaucratic actors, it seems well understood by them 
that the rule of law may not extend to the crimes of the powerful. In 
this sense, an entrenched political culture of impunity of the powerful 
still rules the roost.

I learnt both through the Antulay saga, and later that, investigation 
and trial, in some cases, continue to define the performative praxes 
of law as politics by other means. This linkage between corruption 
and politics interested me as I was writing the book on the eighth 
anniversary of the Antulay trials and the onset of another crusade 
against corruption—the Bofors saga—involving accusations of cor-
ruption confronting another prime minister, Shri Rajiv Gandhi (see 
Bhushan 1990; Shourie 1991). Internecine strife within state politics 
often invited trading of corruption charges (see Baxi 1989a: 41–43; 
Dhavan 2005; Noorani 1973). I was, thus, able to advance the claim 
that ‘The issue was corruption, but the issue was also politics. So it 
has been since independence, and will be for a long time to come, 
unless we institutionalise effective procedures against corruption’ (Baxi 
1989a: 13). I was, of course, talking about corruption indictments 
accusing powerful members of the political class; cogs in the wheel 
and small fries continued to be treated harshly by law as ‘corrupt’. 
Many common Indian citizens face charges and trials for venal acts 
of bribery and corruption extending over long stretches of time under 
the much-amended Prevention of Corruption Act.2

2 Average readers of case law or media often express a well-cultivated horror of 
conviction for petty corruption or for what is now called facilitation money. Long 
judicial delays make belated punishments scandalizing for the administration of 
justice and have all kinds of psychological, economic and social impacts on the 
family of the eventually convicted. Justices and courts who did not choose to err on 
the side of leniency may derive considerable support from studies/reports that show 
how the increase in petty corruption may hurt society in many ways. For example, a 
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The noticeable shift in policy and public discourse to ‘combatting’ 
corruption begins to make a good deal of sense since a total eradica-
tion of corruption is (and has proved to be) impossible to achieve in 
any society. Although ‘zero tolerance’ to corruption has a nice ring of 
sincerity to it, the distinction among types of corruption matters. Even 
if all transactions involving ‘corruption’ are pertinent, as entailing some 
abuse of power, a choice of strategies of combat remains decisive. We 
need here to understand how courts (in the language of the theory of 
law as a means of ad hoc judicial handling of conflicts of interests) dif-
ferentiate between public interest in the administration of due process 
of law versus public interest in combating SGC.3

In this context, the tasks of describing social movements against 
corruption are not easy. Single-focus movements against public cor-
ruption are rare; movements, campaigns and crusades usually include 
corruption but address multiple issues as well (such as election reform, 
greater transparency in public dealings—especially public procure-
ment—and governance and institutional change). And that not all 
forms of action may be comprised under ‘movements’; some are specifi-
cally targeted (against a public person or an office of integrity) and, at 
times, we see moral and ritual overtones of just indignation (in moral 
crusades, often also drawing from religious sources).

Nationwide movements (such as Jai Prakash Narayan’s move-
ment and Anna Hazare’s movement of India against corruption) are 
different in scale than local or regional campaigns, and both remain 

Centre for Media Studies’ Indian Corruption Study report showed in 2017 that ‘In 
most of the states, the more-often paid bribe amount ranges between `100–500. 
However, an amount of as low as `10 and as high as `50,000 was also paid by 
households in a year for availing one or the other public service’ and estimated 
that the size to be `6,350 crore in 2017 as against `20,500 crore in 2005. The fall 
is considerable but scientific explanations for it are not yet available. All the same, 
the amount still remains to refute the expression ‘petty corruption’; what appears 
individually small aggregates almost as a national disaster!

3 Roscoe Pound (1959), who propounded this theory in the early decades of 
the last century, was adamant (and rightly so) in insisting that the conflict of 
interests should avoid the egregious error of contrast between the public, social 
and individual interests and that judicial decision-makers should place these at 
the same level to make the conflict sharper. And Julius Stone (1966, Chapters 
4–7) elaborated this method as the test of ‘inter-translatability’.
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different from international combat and conventions against corrup-
tion. Participation rates of the elite and masses vary depending on the 
‘nature’ of the movement. And questions of agency-in-structure and 
leadership, as well as overall impact (both latent and manifest), await 
discrete impact analysis. What roles legislations and adjudication may 
play in any war against corruption remain relatively unaddressed. The 
purpose of this rough checklist is to suggest tasks ahead.

Further, nationwide movements against corruption in high places 
involve a partnership of learned public professions: the media, inves-
tigative journalism, activist lawyering, human rights and social action 
groups, and academic action research activities. The ways in which 
non-representational politics gives rise to counter-publics who con-
front sovereign governance in India have yet to be fully mapped and 
studied. Notable remain the actor–networks—the rising forms of non-
representative sovereignty and what is called in artificial intelligence 
discourse delegative or liquid democracy.4

The Antulay cases, and beyond, are a remarkable assertion and 
articulation of judicial process, power and rhetoric. To be sure, the 
standing conferred on a social-action petition (Shri Ram Nayak, a 
prominent Bhartiya Janata Party leader) in a criminal proceeding, and 
that too in an inaugural social action petition5. So is the enunciation 
of a ‘right to clean administration’ (for the changes, see Baxi 1989a: 
29–42); and cease-and-desist orders (1989a: 53).6 The juridical dis-
course liberally construed ‘corruption’ as an obstinate social fact but did 
not find the judicial means and tools to hold those in powerful places 
guilty of the crime. Astonishing indeed was the judicial somersault 
where the Supreme Court in a larger seven-justice bench overruled 
its own former decision on finding the accused guilty. Instead, it 
erected a fundamental right to a speedy trial that was held to be after 

4 Paolo Virno (2004) talked about the collective powers of the multitude 
against the idea of state sovereignty and global hegemony. See also, for delegative 
or liquid non-representational politics, Ioannis Caragiannis and Evi Mich (2019), 
and Christian Blum and Christina Isabel Zuber (2015).

5 I have maintained, in a minority of one, a distinction between SAL and public 
interest litigation; see Baxi (1985, 2017).

6 For the cluster of orders, I rely on ANTULAY II (see Baxi 1989a: 25).
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all violated!7 All this diverted the subject of corruption in high offices 
to a high constitutional affair of the right to speedy trial enunciated in 
the morally and legally awkward positions under Article 142 powers to 
do ‘complete justice!8 Thus began, what I have named and explained, 
in some detail, in L&C the itinerary of jurisprudence of corruption 
and corruption of jurisprudence.

I engaged in the book the ‘curious inversion’ that emphasized less 
‘the issue of his guilt or innocence and more the issue concerning the 
forms of liberal democracy and the destiny of Indian law and jurispru-
dence in direct confrontation with the will to absolute power, in all its 
manifestations’ and addressed more ‘the future of conscientious citizen 
endeavor to extend and enrich the constitutionally valued democratic 
and republican vision of India’.9 This was a call that lay in the wind 
and rampant corruption in high places remained an intra-elite affair 
till it was momentarily resurrected in what became a middle-class 
movement of India against Corruption in 2011–2012, which led to 
the participative drafting between the movement and the government 
relative to the introduction of the Jan Lokpal bill. We come to look at 
this movement somewhat summarily later.

Finally, referring to Gunnar Myrdal’s notions of a ‘hard’ state 
with increased social discipline, I developed a distinction between the 
folklore of corruption and the facts of corruption, venturing a studied 
observation that the more widespread is the belief that organs of state 
and society are corrupt, the less likely the contrary facts of corruption 
are to emerge or matter.10 It is the folklore of public corruption that 

7 See Chapter 7 of L&C at 127–155. The chapter was titled ‘Seven Deadly 
Sins of Antulay’. At the Bombay Airport, Justice Venkatachalaiah chanced on 
the proofs of the title of the chapter, he asked me whether I was referring to the 
seven justices who constituted the Bench! My response was ‘My Lord, I would 
not even dream of it’, and he had a hearty laugh!

8 See, on this, Chapters XII and XIV of L & C.
9 See the last paragraph of the brief Introduction to L&C.
10 The distinctions between ‘nepotism’ and ‘corruption’ are often difficult to 

make, especially when doing favours to one’s kith and kin is regarded as a ‘natural’ 
thing to do. Some African studies point to a phenomenon of ‘ethno-clientism’ 
which does not, and should not, it is argued, amount to corruption. Nepotism is 



46 Upendra Baxi

proves decisive not just for competition for power but also for social 
and human rights movements. In this context, I maintained that types 
of corruption do matter and drew attention to the conventional distinc-
tion between nepotism and corruption, as distinct from the varieties 
of discretionary oversights or exercise and outright purchase of public 
offices (Rose-Ackerman 1978).

3.2. Law and Social Movements

The relationship between law and social movements in the context of 
controlling and combatting corruption can be, and has been, explored 
variously. It has now been recognized that what is called corruption is 
a multilevel phenomenon and signifies different patterns of social and 
statal acceptance and resistance.11 And undoubtedly while these forms 
must be studied, a limited solution is given from the outset: one may not 
eliminate ‘corruption’ from a state or society, though every generation 
may seek as a duty of justice to combat and control its more egregious 
forms. What forms of ‘corruption’ are to be accepted and tolerated and 
which are to be combatted and controlled by the civil society and the 
state is a contested terrain across caste, class and gender lines, and the 
hegemonic cultures play a crucial role in approaches to this question. 
It is to societal cultures which our attention must stay focused.

Perhaps most crucial is an exploration of whether, and if so how, 
law and societal cultures perceive and act against corruption. This is a 
vast area, but here I may only refer to what I propose to name as the 
socialization of corruption. It has many facets. First, corruption, in 
some of its forms, is considered a way of life. Second, it is regarded a 
prerequisite and even accoutrement of power. Third, it is viewed as a 

often described as a ‘subtler’ form of corruption and even as the ‘worst’ form. See, 
as to African situation, Lewis (1996).

11 Arvind Verma and Ramesh Shukla (2019) propose, based on both the 
experience of police organization reforms and empirical research, a programme 
of also a decentralized doctrine of housekeeping that holds managers responsible 
for corrupt practices taking place under their supervision. Chapters 6 and 7 are 
especially important for some wise reflections on mega reforms and ways ahead 
through escalating in-house procedures of enhanced vigilance procedures.
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customary way of conduct. Fourth, it is viewed as a cost of doing busi-
ness. Fifth, it is also considered as a spiritual matter which enters in the 
calculus of salvation. Sixth, there are some linkages between corruption 
and resistance, particularly manifested in the funding of anti-corruption 
movements. It will take many books reflecting patient studies to achieve 
a full picture, but some vignettes should here suffice.12

The first mode of cultural and social acceptance has been inimitably 
expressed in the famous Hindi short story Namak ka Daroga when an 
upright father admonishes his son to take up employment that will 
of course pay vetan (salary) but more importantly allow for uppar ki 
amdani (earning from above). He explains the difference between the 
two: the first is derived from a human source and the second comes 
from God (heavens); comparing the first to a full moon that wanes 
after a while to an eternal source of water that always quenches thirst, 
the father asks the son to take only an appropriate job! We do not 
concern ourselves with the rest of this poignant story but may note 
here mainly the aspect of the socialization of corruption as an ongoing 
phenomenon and well tolerated by all, even as a shower of grace and 
energy from the divine.13

12 Needless to add that his notion of uppar ki kamai liberated me to compre-
hend that combatting corruption requires a more serious social understanding 
both of forms of domination/injustice and people’s power to resist at times and 
their toleration of ‘efficient’ corruption. Surely, the latter may even be regarded 
as an act of popular decriminalization, or de facto amendment of the state law. 
In considering all this, we ought also to explore international relations, law and 
organization. As Wouters et al. (2013: 4) point out that the

surge in international anti-corruption tools, however, occurred surprisingly recently. 
During the Cold War, parties on both sides of the Iron Curtain were eager to sup-
port potential allies, with very little or no concern for the level of corruption within 
those states…. In addition, some economists in the 1970s claimed that certain types 
of corruption could actually be beneficial to Society…

and to the fine-tuning of the edge of anti-corruption law and strategy in ways 
that promoted the developed countries’ global edge in international business.

13 I am reminded of an episode when I received the very first cheque from Delhi 
University, which had done the honour (and mistake as well) of inviting me to a 
Chair in Law. I stormed into the office of the Vice-Chancellor Dr Swaroop Singh, 
who was preoccupied with a major university development. He reluctantly granted 
me some time and politely asked me what the problem was. I asked him to see who 
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A second example here, not one of literary representation, emanates 
from an official source—the K. Santhanam National Committee (first 
of its kind and unsurprisingly the last) on public corruption. In a quasi-
empirical study across India, the Committee found that a custom of 
speed money for delivery of the services by government agents was 
well accepted, but people with whom the Committee spoke universally 
complained that payment of speed money did not make things move 
expeditiously! The legitimacy of speed money is accepted here and 
even dignified as a social ‘custom’—a practice that carries considerable 
normative weight. What was held problematic was not speed money 
but the sheer fact that it did not speed things up! Put another way, 
while efficient corruption was tolerated, inefficiency in corruption was 
regarded as a ground of grievance!14

The third aspect, namely corruption as a cost of doing busi-
ness, is writ large on domestic corporations as well as multinational 
enterprises. The mass industrial disasters and degradation, and idea 
of human rights to health—from Bhopal15 to Endosulfan16 and 

had signed the pay cheque; when he saw nothing wrong with it, I pointed out that 
it was my first paycheque, but it was signed by Assistant Registrar, Pensions. He 
was quick to reply proudly (but I am sure with a twinkle in his eye) ‘Young man, 
at Delhi University we do not make the mistake of differentiating between salary 
and pension!’ Much later, I read Munshi Prem Chand’s short story.

14 See Baxi (1989a: 1–3, 1989b).
15 See Baxi (2020) for a brief analysis of the French law, the proposed EU 

legislation and the Dutch position.
16 The Endosulfan tragedy of Kerala that involved spraying endosulfan (a 

highly toxic organochlorine pesticide) aerially on its cashew plantations extending 
over 45,000 hectares in Kasaragod district; that spraying continued from 1978 to 
1991 and was terminated with a permanent ban following a munsif (‘lower court)’ 
ruling in 2001. Of course, this was done by a state-owned corporation, but the 
practices of spraying were in vogue by leading agribusiness multinationals. For 
an acute analysis, see Irshad and Joseph (2015); see also Misra and Joshi (2018). 
Prasad and Menon (2016) acutely write, as an introduction, the following: 

The battle fought for more than a decade by corporate human rights violation 
victims in Plachimada, a small village in Kerala in the southern part of India, 
against Coca Cola’s Indian subsidiary to assert their right to water, also seems to 
have ended without adequate compensation or effective remedy. They mention the 
stories of Niyamagiri, (home for indigenous community Dongaria Kondh, in the 
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beyond—are tragically well known at least to the suffering people 
who also emerge as valiant victims, but what is notable is not their 
misery and rightlessness but the callous application of colonial private 
international law that rules by the doctrines of forum non conveniens 
and lex loci delicti, fastening all responsibility on the local subsidiary 
(Baxi 2016b, 2019), and vigorous forms of denialism by multination-
als (who otherwise take all the vital decisions from far away). The 
reasons why complicity is so difficult to show even when the violation 
of core human rights is palpably and manifestly involved (say, child 
labour, less than legislatively determined minimum wages, gender-
based exclusion from certain jobs or wage discrimination) and the 
way the doctrine of judicial notice operate are mysterious indeed. In 
the same way, multinational acts of complicity with the host state’s 
constitutional elites may not be inferred from the course of business 
conduct. Turning a Nelson’s eye to avoidable/preventable suffering is 
not incurred is in fact the routine way of conversion of a catastrophe 
into a disaster. All this has been well archived. Noteworthy, too, 
are the current efforts by the UN Human Rights Council to arrive 
at a legally binding treaty on business and human rights.17 At long 
last, there is some glimmer of hope that national law (and regional 
as well as domestic law) will take seriously the normalization of the 
duties of due diligence.

The other aspect of socialization of corruption refers to corruption 
in the religious and spiritual realms. The tradition of danam (charity/
donation) is well entrenched. But full-scale studies of the intricate 
relation between political corruption and faith are very few. It is not 
the best-kept secret that in India political actors, and even Justices 
and top lawyers, tend to interact with godmen of all faiths, who often, 
even if for a long time, enjoy a certain de facto immunity from the 
law; this is true also of all elite actors and most learned professionals. 

state of Orissa in India), and the lack of proper remedy for the affected indigenous 
community in their tussle against the mining company Vedanta Resources over the 
land, for protecting their cultural and religious rights. The conclusion is irresistible 
that ‘effective access to remedy for corporate human rights violation still remains 
an elusive concept in India’ (internal footnotes omitted).
17 See note 14.
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Meera Nanda (2009) has studied what she calls the ‘god market’.18 
This constitutes a complex but distinct reality that entails faith and 
belief in vicars of God (saints, sages, tele-evangelist Acharyas, leaders 
of the sect and Mathas on the one side and followers on the other). 
As far as I know, Nanda’s main thesis has met more with barbs and 
wild accusations but with no scientific critique.

How far ‘corruption’ movements constitute acts of resistance to 
power is also a crucial aspect of movement theory. In Chapter 7 of 
Future of Human Rights (Baxi 2013) I discuss the crisis of nervous 
rationalities that pervade the investor, provider and consumer of 
human rights (and allied) services. Most human rights and social 
movements need to engage the scramble for resources, and they cannot 
be too choosy or nosy about funding. In a sense that matters, the issue 
is the protection of human rights of the rightless; it is also a question of 
resource flow from global multinational philanthropy ultimately based 
on unfair and exploitative labour practices and consumer fraud, which 
derives resources by massive and ongoing violation of core human 
rights. The general argument in favour of corporate philanthropy is 
that out of evil may still arise some good; the argument against this 
is that colonial or imperial corporate philanthropy remains immersed 
in corrupt practices; these maximize unethical profits and massively 
thrive on human and social suffering. Corporate philanthropy cannot 
but reproduce endlessly the very same structural conditions that lead 
to human rightlessness in the first place. Not merely social actors 

18 Nanda points to the growing middle-class ‘religiosity’ as ‘facilitated by the 
Indian state and corporate interests, often in a close partnership’. Despite the 
periodic panics about ‘Hinduism in danger’, and despite the oft-heard complaint 
that Hindus face reverse discrimination in their own country, Hinduism is doing 
very well. In fact, the ‘Indian state and its functionaries operate on the unstated 
assumption that Hinduism is not merely one religion among other religions of 
the Indian people, but rather the national ethos, or the way of life, that all Indians 
must learn to appreciate, if not actually live by’, (p. 72). And she, speaking of 
‘state temple complex’, is able to observe (p. 92) that the ‘modern gurus, who are 
practically CEOs of huge business empires, know that they operate in a highly 
competitive spiritualism market and try to differentiate their products and services 
accordingly’.

See also, for a comparative religious studies perspective, Marquette (2010).
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must make not-so-pleasant choices between resource grants from the 
state or market but situated struggles for autonomy and justice must 
be waged afresh in each generation, as there are not (nor will be) any 
golden bullets at hand.19

3.3. Crusades, Campaigns and Movements

The issues of public accountability and social visibility of corrupt 
acts (that amount to SGC; Baxi 2011), and the roles of investigative 
journalism, specialist NGOs, social media (Facebook, Twitter and 
other forms of group sharing), investigative agencies and courts in the 
processes of visibilization have been under-researched. Undoubtedly, 
all perform a legitimate role in building up social movements, but 
the issue in which institutionalization as a process and public institu-
tions play the catalyst role, and in which contexts, is yet to be fully 
researched. Some campaigns remain just that; others spill over and 
gather the force of a social movement. Why, how and to what effect 
are important questions. For example, the ways in which single-issue 
campaigns acquire a complexion of social movements is well illustrated 
by the lawyers’ campaigns for the independence of the judiciary in 
India,20 or by the restoration of justices of Pakistan Supreme Court 
(Ranganathan 2015; Rodrigues 2020). It is also clear at a pre-empirical 
level that the television sting operations have been very instrumental 
in exposing corruption.21

SGC campaigns, as noted earlier, remain a matter of political 
competition for power, and issues they raise eventually reach the 
courts. This implicates the judicial process and also offers considerable 
role to other non-constitutional elites or non-representative political 
actors—the press or digital media investigation or expose (often by 

19 See, especially, Sections 2–5.
20 The judicial collegium system for appointment and transfer to Justices 

emerged out of the three rulings of the Supreme Court which are known as the 
Three Judges Case and the collegium system was reiterated by a 4:1 Supreme 
Court in the NJAC Case; see, for an analysis, Baxi (2016d).

21 For example, the leading case of Vineet Narain v. Union of India (18 
December 1997) (1998) 1 SCC 226.



52 Upendra Baxi

‘sting’ media highlighting), the social action litigation (SAL) elite, 
the occasional suo motu investigation by courts22 and the investigating 
agencies themselves.23 These produce a judicial and juristic discourse 

22 The Supreme Court of India has invented this device of Special Investigation 
Teams and though its full history must be written, this judicial invention has 
contributed a great deal to the current confrontation with corruption; see further 
the moving concern articulated by Justice B. Sudarshan Reddy in Ram Jethmalani 
v. UOI (2011) 8 SCC 1.

23 We all know the incident of CBI v. CBI! 2017–2018, a prolonged public 
tussle between the then Director Alok Verma and Special Director Rajiv Asthana, 
which was settled by the Union of India by transferring them both (along with 
some other officials) and appointing Nageswara Rao to take over as interim chief 
of the CBI. It must be noted that the CBI was brought into existence by the 
Santhanam Committee’s recommendation by the special resolution of the Home 
Ministry and was further placed under the jurisdiction of the CVC. Its main duties 
included the following: superintendence over the functioning of the Delhi Special 
Police Establishment (DSPE) with respect to investigation under the Prevention 
of Corruption Act, 1988 or an offence under the CRPC for certain categories of 
public servants and to give directions to the DSPE for the purpose of discharging 
this responsibility; review the progress of investigations conducted by the DSPE 
into offences alleged to have been committed under the PC Act; undertake an 
enquiry or cause an enquiry or investigation to be made into any transaction in 
which a public servant working in any organization, to which the executive control 
of the Government of India extends, is suspected or alleged to have acted for an 
improper purpose or in a corrupt manner; tender independent and impartial advice 
to disciplinary and other authorities in disciplinary cases, involving vigilance angle 
at different stages, that is, investigation, enquiry, appeal, review, etc.; exercise a 
general check and supervision over vigilance and anti-corruption work in ministries 
or departments of the Government of India and other organizations to which the 
executive power of the Union extends.

In the Vineet Narain Case (note 21), the Supreme Court of India had ordered 
the following:

(a) The CVC should be given statutory status and be entrusted with the 
responsibility to supervise the work of the CBI ensuring its efficiency and impar-
tiality; (b) its head should be selected by a team consisting of the prime minister, 
home minister and leader of the opposition in the Parliament from a panel of 
eminent people and the CBI director be appointed for a minimum tenure of two 
years by a committee headed by the CVC including the union home secretary 
and the secretary personnel; (c) a report on the activities of the CBI should be 
submitted in three months; (d) a nodal agency should be set up for dealing with the 
emerging political–criminal–bureaucratic nexus; (e) a directorate of prosecution 
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and have some election campaigning impact but very little in terms 
of legality, autonomy and efficiency of investigations and prosecu-
tions. The campaigns against SGC assume that some judicial and 
juridical talk and action in high-profile cases will have a toning up or 
trickle-down effect—a matter which warrants an empirical analysis. 
Yet it may not be an overstatement to say that the normative juridical 
discourse has not been rather significant in combatting corruption in 
high-profile situations.

Still, it may be helpful to talk about C1 as charges of corruption 
on high political actors and C2 as daily (routine) acts of corruption. It 
will be truer to say that social and human rights movements in India 
seem more focused on C1, perhaps to the total neglect of C2. Both are, 
of course, law-violation acts and also often result in unconstitutional 
deprivations of Article 21 rights to life and liberty.24 C1 is, however, a 
bigger catch for news and views, as well as for social and human rights 
movements, because of the alleged crimes of the powerful in which 
corruption as bribery and abuse of power for personal gain coalesce.

To vary the metaphor it is considered really proper (kosher) for 
politics because of the potential for a change of the players in the game; 
in contrast, it is the ‘metapolitics which aims at change of the game 
itself’.25 C1 is then viewed as a legitimate practice of liberal competitive 
politics. Put another way, it is (as I described it in L&C) a big ‘political 
shikar’ (a sport of big hunting) in which combatting corruption must 
occur and recur primarily a way of circulation of elites.26

should be set up. Of these, directions C–E have lain fallow and so have been the 
recommendations made by the L. P. Singh Committee in 1978 and a Parliamentary 
Standing Committee in 2008, which recommended the ‘enactment of compre-
hensive central legislation to remedy the issue of autonomy’.

24 In fact, it is eminently justified to maintain that an international human 
rights principle, standard and a norm exist providing for immunity from public 
corruption, which also binds India under Article 51 of the Constitution. See C. 
Raj Kumar (2003–2004).

25 Ulrich Beck (1997, Chapter 3) first made the distinction between ‘sub-
politics’ and ‘meta-politics’.

26 I deploy here Vilfredo Pareto’s (1902) concept of ‘circulation of elites’ rather 
broadly as he initially did to indicate the broad division between elites and masses 
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This is an important distinction—a register on which social 
movements from Jai Prakash Narayan’s Total Revolution to Anna 
Hazare’s India against Corruption inscribe themselves. These are 
reformist movements in the sense aiming at legislative, rather than 
social, reform. There are many concerns about the ‘nature’ of these 
‘movements’. There is no doubt that they had considerable social 
resonance, but this feature does not always convert all anti-corruption 
campaigns into a mass social movement. Indeed, what may distin-
guish a ‘campaign’ from a ‘movement’ is a vexed question (Eder 
1985). Second, even when some movements warrant the description 
of their being mass movements, these must be distinguished between 
juristic movements and social ones: the former primarily pursue 
reforms in/of the law. It seems to be believed that law and govern-
ance reforms will, sooner or later, bring in desired social change, 
but we know how the law in books differs from the law in action. 
However, in complete plain words, there is a huge distance between 
legal change by way of law reforms and their realization and effect 
on social (actually lived) life.27

These movements are too complex to be summarily analysed here. 
Jai Prakash Narayan asked for a complete reform of governance in 
which combatting corruption was an integral part; in contrast, a 
law relating to a system of Lokpal was the only agendum for Anna 
Hazare. While both were new social movements,28 and both sought 
a discrete platform of social transformation, the Total Revolution 

(non-elites) and as inter-elite conflict and cooperation. Pareto composed in 1916 
his classic 3,000-page explorations in social theory in his 3,000-pages Trattato di 
sociologia generale (Treatise on General Sociology). He contested Gaetano Mosca’s 
term ‘ruling class’, and he had lifelong feud with Mosca on the origination of 
the concept of a ruling minority (elites). Pareto included both political and 
bureaucratic actors and formations within this category. For a more nuanced and 
historical explanation and critique, see Higley and Pakulski (2020[2012]), Welty 
(2016), Best and Higley (2018) and Drochon (2017).

27 Geoffrey Sawer (1965), now a little-read Australian sociologist of law, made 
a notable distinction between the two.

28 See Upendra Baxi (2013) for the distinction between Old Social Movements 
versus New Social Movements at pp. 235–237.
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aimed more on reforming political and public life in India; in con-
trast, the India against corruption engaged primarily the design issues 
of the system of Lokpal—where consensus building on an appropri-
ate structure for combatting corruption had to overcome fractured 
understandings.29

All the same, whatever may be said about the final Bill and later 
the Act, a remarkable chapter in the history of legisprudence in India 
needs to be noted: for the first time in Indian history, the government 
constituted a Joint Drafting Committee (JDC) on 8 April 2011, 
consisting of five nominees of Shri Anna Hazare, including himself, 
and senior Cabinet ministers represented the government to prepare 
a draft of the Lokpal Bill whereupon Shri Hazare ended his fast on 
9 April 2011, which was later to resume often. The JDC met nine 
times during April–June 2011 and circulated 40 Basic Principles and 
the Statement of Objects and Reasons team, which formed the basis 
of discussions in subsequent meetings. Out of 40 Basic Principles, 
26 were agreed on, 7 required some editorial changes and 6 required 
further discussion. These concerned (a) whether one single Act be 
provided for both the Lokpal in the centre and the Lokayukta in the 
state; (b) should the prime minister be brought within the purview of 
the Lokpal? (c) Should judges of the Supreme Court/high court be 
brought within the purview of the Lokpal? (d) Should the conduct 
of the Members of Parliament inside the Parliament (speaking and 
voting in the House) be brought within the purview of the Lokpal? 
(e) Whether Articles 311 and 320 (3)(c) of the Constitution, not-
withstanding members of a civil service of the union or an all-India 
service or a civil service of a state or a person holding a civil post 
under the union or state be subject to enquiry and disciplinary action, 
including dismissal/removal by the Lokpal/Lokayukta, as the case 
may be; and (f) the definition of the Lokpal, and whether it should 

29 See the identical statement issued by the Union Finance Minister Shri 
Pranab Mukherjee, NDTV (27 August 2011) at https://www.ndtv.com/india-
news/with-this-speech-pranab-launched-lokpal-debate-465688 (accessed on 2 
October 2020). See, also, for a prescient analysis of the Lokpal movement and 
the law, Verma and Shukla (2019: 6).

https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/with-this-speech-pranab-launched-lokpal-debate-465688
https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/with-this-speech-pranab-launched-lokpal-debate-465688
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itself exercise quasi-judicial powers also or delegate these powers to 
its subordinate officers.

The All-Party Meeting emphasized the primacy of Parliament by 
resolving that ‘the supremacy of the Constitution of India has to be 
maintained. Institutions of democracy cannot be undermined, and the 
checks and balances visualized in the Constitution cannot be adversely 
affected’ and laws ‘have to be made by the Parliamentarians who are 
elected representatives of the country. Few nominated members of the 
Drafting Committee cannot have precedence over elected members 
of … Parliament’. Shri Pranab Mukherjee, in a statement read at both 
the Houses of Parliament, said:

I believe that the Government has amply demonstrated that it is 
sensitive to the common man’s concern about corruption. It has 
also requested Shri Anna Hazare Ji to give up his fast by assur-
ing him that all issues raised by him will be duly discussed by the 
Standing Committee when finalizing the Lokpal Bill. We want to 
end agitation. We have taken oath to abide by the Constitution. 
So whatever we do has to be within the Constitution. We are 
at crossroads. It is a rare occasion that proceedings of this House is 
attracting the attention of entire nation and outside world. I would 
request the Members to have a dispassionate and objective discus-
sion to find out the solution of the problem without compromising 
Parliamentary Democracy.30

I have quoted the narrative extensively for many reasons, a salient 
reason being that we have altogether neglected to study a great experi-
ment in legisprudence in combatting SGC. Even if there was a valued 
concern with the autonomy of Parliament, justifications were also 
found for setting up a fully functional JDC comprising senior ministers 
of the union and representatives of India Against Corruption. The 
role of expert lawyers in the JDC and Parliament is, indeed, crucial 
for the political and representative elite. A beleaguered prime minister 

30 Available at https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/with-this-speech-pranab-
launched-lokpal-debate-465688 (accessed on 2 October 2020), emphasis added.

https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/with-this-speech-pranab-launched-lokpal-debate-465688
https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/with-this-speech-pranab-launched-lokpal-debate-465688
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(Dr Manmohan Singh) tried and succeeded in accommodating the 
demands of the integrity of Parliament’s sacred duties and civil society 
insistence on a Lokpal law now, backed with practices of fast unto 
death by Anna Hazare. The issue related to corruption was also about 
the integrity of democratic governance as well as non-violent norma-
tive demosprudential insurgency.

3.4. The State Agencies for  
Combatting Corruption

The landscape of state agencies concerned with corruption is get-
ting crowded, though the Central Vigilance Commission (CVC) 
and the Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) remain the principal 
agencies for the investigation and prosecution. The full story of anti-
corruption law and strategies in India is yet to be written, but it must 
be noted that the CBI and CVC were brought into existence in 1963 
and 1964, respectively, by executive orders and the CVC obtained 
statutory powers by the Act of 2003. The CBI, originally suggested 
by the Santhanam Committee, was initially established by a special 
resolution of the Home Ministry, and it was further placed under the 
jurisdiction of the CVC, which describes itself as the ‘apex integrity 
institution of India’.31

The CBI was assigned many functions, primarily of investiga-
tion under the Prevention of Corruption Act, 1988, or an offence 
under the Criminal Procedure Code for certain categories of 
public servants. The CVC was entrusted with a large number 

31 See Central Vigilance Commission (2019, Para 1:1). This shall be hereafter 
cited as the Report. The device of administrative promulgated rules often serves 
as a default legislation. One more example of this is the area of state procure-
ment, which is now regulated effectively by the General Financial Rules (GFR), 
developed by the Ministry of Finance, which establish the principles for general 
financial management and procedures for government procurement. All govern-
ment purchases have to strictly adhere to the principles outlined in the GFR. The 
Manual on Policies and Procedures for Purchase of Goods contains guidelines 
for the purchase of goods. 



58 Upendra Baxi

of superintendence functions.32 In the Vineet Narain Case,33 the 
Supreme Court of India had directed that the CVC should be given 
statutory status and be entrusted with the responsibility to supervise 
the work of the CBI ensuring its efficiency and impartiality. The 
Act now provides for some special arrangements to select its head 
by a committee comprising the prime minister, home minister and 
leader of the opposition in the Parliament; the CBI director has a 
term of minimum tenure of two years.

The CVC reports that it received 33,645 complaints (including 
complaints brought forward from 2017) during 2018. The Commission 
received a considerable number of complaints against public servants 
working in the state governments and other organizations outside 
the jurisdiction of the Commission or of an administrative nature. It 
does not merely deal with complaints; rather, it implements a ‘multi-
pronged strategy to combatting corruption’ and proudly records ‘a 
concept of “Integrity Pledge” which “encompasses preventive, puni-
tive and participative vigilance measures.”’ It has enlisted ‘support 
and commitment of the citizens and organizations for upholding the 
highest standards of ethical conduct, honesty and integrity’. In 2018, 
it administered this pledge approximately to ‘70.5 lakh citizens and 

32 The following functions are listed by the Act and the CVC website. The 
CVC is to
•	 exercise superintendence over the functioning of the DSPE with respect to and 

to give directions to the DSPE for the purpose of discharging this responsibility;
•	 review the progress of investigations conducted by the DSPE into offences 

alleged to have been committed under the PC Act;
•	 undertake an enquiry or cause an enquiry or investigation to be made into any 

transaction in which a public servant working in any organization, to which the 
executive control of the Government of India extends is suspected or alleged 
to have acted for an improper purpose or in a corrupt manner;

•	 tender independent and impartial advice to disciplinary and other authorities 
in disciplinary cases involving a vigilance angle at different stages, that is, 
investigation, enquiry, appeal, review, etc.;

•	 exercise a general check and supervision over vigilance and anti-corruption work 
in ministries or departments of the Government of India and other organiza-
tions to which the executive power of the Union extends;

•	 chair the Committee for selection of Director (CBI), Director (Enforcement 
Directorate) and officers of the level of SP and above in the DSPE.

33 Note 21.
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around 94,118 organizations’.34 Out of 17,431 cases against all cat-
egories of officers, while the major penalty was imposed in 5,595 cases, 
minor penalty was awarded in 11,746 cases.35 It has now an impressive 
jurisdiction on complaints by and against whistle-blowers.36

The CVC is quite concerned with delays in investigation and trial. 
The 2018 report finds that ‘898 cases were pending for investigation 
for more than one year as on 31.12.2018’ and ‘9,255 Court cases were 
pending in various Courts’. In more than 3 years but less than 5 years, 
54 cases were pending at the investigation stage and 19 cases were 
pending for more than 5 years. But we get a different picture when 
we look at judicial delays: more than 5 years and up to 10 years were 
1,847 cases, more than 10 years and up to 20 years were 1,465 cases 
and more than 20 years were 175 cases; 289 cases have been pending 
in appeals and revisions (including the apex court). The requirement 
of prior sanction by the relevant officers entails considerable delays 
as demonstrated by 2018 and earlier reports of the CVC.

Here, I will not visit some more specialist legal regimes such 
as the Money Laundering Act, the Drugs and Narcotics Bureau, 
the Special Branch for Economic Offences and even the National 
Intelligence Agency, which also develop anti-corruption strategies and 
often overlap with the roles of the CBI and CVC in their respective 
spheres.37 Socio-economic offences are generally described as actions 

34 Report, at Para 8:14.
35 Ibid., at 3:17. Pending further research, all that can be said now is that this 

trend towards the award of minor punishments tilts CVC towards the educational 
rather than punitive approach.

36 The Public Interest Disclosure and Protection of Informers (PIDPI) 
Resolution, 2004, popularly known as whistle-blowers resolution. What makes 
this resolution interesting that the CVC may ‘enquire or cause enquiry or inves-
tigation into the complaints against group “A” or equivalent level of officers is 
not applicable’ under this ‘Resolution’: see the Report at 1:13.

37 A rough index of economic crimes in India is provided by Crime in India, 
2019, which reported that

a total of 5,156,172 cognizable crimes comprising 32,25,701 Indian Penal Code 
(IPC) crimes and 19,30,471 Special & Local Laws (SLL) crimes were registered 
in 2019. It shows an increase of 1.6% in registration of cases over 2018 (50,74,635 
cases). Crime rate registered per lakh population has increased marginally from 
383.5 in 2018 to 385.5 in 2019’.



60 Upendra Baxi

‘calculated and executed in order to obstruct or prevent the economic 
development of the country and also its economic health’ and extend 
to conduct which relates to the evasion of taxes, corruption, breach 
of contract and delivery of goods incommensurate with promised 
specifications, all activities related to black marketing and hoarding, 
activities involving adulteration of foods and drugs, misappropriation 
and stealing of public property and funds, and activities relating to 
trafficking of licences, permits, etc.38 And India’s low ranking in the 
world corruption index39 still remains a grave cause of anxiety; we 
may also note that Parliament has not been inactive in redressing the 
overall legislative design.

Yet there are some structural limitations since law and order are 
state subjects, and the constitutional validity challenge of the CBI 
upheld by the Guwahati High Court a decade ago is now before the 
Supreme Court.40 Federalism is declared an integral part of the basic 
structure and essential feature of the Constitution and cannot be 

38 One may also mention that the Central Economic Intelligence Bureau is 
headed by a Director-General, who also carries the designation of Special Secretary 
to the Government of India.

39 I refer here only to Transparency International World Corruption Perception 
Ranking for 1999, which ranks India as 80th among 180 countries. According 
to its website:

the 2018 Report … index, which ranks 180 countries and territories by their per-
ceived levels of public sector corruption according to experts and businesspeople, 
uses a scale of 0 to 100, where 0 is highly corrupt and 100 is very clean. More than 
two-thirds of countries score below 50 on this year’s CPI, with an average score 
of just 43.

‘It reveals that the continued failure of most countries to significantly control 
corruption is contributing to a crisis in democracy around the world. While there 
are exceptions, the data shows … most countries are failing to make serious inroads 
against corruption’. But, at the end of the day, the Report talks about ‘perception’, 
which, while important, is still an aspect of folklore and not the reality of SGC, 
which has to be constructed by recourse to high data and archives of SGC.

40 Justice Iqbal Ahmed Ansari and Justice Indira Shah of Guwahati High 
Court held (in early November 2018:

While we decline to hold and declare that the DSPE Act, 1946, is not a valid piece of 
legislation, we do hold that the CBI is neither an organ nor a part of the DSPE and 
the CBI cannot be treated as a ‘police force’ constituted under the DSPE Act, 1946;
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amended by law unless the Supreme Court approves. This means that 
the responsibility for translating federal laws and policies finally lies 
with the states, not all of which are known for aggressive enforcement. 
The CBI, at the best of times, is an investigative agency and can play 
little or no role in prevention strategies and, even then, it is often sus-
pect of political directions and patronage, which marks an end to all 
discourse of professional integrity and autonomy.41 CVC’s regulatory 
reach is as constrained as CBI’s investigatory and prosecutorial reach 
by remorseless political intrusion. Thus, intrusion interrupts and, in 
specific situations denies professional competence and institutional 
autonomy to the CBI and the CVC.

The laudable objectives of several measures such as the Right 
to Information Act, 2005, Lokpal and Lokayuktas Act, 2013, 
Black Money Act, 2015, and the ratification of the United Nations 
Convention against Corruption (UNCAC), 2005, need full appre-
ciation. But successive governments have continued to justify and 
preserve (what I called in L&C) the epistemological and ontologi-
cal immunity even to conduct any enquiry or investigation into any 
POCA offence against the rank of Joint Secretary and above.42 This 
flies in the face of the Court’s invalidation earlier on the ground 
of violation of equality under Article 14,43 and the resounding 

and Justice Ansari beings the judgment by recalling Thomas Jefferson, 
the principal author of the Declaration of Independence (1776) and the third 
President of the USA (1801–1809) as saying: ‘When the people fear the govern-
ment, there is tyranny. When the government fears the people, there is liberty’; 
see Baxi (2019).

41 As Verma and Sharma (2019) illuminatingly demonstrate in their work 
(Chapter 4).

42 And even in corporations, established by or under any Central Act, govern-
ment companies, societies and local authorities owned or controlled by central 
government. Also, see Shantonu Sen (2014); Mr Sen is a former CBI Joint 
Director; Sourya Majumder and Paranjoy Guha Thakurta (2018).

43 Dr Subramanian Swamy v. Director, Central Bureau of Investigation. Indian 
Kanoon (http://indiankanoon.org/doc/183165917/, accessed on 15 July 2021). 
The Supreme Court asked: ‘Can there be sound differentiation between corrupt 
public servants based on their status? ‘And answered:

Surely not, because irrespective of their status or position, corrupt public servants are 
corrupters of public power. The corrupt public servants, whether high or low, are 

http://indiankanoon.org/doc/183165917/
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declaration that the office ‘of public power cannot be the workshop 
of personal gain’, the ‘probity in public life is of great importance’ 
and that corruption ‘is an enemy of nation and tracking down cor-
rupt public servant, howsoever high … and punishing such person is 
a necessary mandate of the POCA, 1988’.44

3.5. Conclusion

Despite their limited reach and political interference, which earned 
the Supreme Court sobriquet that CBI was a ‘caged parrot speaking 
in the master’s voice’,45 it remains paradoxically true that the CBI 
evokes more degree of public confidence as is manifest in the demand 

birds of the same feather and must be confronted with the process of investigation 
and inquiry equally. Based on the position or status in service, no distinction can 
be made between public servants against whom there are allegations amounting to 
an offence under POCA, 1988 (at para 58). 

Further, it said (in para 60):
The essence of police investigation is skillful inquiry and collection of material and 
evidence in a manner by which the potential culpable individuals are not forewarned. 
The previous approval from the Government is necessarily required under Section 
6-A would result in indirectly putting to notice the officers to be investigated before 
the commencement of investigation. Moreover, if the CBI is not even allowed to 
verify complaints by preliminary enquiry, how can the case move forward? A prelimi-
nary enquiry is intended to ascertain whether a prima facie case for investigation is 
made out or not. If CBI is prevented from holding a preliminary enquiry, at the very 
threshold, a fetter is put to enable the CBI to gather relevant material. As a matter 
of fact, the CBI is not able to collect the material even to move the Government 
for the purpose of obtaining previous approval from the Central Government.
44 Ibid at paragraphs 70–71.
45 The Bench comprising Justices G. M. Lodha, Madan Lokur and Kurian 

Joseph made this remark (per Justice Lodha) in open court on 7 May 2013. He 
further observed that ‘It’s a sordid saga that there are many masters and one 
parrot,’ the bench said after going through the nine-page affidavit of CBI Director 
Ranjit Sinha, which said that Law Minister Ashwani Kumar had made certain 
‘significant changes’ in the agency’s draft probe report on Coalgate, while the 
top law officers and government officials, including those from the PMO, had 
suggested amendments. Sinha had stated that at least four changes were made: 
two by the Law Minister and two by joint secretaries of PMO and Coal ministry 
Shatrughna Singh and A. K. Bhalla, respectively. The remark in the open court 
hearing has reverberated ever since both as chastising political interference and 
as demonstrating the agency’s political subordination.
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for the ‘CBI enquiry’. Its processualism is often debated in the media 
and its competence is put in question by experts, but the public has 
a good deal of confidence compared with the doings of state police 
and political actors.

Despite the rhetoric of combatting SGC, the narratives of govern-
ance structures and practices continue to overcome the social facts of 
corruption. The folklore reigns and governance rules, while corrupt 
acts of abuse of power continue to flourish. Let us hope that India will 
still, sooner rather than later, be determined to disprove the resilience 
of the French saying: plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose (the more 
it changes the more it remains the same).
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CHAPTER 4

Social Capital or 
Corruption? 
An Analytical Spotlight on Some Messy 
Boundaries in Switzerland and Beyond

Lucy Koechlin

4.1. Introduction: Opening the Chocolate Box

Switzerland is as quaint as the chocolate boxes it is renowned for. Its 
quaintness derives partly from the ways all things are small and close 
together. Not just in a spatial sense but also in a societal sense, the 
economic and political landscape is characterized by vibrant stocks of 
social capital, that is, a dense fabric of horizontal ties, associations, 
social networks and abundant levels of trust and civic engagement. In 
Switzerland’s highly decentralized political system, politics are local-
ized, and personal, professional and official roles are intermeshed. 
In  other words, Switzerland may well count as a model society 
showcasing the societal benefits of rich social capital, for this fabric 
of informal and formal relations can be read as Switzerland’s key to 
extraordinary economic success and political stability.

However, these relationships of trust, reciprocity and cooperation 
have an ugly underbelly. As will be discussed in this chapter, they easily 
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slip into more exclusionary and particularistic forms of interaction, 
such as nepotism, collusion and outright corruption. And yet despite 
of a series of really serious scandals showing just how damaging the 
effects of these social networks can be, such practices are generally not 
viewed to be corrupt by the Swiss. Rather, people see them as quite 
endearing features of a small country.

This phenomenon raises a range of pertinent but underexplored 
questions on a more general level. The first is an analytical distinc-
tion: What is the tipping point between ‘productive’ social capital 
and ‘destructive’ corruption, given that both can be characterized 
by similar features? This paradox is not easy to grasp. Why is it that 
certain practices of quid pro quo, of networking and reciprocity, are 
deemed to be socially and economically fertile (‘social capital’), when 
the very same practices in other contexts are judged to be exclusionary, 
illicit and particularistic (‘corruption’)? Conceptualizations of social 
capital as well as approaches to corruption have grappled with the 
ambiguity of both terms. As will be discussed, the term social capital 
implies the celebration of communal values and public-spiritedness, 
though scholars were quick to point out that the societal benefits (or, 
conversely, damage) depend on how these networks and relationships 
were organized and to which ends (Fukuyama 2001; Lin 2001; Putnam 
1995; Rose 2000).

Equally, corruption has many faces. One community’s corruption is 
another community’s reciprocity. Whether the material and immaterial 
benefits derived from these elongated personal relationships are ‘cor-
rupt’ or not is ultimately in the eye of the beholder.1 However, in spite 
of a significant body of nuanced empirical and theoretical literature 
teasing out the ambivalences of social networks, reciprocity and trust 
(e.g., Dasgupta and Serageldin 2000; Eisenstadt and Roninger 1984; 
Ledeneva 2018; Migdal 2001), there are still some puzzling aspects 
about the relationship between social capital and corruption.

1 Obviously, this holds true only if we go beyond a strictly legal definition, 
though even from a legal perspective normative pluralism arguably is the rule, not 
the exception (see, for instance, Johnston 1996; Koechlin 2013, 2015; Nuijten and 
Anders 2007; Torsello and Venard 2016). We will conceptualize a more political 
approach to corruption in finer detail in the second half of the chapter.
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In this chapter, the arguably extreme case of a whistle-blower in 
an Alpine Valley of Switzerland will tease out some pertinent facets: 
in the very heart of a law-abiding, peaceful, civically minded society, 
a story of exclusion, corruption, repression and downright violence 
unfolds—all within the very civic networks shaping peaceful, pro-
ductive, public-minded communities. How can social capital sit so 
comfortably with corruption? More to the point, how can pronounced 
forms of corruption sit so comfortably and nearly uncontested in a 
rule-based, inclusive and open society such as Switzerland?

The second question emerges from the insights of the case study 
and focuses on the ambiguity of labelling practices. Pre-empting a 
key conclusion, this chapter argues that it is not a matter of ‘objective’ 
standards and criteria that define the distinction between public-
minded and private regarding, social capital and corruption. Neither 
the types nor the forms of networks, values and practices are fun-
damentally distinguishable. They are shape-shifters: ‘social capital’ 
morphs into ‘corruption’, depending on societal as well as historical 
perspectives. Although both the concepts of social capital and cor-
ruption have their analytical value, they fall short in explaining the 
seemingly contradictory interpretations and effects of the very same 
practices. A more political, discursive approach helps to shed light on 
how such meanings and claims are articulated in contingent ways. That 
such practices are contingent and ambiguous is not an original point to 
make; however, the contextualization in a country such as Switzerland 
unmasks the simultaneous presence of contradictory meanings and 
claims in a far more radical way, as its analysis cannot be distorted by 
normative assumptions based on the prosperity or stability of society.

The conclusion consequently dwells on the issue of scholarly as well 
as popular cognitive dissonance in ‘seeing’ corruption. We have the 
theoretical tools to analyse the operations through which this tunnel 
vision is constructed, where certain forms, actors and practices of cor-
ruption are seen/not seen, depending on the perspective. Classically, 
this is the key critique of dominant Western, Eurocentric discourses 
that frame our knowledge and, subsequently, our ways of seeing and 
understanding. More often than not, this skewed point of departure 
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leads to a skewed analysis of different cultures, values and practices, 
especially when judging them in the light of ‘development’. However, 
far beyond established dichotomies, this case shows how such dis-
courses are constructed and what we may learn if we shed assumptions 
about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ practices.

4.2. Switzerland: A Case Study of  
Networks, Reciprocity and Violence

4.2.1. Switzerland: A Haven of Social Capital

Switzerland is renowned to be a country that works much like its 
well-oiled, precise clockwork. Streets are squeaky clean, public trans-
port is superbly efficient and punctual. It is an affluent country with 
a centuries-old bottom-up, democratic tradition. Things are done 
‘properly’ in Switzerland, and its people are proud of their reputation as 
law-abiding citizens. Although the Swiss financial sector has a tainted 
reputation, generally the view of Swiss society—both by the Swiss 
themselves and by the rest of the world—is that it is clean, straight 
(if anything: boringly straight) and rule-following. Corruption has no 
place in such a prosperous, punctilious society. Or does it?

There is a phenomenon generally known in Switzerland as 
Vetterliwirtschaft (in the francophone parts: copinage),2 translating into 
cronyism or nepotism. However, this specific type of Swiss nepotism 
is viewed throughout society in endearing terms, not in judgemental 
terms. It is a way of underlining Swiss particularities, the Swiss char-
acter, ‘the way that things are done here in Switzerland’. Even when 
people complain about this nepotism, it is said half-jokingly, trivial-
izing the fact rather than genuinely taking offence.

But what is Vetterliwirtschaft? In many ways, it is identical to 
the nepotism and cronyism one finds all over the world.3 The par-

2 For a detailed discussion of Vetterliwirtschaft upon which much of the fol-
lowing few sections are based, see Koechlin (2018).

3 A plethora of interesting, concise and thought-provoking examples of such 
informal practices, including nepotism, old-boys networks and different forms of 
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ticularity of Vetterliwirtschaft is that it thinks small. In Switzerland, 
historically, political structures and economic relations emerged from 
small communities. These communities and municipalities are the 
foundation of the Swiss political community, reflected in the highly 
decentralized, federal system of the country today. Communities 
and counties, the so-called cantons, are not only strong-willed and 
fiercely independent but are also endowed with real political power 
and fiscal independence.

At the same time, the political system in Switzerland does not 
build on a professional cadre of politicians. Rather, politicians are all 
laypersons in the sense that they are in employment while exercising 
their political office, whether at a community or federal level.4 The 
Swiss political system is thus highly bottom-up and localized with a 
vibrant system of decentralized civic engagement at a community or 
municipal level feeding into the county level, which in turn feeds into 
the federal level.

In this context, social relations in villages and small towns are 
eminently important in allocating political and economic resources. 
As I have observed elsewhere:

Many people running a small business, such as an electrician or a 
small constructing company, will also have some local political posi-
tion, or had one at some time. This where Vetterliwirtschaft/copinage 
comes into play: The local electrician is awarded the contract to 
rewire a municipality’s public buildings without a public tender or 

cronyism are discussed in Alena Ledeneva’s ‘Global Encyclopaedia of Informality’ 
(2018), where such open secrets and hidden transcripts are introduced from all 
over the world.

4 Interestingly, this also holds true for the army; there is no professional army, 
but (at least in theory) every Swiss male citizen is conscripted to a basic military 
training of approximately four months and annual military service of three weeks 
for soldiers, and more with each rank. With the exception of a very small body of 
professional officers, all army ranks are composed of ordinary citizens who have 
a day job. This bottom-up composition of politics, as well as the military, is a 
very important part of the Swiss self-reference, even though, as will be discussed 
further down in this chapter, it is not as pure or uncontaminated as many Swiss 
like to hold true (cf. Koechlin 2018).
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clear criteria; or the local farmer who has a ‘gentleman’s agreement’ 
with the village council to maintain the school grounds or clear the 
roads from snow in winter. (Koechlin 2018: 268; italics in original)

These are typical examples to illustrate the dense and rich stock of 
social capital peculiar to Swiss society. Civic engagement, horizontal 
ties and reciprocity are practised and enacted on a daily basis. Social 
networks facilitate social coordination, common norms and practices 
create predictable and mutual expectations, and collective decisions 
are made in non-bureaucratic ways, with low-opportunity costs and 
high levels of trust and legitimacy (Fukuyama 2001; Ostrom 2000; 
Putnam 1993, 1995; Rose 2000). Although one could frown at the 
fact that insiders are preferred over outsiders: the insiders are part of 
a community and not part of a socially, politically and economically 
distanced elite. This distinguishes Swiss society from more verti-
cally structured societies such as the United Kingdom, where such 
nepotism translates into highly elitist ‘old boy networks’ (cf. Kirby 
2018). People in Switzerland generally like the fact that ‘common 
sense’ prevails; it makes sense to reward known members of the 
community, rather than outsiders with whom the community has 
little to no social affinity.

Underlying this endearing attitude towards Vetterliwirtschaft is 
the idea of ‘the devil you know is better than the devil you don’t’. 
To illustrate, even if the farmer mandated with clearing the snow in 
winter is not doing the most effective job or the neighbouring farmer 
with better equipment is frustrated that he was not considered, there 
is a certain sense of familiarity about the dysfunction. And, like in any 
small community, there is a palpable reluctance to upset communal 
relations.5 This reluctance to call out members of the community is 
culturally embedded and arguably part and parcel of the horizontal 
relationships within this community. More pragmatically, pointing 

5 This actually goes deeper than can be discussed here. In Swiss society, it is 
deeply frowned upon to upset the apple cart. Whistle-blowers are generally seen 
as denouncers, not as witnesses, meddling in matters which would best be sorted 
behind closed doors. The case study in this chapter will provide some insights 
into how pervasive and pernicious this can be.
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fingers may jeopardize future opportunities for a political appointment 
or business opportunity for oneself or a family member, though the 
reservation will be attributed to ‘the ways things are done’.

Across the board, this Swiss brand of nepotism is seen in nearly 
unequivocal positive or at least harmless terms within Swiss society. 
People are generally horrified and scandalized if one were to call these 
practices ‘corrupt’. Why would it be corruption? Look at how well 
Switzerland is run! Look at how well we are doing! Surely one cannot 
compare Swiss nepotism with ‘real’ corruption!

Of course, at this point, the defence of nepotism can tip from the 
endearing to the populist, that is, to a defence of essentialized Swiss 
characteristics, such as doing things their own way, not being subject 
to a higher authority and getting things done ‘properly’ but ‘pragmati-
cally’. To all intents and purposes, this line of argument holds some 
truth: Switzerland is undoubtedly a wealthy, stable and peaceful coun-
try, with none of the features generally attributed to corrupt societies 
marked by inefficiencies, distrust, poverty and strife. So although rules 
may be disregarded, and allocations made on the basis of social rather 
than merit-based features, no one would dream of calling these practices 
corruption. If anything, they are framed in terms of social capital: as 
practices that emerge out of productive social networks and civic engage-
ment, a product of trust and cooperation leading to effective, low-cost 
and, above all, legitimate outcomes. As if the point needed underscoring, 
Switzerland routinely ranks among the best in class when it comes to 
measuring not just economic development but also more broadly defined 
human development.6 It also regularly ranks among the top 10 countries 
in the Corruption Perceptions Index,7 indicating that the public sector 

6 Switzerland is ranked second out of 189 countries in the Human 
Development Index 2019, which includes indicators measuring dimensions of 
health, education, income, inequality, work, human security or socio-economic 
sustainability, inter alia (http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/CHE [accessed 
on 5 October 2020]). 

7 In the CPI 2019, Switzerland scored 85 out of 100 on a par with Singapore 
and Sweden, and ‘beaten’ only by Finland (rank 3, score 86/100), New Zealand 
(rank 2, score 87/100) and Denmark (rank 1, score 87/100). To juxtapose, a 
country in the bottom 10 such as Venezuela scored 16/100, and the worst-ranked 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/CHE
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in Switzerland is widely believed to be corruption free. Switzerland is 
indeed a very pretty chocolate box.

4.3. Whistle-blowing in Switzerland:  
The Dark Side of the Chocolate Box

It should be clear at this point that Swiss society has an abundance 
of social capital, with many of the positive outcomes attributed to it, 
not least high levels of civic engagement, horizontal relationships and 
broad political participation that are characterized by legitimacy and 
consensus-oriented politics. It would be simple to close the book in 
this place and merely comment on the fact that while social capital in 
Switzerland may breed some idiosyncratic forms of nepotism, by and 
large, it is a model case of how cross-cutting social relations leads to 
economic, social as well as political prosperity.

However, looking beneath the shiny surface, invariably a darker, 
and sometimes the darkest, side is revealed. This underbelly is not 
trivial, though it is trivialized. The following case illustrates some 
quite startling and vicious forms of the very social relations lauded 
previously. Indeed, the case is pretty incredible, not least because it 
has all the trappings of a B-movie. If it were not so well documented, 
it would be hard to believe that such things can happen in decent, 
law-abiding Switzerland.8

country out of the 180 surveyed, Somalia, scored 9/100. Available at https://www.
transparency.org/en/cpi/2019# (accessed on 5 October 2020).

8 I first came across this case in a series of newspaper articles in the Swiss online 
newspaper Die Republik, which ran a series of four articles on the case in 2018 
based on in-depth research (Durband et al. 2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 2018d). A few 
months later, I was invited to participate as a discussant in a full morning’s live 
programme on corruption on the Swiss National Radio. One of the pre-recorded 
inputs we discussed was this case, a well-researched story including background 
information and interviews with key protagonists (SRF 2 Radio, ‘Hörpunkt’), 
which provided much of the evidence and insight this case study is based on. In 
addition, the information in this section is based on the TV documentary by the 
Swiss Television company SRF (SRF, ‘Der Preis der Aufrichtigkeit’), as well 
as further media articles following up on the court cases and official enquiries 

https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2019#
https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2019#
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The story does not involve foreign men in suits or fancy locations 
in Zürich or Geneva, but a very picturesque and remote Alpine 
Valley. In 2012, nearly by chance, a lawyer came across a whistle-
blower from the construction sector in a valley in the mountainous 
eastern part of Switzerland (Unterengadin, Graubünden).9 At the 
core of the whistle-blower’s story was a cartel of building construc-
tors in this valley. Once a year, they would meet in a back room of 
a local restaurant and allocate all the construction work of that year 
among themselves. The tenders varied in value from a garden shed 
costing a few thousand Swiss francs to public tenders for school 
buildings or railway stations worth up to 20 million Swiss francs or 
more. The tenders were assigned in a very straightforward manner; 
criteria included the size of the construction company, whether the 
constructor had a personal relationship (friendship, family, mutual 
membership in an association or political party) with the client and 
whether the constructor had their place in the ‘rota system’, that is, 
whether the company had already been awarded a similar contract. 
For each job, it was agreed who would get the contract at which 
price, and at which price the second- and third-placed companies 
would bid for; the first bidder would underbid the second and third 
bidders at fixed prices, ensuring these were anything from 10 per 
cent higher than the market price. In other words, for years and 
probably decades, most construction contracts in this valley were 
not only awarded within an illicit cartel but also with highly opaque 
allocation criteria, completely in-transparent, no regard for quality 
criteria and undermining the market (and defrauding the public) at 
significantly higher prices. Not only did private clients pay more than 
they would have under open and rule-based competition, so did local 
authorities—at a significant cost to local taxpayers, as public procure-
ment tenders were awarded in the same collusive way.

Interestingly, the information on these building projects was 
not necessarily publicly available; some of them had not even been 
submitted to the official planning process. Much of the information 

(SRF, ‘Bericht zum Fall Quadroni’; SRF ‘PUK Bericht’; SRG, “DOK” über 
Whistleblower).

9 In the following, the German name Graubünden will be used rather than 
the French and English names ‘Grisons’.



Social Capital or Corruption? 75

was gained through close ties and interpersonal relations that the (all 
male)10 members of construction companies had with local authorities 
and political bodies. Within the communities and the region, paths 
would cross right from an early age. Many had been classmates at 
primary or secondary school, or members in the same sports clubs met 
with their families at the (Catholic) church and served together in the 
military and officer training. Another Swiss particularity: anyone who 
wanted a business career needed to have a certain rank in the army, and 
conversely the ties made in the army forged links to other business-
men as well as the local political and official cadre. In other words, the 
same group of men would meet in the political-party meetings, at the 
church, sports club, army pub or bowling. In this setting, it is easy to 
see how these personal relationships cut across official boundaries. A 
favour is easily done, information flows smoothly and informally, and 
backscratching is the normal way of doing things.

However, there is more to the social effects of the cartel. The 
whistle-blower’s story shows that the business side was only one part 
of the collusion—the part where everyone seemed to gain, even if some 
gained more than others. The collusion had a more sinister side to it. 
Within the construction sector, it was generally understood that those 
construction companies that did not participate in the cartel would not 
be awarded any contract of significance. One way this was ensured was 
by the proximity of the construction companies to the authorities in 
these small communities—informal relations were activated and the 
right word was put in the right ear. Sometimes, the very representa-
tives of the authorities would even be present in the meetings of the 
cartel as they happened to be shareholders of a company themselves. 
Another aspect of these very cooperative social relations was the ensu-
ing social exclusion if a member did not stick to the ‘rules’: builders 
who did not want to take part in the cartel were not just crowded out 
of the market, but they were also socially shamed.

A short version of Adrian Quadroni’s story, the whistle-blower in 
question, shows how this happens in practice and with what serious 

10 Unfortunately, it is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss the gender 
dimension of this case, though it would be highly pertinent to understanding the 
structuration of social relations.
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effects. Born and bred in a small village in the Unterengadin (a part of 
the canton of Graubünden), he, part of the third generation, owned a 
construction company. His father had already been compelled to par-
ticipate in the cartel in order to access tenders and secure a living. From 
1998 to 2004, Adrian Quadroni also participated in approximately 10 
meetings of the cartel that took place during those years. Fed up with 
being prevented to successfully bid for any big projects, as his was only 
a smallish company and he was not well connected, he decided to stop 
taking part in the cartel in 2004. Although he succeeded at first to win 
bids easily, as his prices were market-based and thus far lower than 
those of the cartel, very soon realities caught up with him. In the light 
of the consequences that were to follow, the refusal of local providers 
of sand and gravel to supply him was frustrating—as turned out later, 
because the large companies in the region had threatened to change 
their suppliers if Quadroni was still a client—but could be circumvented. 
What followed was an increasingly suffocating business environment. 
Quadroni was awarded fewer and fewer tenders, and his pool of clients 
(both public and private) evaporated further with every month and year. 
He was even explicitly told by both private and public clients not to 
submit any bids in future. As a result, his business started to wither and, 
within a few years, his established, well-rooted company went bankrupt.

The crowding out of the market was only one side. As brutal as the 
economic result of stepping out of the cartel was the social shaming 
within the community and even region. The shaming started very soon 
after his withdrawal from the cartel and was clearly a direct result. It 
went as far as character assassination;11 rumours were circulated accus-
ing him of cheating, tax evasion and a plethora of further offences. 
His three young daughters were taunted in kindergarten and primary 
school about their father’s alleged crimes. He even received threatening 
telephone calls, including verbal abuse and terrorizing death threats at 
all hours of the day and night.12

11 See Ledeneva (2018) for a discussion and rich examples of character 
assassination. 

12 These calls were always anonymous; sometimes with verbal abuse and 
threats, sometimes playing Sergio Leone’s ‘Once upon a Time in the West’, 
which in German is known as ‘Play Me the Song of Death’ (cf. Durband 2018b).
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As unbearable as this situation already was, the harassment did not 
end with the community turning against him. The authorities also 
turned against him. His house was searched by the police without a 
search warrant, allegedly on suspicion of illegal possession of firearms. 
Or the local court routinely denied a fair assessment of his reports 
against the clients who had (at that stage regularly and at the behest 
of the cartel) defaulted him.13

However, in 2017, an incident topped all of the above: Adrian 
Quadroni was driving along a local country road when his car was 
stopped by a grey van. Masked men in camouflage and riot gear 
emerged, throwing a smoke grenade in the direction of Quadroni’s 
vehicle. They proceeded to drag him out, beat him and kneel on 
him while they tied his hands behind his back and pulled a hood 
over his head. From their dialect, he recognized them as local police 
officers, but they refused to tell him who they were or why they were 
seizing him. All they said is that they would take him to the local 
police station.14 At the police station, he was made to undress, still 
surrounded by the masked and unidentified men and then locked in 
a cell with barely a cover. About an hour later, he has a visitor; the 
local medical doctor (MD), at that point, retired, but Quadroni’s 
former MD and, more the point, former district MD. The doctor 
was obviously very uncomfortable with the situation. And yet after a 
brief conversation asking Quadroni about his personal situation and 
anger management, the MD filled in an official injunction attesting 
‘acute suicidal risk, danger to his environment, and domestic vio-
lence’. Quadroni was horrified. The police subsequently took him 
to the regional psychiatric hospital, again handcuffed and hooded. 
At the regional psychiatric hospital in Chur, the regional capital of 
Graubünden about 90 km away, he was examined by two doctors. 
They were puzzled as to why he was brought by the police in such 
an extraordinary covert action, especially as they did not detect any 

13 The facts are well documented in Durband et al. (2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 
2018d), and SRF ‘Der Preis der Aufklärung’.

14 Just as a side note, though this aggressive and unlawful procedure may be 
common in many parts of the world, it is very unusual in Switzerland, especially 
in the rural areas.
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unusual or aggressive traits in him. For procedural reasons, he was 
obliged to stay overnight. The following day, he was examined again 
but by two different doctors, who reached the same conclusion and 
certified his mental stability and soundness. He was released as soon 
as the procedures allowed it.

The nightmare did not end there. When he returned home, he 
realized that his wife had left him with their three daughters. Soon 
after he was served a restraining order, though there was no history 
of domestic violence. The ensuing legal battle, even just to secure 
a visiting right for the daughters, was a Kafkaesque battle in itself, 
ending only in 2020 with the highest court in Switzerland officially 
reprimanding the local authorities for their inept and unlawful han-
dling of the case (Hablützel 2020).

The story of Adrian Quadroni would be quite unbelievable if it 
weren’t true. But what does it tell us about the nature of the social 
relations characterizing the communities in which Adam Quadroni 
lives? Evidently, they are patterned in horizontal, cross-cutting ways, 
not just as a result of the small communities, localized authorities 
and limited business opportunities but also due to the way in which 
Swiss society is structured. In this case, this did not lead to low-cost, 
inclusive participation and coordination; it led to high-cost, exclu-
sionary collusion with ripple effects far beyond the core business and 
financial interests that the cartel was organized around. The personal 
relationships lead to the systematic ‘straddling’ of the public–private 
divide and the implicit as well as explicit undermining of any form 
of accountability and rule of law. Local authorities of all ilk turned a 
blind eye to the malpractices; more perniciously and extraordinarily, 
they actively took part in silencing and crushing a member of the 
community who did not play by the socially accepted (but illegal) 
rule book. The local authorities’ role escalated in the highly unlawful 
seizure and internment of Quadroni.15

15 It took until 2020 for the police involvement and action to be officially 
criticized by a parliamentary enquiry commission of the canton of Graubünden 
(cf. SRF ‘PUK Bericht’).
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Arguably, all of this was a result of the dense social capital prevail-
ing in the region. The men involved in the cartel, especially the more 
powerful ones, were the ones with the largest construction companies; 
their shareholders and boards featured local judges and officials, many 
of which were in positions of authority when it came to the legal 
procedures and official instructions concerning the Quadroni case. 
Many of the constructors and officials were and still are holding a 
political office at a local or regional level, with some running as MPs 
on a federal level. Not surprisingly, it took years for Quadroni’s whistle 
to be heard. He first informed the authorities in the regional capital 
Chur in 2007, but they did not pursue the evidence he had provided 
them with; allegedly because it related to practices that had taken place 
more than three years ago, though the official statute of limitation was 
five years. Sometime later, he went to the mayor of the local village, 
again armed with evidence. The mayor just looked at him and asked 
Quadroni whether he really thought that he, the mayor, could take 
such a case to present to the municipal parliament—fully knowing that 
the most influential members of the parliament were also the most 
powerful men of the cartel. So nothing happened until mid-2012 when 
an outsider heard the story and passed on the evidence to the federal 
anti-trust authorities in the capital city of Bern. Suddenly, things 
started moving very fast; in October 2012, files, hardware and software 
of 13 construction companies and private enterprises of that valley were 
confiscated by the federal (national) authorities and in April 2013, 
the investigation was extended to the whole canton of Graubünden, 
involving about 40 companies. The results of the investigation are not 
part of our enquiry here in this chapter; suffice to say that to date, very 
few of the involved have been legally held accountable.

One could observe that the formation of such a cartel and the 
subsequent informal sanctioning of a whistle-blower are nothing 
especially unusual. The construction industry is known across the globe 
to be one of the most corruption-prone sectors, involving high stakes 
and lending itself to collusion and ‘cooperation’ (cf. Monteiro et al. 
2020). All the more if this happens in a decentralized system, where 
backscratching is the norm rather than the exception. All of this is 
true. But it is exceptional in that the repercussions go far beyond the 
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immediate interests and actors involved. Far beyond the threats that 
Quadroni received from the ‘inner circle’, that is, the members of the 
cartel, the whole community was pulled into shaming, threatening and 
expelling the whistle-blower. In a highly hierarchical, authoritarian 
society, this may not be so surprising, but it is surprising in a context 
that prides itself on its egalitarian sense of community. Moreover, in 
seemingly law-abiding, disciplined Switzerland, even local authorities 
played their part, not just by passively turning a blind eye but also by 
actively using their powers as elongated arms of the cartel to ruin a 
member of the community and a rights-holding citizen.

4.4. Unpacking Social Capital:  
When Is Corruption Corruption?

The example of our whistle-blower in Switzerland, unexpected and 
extreme as its escalation is, underscores a very simple point: social 
capital and certain forms of corruption share many features. These 
include norms of reciprocity, their particular exchange character, the 
articulation within networks and, not least, the ways these networks 
are characterized by trust, the sense of being part of a community 
which generates both private and public returns. The question is 
whether these returns are legitimate, legal and productive (assuming 
naïvely for a moment that these epithets can be neatly associated), 
or illegitimate, illegal and destructive (same disclaimer). As touched 
upon in the introduction to this chapter, these distinctions are not 
necessarily mutually exclusive; the type of cronyism described in the 
case study can be, at the same time, inclusive and socially produc-
tive, enabling civic engagement and networks, as well as exclusive 
and private-regarding.

Succinctly put: ‘The point then is this. Social networks can be a 
help or a hindrance, it all depends on the uses the network is put to’ 
(Dasgupta 2000: 390).16 Elinor Ostrom elaborates:

16 However, Dasgupta (2000) proceeds to argue this point with a very narrow 
understanding of social capital as an economic resource (see also Ostrom 2000; 
Rose 2000, or the contributions in Baron et al. [2000]), not necessarily the way 
I have framed it in this chapter.
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There is a dark side to social capital […]. Gangs and the Mafia 
use social capital as the foundation of their organizational culture. 
Cartels also develop social capital in their effort to keep control 
over an industry so as to reap more profits than would otherwise 
be the case. (Ostrom 2000: 176–177)

In other words, our example of a community characterized by high 
degrees of social capital, such as villages and regions in Switzerland, 
tipping at least partly into more pernicious forms of exclusionary, 
closed and self-serving networks is not at all unlikely. Quite the 
contrary, this ambivalence or rather a priori non-determinability is 
evidently a hallmark of social capital—just that the term is conven-
tionally employed to denote more productive forms of exchange. As 
Francis Fukuyama wryly observes in his discussion of social capital, 
civic engagement and economic development: ‘It is of course also pos-
sible to have too much of a good thing. One person’s civic engagement 
is another’s rent-seeking; much of what constitutes civil society can be 
described as interest groups trying to divert public resources to their 
favoured causes’ (Fukuyama 2001: 11), and such ‘favoured causes’ may 
well include financial gains and business interests. Robert Putnam also 
picks up on different types of social capital. He makes the distinction 
between ‘bridging’ and ‘bonding’ social capital, where bridging social 
capital creates linkages between heterogeneous social groups, whereas 
bonding social capital is inwards-looking and closes off homogenous 
groups (see also Harris 2007). Evidently, the former is associated with 
civic norms and horizontal cohesion, such as taking part in choirs or 
sports clubs, the latter with less civic and frequently vertically struc-
tured, hierarchical associations, like clans or criminal gangs (Hastedt 
2020; Lin 2001; Putnam 1993, 2001). In other words, this ambiguity 
of social capital is well established in the literature, even if conven-
tionally the focus has been on the celebration of civic engagement 
as a breeding ground for political, social and economic development 
(see also Knack and Keefer 1997; Lomnitz 1988; Slingerland 2018).

However, the case study points to aspects that go beyond the 
immediate network and the uses it is put to. The interesting part of our 
case study is not necessarily the fact that a community characterized 
by high degrees of social capital may also feature networks which are 
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more self-serving. The pertinent issue is, first, that Swiss society and 
communities are characterized by an abundance of ‘bridging’ social 
capital, that is, of networks and ties and norms that cross over social 
boundaries and allow for social inclusion, cohesion and trust. In that 
sense, it is not obvious that networks would lead to such extreme 
forms of social, political and economic abuse. Second, it is surprising 
that in an open, democratic, wealthy, non-partisan, well-educated, 
vibrant society such as Switzerland, the community will close ranks to 
protect self-serving (n.b.: not community-serving) networks. Counter-
intuitively, it seems that the dense, cross-cutting networks and ties that 
breed trust and inclusion are the very same networks and ties which 
render the community blind to abuse by members of their own com-
munity. Much like in the hierarchical and authoritarian communities 
dominated by the mafia and other criminal gangs, it is the member of 
the community who calls out established practices and norms who is 
seen as a traitor, a denouncer by the community, and not those who 
are participating and perpetuating the illegal collusion.

This is chillingly illustrated in the case of Adrian Quadroni: rather 
than calling out the self-serving, self-enriching, self-protecting net-
works of wealthy entrepreneurs-cum-politicians-cum officers, the 
community singles out the ill-fitting individual who throws a spanner 
into this well-oiled machinery. The aesthetics of communal practice, 
‘the ways things are done’, are uncomfortably disturbed by the whistle-
blower. Although the community is robbed of substantial tax money 
through overpriced public tenders and is de facto also robbed of any 
political and even legal accountability, this is not seen in terms of 
corruption or enrichment in deeply habitual and traditional ways, but 
this is seen in terms of redistribution and, at least, implicitly also as 
entitlement of those with wealth and status. From the point of view 
of the community, these practices are not corruption, they are only 
Vetterliwirtschaft because those committing them belong to ‘us’, even 
if less entitled members of the community are excluded from access-
ing the same benefits and harming the very same community through 
rent-seeking and corruption.

Again, it must be underscored that this line of argument is not 
uncommon when scholars observe similar practices in developing 
countries. The fact that it is happening today and without any scholarly 
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and hardly any popular attention in the midst of a prosperous society 
is rather more unusual and points to the importance that we must give 
it as a ‘normal’ practice across social relations.

Taking this thought further, the case carves out a third underex-
plored point. Conventionally, the literature discusses these phenomena 
in binary terms or rather in typologically distinct terms. Norms of reci-
procity and social networks can work either to ‘good’, public-minded 
ends or to ‘bad’, private-regarding ends. However, the communities 
in the case study are structured precisely along such ‘good’ networks 
and inclusive norms, values and practices. It is not necessarily the 
question of a community joining a choir, thus co-creating an open, 
horizontally structured society, as opposed to a community joining 
the mafia, thus reproducing a vertical, hierarchical, inwards-looking 
society. These are just the polar extremes of a far more sliding scale. 
The very same networks and relationships can be both open and closed, 
both vertical and horizontal at the same time; they can be ambiguous 
in extremis in the sense that they can simultaneously serve civic as well 
as particularistic norms.

4.5. Conclusions

In another life, in another country, maybe just in another canton, 
Adam Quadroni would be a hero. A citizen who has saved the 
taxpayers of his home country an enormous amount of money. A 
man with a strong backbone—and a lot of courage. One should 
thank him. But instead he is being harassed, first by his competi-
tors, then by the authorities. The arm of the master builders reaches 
far, people know each other in Graubünden. To fall out of favour 
with the powerful of the canton is a dangerous thing.

The avalanche is already beginning to roll. First a loose pebble starts 
to slide, then another one, and soon the whole mountain side thun-
ders down into the valley. And the whispers and rumours woven 
around him create a terrible, tenuously bad reputation, which makes 
him appear not only as strange, but also as insane and threatening. 
As a danger to his children.

Adam Quadroni lost everything by rebelling, he lost his company, 
his marriage, his place in the village. (Durband et al. 2018a, trans-
lated by the author)
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The above quote stems from the first newspaper article in a series of four 
which really kicked off media attention to Quadroni’s case (Durband 
et al. 2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 2018d). However, though there was some 
public outrage, and some waves that rippled through various oversight 
and accountability institutions, ultimately not very much has happened 
since: a ruling favourable to Adam Quadroni by the Swiss Supreme 
Court, but only regarding the regional court’s dealing with the custody 
and restraining matters; some local authorities were reprimanded, one 
or two; accused individuals were not elected to national parliament. 
But the effects have not been much stronger than that. And yet the 
communities in question are very resentful of the whole affair; nota 
bene not of the malpractices but of the public attention and media 
condemnation of the malpractices.

To underline: beyond the anecdotal value of ‘such things can even 
happen in Switzerland’, the case raises some fundamental theoretical 
questions on the relationship between social capital and corruption. 
Questions to which the literature on social capital and, to an extent, 
on corruption does not really have any answers. In a previous section, 
the rather simplistic causality of more ‘good’ (i.e., horizontal, open, 
bridging) social capital leads to less corruption and higher societal 
prosperity was already criticized. As mentioned, similarly simplistic 
relations are implied in much of the literature on corruption, though 
in the past two decades, far more nuanced empirical and conceptual 
efforts have been made to capture the complex dynamics underpin-
ning corruption (e.g., Blundo et al. 2013, Koechlin 2013, Mungiu-
Pippidi and Heywood 2020). There still seems to be a pervasive bias 
involved in the framing of both corruption and social capital, that 
is, a modernistic notion of an idealized Western, liberal democratic 
state, which tips into skewed premises, analyses and conclusions.17 
This bias is well understood in theory if not always in practice. Less 
explored is the question of how this bias renders not just citizens but 
also scholars blind to a more meaningful understanding of processes 
and practices that overflow with contradictions. In the last few sections 

17 For seminal contributions deconstructing Western bias, see Edward Said 
(1978) or Arturo Escobar (1995). 
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of this chapter, some tentative reflections will be sketched out on how 
such a conceptualization might possibly look.

First of all, our point of departure is to state the obvious: states 
and societies cannot be neatly divided into ‘developed’ and ‘under-
developed’, ‘not corrupt’ and ‘corrupt’, endowed with ‘good’ or ‘bad’ 
social capital. Rather, states and societies are dynamic; they are as 
much a construction of a particular image of a state and society as 
they are a dynamic product of multiple and frequently incoherent or 
contested practices of multiple and changing actors (Migdal 2001).18 
It is precisely this messiness that needs to be embraced on a theoreti-
cal and conceptual level. Seemingly neat terms such as ‘corruption’ 
cause much irritation and unruliness as soon as one endeavours to pin 
them down—evidently, a problem pertaining to the neat terms rather 
than the messy realities. We should be clearer that concepts of social 
capital or corruption can only be heuristic tools, of analytical value 
only within very transparent, reflected and explicit boundaries. To 
grasp the messiness, the complexity, the dynamics and the tensions, 
we need to turn to more discursive and political approaches that are 
not focused on labelling and defining a particular practice but seek 
to theorize the dynamics through which social actors relate to each 
other. The concept of articulation is key to this approach, that is 
how actors are linked up through particular claims and practices. 
These linkages are constructed through discursive means. Social 
actors are connected by articulating meaningful claims, practices and 

18 In a really interesting and empirically backed enquiry, Joel Migdal influen-
tially defined the state as 

shaped by (1) the image of a coherent, controlling organization in a territory, which is 
a representation of the people bounded by that territory, and (2) the actual practices of 
its multiple parts.

Actual states are shaped by two elements, image and practices. These can be overlap-
ping and reinforcing, or contradictory and mutually destructive. Image has tended 
to be homologous from state to state, especially the image of the modern state that 
has its origins in the fifteenth through seventeenth centuries in northwest Europe 
and came to encompass the entire globe in the last half of the twentieth century. 
Conversely, practices have tended to be diverse, and, while there are certainly 
recognizable comparative patterns, they have defied neat categorization. (Migdal 
2001: 16; italics in original).
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identities; the meanings of these claims, practices and identities are, 
however, thoroughly contingent. Intuitively plausible examples are, 
for instance, meanings and identities constructed through reference 
to ‘the nation’. Although ‘the nation’ overflows with meaning, it 
is at the same time an empty signifier, as it means everything (and 
hence nothing) that particular actors want it to mean (Koechlin 
2013; Laclau 1996). In Benedict Anderson’s evocative term, such 
notions are ‘imagined’; that does not mean they are unreal, for the 
imaginary that these notions offer are powerful frames of reference 
shaping social agency and identities (Anderson 2006; see also Taylor 
2004). In other words, such discourses structure the social by linking 
up particular groups, by drawing boundaries and creating hierarchies 
of truth and knowledge, and by demarcating particular claims and 
practices and distinguishing them from others.

Importantly, though, these discourses and imaginaries are contin-
gent and dynamic. Even if they are dominant, they cannot be com-
pletely ‘fixed’ or determined as they underlie the agency and political 
contestation of the actors. This premise implies that what is seen to be 
‘true’ or ‘right’ is constructed through the articulation of social actors 
through their claims and practices. By extension, social problems are 
also constructed in the same way. There are no a priori social problems; 
issues only become social and political when they are made visible 
and legible by social actors or when they are identified in a particular 
way or contested in another (Förster 2015; Koechlin 2015). Thus, 
meanings of seemingly ‘fixed’ relations or problems are always open 
to the possibility of contestation of new meanings and claims emerg-
ing, challenging and shifting established discourses in which these 
more ‘fixed’ meanings are inscribed. To illustrate with some obvious 
examples, take race relations, or gender, or even a seemingly mundane 
issue such as smoking. All of these enjoyed dominant understandings 
in Western society, though this understanding was never completely 
homogenous. Contesting or differing claims were just marginalized 
or invisible. However, at different points in time and different places, 
these contestations have managed to become seen and heard and, to 
an extent, managed to shift the discourses into new articulations and 
possibly hegemonies.
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The contingencies of such discourses are also revealed if we take on 
a different perspective. On the basis of previous research on corruption 
in the construction industry in Tanzania (Koechlin 2013), informants 
offered some telling assessments of similar types of practices they were 
involved in. Interestingly, against entrenched bias in the literature, and 
unlike the Swiss whistle-blower case, no Tanzanian informant ever 
referred to a habitual, customary dimension of such practices of collusion 
and reciprocity. Instead, they underlined how dominant new discourses 
of wealth in a liberalized political and economic system had become and 
how powerful the idea of making money was throughout the society. 
As one successful Tanzanian constructor stated smugly, ‘corruption is 
merely a higher way of competition’ (Koechlin 2013: 189). A young and 
still struggling Tanzanian architect, on the other hand, suffered from the 
double-edged character of the corruption she was faced with. Much like 
Quadroni, she described how all professionals in the construction sector 
were compelled to routinely include kickbacks, provisions and bribes if 
they wanted to bid for any public tender. However, participation in such 
practices only guaranteed a turnover but not a livelihood, as the percent-
ages factored in for corrupt pay-offs ate into the profit margins. As she 
was not one of the big players, it meant for her that ‘we survive through 
corruption, and we perish through corruption’ (Koechlin 2013: 188). In 
other words, many smaller professionals in the Tanzanian construction 
industry were systematically crowded out and excluded as a direct result 
of collusion and corruption.

An interesting difference to Switzerland is perhaps worth men-
tioning, namely the way social shaming happened in the Tanzanian 
context. People who did not participate in such scams were not seen 
as ‘traitors’, as questioning ‘the way things are done’, as the result of 
a bad character and anti-social person such as in Switzerland. The 
shaming was directed at their inability or unwillingness to get wealthy. 
As another Tanzanian engineer described the attitude of the com-
munity and society at large: ‘If you are poor you are stupid; if you 
are not corruptible, you are stupid’ (Koechlin 2013: 197). One could 
observe that tainting the aesthetics of practice in Tanzania relate(d) 
to the imaginary of economic wealth; whereas tainting the aesthetics 
of practice in Switzerland relate to the imaginary of the community.
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The view from afar, articulated along very different imaginaries, 
leads us to the question of how certain discourses emerge and become 
more dominant, more compelling to social actors than others. This 
is an empirical question, but these conceptual thoughts may guide 
the enquiry. Evidently, established norms and practices play a role 
(e.g., ‘tradition’, ‘custom’, ‘habit’) as do the allocation of and access 
to resources (e.g., patronage, clientelism) and status which, in turn, 
inform the more compelling or contested practices and imaginaries. 
To return to our example: Vetterliwirtschaft as a positive frame of 
reference in Switzerland is a compelling imaginary evoking com-
munity, inclusion and egalitarianism, even when the actual practices 
of Vetterliwirtschaft fundamentally conflict with these ‘truths’ estab-
lished by that very imaginary, not to mention the rule of law as an 
overarching set of standards. The analytical entry point are the fault 
lines between these different frames of reference. Following the fault 
lines reveals the linkages along which articulations are structured, 
and by the same token by which boundaries are defined, such as the 
insider and the outsider, the ‘right’ and the ‘wrong’ thing to do, at 
the right or wrong time, by the right or wrong person. The messi-
ness starts making sense.
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CHAPTER 5

Demonetization, 
Corruption and Black 
Money
The Unfolding Dangers of Opportunistic 
Politics in the Era of Post-truth*

D. Narasimha Reddy

5.1. The Announcement of Demonetization

On the evening of 8 November 2016, the prime minister went on 
all media channels to announce that his government had decided to 
demonetize `500 and ̀ 1,000 currency notes in use ‘to break the grip of 
corruption and black money’ and announced that the ‘five hundred and 
thousand rupee notes hoarded by anti-national and anti-social elements 
will become just worthless pieces of paper’.1 It is not that demonetization 

* This chapter is based on the P. V. Raju Memorial Lecture delivered on 22 
September 2017. An abridged version was published in Frontline, 24 November 
2017. I am grateful to the P. V. Raju Memorial Trust, especially to Mr G. 
Krishnamurthy, for inviting me to deliver the lecture, and to Frontline for permis-
sion to re-publish it.

1 The announcement of the action of demonetization by the prime minister of 
India on 8 November 2016 brought extensive response or reaction in both popular 
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as a monetary measure is not resorted to by other countries. In fact, the 
Economic Survey 2015–2016 does refer to over 20 countries resorting 
to demonetization with different purposes, with different rationale and 
with varying results.2 But the manner in which Prime Minister Modi 
made the announcement had brought certain sensationalism to this 
measure of the government. ‘Demonetization’ is a financial or monetary 
measure, and normally involves the central bank or finance ministry. But 
in this case, neither the RBI governor nor the finance minister came to 
announce it, raising serious doubts whether they were involved at all in 
the decision-making. The prime minister in his bilingual announcement 
of the decision listed over 20 points of procedural detail, normally part 
of any government notification—a well-designed strategy to underscore 
the priority he accorded to wiping out past evils, while providing no 
indication of the reality behind the procedure. Such political strategies 
are increasingly in evidence from across the world. The magnitude of 
the measure of withdrawing almost 86 per cent of the currency in cir-
culation was an extraordinary measure that needed persuasion. There 
was an emphasis that whatever ‘pain’ people were likely to face would 
be short-lived and will be wiped out by the ‘gains’ of unearthing black 
money and wiping out corruption.

The demonetization decision evoked two extreme responses. Apart 
from the corporate sector and the political parties in the National 
Democratic Alliance (NDA), there was support, at least initially, by 
much of the media and many of the so-called ‘committed’ economists. 
Initially, there was even widespread jubilation among common people 
who believed that much of the money accumulated through corruption 
was stashed in cash, and demonetization would destroy it. But the 
unfolding events brought more extensive criticism than appreciation.

The criticism against demonetization may be grouped into two 
broad strands, namely one which saw it as a diversionary tactic that 

press and academic writings from all over the country, and even from abroad. Also, 
there has been extensive literature on corruption and black money over the last 
several decades. I have benefitted from these writings and also made use of many 
of them. I am grateful to all of them, and also sorry for not referencing them here.

2 For an overview about the demonetization process with further sources see 
Ghosh, Chandrasekhar, and Patnaik (2017) and Reddy (2017).
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took the focus away from the growing agrarian distress, industrial 
stagnation, rising unemployment, intolerance of alternative points of 
view and hate politics; and the second which considered demonetiza-
tion a draconian and inappropriate measure to control corruption and 
black money that would hurt the economy, especially the informal 
sector, causing the slowdown of economic growth, and in the long 
run undermine well-established institutional processes.

5.2. The Unfolding Adverse Impact

This section focuses on the second strand of criticism, which pointed 
out the inappropriateness of demonetization and the hardship that it 
would cause to the economy and the people. This strand had three 
phases. The first phase pointed out the problems with the measure and 
the harm it could cause by the manner in which it was implemented 
resulting in the breach of trust of the people.3 It was pointed out that 
the prime minister’s speech which said that the ‘magnitude of cash 
in circulation is directly linked to the level of corruption’ was without 
basis. For instance, it was shown that the countries such as Japan, 
Hong Kong and Switzerland which had currency–GDP ratios as high 
as 18 per cent, 15 per cent and 11 per cent, respectively, had very low 
corruption perception ranks of 11–18, while Turkey and Mexico with 
very low currency–GDP ratios of 5–6 per cent had very high corruption 
perception ranks of 66 and 95, respectively (Chandrasekhar and Ghosh 
2017). Thus, it was argued, India’s currency–GDP ratio of about 11 
per cent could not be a factor at the high corruption perception rank 
of 76. Further, it was also pointed out that earlier demonetization of 
high value currency notes (`1,000, ̀ 5,000 and ̀ 10,000 notes) in 1978 
by the then prime minister, Morarji Desai, was not comparable because 
the demonetized currency notes at that time accounted for a minute 
fraction of 0.6 per cent of the total currency in circulation, unlike the 
2016 decision which involved 86 per cent of the currency in circula-
tion. There was a reference to the suffering inflicted on people due to 
the prolonged shortage of currency. These were based on meticulous 
estimates that it would take 5–6 months to replace old notes with new 

3 http://www.outlookindia.com/newswire/story/demonetisation-a-despotic- 
act-says-nobel-laureate-amartya-sen/961566
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even if half of the currency notes were withdrawn, given the capacity 
of the available security presses, and not 50 days as claimed by the 
prime minister. There were predictions of a slowdown in economic 
activity with the worst impact on agriculture and informal sector, 
especially on the employment and livelihoods of workers engaged in 
these sectors, resulting in the growth of GDP by approximately 1 per 
cent, meaning a decline in growth by over `1 lakh crore (Jain 2017; 
Kannan 2017; Paliwal 2017).

The second wave of criticism against demonetization was based 
on extensive reports from different parts of the country and differ-
ent sectors of the economy. As the process of implementation of 
demonetization unfolded, a severe shortage of cash for circulation, 
inadequate and often dysfunctional ATMs, several and growing restric-
tions on cash withdrawal from both ATMs and banks for months at 
a stretch, and almost a hundred deaths resulting from these ordeals 
were reported. There were reports of the adverse effects on casual daily 
workers, women, self-employed and the elderly because of loss of work 
and wages. The adverse effect on the informal sector was extensive. 
Agriculture was affected because of the marketing problem of kharif 
(monsoon crops) output and the resulting cash crunch affected rabi 
(winter crops) operations. Migrant rural labour had to return without 
work, and work in brick kilns was not forthcoming because the agents 
had no cash to advance. Leather, textiles, garments, beedi-making and 
manufacture of automobile parts, especially two-wheelers, were affected 
because of shortage of working capital as much as a decline in demand.

Micro, small and medium enterprises, some in the organized 
sector as well were hit severely. In the last quarter of 2016 (October–
December), the All India Manufacturers’ Organisation reported that 
demonetization had resulted in 50 per cent drop in revenue, and 35 per 
cent decline in workforce in micro and small-scale industries.4 Reports 
also showed that during this period, retail trade contracted by 30 per 
cent. The former prime minister, Manmohan Singh (2016), spoke 
like an oracle: ‘The decision to demonetize will cause grievous injury 
to the honest Indian who earns wages in cash. The dishonest black 

4 https://indianexpress.com/article/india/dip-in-jobs-profits-for-msmes- 
noteban-gst-to-blame-survey-5496559/

https://indianexpress.com/article/india/dip-in-jobs-profits-for-msmes-noteban-gst-to-blame-survey-5496559/
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/dip-in-jobs-profits-for-msmes-noteban-gst-to-blame-survey-5496559/
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money hoarders will get away with a mere rap on the knuckles’. The 
Supreme Court, hearing a public interest litigation on demonetization, 
observed that it was not a ‘surgical strike’ on black money but ‘carpet 
bombing’ on cash.5

Early on, the reaction of the government was one of denial of the 
effect on the economy (Roshan 2016). But by the end of August 2017, 
the official data from the Economic Survey 2016–2017 (Part II), the 
RBI Annual Report 2016–2017, and the Central Statistics Office’s 
(CSO) GDP estimates were all available as incontrovertible evidence 
to prove the critics right. The RBI Annual Report 2016–2017 revealed 
that by the end of July 2017, 99 per cent of the demonetized currency 
had come back as deposits. Even the remaining 1 per cent was doubtful 
once the demonetized Indian currency deposits of Nepali citizens in 
Nepal and the demonetized currency from the district central coop-
erative banks were finally accounted for. The government projected 
exaggerated estimates that ̀ 3–4 lakh crore of the currency held as black 
money would not come back to the banking system, and thus would end 
up as profit of the RBI that would flow to the government as dividend 
that would be used for welfare of the people. Against this, the evidence 
raised the question whether at least ̀ 0.15 lakh crore or 1 per cent of the 
demonetized currency would be held back and thus nullified.

Demand for consumer durables declined. Capacity utilization in 
thermal power plants declined for the seventh year in succession due to 
the stressed health of the discoms and lower energy demand. The year 
experienced increasing deposits but declining credit growth, the lowest 
in the past two decades. The asset quality of banks deteriorated with 
bank stressed advances (NPAs) reaching 12.1 per cent by March 
2017. The CSO’s estimates of the GDP growth for the first quarter 
of 2017–2018 (January–March 2017) show that there was a decline 
in the rate of growth continuously for successive five quarters from 
7.6 per cent in the first quarter of 2015–2016 to 5.6 per cent in the 
first quarter of 2016–2017. The fall was led by a decline in the rate of 
growth of manufacturing, reflected in the decline of overall industrial 
output. Construction slowed down and mining continued to be in the 

5 https://www.sabrangindia.in/article/demonetisation-sc-agrees-examine-
constitutional-validity-not-confine-itself-peoples

https://www.sabrangindia.in/article/demonetisation-sc-agrees-examine-constitutional-validity-not-confine-itself-peoples
https://www.sabrangindia.in/article/demonetisation-sc-agrees-examine-constitutional-validity-not-confine-itself-peoples
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negative zone. The decline in the growth of the service sector was led 
by trade. And the latest estimates showed that there was a 2 per cent 
decline in food grain production. The Economic Survey 2016–2017, 
Volume II, showed that there was a modest increase in the income tax 
assessees by about 5.4 lakhs but the average income of the taxpayer was 
only ̀ 2.7 lakh, a marginal increase from ̀ 2.5 lakh in the previous year. 
The undisclosed income that came to light was `17,526 crore which 
yielded a revenue of only `1,003 crore. The zero balance Jan Dhan 
accounts decreased from 76.81 per cent in September 2016 to 21.4 
per cent in August 2017, but there were widespread reports that it was 
actually the result of black money hoarders using Jan Dhan account 
holders to launder some of their stock. There is no wonder that one set 
of crooks outsmart the other. There was a clear additional expenditure 
of `22,548 crores incurred by the RBI for printing new currency, its 
rapid distribution and the additional interest burden on the inflow of 
deposits. The loss in taxes by way of decline in GDP growth even by 
1 per cent meant `9,000 crore at the tax–GDP ratio of 9 per cent.

Independent assessments by agencies like McKinsey found that 
even after 10 months of demonetization, there was no dent in corrup-
tion (Bose 2017). However, none of these facts deterred the Ministry 
of Finance when it claimed in August 2017 that ‘some people expected 
a very large shock to economic growth on account of demonetisa-
tion. Their expectations are belied. India has continued to be on the 
path of one of the strongest growths in the world’.6 There were some 
unsubstantiated claims that because of ‘demonetisation of high cur-
rency notes terror funding has come down to zero and there hasn’t 
been stone-pelting on security forces’,7 and that Naxalite activities 
and extremism in the Northeast suffered because fake currency was 
neutralized. The fact, however, is that fakes are as much in flow as new 
currency and not a stock to be extinguished in one stroke. Further, the 
Ministry of Finance went on to make a new claim that the objectives of 

6 https://scroll.in/latest/849154/return-of-most-demonetised-notes-shows-
effective-collection-by-rbi-and-banks-says-finance-ministry

7 https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/demonetisation-has-ended-
terror-funding-stone-pelting-in-kashmir-parrikar/story-vkx8v7vyl8khte-
qqwscbek.html

https://scroll.in/latest/849154/return-of-most-demonetised-notes-shows-effective-collection-by-rbi-and-banks-says-finance-ministry
https://scroll.in/latest/849154/return-of-most-demonetised-notes-shows-effective-collection-by-rbi-and-banks-says-finance-ministry
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/demonetisation-has-ended-terror-funding-stone-pelting-in-kashmir-parrikar/story-vKX8v7VyL8kHTEQqWScBeK.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/demonetisation-has-ended-terror-funding-stone-pelting-in-kashmir-parrikar/story-vKX8v7VyL8kHTEQqWScBeK.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/demonetisation-has-ended-terror-funding-stone-pelting-in-kashmir-parrikar/story-vKX8v7VyL8kHTEQqWScBeK.html
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demonetization included shifting of economic activities from informal 
to formal to increase the tax base and to give a big boost to digitization 
(Ministry of Finance, Government of India 2017). This evoked criti-
cism, not without basis, that the government was shifting goalposts 
away from flushing out black money and controlling corruption and 
trying to sell a monumental failure as a flying success.

5.3. Questions on Demonetization Strategy

The foregoing discussion leaves us with several questions: Why did 
Prime Minister Modi choose demonetization as an instrument to 
demonstrate his commitment to flush out black money and control 
corruption? What made him decide on demonetization as a measure 
that would shore up his image as a leader with a will to deliver his 
promises? Or was it the case that he was totally oblivious of the inef-
fectiveness of demonetization and the adverse consequences it was 
likely to bring about?

Available evidence shows the prime minister’s awareness of these 
consequences. For instance, the former RBI governor in his latest book, 
I Do, What I Do (Rajan 2017), pointed out that in February 2016, he 
was orally consulted on the advisability of demonetization to rein in 
black money. His advice was that demonetization was not an appro-
priate measure, that whatever its long-term benefits might be, they 
would be outweighed by short-term economic costs, and that there 
were potentially better alternatives to achieve these goals. The RBI, on 
a request from the government, put together these views, outlining the 
preparations needed and the time that would take. Besides, the RBI 
also flagged the consequences of inadequate preparation. According to 
Rajan, the government (possibly PMO) subsequently set up a commit-
tee to consider the issue and the deputy governor of the RBI attended 
the meetings of the committee. There were also wide speculations in 
the media that the prime minister consulted a Pune group of chartered 
accountants passing as economic advisors with special knowledge of the 
Indian economy in contrast to the ‘Western’ knowledge.

This raises a critical question: Why did the prime minister with 
such an awareness choose demonetization? To answer this question, 
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one may have to pay more attention to the nature of transformation 
in the public imagination about the notions of black money and cor-
ruption. This aspect of contextualizing the images constructed around 
black money and corruption and the effective way in which these 
images were put to political use by Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
were not adequately addressed in the critiques of demonetization. 
One explanation could be that the critics were overly obsessed with 
the financial and economic impact of demonetization and neglected to 
pay adequate attention to the political design underlying it. The other 
explanation is that just as the larger public was mesmerized, the critics 
were also trapped in the belief that the prime minister was setting an 
agenda to unearth black money and check corruption. The following 
sections are an attempt to contextualize corruption and black money 
and unravel its political uses.

5.4. Neoliberal Regimes and Images of 
Corruption and Black Money

What follows is the proposition that the emergence of neoliberal 
regimes across the world is not only at the root of the widespread erup-
tion of corruption and black money but also instrumental in raising 
them to phenomenal magnitudes, so as to shift public attention and 
imagination of these transactions to ‘scam’ scale that is associated with 
piles of cash stashed away. For the public, unearthing of this cash also 
requires a strong and determined leadership of virtue against the forces 
that perpetuated the evil. Riding on this public imagination needs a 
strategy that appeals to their imagination and could rouse their emo-
tions along with building up a self-image of leadership of virtue and 
unwavering strength to cleanse the evil.

5.4.1. Transformed Image of Corruption

Let us first have a quick overview of the metamorphosis of the concept 
of corruption and the shifts in the imagery and popular imagination. 
Corruption has antiquity dating back to ancient times, and Kautilya’s 
Arthashastra (3rd century bce) indeed discusses its pervasiveness 
extensively as a social aberration with a long history even by that time. 
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Notwithstanding history, for quite some time even after the Second 
World War, it was not politically correct or not fashionable in social 
science research to work on corruption. But all that has changed. By 
the mid-1980s there was a surge in ‘corruption studies’ in social sci-
ences. This surge is not accidental but rooted in the developments that 
followed the unfolding of the effects of the ‘Washington Consensus’. 
It was not a mere coincidence that ‘liberalization, privatization and glo-
balization’ (LPG) and the global interest in corruption research emerge 
from the mid-1980s. In 1986, a separate international research journal, 
Corruption and Reforms, was launched. Between 1996 and 1999, three 
reputed social science journals, the International Social Science Journal 
(149 September 1996), IDS Bulletin (Vol. 27, No. 2, 1996) and Third 
World Quarterly (Vol. 20, No. 3, 1999) brought out special issues on 
the subject of corruption. Nearer home, ‘…research on corruption in 
the Asia-Pacific countries has mushroomed into a growth industry 
since the 1990s…. Indeed, globalization of corruption has generated 
tremendous interest among many international organisations on find-
ing effective measures to curb corruption in Asia-Pacific region and 
other parts of the world’ (Quah 2009). The World Bank established 
an Anti-Corruption Knowledge Centre. The UN Convention against 
Corruption was adopted in October 2003, and its provisions have 
legally binding international anti-corruption instruments for countries 
that ratify the Convention. It was signed by 140 countries. India signed 
the Convention in 2005 and ratified the same in 2011. Broadly, cor-
ruption is understood and defined in two ways. One is in the narrow 
sense of the term, namely corruption that is ‘petty’, ‘street level’, ‘day to 
day’ or ‘retail’. It is widely associated with ‘bribes’. The other is ‘grand’ 
corruption associated with large monetary sums or transfer of resources 
generally involving high-level political leaders, bureaucrats and big 
businesses. The widely used definition of corruption, ‘misuse of public 
office for private gain’ has been largely associated with a narrow sense 
of corruption that is familiar since the times of Kautilya’s Arthashastra, 
which shows its pervasiveness even in those times: 

Just as it is impossible not to taste the honey (or the poison) that 
finds itself at the tip of the tongue, so it is impossible for a govern-
ment servant not to eat up, at least, a bit of the king’s revenue. Just 
as fish moving under water cannot possibly be found out either as 
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drinking or not drinking water, so government servants employed 
in the government work cannot be found out (while) taking money 
(for themselves). (Bardhan 1997) 

It is in this ‘narrow’ sense that corruption was understood for a long 
time, and when people talked about corruption, it related to the bribes 
associated with departments such as the police, revenue, commercial 
taxes and forest, and public utilities such as water and electricity.

In the past three decades, there has been a gradual change in the 
corruption perception of the public from concerns of ‘petty’ corrup-
tion to that of ‘grand’ corruption. The push and spread of structural 
adjustment programmes (SAPs) rolled out across the countries at the 
behest of ‘Washington Consensus’ and the resulting restructuring of 
development strategies from state-led process to corporate-driven 
agenda that ripped open the natural resources and the key industrial 
and infrastructural sectors to privatization are at the root of this ‘gestalt’ 
in corruption from what people encountered as ‘petty’, ‘day-to-day’, 
‘retail’, ‘street-level’ notion to that of ‘grand’ scams. In the name of 
‘competition’ and ‘efficiency’, liberalization and privatization were 
extensively pursued as the core of economic reforms. It is ironic that 
what emerged out of the economic reforms was neither competition 
nor efficiency but ‘crony capitalism’ that could acquire hugely valuable 
natural resources dust cheap in the name of priority allotments; access 
to contracts for infrastructure projects such as highways, airports and 
ports; and privatization of public utilities like power projects including 
hydroelectric projects and telecommunications. Socially critical public 
goods such as education and health became the most sought-after 
avenues for private profit.

It may sound paradoxical that the entire theoretical foundation 
for liberalization and privatization was based on the proposition that 
the commanding heights of the state or public sector in the economy 
results in excessive regulation and controls like licensing that leads to 
‘rent seeking’, that is, corruption in the form of bribes to get licences, 
permissions and clearances resulting in ‘directly unproductive profit 
seeking’. Hence, it was argued that the state should withdraw from 
direct economic activities and create a regulatory system that would 
govern the private sector. But in reality, neoliberal reforms gave birth 
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to extensive ‘crony capitalism’ with powerful self-interested actors 
gaining control over the state to their advantage, a process that has 
come to be known as ‘state capture’ or ‘regulatory capture’. The capital 
could create policy strategies like ‘special economic zones’. ‘Crony 
Capitalism’ gains the ability to get the laws consciously ‘adjusted’ to 
their advantage and to the detriment of the public good. When the 
businesses succeed in shaping the legal, political or regulatory envi-
ronment to suit their own interests and distort public policies, then it 
would provide unlimited opportunities for corruption. In short, eco-
nomic reforms and the resulting ‘crony capitalism’ are at the root of the 
eruption of corruption as ‘grand scams’, which has come to occupy the 
public notion of corruption and revulsion to those associated with it.

It is very difficult to objectively measure corruption. Most corrupt 
transactions transpire outside public view and the parties involved 
have incentives to keep it that way. But the ‘grand’ scams are often 
hard to hide, and media often, to sensationalize, focuses on scams 
involving billions of rupees worth of sleaze. In the post-liberalization 
era, many such scams did come out in public in India. One inventory 
of the biggest public corruption scandals covered from the beginning 
of the 21st century (since 2000 ad) included 28 scams involving hun-
dreds of thousands of crores (Kaur 2014). The average value of these 
scams was `36,000 crore and the median value was `12,000 crore. Of 
course, these scams include the state and union government levels, 
and involve different political parties in power. But one regime that 
was in power at the centre for the longest time during this period was 
the United Progressive Alliance (UPA). Never in the recent history 
of neoliberal regimes had corruption scandals reached such a meteoric 
peak nor was there such an amount of media attention that provoked 
extensive public revulsion against the Congress Party that headed the 
UPA regime. Take for instance, the blatant mortgage of the primordial 
natural resources such as earth (land and coal), water (hydel projects), 
air (2G) and sea (offshore oil) as the sources of amassing wealth by 
the corporate and political interests. With the coal scam (2012), the 
government was estimated to have borne a loss of `1.86 lakh crore. 
The Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) presented a report and 
stated the irregularities involved in the auctioning of 194 coal blocks 
between 2004 and 2011, leading to a huge loss in terms of revenue.
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In the name of development of hydroelectric power (water) in 
Arunachal Pradesh, between 2013 and 2015, about 160 MoUs were 
undertaken between the union, state and big capital in the form of 
public–private projects (Mishra 2019). Clearances were obtained 
flouting all reports from feasibility, environmental impact and public 
hearing through the collusion between political leaders, big businesses 
and bureaucrats.

The 2G spectrum scam (air) of 2008 was one of the biggest scams 
in India in which the telecom minister was charged for issuing 2G 
licences to private telecom players at very cheap rates. No rules and 
regulations were followed but only favouritism was preferred when 
issuing the licences. The CAG estimated that the scam caused a loss 
of `1.76 lakh crore to the government (Kaur 2014).

The offshore allotment of oil blocks and the manipulation of pay-
ments due from the Reliance offshore has been a continuing saga of 
several hundred crore rupees of loss to the government, often caught 
up in unending litigation. The Commonwealth Games Scam (2010) 
involved an estimated amount of several thousand crores of rupees, 
involving Congress politicians, bureaucrats and corporate bigwigs 
(Kaur 2014). The charges involved payments made to non-existent 
parties and inflated prices while purchasing equipment. By the end of 
the UPA regime in 2014, the ‘gestalt’ or the steep shift in the public 
perception of corruption being seen in narrow, day-to-day, retail, 
local bribes to that of ‘grand’ scams got crystallized. The shift from 
‘retail’ bribes-based corruption to ‘grand’ kickbacks was not confined 
to the parties in power at the national level but spread to the states as 
well. And in this spread what was noteworthy is that the more reform 
oriented the state, the more seemed to be the progress in the direc-
tion of scams. The model was that parties in power would avoid the 
extraction of rents from government programmes, especially welfare 
programmes. They would also go a step further and introduce more 
populist welfare programmes with better vigilance, but go all out for 
mega projects, land allotments and big contracts that would spin more 
money. One hypothesis about the reasons for the decline in retail 
corruption in some states is that bribes by public functionaries have 
been replaced by kickbacks from infrastructure projects or contracts. 
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Although difficult to test, the authors of this hypothesis confirm that 
this view of a shift in corruption was backed up by multiple conversa-
tions the authors had with bureaucrats, politicians and academics.8

It is not that the ‘retail’ corruption has vanished from the daily 
experience of the larger public. On the contrary, there are estimates 
that suggest that the total extent of bribes forced from the public 
continues to be as large or even more than the total sum involved in 
‘grand’ corruption. But the public anger and revulsion have turned 
entirely against the latter with far-reaching political implications. The 
mobilization against corruption was largely based on the reaction of 
the middle classes and the poor against the scams. The India against 
Corruption (IAC) movement, launched by Anna Hazare, Arvind 
Kejriwal and their colleagues and supporters, shot to prominence in 
2010 following revelations of massive corruption scandals in the final 
years of the UPA-II government.

This extensive anti-corruption mood of the nation was an oppor-
tune moment for parties like the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). It 
needed a political leader who could capture this public imagination 
by creating a belief that he could clean the nation of the scourge of 
corruption. There is an element of remarkable political magic in this 
whole design of constructing the weapon of demonetization to destroy 
corruption and black money. The magical deception is in keeping the 
public at large in dark on the root cause, namely economic reforms, 
which triggered the explosion of corruption, making them believe 
instead that all corruption was the deed of a political party and all 
proceeds of corruption were in black money stashed up in cash.

How are corruption spoils held? The real-life case of monumental 
amassing of wealth through corruption by a political leader is that 

8 The reference to Andhra Pradesh here is to the ‘AP land scam’ in which the 
Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) alleged that the allotment of almost 
90,000 acres of land, valued at `1,784 crore, by Andhra Pradesh government 
during 2006–2011 was characterized by grave irregularities involving allotment 
in an ad hoc, arbitrary and discretionary manner to private persons and entities 
at very low rates in exchange for investments in companies owned by the son of 
the then chief minister. And the Tamil Nadu case refers to amassing of wealth 
by former chief minister, Jayalalitha.
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of the former chief minister of Jharkhand, Madhu Koda, who was 
arrested in 2009 and successfully prosecuted. The case revealed that 
his ill-gotten wealth was invested in 700 shell companies, in mines, 
in an island offshore of India, in real estate, sponge iron plants, pri-
vate colleges in his constituency, transport and trucking as far away 
as Punjab and Haryana, hotels in New Delhi and Puri, a theme park, 
distilleries, print media and TV channels.9 Much of the corrupt black 
money amassed thus flows out as white. Where then is the cash for 
the demonetization to unearth?

5.4.2. Black Money Image: Seeing a Flow as a Stock

In simple terms, ‘black money’ is that which escapes taxation. An 
equally important simple fact is that black money is a flow, not a stock, 
meaning that it cannot be captured, accounted and eliminated in one stroke. 
The existence of ‘black money’ in the Indian economy is not a new 
phenomenon but the magnitude of it has reached phenomenal pro-
portions with the unfolding of the economic reforms since the 1990s. 
There have been estimates of the black economy and the generation 
of black money in the country from time to time. Like the national 
income, the estimates of ‘black money’ refer to the sum generated in 
an accounting year. Since it is not a stock, black money generated in 
one year may find ways of investment or use as white money in suc-
cessive transactions. Since accounting all the shadow activities is by 
certain attributed values, the estimates could vary widely. According 
to the World Bank, India’s black money in 2007 was about 23 per 
cent of the GDP. Since there were no ‘reliable’ estimates of black 
money generated in India and held within and outside the country, 
the UPA government commissioned the National Institute of Public 
Finance and Policy to estimate black money. Although the report was 
submitted to the finance ministry in December 2013, the then finance 
minister did not place it in the Parliament.10 Nor had his successor, 
Arun Jaitley, done so. But unofficial sources reveal that the estimated 

9 https://www.financialexpress.com/india-news/madhu-koda-convicted-in-
coal-scam-tracing-the-rise-and-fall-of-disgraced-former-jharkhand-cm/971950/

10 https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/black-money-could-account-for-
10-of-gdp-study/articleshow/17961672.cms

https://www.financialexpress.com/india-news/madhu-koda-convicted-in-coal-scam-tracing-the-rise-and-fall-of-disgraced-former-jharkhand-cm/971950/
https://www.financialexpress.com/india-news/madhu-koda-convicted-in-coal-scam-tracing-the-rise-and-fall-of-disgraced-former-jharkhand-cm/971950/
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/black-money-could-account-for-10-of-gdp-study/articleshow/17961672.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/black-money-could-account-for-10-of-gdp-study/articleshow/17961672.cms
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black money in 2012 was of the magnitude of 75 per cent of the GDP. 
And much of it was held in the form of gold, real estate, land, shares 
and stocks, and offshore accounts.

According to some estimates, only about 6 per cent of the black 
money is held in the form of cash. Black money is a continuous flow 
as a part of the illegal and legal activities that are part of the socio-
economic system. Illegal sources of black money that escape the tax 
network include smuggling, bootlegging, trafficking in drugs and sex, 
and crime-related extortions. Estimates suggest that criminal and 
illegal sources account for only a fraction of the total black money 
flow in the economy, while almost three-fourths are generated from 
legal production, service, financial and trade activities. Cost manipu-
lation, manipulation of wage data, under reporting of production, led 
to unreported income. Profits from privatized public goods such as 
education and health services have also emerged as a large source of 
black money flow through unreported capitation and other charges. 
Corruption in state services such as revenue, police and forest are the 
familiar sources of the so-called bribes. Apart from these retail types 
of corruption, there has been, as observed earlier, a growing ‘grand’ 
corruption through allotment of access to natural resources such as 
land, mines and infrastructure contracts. But relatively less known 
in the popular perception is the ‘black money’ generated through 
international trade and financial transactions. These transactions 
are not only the largest channel for capital flight of the black money 
generated in this sector but also the main conduit for the outflow of 
black money abroad.

5.4.3. International Trade ‘Misinvoicing’  
and Black Money

International trade, a major source of black money and a mechanism 
for siphoning of resources abroad, and often to offshore tax havens, 
did not receive as much attention as it deserved in the debate on 
demonetization. Besides hawala transactions and illicit hot money 
through the balance of payments, deliberate trade misinvoicing (or 
transfer pricing) constitutes almost 80 per cent of the ‘illicit financial flows’ 
from developing countries. Because of the complexity in obtaining the 
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data on the comparable actual and reported prices of thousands of 
goods traded, estimating the black money generated through mispric-
ing (over-invoicing of imports and under-invoicing of exports) has 
proved difficult. However, the more detailed data flowing from the 
International Monetary Fund on trade transactions has enabled the 
Global Financial Integrity to come out with fairly reliable estimates of 
‘illicit financial flows’ from developing countries since 2003.

‘Illicit financial flows’ refers to the movement of money that is ille-
gally earned, transferred or utilized. This encompasses a broad range of 
activities: official corruption, laundering of criminal proceeds, terrorist 
financing and tax evasion. ‘Trade misinvoicing’, that is as mentioned 
earlier, by over-invoicing of imports and under-invoicing of exports, 
involved falsifying the values listed on commercial invoices. This is 
an extraordinarily common tool by which corporations and individu-
als in developing countries avoid import or export tariffs, alter their 
income tax positions, evade foreign exchange controls or simply move 
their wealth to developed countries or tax havens. Trade misinvoic-
ing is also a common method of shifting the proceeds of crime or 
corruption and is typically referred to in these cases as trade-based 
money laundering.

Deliberate ‘mispricing’ or ‘misinvoicing’ takes two forms, namely 
‘under-invoicing of exports’ which hides part of the export earnings 
which are retained in undisclosed foreign accounts and in addition 
under-reporting of export earnings shows lower profits resulting in tax 
avoidance in domestic country. Similarly, ‘over-invoicing of imports’ 
would show inflated domestic cost of production and reduced profits 
in the balance sheet, evading domestic taxes to that extent. In addi-
tion, inflated payments shown for imports are retained in undisclosed 
foreign accounts. According to one report, in 2014, India accounted 
for half of global ‘mispricing’ disputes.

The available estimates by the Global Financial Integrity show that 
between 2003 and 2012, in a matter of 10 years, developing countries 
lost $6.6 lakh crore in illicit outflows (Kar and Spangers 2014). The 
top five exporters of illicit capital over this period were China, Russia, 
Mexico, India and Malaysia. There was a surge from India in 2009 
and the country moved from the fifth to fourth rank in this activity. 
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India, during this period, accounted for a cumulative illicit outflow of about 
$440 billion or about ̀ 30 lakh crore, which works out to an average annual 
outflow of about $44 billion or `3 lakh crore. All this is what is described as 
‘black money’, and none of it is in Indian currency nor in Indian accounts. 
To understand the transactions in trade ‘mispricing’, it may be useful to 
illustrate the process by an actual case under investigation. The Adani 
Group of companies presents a typical case of mispricing, notably in 
this instance, the over-invoicing of imports, used here as a means of 
generating an abnormal margin of profits that escape tax network and 
end up as black money in offshore accounts of the corporate entities. 
This is about the contract to develop two electricity transmission 
networks in the north-east of Maharashtra. This could also be used 
as a textbook case to illustrate how, as a part of SAP in the name of 
reforms in public utilities, the power sector faced liberalization in the 
form of unbundling into segments of generation, transmission and 
distribution, and privatization of these segments ending up as fertile 
sources of black money. But for the present purpose, the focus is on 
the story of the contract for the development of a transmission network 
to illustrate ‘transfer pricing’ or over-invoicing of imports. Based on a 
97-page file of the Directorate of Revenue Intelligence investigation, 
which it could access, the Guardian (15 August 2017) has reported in 
all its forensic details the process of generating profits through over-
invoicing that escape taxation and end up as black money.

In 2010, an Adani company (AC, to be brief) was awarded a 
contract to develop two electricity transmission networks in the 
north-east parts of Maharashtra. This company (AC) used another 
Adani subsidiary (PMC projects) to source the equipment it needed 
to build the network. The PMC in turn sub-contracted the work to a 
company in Dubai (EIF). The EIF procured equipment from South 
Korea and China and sold it to PMC in India. The Dubai company 
(EIF) made about 26 orders from Hyundai Heavy Industries and 
procured equipment paying US$65 million and sold the same to the 
Indian company (PMC) for US$260 million, with a clear mark up 
of more than 400 per cent. The EIF also purchased equipment from 
three Chinese companies and sold the same to PMC with a mark-up 
of 860 per cent. The total assessable value of the marked-up invoices at 
which the Dubai company (EIF) sold to the Indian company (PMC) 
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was estimated at `1,500 crore! All this is paid by the Indian company 
by huge borrowings from the Indian banks. Possibly this forms part 
of the stressed accounts of banks in India. While this would end up 
as a clear profit of the company in Dubai, where profits are nominally 
taxed, the cost of the transmission project in Maharashtra gets inflated 
and to that extent people end up paying inflated charges for electric-
ity. The Dubai company (EIF) was directly controlled by the Adani 
Group, since it was owned by another company (EIH) of the Group 
which in turn is owned by Asankhya Resources Family Trust based 
in Mauritius headed by one of the Adani brothers.

What is important to note here is that those involved in the illicit 
financial outflows that get parked abroad are not content with the ‘black 
money’ that hardly earns any returns in the tax havens. They would like 
to ‘round route’ it as white money for making profits in the domestic 
financial markets or stock exchange. In 1983, the Government of 
India entered into Double Taxation Avoidance Agreement (DTAA) 
with Mauritius, by which if a registered company in Mauritius pays 
taxes in that country on profit or capital gains from investments in 
India, it need not pay taxes in India. In the early 1980s when DTAA 
was signed with Mauritius, the financial markets or stock exchanges 
in India were hardly open for foreign investments, and the profits 
earned on these transactions were insignificant. However, with the 
launch of the liberalization and economic reforms, the Government 
of India opened up the financial markets (stock exchange) for foreign 
institutional investors (FIIs), and the economy for foreign direct 
investment on liberal terms. As a part of promoting the FIIs in the 
stock market, the government in the 1990s extended Mauritius-type 
DTAA to Singapore and Cyprus. With the opening up of financial 
markets, opening up of offshore accounts and shell companies of those 
trading in the Indian stock markets boomed. Round routing of the 
spoils of illicit financial earnings made by misinvoicing, hawala or 
other routes of money laundering found the Indian financial markets as 
‘white money’ through shell companies in several tax havens including 
Mauritius, Singapore and Cyprus.

The decade of the 1990s also saw the invention of participatory 
note (PN). PNs were not registered to trade in Indian domestic 
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capital markets, and the nature of beneficial ownership or identity 
of the investor remains unknown. The result is no one can identify 
the ultimate holder of the PN. Unlike the stringent know your 
customer (KYC) norm that applied to domestic investors, the KYC 
norms for PNs were criminally lax. Those pushing their illegal wealth 
back into India took huge advantage of the PN tool. Most of the 
money was funnelled through the PN route by opening sub-accounts 
with FIIs. Much of the black money held abroad was round routed 
into the Indian stock exchanges through PNs bought in Mauritius 
through front shell companies. According to certain estimates, sub-
stantial proportions of FII investments were made through the PN 
route. And almost all FIIs were running sub-accounts for dubious 
clients was well known but repeated RBI warnings against it were 
ignored. In all this, there is hardly any hard cash involved, nor is the 
accumulation in the Indian banks but in offshore. Well, what does 
demonetization do to this?

Since trade misinvoicing accounts for a substantial part of illicit 
financial flows, curbing it should be the major focus of measures of 
controlling black money. It requires cooperation between trading 
countries in sharing information on country-specific information on 
goods traded and their prices. Much more important is to boost cus-
toms enforcement by equipping and training officers to better detect 
the international misinvoicing of trade transactions. Trade transactions 
involving tax havens should receive the highest scrutiny by customs, 
income tax and law enforcement departments.

5.5. Politics of the Era of Post-truth

It is certain that the prime minister had adequate information on the 
possible impact to a substantial extent. Why did he venture into this 
demonetisation measure? For an answer to this question, we may have 
to go beyond conventional economic explanations to the nature of 
politics in the era of Post-truth.

The Oxford English Dictionary comes out every year with its 
‘International Word of the Year’, and its choice for 2016 was 
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‘Post-truth’, defined as ‘…relating to or denoting circumstances in 
which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than 
appeals to emotion and personal belief’. In this context, truth—meaning 
a description of the world as it really is—has ceased to be important. Once 
corruption has evolved in the imagination of the people as big scams, 
and once people are made to believe corrupt accumulations of black 
money are hidden in piles of currency, the truth of describing that 
spurt in corruption scams was sparked by the neoliberal reforms under 
LPG, and that much of what is accumulated as black money is hardly 
kept in cash does not seem to matter much to the people at large. It is 
on this Post-truth ‘reality’ that Prime Minister Modi has built up his 
political strategy of the grand narrative of destroying corruption and 
black money with demonetization.

Ever since the big corruption scams occupied the political space and 
mobilization of the public opinion against the corrupt regime by the 
movements like IAC offered ideal conditions for exploiting people’s 
images by whipping up their emotions, Modi saw a great political 
opportunity in building up a grand narrative against corruption and 
black money from the early days of the campaign for the 2014 Lok 
Sabha elections. The BJP Election Manifesto 2014 made corruption 
and black money as a prime part of the ‘imminent’ agenda. It began 
with the accusation: ‘All pervasive corruption under the Congress-led 
UPA has become a “National Crisis”’ (News18 2014). And went on 
to add that by ‘minimizing the scope for corruption, we will ensure 
minimization of the generation of black money’. It also stated that the 
BJP was ‘committed to tracking down and bringing back black money 
stashed in foreign banks and offshore accounts. We will set up a Task 
Force for the purpose, and recommend amendments to existing laws 
or enact new laws’. The space and priority accorded to corruption and 
black money in the manifesto matched the anger of the people against 
these issues. Narendra Modi launched a nation-wide campaign trail 
on the plank of fighting corruption flying across the country by char-
tered planes and helicopters, his major slogan that the Congress Party 
stood for the ‘ABCD of corruption’—A for Adarsh, B for Bofors, C 
for Commonwealth Games and D for damad ka karobar (business of 
damad, i.e., son-in-law). He wanted to demonstrate that the fight 



112 D. Narasimha Reddy

against corruption was on the top of his government’s agenda, and 
on the very first day, 28 May 2014, of his office, he announced the 
constitution of Special Investigation Team headed by a retired judge 
of the Supreme Court to go into the black money abroad.

The Congress manifesto 2014 (INC 2014) carried a long list of 
‘landmark legislations’ of the UPA-II (2009–2014), which included 
issues ranging from food security, land acquisition, sexual harassment, 
Lokpal and Lokayukta, RTE, NGT, street vendors and abolition of 
manual scavenging but the party was overwhelmed by the dead weight 
of the corruption image. The corruption narrative was designed to keep 
alive people’s anger against the previous regime, as much as their hopes on 
the salvation in a new regime. As the months passed, the party agenda 
gradually took the shape of one-man agenda, that is, Prime Minister 
Modi. On 15 August 2015, from the ramparts of the Red Fort, the 
prime minister announced: ‘I want to reaffirm that this nation will get 
rid of corruption … we have to start from the top … corruption is like 
termite, it spreads slowly, reaches everywhere but it can be beaten with 
timely injection … there is work to be done … with your support, I 
pledge a corruption-free India’. There were also measures such as the 
new Black Money Act11 with provisions for strict penalties, new Income 
Disclosure Scheme for domestic black currency, as a part of the 2015 
budget, the Prevention of Money Laundering Act, 2002, was amended 
with provisions for confiscation of domestic assets if illegal assets are 
located abroad, and renegotiation and revision of the DTAAs with 
Mauritius, Singapore, Cyprus and Switzerland were initiated. Even 
the notorious PNs through the foreign private financial institutions 
were regulated through the intervention of Securities and Exchange 
Board of India. Although these measures in themselves were important 
steps, none of them got as much public attention to raise intensity of 
public’s feeling that the government was doing something that would 
effectively bring the corrupt to book and black money to confiscation. 
Added to this was the growing public feeling that the government 
drew near blank in bringing back black money hoarded abroad. If these 
feelings were allowed to pass, all the political gains that were designed 

11 Black Money (Undisclosed Foreign Income and Assets) and Imposition of 
Tax Act, 2015 (No. 22 of 2015).
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on the wave of anti-corruption were in danger of vanishing. It was to 
stem this danger of popularity downswing that the demonetization 
measure came in with all the mythological refurbishments to bolster 
the grand narrative of fighting corruption and black money.

When the prime minister went on to personally announce the 
demonetization decision on 8 November 2016, he was trying to build 
moral binaries by painting the previous regime as all evil, and the task 
of the present regime was to cleanse it. In the process what unfolded 
was not as much about the regime or the government but about Modi 
himself and his sacred mission. In this, full advantage was taken not 
only of the corruption syndrome associated with the UPA but also 
its images of indecision, weak leadership and ‘policy paralysis’. Modi 
began by saying, ‘there comes a time in the history of a country’s 
development when a need is felt for a strong and decisive step’, and 
that step was demonetization to break the grip of corruption and black 
money. He went on to say, ‘time and again, I have seen that when 
the average citizen has to choose between accepting dishonesty and 
bearing inconvenience, they always choose to put up with inconven-
ience. They will not support dishonesty’. Even as he appealed to their 
image of black money as cash, he turned rhetorical: ‘which honest 
citizen would not be pained by reports of crores worth of currency 
notes stashed under the beds of government officers? Or by reports 
of cash found in gunny bags? … So, in this fight against corruption, 
black money, fake notes and terrorism, in this movement for purifying 
our country, will our people not put up with difficulties for some days? 
I have full confidence that every citizen will stand up and participate in 
this “mahayagna” (supreme sacrifice)’. He went on to appeal: ‘…after 
the festivity of Diwali, now join the nation and extend your hand in 
this Imandari ka utsav, this Pramanikata ka Parv, the celebration of 
integrity, this festival of credibility’. The entire speech was also replete 
with morality binaries with him as the honest, clean, credible and of 
unimpeachable integrity, while the other regime he succeeded was all 
indecisive, immoral and dishonest.

Within weeks, as the adverse effects of demonetization unfolded 
and even as people were complaining about the inconveniences suf-
fered, instead of addressing them, he tried to show that criticism was 
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by evil forces against him. ‘I know what kind of forces and what kind 
of people are against me now … They will not leave me alive. They 
will destroy me.’ He was alluding to his earlier narrative ‘…those who 
looted the country for seventy years’ and to contrast, he claimed, ‘I 
am a fakir [mendicant]—they are out to destroy’. And went on to 
add, ‘They thought if they pull my hair, I will stop and do nothing. I 
will not stop doing these things, even if you burn me alive’ (Sampath 
2016b). And the rhetoric seemed to have worked, emotions roused, 
beliefs both in the leader and his determination to do shuddhi, cleans-
ing, of the nation strengthened. What puzzled many was that even as 
they suffered, people seemed to have been carried away by his rhetoric 
than the factual analysis of the critics.

A group of cultural anthropologists raised the question, why the 
experience of suffering across the nation did not manifest in mass 
protests or mobilization but in fact brought the BJP back to power in 
2017 in Uttar Pradesh? The suggested answer is that in the wake of 
economic liberalization since 1991, there has been ‘erosion and slow 
death of civil society’ resulting in ‘passive conditions of citizenship’.12 
Perhaps not. The truth may be close to the ‘Post-truth’ era in politics 
which is also a product of neoliberalism which brought a great divide 
among the people, with a vast majority being ‘left behinds’ of the 
economic liberalization, while a few including those in scams and 
those outside in the corporate world had most of the share of grow-
ing wealth. For the people what counted was their own perception 
and imagine ‘reality’ that was perpetuated by the popular media and 
exploited by opportunist politics, rather than harboured intellectual 
analytics. It was, to repeat Post-truth, objective facts which were 
less influential in shaping their opinion than appeals to emotion and 
personal belief. Even if a superior narrative called him a failure, by 
the popular perception he was acceptable because he tried. Even if 
he failed, he won the hearts of the ‘left behind people’ (who were 
often the butt of ridicule as people waiting for Jan Dhan accounts to 
be filled by the black money unearthed) because of the sick venality 

12 See the critical essays in https://culanth.org/fieldsights/series/
demonetization-critical-responses-to-indias-cash-less-experiment.

https://culanth.org/fieldsights/series/demonetization-critical-responses-to-indias-cash-less-experiment
https://culanth.org/fieldsights/series/demonetization-critical-responses-to-indias-cash-less-experiment
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all around! As a perceptive political commentator pointed out, there 
are three significant aspects one could observe in the Modi political 
narrative. First is the moralization of politics, second is the infusion 
of emotion into policy debates and the third, the reduction of all 
debates into a single question—whether one is in support of him or 
not. Any policy criticism is likely to be brushed aside as criticism of 
the leader, the emerging strong, determined leader. Ironically, it is 
through this success in perpetuating false beliefs that the democratic 
fabric of the country is threatened by a tendency towards fascism. 
The vulnerability lies in the possible parallel that the ‘demonetization 
story’ holds to the ongoing ‘nationality story’ of the present regime. 
It may be instructive to recall what an incisive political commentator, 
G. Sampath, had drawn attention to (Sampath 2016a). To see whether 
the nationalist ideology espoused by the present regime has anything 
in common with the ideology of fascism, he suggested going back to 
Benito Mussolini and his seminal work, The Doctrine of Fascism, pub-
lished in 1935, which identifies five central principles of fascist ideology: 
First, the primacy of the state’s interest over an individual’s interest; to 
understand what it means under the present regime, we cannot have a 
better authority than Amit Shah who recently stated, ‘…NDA regime 
believed in taking decisions that were good for people, not those that 
people would like’. Those who know better, like Arun Shourie, call 
it ‘a pyramidical mafia state’.13 The second principle is the primacy of 
the state over the nation.

The third is the rejection of democracy—witness several descrip-
tions of the Indian democracy as ‘authoritarian populism’, ‘oligarchical 
democracy’ and so on. The fourth principle of fascism is the state’s 
non-secular character. And the fifth principle is a combination of all 
the four—that the state is the repository of all virtue and the state 
(here the leader) is ‘the conscience of the nation’. One is reminded of 
the proverbial Telangana leader Kaloji Narayan Rao’s apt description 
of make-believe politics—the sheep believed that wool on their skin 
was taken from the shepherd’s woollen blanket due to his generosity.

13 https://thewire.in/politics/decentralised-emergency-pyramidal-mafia-state-
arun-shourie-modi-sarkar

https://thewire.in/politics/decentralised-emergency-pyramidal-mafia-state-arun-shourie-modi-sarkar
https://thewire.in/politics/decentralised-emergency-pyramidal-mafia-state-arun-shourie-modi-sarkar
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It is apt to conclude by recalling a perceptive observation on the 
challenge before us: 

History will tell if demonetisation proves to be the thin edge of the 
wedge that sets back India’s institutions, creates a brotherhood of 
elite ‘experts’ who feel compelled to validate post-truth policies, 
and which bypass the citizen while pretending to minister to his 
or her true needs. (Mody and Walton 2017)
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CHAPTER 6

Changing Discourse 
of Corruption and 
Cross-caste and Class 
Alliance Building
Insights from Andhra Pradesh

Sanam Roohi

6.1. Introduction

In 2011–2012, as I anchored myself in Guntur town and travelled 
across parts of coastal Andhra1 for my research, strong anxieties were 
palpable when conversing with my middle-class, upper-caste respond-
ents. The agricultural distress narrative was the strongest, percolating 
to the villages around the towns of Mangalagiri, Repalle, Tenali and 
Bapatla which are a part of the fertile Krishna river basin in Guntur 

1 Before 2014, the state of Andhra Pradesh included three distinct socio-
cultural regions (Parthasarathy 2013) with distinguishing history and political 
economy. These regions were Coastal Andhra, Rayalaseema and Telangana. After 
a prolonged agitation demanding a separate state, Telangana was carved out as a 
separate state from the existing state of Andhra Pradesh and the truncated state 
at present consists of Coastal Andhra and the Rayalaseema region.
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district. Due to the construction of dams across the Krishna and 
Godavari rivers in 1852 and 1854, respectively, and the development 
of canal irrigation systems by the colonial authorities, the region had 
seen a sharp increase in agricultural productivity and the commerciali-
zation of farming during the early 20th century (Satyanarayana 1990). 
The introduction of Green Revolution technologies in the 1960s 
further brought more acreage into the cultivation of cash crops with 
its benefits accrued mainly by large farmers (Ludden 2005). Most of 
the agricultural land in this fertile region is owned by the Kammas 
(Damodaran 2008; Harrison 1956: 381) as well as Kapus, Reddys 
and Rajus, landowning agrarian caste groups, also referred to as the 
dominant castes (Srinivas 1959). Articulating agricultural distress as 
their distress, these dominant caste respondents claimed that farming 
was becoming increasingly untenable for them even as they prided 
themselves in being farmers or progenies of farmers.

With sustained cash crop cultivation, many members of these 
agrarian castes also doubled up as commodity traders—a profession 
associated with Komatis (a trading caste) in Telugu-speaking regions 
of South India. Yet the financial returns on these commodities had also 
steeply declined over time. With the Tobacco Board headquartered in 
Guntur town, tobacco was often cited as an example of this downturn, 
with many surcharges and taxes levied on the commodity, leading to 
a spectacular fall in its production and sale in the recent past.2 Stories 
of how Guntur exported ‘cigar grade’ tobacco to the world, how white 
traders, many of them Russians and Americans, came to Guntur in 
search of fine-quality tobacco are stories I encountered while talking 
to commodity trading enthusiasts.

Coupled with the stories of the region’s agricultural distress and 
declining commodity trading, locals also lamented how the region that 
was a hub of education since the ‘British time’ had actually lost much 
of its reputation because it did not support the meritorious anymore 
and was filled with ‘quota’ students from the socially backward caste 
groups. This ‘sidelining of merit’ was what had led Hindu College, 
the Andhra Christian College (where the luminaries like Nandamuri 

2 A report on tobacco cultivation can be found here: http://eands.dacnet.nic.
in/Publication12-12-2012/2541-may12/2541-1.pdf

http://eands.dacnet.nic.in/Publication12-12-2012/2541-may12/2541-1.pdf
http://eands.dacnet.nic.in/Publication12-12-2012/2541-may12/2541-1.pdf
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Taraka Rama Rao or NTR, the chief minister of Andhra Pradesh in 
the 1980s and the 1990s and a cine superstar, studied) or the famous 
Guntur Medical College (where thousands of doctors trained and then 
migrated across the globe, particularly to the USA; Roohi 2017, 2018) 
to produce students who were unable to migrate abroad as they used 
to in the 1970s and the 1980s.

Because of the changing political economy of the region, many 
of these respondents explained that engaging in agriculture was not 
viable any longer. They had moved to urban centres like Guntur or 
Vijayawada and had either left the management of their lands to 
their relatives or leased out their farms to others. Yet, conversely, 
for many of them, their agricultural landholdings had also increased 
over time. Take for instance, Dr Maruthi Rao, a US-returned NRI 
(non-resident Indian) who had initially gone back to farming but 
could not sustain it. He and his cousins are among many families 
with NRI members whose landholdings have increased manifold 
with the transnational flow of capital, but who were leasing out their 
lands after moving to the bigger cities in the region. With layered 
migration patterns—of the youth to metropolitan cities or abroad, 
and of the older generations from villages to the larger towns and cities 
in the region—there were apprehensions that landowning castes like 
Kammas were losing their social and political pre-eminence in the 
rural areas of the region.

Either without probing or when explicitly asked to dwell further 
into their anxieties and explain what caused them, most of my inter-
locutors revealed that it was either related to or a direct result of wide-
spread corruption in the state of Andhra Pradesh. While the idiom 
of corruption has seeped into the local vocabularies across India for 
long, during this particular phase, the discourse resonated most with 
middle-class Indians across the country (Sengupta 2014) who were 
inspired by the agitations led by IAC in Delhi and directed against 
the Congress Party’s misgovernance. These protests were an outlet 
to provide a ‘meaningful alternative to … the ossified, corrupt, and 
essentially anti-democratic “political establishment”’ (Roy 2014: 14). 
While such protests were absent in Andhra Pradesh then, the rhetoric 
of corruption was all too pervasive across the caste and class divide.
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As a marked contrast, when I revisited coastal Andhra a few times 
between 2014 and 2015, the anxieties and stories of distress I encoun-
tered earlier were strikingly replaced by a more encouraging narrative 
of hope—with the corruption narrative receding to the background.

However, when I visited Andhra again in August 2018 and recon-
nected with some of my interlocutors in the online space thereafter 
in 2019, the earlier optimism was again drastically supplanted with 
overwhelming apprehensions and the term corruption was back in 
popular parlance. How do we explain these periodically shifting nar-
ratives around corruption within the state of Andhra Pradesh between 
2011 and 2019? As I argue in the chapter, the narratives of corruption 
in the state, while partly inflected by the larger national discourse on 
corruption, are deeply entangled with other immediate local concerns 
emanating from and shaped by the fluctuating regional politics and 
changing political economy of the region.

Whereas the meaning of corruption, its sociological manifestation 
and political outcomes have already garnered substantial scholarly 
attention, there is a tendency in some of this literature to generalize 
the academic analysis across India. In this chapter, while focusing 
on Andhra Pradesh, I deconstruct the national debate on corruption 
and situate it within the regional specificities of caste, class and state 
politics. I borrow Akhil Gupta’s interjection to argue that the ‘phe-
nomena of corruption cannot be grasped apart from, or in isolation 
from, narratives of corruption’ (Gupta 2005: 6). Using ethnographic 
data gathered between 2011 and 2019,3 foregrounding how these 

3 Data gathered for this article stretches over eight years. Between 2011 and 
2012, 15 months of intensive multi-sited ethnographic research was conducted, 
primarily anchored in the Krishna basin, but with six months of fieldwork split 
equally between Hyderabad, India, and New York, New Jersey and California 
in the USA. This was part of my doctoral research supported by the Provincial 
Globalisation Programme. The primary research methods were qualitative, 
including participant and non-participant observations and interviews. Six shorter 
(self-financed) follow-up fieldwork were conducted between 2014 and 2015. The 
last field visit was made in August 2018 and March–May 2019, supported by the 
Marie Curie COFUND fellowship at Max Weber Kolleg which received funding 
from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme 
under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant agreement no. 665958.
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changing narratives were inflected by the power struggle between the 
two dominant castes—Kammas and Reddys—I explore what bearing 
these discourses had on political alliance building in the 2014 and 
2019 state elections. Since India’s independence, Andhra Pradesh’s key 
political positions have been held by members belonging to Reddy and 
Kamma castes. Considered as regional social elites, they have forged 
relations of patronage with other caste groups in electoral politics 
(Sheth 2004: 164). Further, explaining this contestation through the 
lens of migration-centred changes in the region’s political economy 
and the political rivalry between the TDP and the YSRCP (each 
seen as a bastion of Kammas and Reddys, respectively), I make the 
following interrelated arguments: (a) the narrative of corruption has 
a strong regional and temporal dimension to it, (b) the contestations 
around the ethical and moral meaning of corruption and its material 
implications have the possibility to build cross-caste and class alliances 
and (c) despite alliance building, the outcomes favour the dominant 
castes disproportionately.

6.2. A Discourse on Corruption?

Scholarly debates around corruption, particularly bureaucratic corruption 
in India, have been around for decades, emerging at a period when many 
such studies were proliferating in the postcolonial or developing world 
(Scott 1969; Wraith and Simpkins [1963] 2010). While economists 
like Myrdal (1968) explained endemic corruption in countries like India 
as a result of underdevelopment and institutional lack and suggested 
overcoming it through a closely directed market economy, others like 
Huntington (1968: 76) analysed it as an outcome of traditional socie-
ties undergoing modernization. Scott (1969) refuted such a view and 
instead contended that what is considered as violation of legal norms 
in the West are in effect transactional and socially tolerable means to 
influence political outcomes in the developing world. Others argued that 
in developing countries, corruption yielded more benefits than losses in 
pursuit of political and economic development (Nye 1967).

As in India, the literature on the topic in other parts of the (largely 
developing) world has looked at how and why certain political sys-
tems overtly or involuntarily sustain corruption. A recurring early 
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discussion on corruption in India viewed it as a means to achieve 
political influence and analysed how it creates tension between ascrip-
tive and equal opportunity access to such influence (Dwivedi 1967; 
Weiner 1962). While the major thrust of these earlier studies was on 
bureaucratic corruption and the examination of the moral discourse 
surrounding it, they either pointed to remedial measures to overcome 
corruption (Montiero 1966) or argued for linking political corrup-
tion to bureaucratic corruption (Dwivedi 1967), or even traced the 
practice historically to East India Company’s way of doing business 
with native Indians, which solidified over time (Wraith and Simpkins 
[1963] 2010: 67). This literature largely emanated from a normative 
position even as some of the later literature shows that the term and 
the practices associated with it are infused with dynamism.

Although most of the literature on corruption takes a ‘systemic 
view’ and sees it as some form of systemic failure, a more situated view 
apprehends how and what meaning is assigned to corruption4 or how 
these systems operate. It predominantly concentrates on the function-
ing of the bureaucracy or political processes, or actors that participate 
in corruption including politicians, middlemen or brokers, bureaucrats 
and even citizens. Two such early works are those of Robert Wade 
(1982, 1984) and Philip Oldenburg (1987: 525–526). The latter’s 
research focused on middlemen who mediated in the land consolida-
tion process in Uttar Pradesh. By keeping the process mysterious and 
partly pushing the idea that corruption was pervasive and bureaucratic 
procedures required the flow of illegal monetary transactions, these 
middlemen took a ‘cut’ from farmers to ‘facilitate’ land consolidation, 
which may or may not have reached the officers. Wade, on the other 
hand, mapped the relations between lower and upper bureaucracy in 
the irrigation department in Andhra, challenging the predominant 
view of that time that it was the lower-level bureaucracy where corrup-
tion thrived. He further explored how corrupt practices were intrinsi-
cally linked to electoral politics in the state. In this chapter, bringing 
the focus on changing narratives of corruption over the course of almost 
a decade, I borrow from Wade to analyse how the prevalent narrative 

4 For instance, Weiner (1962) discusses baksheesh and what meanings are 
inscribed to it in some detail. 
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of his time played out in the electoral arena which shaped strategic 
and sometimes shifting cross-class and caste alliances in the process.

Ethnographically informed studies have pushed our understanding 
of corruption in the subcontinent where the acts even when widely 
perceived as ‘bad’ (Parry 2000; Ruud 2001: 67) are understood as per-
forming a mediatory role where informal social networks are used to 
improvise or build relations of clientelism (Ruud 2000, 2001). These 
studies have thrust the study of corruption into the directions where 
the boundaries between private and public spheres are blurred (Gupta 
1995), unsettling the empirical distinction between civil and political 
society (Witsoe 2011) and breaking down any clear distinction between 
virtue and vice (Jauregui 2014). Interrogating welfare provisions to poor 
citizens (Gupta 2005) or the lower caste’s ascendance to power (Witsoe 
2013), scholars have configured corruption as central to the functioning 
of the Indian state (Gupta 2012). The expansion in retail corruption in 
post-reform India is seen as a direct outcome of the deeper penetration 
of the Indian state (Parry 2000). Adding to these existing studies, in 
this chapter, I inverse the gaze away from the poor or the lower class 
to the other end of the spectrum where the powerful and dominant 
castes and classes narrativize corruption along with their less powerful 
counterparts. As opposed to retail, everyday forms of corruption (Parry 
2000: 30; Shah 2009), I zoom in to the fluid narratives that surround 
‘wholesale’ or high-level corporate or political corruption in the state.5 
Moreover, I put the literature on corruption in a productive engagement 
with literature on patronage (Piliavsky 2014) to find an answer to the 
puzzle of why these narratives changed in Andhra Pradesh and what 
do these changes signal about the way the state functions.6 

Following the IAC protests in 2011–2012, research on corruption 
in India has produced the latest round of academic debates around 

5 The term wholesale corruption while old (Simis 1977), received a new 
lease of life when it was used by Nandan Nilekani who exhorted the switch to 
digital technologies to weed out the latter. See https://www.guernicamag.com/
zafar_anjum_fighting_corruptio/

6 With the exception of some studies (Ruud 2001; Witsoe 2013), most of 
the literature on corruption hardly engage with the literature on patronage in 
South Asia.

https://www.guernicamag.com/zafar_anjum_fighting_corruptio/
https://www.guernicamag.com/zafar_anjum_fighting_corruptio/
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it. Without going into the details, it is suffice to argue here that in 
much of these literatures, a largely Delhi-centric movement is used as 
a generalizing trope that has been mapped onto the whole country (for 
a few such examples, see Rodrigues 2014; Sharma 2018; Visvanathan 
2012). Yet as I demonstrate in the rest of the chapter, while the 
Delhi-centric debate did inflect some of the discussions around the 
topic, it also diverged in significant ways in different parts of India. 
Such interpretation only throws a partial light on changing narratives 
surrounding the issue of graft; thus, it is imperative to anchor studies 
to its spatio-temporal milieus for a more situated understanding of 
why and in what ways the nationally produced discourse of corruption 
converges and diverges with localized narratives.

As the chapter’s opening paragraphs already suggest, between 2011 
and 2019, corruption narratives in Andhra Pradesh fluctuated over the 
course of nine years. What I further show here is that these fluctuations 
were circumscribed by how each of the two dominant castes selectively 
co-opted national discourses on corruption and adapted it to locally 
prevalent contexts. However, other caste groups did not merely pas-
sively receive these discourses; they actively engaged with it, sometimes 
accepting the mediatized versions and at other times, rejecting them. 
This active engagement on their part not only produced a reflexively 
built understanding about the (im)morality of corruption and its rela-
tionship to patronage politics but also inflected the alliance building 
between castes in the two elections.

6.2.1. Retail and Wholesale Corruption

Like in other parts of India, politics in Andhra is described and per-
formed in explicit caste terms, whereas the state and government are 
understood in regional terms. Thus, the narratives of corruption too 
are imbricated in these specific understandings of politics, state and 
government. Talking to respondents across caste and class, there is a 
generalized understanding that the powerful (politicians, bureaucrats 
and businessmen) tend to take bribes, yet some major differences 
exist in their understanding of the morality surrounding retail and 
wholesale corruption. Many among the marginalized castes view retail 
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corruption as a vital condition for building patron–client relationship 
between them and the bureaucrats or politicians, often belonging to 
the dominant castes. While coercive (‘we cannot escape it otherwise 
who will listen to us’ as one Dalit respondent explained to me in 
August 2015), it is seen in morally ambiguous terms. However, deeper 
probe reveals that often the onus of building such relationships lies 
with the marginalized groups who are dependent on the ‘good will’ of 
the office-bearers and leaders who are not often from their own caste 
and class locations. A Dalit leader who I frequently met in 2011–2012 
had clarified to me once that:

The upper castes are not interested in building relations with us. 
Yes, they need us for votes once in five years, but we need them 
on a daily basis. This dependence is very old. We worked in their 
farms for food and they gave us grains. Now some of us don’t have 
that dependency but we still need them to get basic things—get 
light (electricity), get water, build houses, build toilets.

He was alluding to the relations that scholars have understood as 
jajmani system7 but which he saw as exploitative yet inescapable. 
With rising education levels, urbanization and migration among 
the marginalized groups, while the nature of dependency between 
castes has changed from a narrow issue of subsistence (service in lieu 
of grain) to a broader one, it still heavily favours the dominant caste 
groups. For the powerful agrarian castes, the engagement with retail 
corruption emanating from uneven inter-caste relations was either 
subdued or taken as a ‘fact’ and not given much consideration. This 
perception flowed from a deeply unequal way in which patronage rela-
tions between dominant and marginalized castes were perceived and 
actualized. In fact, the dominant castes often flipped the idea of retail 
corruption, considering ‘lower’ caste members not performing their 
‘duties’ as corruption. As a sharp relief to these perceptions on retail 

7 The literature on the jajmani system of exchange surmises that the inter-caste 
relations (where certain castes provided services to the dominant landowning 
groups in exchange for grain or cash) structured the ‘traditional’ village economy 
creating a village community based on inter-caste dependence (Dirks 1976; 
Dumont 1970; Fuller 1989).
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corruption, the question of morality entered into the lexicon compel-
lingly in the discussions around wholesale corruption.

6.3. (Im)morality of Wholesale  
Corruption in Andhra

Dr Maruthi Rao, whom I met a few times during my year-long field-
work in 2012, was once with a friend who was exasperated that the 
‘state was going to the dogs’.8 He was angry about the resurfacing of 
the Telangana agitation that demanded some districts, along with the 
state capital Hyderabad, be separated from Andhra Pradesh to make 
a new state of Telangana within the Indian union. Like many of my 
coastal Andhra respondents, he was dissatisfied with the prevailing 
conditions in the state. Both friends ruminated how corruption would 
wipe away the development that the people of the state had seen in 
the last couple of decades. They worried that if Telangana was to 
become a separate state carved out from Andhra Pradesh, the city of 
Hyderabad that was built by Naidu as a technological hub, may be lost 
to the ‘lazy’ people of Telangana who are used to a relaxed life. Dr Rao 
was also anguished because profits from agriculture due to the Congress 
government’s policies were plummeting at a time when the party was 
in power both at the state and the centre. He contended:

People have declared crop holiday. Congress’ corrupt politics at the 
centre is not working for people anymore and they are recognizing 
it. Last year, we lost `8,000 per acre. We have 80 acres of land but 
there are no storage facilities for grains … no development. After 
people lost so much money, now government has stepped in … 
given permission to export rice … we are facing labour shortage too.

To contextualize why labour shortage, lack of development and dwin-
dling agricultural profits were woven in together with corruption in 
the above narrative, we need to trace the political events unfolding 
in the state during that time that had put the state in deep political 
turmoil. The political landscape of Andhra has been dominated by 

8 This conversation took place in April 2012 in Guntur.
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the Congress Party till the TDP was formed in 1982 by N. T. Rama 
Rao. Although the former is a national party and the latter a regional 
party, both parties have strong caste-based regional leadership at the 
helm—the TDP is led by the Kammas with a strong support base in 
Coastal Andhra, and the Congress is dominated by Reddy leaders from 
the Rayalaseema or Telangana regions of undivided Andhra Pradesh. 
During the time of my fieldwork, the TDP, led by Chandrababu 
Naidu, was out of power for two consecutive terms in 2004 and 2009, 
and his opponent Y. S. Rajasekhara Reddy, also known as YSR, of the 
Congress Party was elected as the chief minister for both these terms. 
Both Dr Rao and his friend were Kammas and TDP sympathizers.

However, a few months after his re-election, Rajasekhara Reddy 
died in a fatal helicopter crash and his son Jagan Mohan Reddy staked 
a claim for chief ministership, a demand rejected by the Congress 
Party leadership at the centre. He went on to launch his own regional 
political party called the YSR Congress Party in 2011 but was put 
behind bars immediately after on charges of graft.9 Within a couple 
of months after Rajasekhara Reddy’s death, amidst a leadership 
vacuum, the demand for a separate state of Telangana to be carved 
out of Andhra Pradesh gained extraordinary vitality. The peaking of 
Telangana agitation was adding to the woes of the dominant caste 
groups in Coastal Andhra for multiple reasons. First, the agitation 
had directly attacked Coastal Andhra leaders of channelling revenues 
collected from Hyderabad, Telangana, to develop coastal districts. 
Moreover, hate was directed towards ordinary Coastal Andhra people 
(some of them Kammas and Kapus from the Krishna and Godavari 
basins) who had settled in Hyderabad and were labelled as ‘colonizers 
and settlers’. But the most significant worry was regarding the city 
itself. Many Coastal Andhra respondents directly held Chandrababu 
Naidu responsible for the development of Hyderabad city to an IT 
hub that gave a stiff competition to Bangalore. As one of my interlocu-
tors, a US-based IT engineer, Naresh Chowdary, visiting Vijayawada 
in December 2014 surmised: ‘He (Chandra Babu Naidu) changed 

9 YSRCP’s creation coincided with cases of corruption based on quid pro quo 
levelled against Y. S. Rajasekhara Reddy and his son Jagan Mohan Reddy. The 
cases eventually landed Jagan in jail for more than a year between 2012 and 2013.
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Hyderabad from a backward and riot prone Muslim town to an IT 
hub’. In the 1990s, many NRIs had started to invest in properties 
in Hyderabad (Biao 2007) and this had become a general trend till 
the resurfacing of Telangana agitation had disrupted it (Roohi 2020).

Anointed as the first ‘CEO’ of an Indian state, an upright and 
hardworking man, ushering in ‘development’ (see Mooij 2007; Suri 
2004), Naidu’s political defeat was regarded by the dominant castes 
in Coastal Andhra as the defeat of the state’s march towards develop-
ment. On the other hand, his opponents accused Naidu of neglecting 
agriculture and the poor at the expense of economic reforms ben-
efitting the middle classes which had in part led Y. S. Rajasekhara 
Reddy to consecutively win state elections on a pro-farmer, pro-poor 
agenda in 2004 and 2009. After his untimely death, but with his 
popularity intact, due to his pro-poor welfare schemes, a split nar-
rative emerged about the Congress Party—its regional satrap Y. S. 
Rajasekhara Reddy’s approach was acknowledged as ameliorative for 
marginalized communities, but his son and the central leadership of 
the party were seen in the opposite light, as flagbearers of nepotism and 
corruption. The agricultural distress narrative landowners expressed 
to me in 2011–2012 was seen as a direct fallout of ‘anti-people, anti-
(landowning) farmer’ policy that the Congress Party led Government 
of India had adopted at the centre—a narrative that has an older his-
tory (Gupta 1998; Jeffrey 2002).

The labour problem that Dr Rao and his friend spoke about was 
becoming a significant issue too. The ‘anti-farmer’ Congress Party 
was also seen as anti-progress because of its indolent policies like the 
100-day guaranteed food for work programme10 that was making 
farm hands (poor seasonal workers who are often from the Scheduled 
Castes [SCs] or Scheduled Tribes [STs]11) ‘idle and lazy’ because of 
statist welfare measures—a trope overwhelmingly articulated by many 

10 More information about this programme called Mahatma Gandhi National 
Employment Guarantee Act, 2005 can be found at https://www.nrega.nic.in/
netnrega/mgnrega_new/Nrega_home.aspx

11 SCs and STs are among the most disenfranchised community in India who 
are earmarked for reservations in government run higher educational institutes 
and public sector jobs.

https://www.nrega.nic.in/netnrega/mgnrega_new/Nrega_home.aspx
https://www.nrega.nic.in/netnrega/mgnrega_new/Nrega_home.aspx
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of my dominant caste interlocutors. Held responsible for much of 
their existing predilections, Congress’ corruption was amplified due to 
‘reservations’—a constitutional provision for affirmative action for the 
historically disadvantaged caste groups, which was perceived as another 
form of corruption. By providing easy access to higher education in 
governmental institutions to the more advanced members of the 
marginalized caste groups, and ‘`2/kg’ (or 3 US pennies per kilogram) 
rice and 100 days’ work to their poorer counterparts, they reasoned 
that Congress had simultaneously devalued agriculture, education and 
politics and the possibility of its restitution lay only with the return of 
Chandrababu Naidu to power in the state.

After his death, despite Y. S. Rajasekhara Reddy’s pro-poor and 
pro-agriculture image, stories of bribery and extortion started to 
emerge with most of it implicating his son Jagan Mohan Reddy. It 
was not uncommon to hear people refer to Jagan Mohan as a donga 
(thief) or a goonda (criminal) who had siphoned `100,000 crore or `1 
trillion. With Eenadu (the largest-selling daily in the state) carrying 
reports of his corruption on a daily basis, the fraudulent image of Jagan 
Mohan Reddy was quite pervasive among all the respondents I spoke 
to in Coastal Andhra, irrespective of their caste and class background, 
between 2011–2014. The narrative of endemic corruption of the 
Congress Party was generalized at the centre while corruption in the 
state of Andhra Pradesh was often individualized to Jagan Mohan 
Reddy. The ̀ 1 trillion he made in quid pro quo schemes, they argued, 
could have been used for the development of the state.

Some of my respondents who shared the same caste location as 
Jagan Mohan Reddy also agreed that he had made ‘a lot of money’ 
through corrupt means but they were often quick to point out that 
there was a sustained propaganda against him and the figure of `1 
trillion that newspapers claimed he had amassed was absurd. A few 
other respondents from non-upper-caste groups, without dismissing 
the corruption charges, also opined that Y. S Rajasekhara Reddy’s 
policies such as Arogyasri health insurance, Indiramma Housing Scheme 
for the marginalized castes and tuition fee reimbursement programmes 
for students from the economically weaker background benefitted their 
communities. The term messiah gains significance because Reddy 
was also an adherent of the Catholic faith and many members of the 
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marginalized castes in Andhra Pradesh either explicitly or implicitly 
identify with the Christian faith.

However, such voices were few and the overwhelming narrative of 
the time was that Jagan Mohan Reddy would not let the state develop 
if he came to power because he would siphon all the money person-
ally. Moreover, he was inexperienced and the political churnings in 
Andhra Pradesh after YSR’s demise and the demand for Telangana 
resurfacing required an able and experienced leader to take charge. 
This narrative against Jagan had a bearing on the 2014 elections along 
with other political developments that sealed his party’s fate in defeat 
in that election.

6.3.1. Building Cross-caste Alliances

In February 2014, it was finally announced that Andhra Pradesh’s 
borders would be reorganized to carve out Telangana state from it. 
Moreover, as largely speculated, Hyderabad was declared the capital of 
the new state with Andhra left capital-less. This announcement started 
a flurry of activities in the undivided state, ranging from celebrations 
in the Telangana region to daily dharna or demonstrations in parts of 
Coastal Andhra. The tone of the demonstrations varied from being 
sentimental, raising the issue of the unity of Telugus, to being more 
material, claiming that Hyderabad was ‘developed’ by ‘Coastal Andhra 
people’ and they had an equal right to it, particularly as they had 
properties in Hyderabad.12 Yet, interestingly, while Coastal Andhra 
people were demonstrating against the creation of Telangana, they 
were also engaging in speculative investments in their own region. It 
is important to note that speculative purchases of land were rife within 
Rayalaseema and Coastal Andhra region since 2010–2011, after the 
Telangana agitation resurfaced following Y. S. Rajasekhara Reddy’s 
death (based on the assumption that Hyderabad would be lost to 
Telangana and a new capital would be needed).

12 APNGOA is a body looking after the welfare of lower level of administrative 
bureaucracy of Andhra Pradesh. This information is based on an interview with 
an APNGOA member, who also agreed that APNGOA leadership in 2014 was 
in the hands of Kammas.
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The truncated state went to polls soon after in May 2014. In both 
Rayalaseema and Coastal Andhra, a flurry of political activities was 
set in motion to mobilize voters for the two parties—the YSRCP and 
the TDP—whose pivotal poll promise was building a new capital city. 
Everyday discussions in the truncated state around where the possible 
capital could be were driven not by mere curiosity but were fuelled 
by aspirations based on dreams of a better future (Appadurai 2013: 
287), centred around a world-class capital city which could potentially 
benefit everyone. In fact, out of the 18 people I spoke to between 
2013 and 2014, everyone except 1 was keen that the new capital 
should be declared in their region. Despite poll promises packaged 
through the language of ‘development for all’, both political parties 
particularly centred their focus on the regions in which they had a 
stronghold—the YSRCP in Rayalaseema and the TDP in Coastal 
Andhra. Using the trope of regional belonging and going past the 
rhetoric to reconfigure relations emanating from the nested structure 
of caste hierarchy, both the parties used the bifurcation as an event that 
could possibly unsettle prevailing relations of patronage. They tried 
to convert the imaginable short- to long-term material dividends of 
bringing capital in their own region into electoral gains which could 
unite people along caste lines in both these regions. This social engi-
neering allowed for a pragmatic convergence of interest cutting across 
caste lines and electoral calculations to emerge.

Prior to the elections, the TDP worked on building a consensus 
about how it could serve the interests of the region’s people better 
than the YSRCP which was seen as having a base in Rayalaseema 
and a recent entrant to politics in Andhra Pradesh. As a state about 
to be bifurcated and lose its capital to the new state, Andhra needed 
an expert like Naidu who had also forged alliances with the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) at the centre. This move was seen as a strategy to 
predispose the BJP well towards Naidu who would need the central 
government’s support to rebuild a new city after bifurcation. He 
promised to make truncated Andhra Pradesh into Swarna Andhra or 
golden Andhra. After YSR’s death, the Congress Party had instated 
two different chief ministers, considered to be ‘voiceless’ and eager to 
follow the diktat of their national party leadership. The move was seen 
as politically detrimental for the future of Congress which came to be 
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seen as leaderless, further eroding the legitimacy of the party. YSRCP 
was viewed as Congress’ replacement in Andhra by many, because, 
like the Congress, its leadership would be drawn from among the 
Reddys but this transition from the Congress to the YSRCP was not 
a straightforward one for the leaders–some of whom either remained 
with the Congress or switched parties and moved to the TDP13 fearing 
that their prospects were more secure in an older party like the TDP 
rather than a new one like the YSRCP.

The YSRCP’s chances of winning votes from Coastal Andhra 
were not only dented because of its teething troubles but also because 
of the ‘corrupt’ tag attached to Jagan Mohan Reddy. To breach his 
Rayalaseema bastion, he was keen on securing a foothold in some parts 
of Coastal Andhra due to the ‘goodwill’ generated by his father, his 
Christian faith shared by many SCs in the region and the support of 
members of his own caste. However, many of the respondents I spoke 
to in Coastal Andhra were not willing to support a novice like Jagan 
who was plagued by corruption charges and who was also an ‘outsider’ 
belonging to the Rayalaseema region. Satish, a golla (of the OBC or 
Other Backward Caste) and an owner of a local milk supply chain in 
Guntur who had turned to real estate investments, explained to me in 
March 2014 that ‘Jagan’s rise to power will not be beneficial to Coastal 
Andhra, he is a donga and knows nothing about politics. He will only 
benefit himself and Rayalaseema Reddys’.

Speaking to a few Kapus, another dominant caste in Coastal 
Andhra (particularly the Godavari basin) who have had periods of 
enmity with Kammas in the early 1990s (see Parthasarathy [1997] 
for more details), it surfaced that given the volatility regarding the 
territorial integrity of the state, they would rather repose their faith 
in Chandra Babu Naidu—a technocrat and an able leader who would 
be beneficial to the region—rather than an outsider like Jagan Mohan 

13 For Congress leaders switching to the TDP prior to election, see https://
www.ndtv.com/elections-news/three-andhra-pradesh-ministers-four-congress-
mlas-set-to-join-tdp-552228; for leaders leaving the YSRC Party and joining 
the TDP after 2014 election, see https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/
politics-and-nation/ysr-congress-loses-two-mps-to-tdp-in-surprise-move/arti-
cleshow/35616871.cms

https://www.ndtv.com/elections-news/three-andhra-pradesh-ministers-four-congress-mlas-set-to-join-tdp-552228
https://www.ndtv.com/elections-news/three-andhra-pradesh-ministers-four-congress-mlas-set-to-join-tdp-552228
https://www.ndtv.com/elections-news/three-andhra-pradesh-ministers-four-congress-mlas-set-to-join-tdp-552228
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/ysr-congress-loses-two-mps-to-tdp-in-surprise-move/articleshow/35616871.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/ysr-congress-loses-two-mps-to-tdp-in-surprise-move/articleshow/35616871.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/ysr-congress-loses-two-mps-to-tdp-in-surprise-move/articleshow/35616871.cms
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Reddy. The effect of political mobilization was also felt on the land 
market in both the regions. Kammas, Reddys and other landowning 
castes had been dealing in real estate as a side business across Andhra 
Pradesh since long—engaging in short-term transactions, buying and 
selling small parcels and making profits out of these dealings while 
continuing to add to their existing landholdings (Roohi 2020). Thus, 
in the run up to the elections, the Kapus and Kammas, despite their 
past animosities, had seen a coalescing of spatial interests. This kind 
of caste-based engineering culminated in TDP’s success when in 2014, 
it won 108 out of 175 seats in the truncated state, and 48 out of 67 
seats in the four coastal districts.

In Rayalaseema, on the other hand, the political atmosphere before 
the elections was fractured. Unlike the greener Coastal Andhra, 
Rayalaseema is arid in parts with the concentration of lands in the 
hands of Reddy landlords (Washbrook 1973: 507). Reddys tend to 
dominate the political landscape of Rayalaseema, and before 2009, the 
region was considered a stronghold of the Congress Party, until Jagan 
formed the YSRCP. As a new party, it did not have a committed sup-
port base but was riding on YSR’s legacy and on Congress’ networks. 
The political alliances it built were also replicated from the Congress 
Party. In Kadapa district, for example, alliances were forged between 
Reddys and lower castes, while the TDP was successful in co-opting 
other landowning and OBC castes, and some disgruntled Reddys, as 
understood by speaking to politically active respondents. The YSRCP 
won 67 out of the 175 seats (only 19 of which were from Coastal 
Andhra) in the 2014 assembly elections and its defeat notwithstand-
ing, since it did not suffer a complete electoral rout, Reddy started to 
gear up for the 2019 elections.

6.4. Temporality and Shifting  
Corruption Narratives

When I returned to Coastal Andhra in 2014 and 2015, the earlier 
anxieties that I had recorded were replaced by an optimistic progno-
sis of the future with the return of Chandrababu Naidu to power. A 
few months after his victory, Naidu promised to create a new capital, 
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Amaravati, connecting the towns of Guntur and Vijayawada, on the 
lines of Singapore (Ramachandraiah 2016). After the TDP govern-
ment announced Amaravati as the capital city, it actively proceeded to 
implement a land-pooling scheme, where an agricultural tract of some 
33,000 acres of land on the banks of the Krishna river was taken over 
by the government and was designated as the space where the new 
capital would be built, almost from scratch.14 Barring some farmers 
who opposed the plan to give up their land to the land-pooling scheme, 
many living in the Vijayawada Guntur Tenali Mangalagiri (VGTM) 
region were overjoyed that Amaravati was to become a capital city. 
Some were happy to have access to all the provisions of a world-class 
city, others had houses, plots and lands in the region whose market 
value had jumped manifold in the last few years, and yet others had 
played a role in the speculation by either buying or brokering parcels 
of land.

When I met Dr Rao again in March 2015, he was buoyant that 
Andhra would ‘develop’ under the able leadership of Naidu, and 
Hyderabad would bear the brunt with the capital city lost to the 
newly formed state of Telangana. This optimism was shared by many 
respondents in Coastal Andhra I spoke to irrespective of their caste 
and class locations. When I prodded Dr Rao further about the loss 
of agricultural land that farmers would face due to the TDP’s land-
pooling scheme and reminded him of how it went against what his 
friend had earlier declared that agriculture ran in the ‘veins of Kamma 
farmers’, he dismissed it and instead stressed that what they needed 
more than agriculture was a world-class city. Happy that the ‘corrupt’ 
Jagan was electorally defeated, he assured me that in the next five 
years, Amaravati would become the ‘best city’ in India. This optimism, 
tied to land-based aspirations, for a better future prospect was shared 
widely in the region. Even as reports appeared of some farmers pro-
testing against the land-pooling scheme, more than two dozen people 
I spoke to during the 2014–2015 fieldwork stints (including visiting 
NRIs, farmers, consultants, college students and homemakers) were 
excited about Naidu coming back to power. Each time the discussion 

14 For details about the contestations that followed the decision to land pool-
ing, see Ramachandraiah (2016).
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steered to politics, they brought up the new capital and the promise of 
development that only someone like Naidu was capable of delivering. 
Some voices of caution were raised too about whether Naidu could 
fulfil his promise—not because he lacked the capability, but because 
he depended on funds from the Government of India who was not 
forthcoming in this regard.

I met Satish again in August 2015. Within 18 months, his position 
had changed and he lamented supporting the TDP. ‘The Kammas are 
only interested in improving their position because their government 
is in power. They are unwilling to help others develop’, he exclaimed. 
Despite the growing concerns in Coastal Andhra that Kammas were 
consuming all state resources because of nepotism, my non-Kamma 
respondents did not ascribe this behaviour as corruption. Thus, even 
when retail corrupt practices continued on an everyday level, relatively 
absent, however, were any discussions on corruption at the wholesale 
or political and bureaucratic level.

By August 2018, when I returned to the field, not much progress 
was made in rebuilding the new capital Amaravati except for a pro-
visional legislative house. With eyes on the next state elections that 
were to take place in May 2019, Naidu broke his coalition alliance 
at the centre with the BJP government, blaming it for the injustice 
of not providing the funds the TDP had been requesting to ‘develop’ 
the bifurcated state, specifically building a greenfield capital city.15 
The TDP supporters too externalized the failures to secure funds 
for the new capital city on online Facebook group discussions to its 
ex-ally BJP.

Strikingly, after its waning in 2014, the narratives around 
wholesale corruption reappeared as a public discourse around the 
2019 state elections, with the discussion around it amplifying in the 
digital space. TDP’s main election plank emphasized the corruption 
of the YSRCP and its leader Jagan Mohan Reddy anew and rea-
soned that electing him to power would be antithetical to the state’s 

15 See report of the TDP breaking alliance with the BJP here: 
https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/chandrababu-naidus-tdp-quits-pm- 
narendra-modis-nda-coalition-1824532

here: https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/chandrababu-naidus-tdp-quits-pm-narendra-modis-nda-coalition-1824532
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development. The reintroduction of corruption debates this time 
congealed into a story of irreparable loss for the state and its people 
because Jagan Mohan Reddy hinted that he would shift the capital away 
from Amaravati. However, this narrative found a narrow support 
base among dominant caste groups from the Coastal Andhra region 
and coupled with Naidu’s stunted welfare measures between 2014 
and 2019, the earlier appeal of this corruption discourse appeared 
fractured. Some groups like the farmers and the SCs that had sup-
ported the TDP in 2014, shifted their allegiance to the YSRCP 
(Venkatesu 2019).

For many others who had traditionally supported the Congress 
Party earlier, the YSRCP emerged as an only viable alternative with 
Naidu failing to deliver on his promise of development and being 
accused of ‘only helping Kammas’. Unlike earlier, the split corrup-
tion narrative about the Congress, which had earlier individualized 
corruption in Andhra to Jagan Mohan Reddy, had slowly waned over 
time. With Naidu unable to cobble enough support for his dreams 
about Amaravati or the state’s development (by failing to attract the 
external investments), Reddy began to be perceived as a rightful heir 
to his father’s legacy among the traditional Congress supporters who 
were hesitant to lend him their support in 2014.

In 2019, the YSRCP came to power by defeating the TDP in 150 
out of the 175 seats, and within few months decided to have three-
capital-city formula for overall development.16 In October 2019, one of 
my interlocutors surmised the shifting narrative in the following words:

The TDP is only interested in helping the upper castes but the 
YSRCP while retaining power in the Reddys’ hand is at least 
passing some benefit to the lower castes. This is not equality but 
we have to work on that. Jagan is corrupt but people fail to see 
that Babu (Chandra Babu Naidu) is also corrupt because he only 
benefits his family and his community. People were fooled once 
(in 2014) but they know better now.

16 The announcement of three capital can be read here: https://indianex-
press.com/article/explained/three-capitals-for-andhra-pradesh-its-logic-and- 
the-questions-it-raises-6228968/

https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/three-capitals-for-andhra-pradesh-its-logic-and-the-questions-it-raises-6228968/
https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/three-capitals-for-andhra-pradesh-its-logic-and-the-questions-it-raises-6228968/
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Analysing the changing narratives of corruption and its impact on 
strategies of alliance building around the 2014 and 2019 elections, the 
following points can be made: first, while wholesale corruption has 
the power to mobilize people and sway election results, the narratives 
built around it are not stagnant. Moreover, what is perceived as moral 
or immoral is not fixed and certain acts professed as immoral once 
can be reflexively considered as less immoral or even a necessary part 
of statecraft later. Second, different caste groups also differ not just 
on the subject of morality and corruption but also on their relation to 
the larger issue of politics and development. In Andhra, power is con-
centrated in the hands of two major parties—the Congress (replaced 
by the YSRC after 2014) and the TDP. Wholesale corruption is 
embedded within and emanating from transforming agrarian populism 
(Gupta 1998) amidst this political landscape. The division between 
wholesale and retail corruption is anchored in the nested structure 
of caste hierarchy which ties unequal caste groups in a patron–client 
relationship. The poor and disadvantaged engage in retail corruption 
(forced to bribe ‘to get things done’) but do not partake in wholesale 
corruption which can influence political outcomes and power dynamics. 
Marginalized groups at best use their provisional agency (Cross 2014; 
Jauregui 2014) to negotiate the terrain of power explicitly built to keep 
them on its peripheries. Despite the use of such provisional agencies 
by the non-dominant castes, it is the dominant castes such as Reddys 
and Kammas in Andhra who determine the terrain of power dynam-
ics and accrue the largest form of social, cultural and political capitals 
(Bourdieu 1986) and state resources by controlling and inflecting the 
larger narratives on corruption.

6.5. Conclusion

The corruption narrative in Andhra Pradesh, like in other parts of 
India, is inextricably linked to the development discourse. Both the 
terms have spatio-temporal specificities attached to it, which are 
largely inflected by the middle classes and dominant castes. Within 
Andhra, retail corruption is seen as routine and inescapable, even 
if morally ambiguous, because it is considered as a means to build 
relations of patronage between the office-bearers and their clients 
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(Piliavsky 2014). Wholesale corruption is, however, imbued with 
strong moral undertones but such undertones are not fixed in time. 
As this chapter shows, the practices of wholesale corruption over the 
span of 10 years inflected the contemporaneous narratives of corrup-
tion, yet the moral articulations around it fluctuated.

The shifting answer to the question ‘can wholesale corruption 
and development co-exist or are they antithetical?’ has made the 
narratives of corruption heavily contested and debated. Its non-static 
nature is deeply implicated in the caste and class politics of a society 
transitioning from agrarian to reform-oriented populism. Corruption 
and development can be seen as antithetical to each other; they may 
be perceived as having a vexed relation or they can be considered as 
divorced from each other. It is these differences in meaning-making 
around corruption and the contestations around its ethical and moral 
implications which are partly responsible in building cross-caste and 
class alliances in the state of Andhra. Despite the changing narratives, 
it is the powerful caste groups who regulate its major contours and the 
benefits are also disproportionately accrued by them. Thus, corrup-
tion discourse needs to be understood as a relational concept, but one 
where the marginalized are rendered to the periphery of the political 
field while placing the powerful at its centre.
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CHAPTER 7

Petty Corruption in 
Women’s Activism 
in South India
Metaphor for Critique or Skilled Practice?

Janna Vogl

7.1. Introduction

To openly discuss practices of corruption in non-governmental organi-
zations (hereafter, NGOs) in the Global South is dangerous, at least 
in the higher layers of such organizations, due to their international 
financing. This situation is exacerbated, of course, when a foreigner 
researches such organizations, who is conceived as being positioned 
somewhere near the funding agencies.1 Officially, thus, the women’s 
rights NGOs in South India in which I conducted research for years 

1 Regarding my own position, it shall be enough to mention that two local 
NGOs facilitated my entry to the field, and that I was not affiliated to either of 
the international funding agencies. Nonetheless, some people from the ‘target 
groups’ conceived of me as ‘one of the foreigners coming through the NGO’. 
I cooperated with two female research assistants, among other things, to be able 
to partly reflect the effect of my own positionality.
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(2011–2018) condemned corruption.2 The public opinion about local 
NGOs in South India, which was noticeable, for example, during 
private conversations with friends, was totally opposed to this: NGO 
founders were generally seen as frauds, NGOs were rather understood 
to be convenient channels to corrupt foreign funds than organizations 
aiming at the transformation of society or aiming at helping the needy.3 
Indeed, corruption in the higher layers of such organizations has been 
discussed in a number of studies in India and beyond (Ahmad 2004; 
Smith 2010). Practices of corruption have been reviewed not only 
in a critical thrust but also as an unavoidable part of setting up such 
organizations. Ahmad (2004: 12), for example, argues that two types 
of corruption were paramount and had to be differentiated among the 
NGOs he researched in Bangladesh: (a) paying bribes to officials, for 
example, in order to register an organization; and (b) misappropriating 
international funds for own purposes. Smith also describes the first type 
of corruption: He shows that even well-intentioned activists in Nigeria 
who try to set up local organizations are forced into practices of cor-
ruption if they want to succeed (Smith 2010: 253–255). This sort of 
corruption, I assume, is also what some NGO staff in the higher layers 
as well as leaders and directors hinted at when talking to me about the 
difficulties of not being corrupt in a society which, in large parts, func-
tions on the basis of practices of (petty) corruption. The second type of 
corruption Ahmad talks about is potentially more visible, and it may 
conjure up suspicious questions: How did the NGO presidents pay 
for their huge houses? Why do their children visit such fancy schools?4

2 The insights presented here are based upon four field stays between 2011 
and 2018 in South India during which I visited and interviewed staff in nearly 20 
NGOs. A first field research for my master’s thesis was focused on the perspec-
tives of the founders of such organizations, the other three field stays for my PhD 
evolved around the interest to better grasp the perspectives of ‘target groups’ and 
the effects of such NGOs’ programmes on their everyday lives (see Vogl 2018).

3 Such a negative perception of locally founded NGOs seems to be a wide-
spread phenomenon (with regard to Nigeria, see Smith 2010).

4 An interesting question would be to ask how those people in NGOs who 
misappropriate funds legitimize such actions: How do they manage to deal with 
the arising contradictions between the normative endeavours they officially pursue 
with their NGO work and their own actual practices? I do not primarily deal with 
this question in the present chapter because this chapter is focused on perspectives 
of the ‘target groups’ of such organizations.
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That the actual practices in the field might not adhere to the official 
anti-corruption agenda is no surprise, especially having in mind the 
latest academic discussions about development cooperation (e.g., 
Artner 2018; Mosse 2005; Rottenburg 2009). Mosse (2005: 663), for 
example, argues that those aspects which render development policy 
into ‘good policy’ make it at the same time ‘unimplementable’:

Policy discourse generates mobilizing metaphors (‘participation’, 
‘partnership’, ‘governance’, ‘social capital’) whose vagueness, 
ambiguity and lack of conceptual precision are required to conceal 
ideological differences, to allow compromise and the enrolment of 
different interests, to build coalitions, to distribute agency and to 
multiply criteria of success within project systems. 

Others theorize similar results with reference to established organi-
zational sociological vocabulary, arguing that the gap between policy 
and practice is a result of a ‘loose coupling’ (Weick 1976) between the 
organization’s official agendas and their unofficial practices (Rottenburg 
2009). Rottenburg (2009: 68) suggests that such a loose coupling results 
from the exigencies of development cooperation, such as the necessity to 
adhere to a narrative of emancipation (participation) and a narrative of 
progress at the same time. Mosse’s study details this insight by showing 
that while the official policy and narratives may centre around ‘partici-
pation’ and respective programmes, structures of patronage are often 
much more effective in sustaining the commitment of the ‘target groups’ 
(Mosse 2005: 103–131). In a similar vein, it can be argued that ‘corrup-
tion’ is a dominant metaphor for critique among the here researched 
NGOs, which relates to the global relevance of the anti-corruption nar-
rative. However, the reference to ‘corruption’ as a metaphor for critique 
may not really connect to an effective realization of an anti-corruption 
agenda and respective practices—more precisely, as I show throughout 
this chapter, its function as a metaphor may not lay herein.

Consequently, the present chapter is not interested in detailing the 
gaps between NGOs’ self-representations and their actual (organiza-
tional) practices. It is even less interested in following everyday rea-
soning—in the Global North or the Global South—by dismantling 
NGOs, in general, or individual organizations, as corrupt. This also 
means that the chapter is more interested in the first type of corruption 
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differentiated by Ahmad above and disregards the second type: It does 
not ask whether or not NGO staff and directors misappropriate funds. 
Irrespective of such concerns, many studies show that these NGOs 
bring positive changes. Smith (2010: 255), for example, summarizes 
his research on NGOs in Nigeria: ‘Much as the local NGO sector is 
rife with corruption, it is also a sphere of dynamic social and political 
ferment.’ What seems more intriguing than dismantling NGOs as 
generally corrupt is the fact that the academic discussions about the 
exigencies of development organizations and the way such exigencies are 
solved through a loose coupling of the official policies and the unofficial 
practices go hand in hand with the need for a reassessment of the effects 
of such organizations on their ‘target groups’; in other words, their effects 
on local changes. In this perspective, the first type of corruption Ahmad 
differentiates—the paying of bribes to officials—becomes especially 
central: Practices of petty corruption come to mind, which, supposedly, 
are paramount in everyday interactions between the ‘target groups’ of 
such NGOs and the local state—interactions which the NGOs aim 
to assist in and improve. Officially, such NGOs aim at enhancing the 
target groups’ access to welfare measures or to their rights; or they aim 
at improving the target groups’ chances for democratic participation and 
‘autonomy’. An anti-corruption agenda is often seen as a vital part of 
such programmes, especially for the poor who are depicted as unfairly 
exploited by a corrupt local state. Against this background, ‘corruption’ 
may be naturally pictured as a metaphor for critique that unites NGOs 
and ‘target groups’. This is especially the case since a negative view of 
a corrupt local state is widespread among ‘target groups’ as well. It is 
widespread, as will become visible further, among the ‘target groups’ of 
the NGOs researched in the present chapter. Of course, it is not gener-
ally wrong to assume that poor people would have better access to the 
local legal apparatus, welfare measures or just general public services 
(like water), if this would not entail the payment of bribes. However, 
the above-mentioned insights about how development organizations 
(unofficially) function lead to justified doubts regarding the self-evident 
connection that is drawn between an anti-corruption agenda and the 
standardized narratives of empowerment, ‘enlightenment’ and progress, 
which are so preponderant for development cooperation. It becomes 
visible throughout this chapter that the ideal-typical scenario of a close 
connection between anti-corruption and ‘empowerment’ also remains 
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partial because it often operates with an impoverished account of petty 
corruption. In light of the reassessment of mechanisms of local change 
that result from development cooperation, a different approach to prac-
tices of petty corruption in women’s activism in South India becomes 
plausible. This approach does not right away oppose ‘empowerment’ 
and petty corruption but searches for more ambivalent connections: 
Does the participation in NGOs come with possibilities to oppose or 
circumvent corruption, and in which instances does petty corruption 
remain a severe barrier to women’s ‘empowerment’? Is it possible that 
the skilful handling of practices of petty corruption is part of the practices 
that ‘empower’ women?

The present chapter discusses these questions with reference to 
ethnographic material as well as qualitative and narrative interviews 
conducted with women from the target groups and the lower layers 
of staff of women’s rights NGOs in Tamil Nadu, South India.5 A 
distinctive perspective is enabled by an ethnographic approach and, 
more specifically, by the close analysis of transcribed and translated 
narrative interviews.6 The close analysis of narrative interviews allows 
to not only single out sequences or sentences in which, for example, 
interviewees speak critically of petty corruption or the local state, but it 
also becomes possible to embed these notions and references in wider 
societal narratives that (de-)legitimize petty corruption and represent 
images of the local state.

5 I intentionally forego a more detailed description of these NGOs, the 
localities they work in or the respective women, since the delicacy of the topic 
calls for a very careful anonymization. Details about the NGOs’ programmes 
together with their approximate location, for example, would make them easily 
identifiable. Such details are also not of import in regard to the general research 
interest of this chapter: This chapter is not meant for criticism of few individuals 
or organizations. It is rather a reflection about the exigencies of such NGOs more 
generally: They have to adhere to an official anti-corruption agenda to maintain 
relationships with donors and, at the same time, need to successfully navigate the 
interactions with ‘target groups’ and officials.

6 The translations were produced collaboratively, in face-to-face translation 
sessions with native speakers, so that the translation was already a first step in the 
analysis of the interviews. The discussion about, for example, multiple possible 
translations or the inadequacy of literal translations enabled insights in regard to 
my own presumptions and first ideas about wider societal structures of meaning.
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In the following sections, the argument is developed in three steps: 
First, I discuss an intervention of women from a slum in Chennai—the 
capital of Tamil Nadu—against a brutal sexually violent assault which 
led the victim to commit suicide. I show how attempts to bribe the 
local police to pressurize an investigation may not necessarily be suc-
cessful, especially for the less affluent party. I discuss why, nevertheless, 
it is not enough to ‘let them do whatever is possible through the law’, 
as one interviewee formulates. In a second step, I consider in more 
detail how NGOs assist women from the ‘target groups’ in accessing 
the local state: NGOs promote, among other things, female brokers 
who mediate interactions with the local state and in return may receive 
shares of the bribes otherwise commonly paid to the officials. In a 
third step, I show that NGOs are also places where women learn the 
intricacies of successfully interacting with the local state, which may 
mean to skilfully handle practices of bribery.

7.2. Why It Is Not Enough to ‘Let Them Do 
Whatever Is Possible through the Law’?

I start by considering an incident of failed intervention, where corrup-
tion played a determining role. Women in an urban slum in Chennai, 
which I will call Arangkarai,7 intervened and protested after a brutal 
sexually violent assault which led the victim to commit suicide. A 
group of 20–30 women blocked a much-frequented road junction 
that was near the slum on the day after the victim died. They aimed 
at pressing charges against the perpetrators and wanted to bring them 
behind bars. Their main argument: What happened to the victim could 
happen to them as well; the case, therewith, was seen to be a ‘public 
matter’ (for details regarding the case, see Vogl 2018). They were not 
successful in doing so: Three years after the incident, the perpetrators 
had still not been arrested. A court case was pending, but the perpe-
trators had sought an anticipatory bail8 and were arguing that women 
in the slum were trumping up charges. The local perception was that 

7 All names of places and persons have been replaced with pseudonyms.
8 Under the Indian Criminal Law, Section 438 of the Criminal Procedure 

Code grants the provision of anticipatory bail. Usually, a person will seek an 



Petty Corruption in Women’s Activism in South India 149

the perpetrators had ‘bought’ this anticipatory bail by paying a large 
bribe to a local police officer who subsequently got transferred. The 
NGO previously had helped the women by advising them to hand in 
petitions and complaints in the name of the ‘common people’ of the 
slum at different offices, like the Tamil Nadu State Commission for 
Women and high-ranking representatives of the police. Sarvitha, one 
of the women active in the protest, narrates her view of what hap-
pened thereafter.

Sarvitha: Only after giving all these letters, they got their 
anticipatory bail. As this case escalated to the Commissioner’s9,10 
level, she gave three lakh [`300,000], it seems. That’s why that 
person got a transfer….11 Because of that letter… [T: Is it the 
lawyer?] Not the lawyer! Police people. She bribed them to the 
extent that she won’t be arrested. As the letter came directly 
through the Commissioner, they transferred the guy itself. That 
guy, the police guy itself got transferred. […] Probably this guy 
got himself a transfer after getting the money [bribe].

T12: Is it a new inspector now?

Sarvitha: Yes, a new person. […] As he got money, he would 
have thought that if he stayed there, this case would become a 
headache for him. […]

T: He would get a transfer to somewhere else, with that his 
headache will end. His successors will have to deal with the case.

Sarvitha: Yes, he will not know what happened exactly. That will 
be in their [the perpetrator’s family] favour, right?

anticipatory bail when awaiting to be arrested upon charges of having committed 
a non-bailable offence but queries these charges to be false.

9 Terms that were originally used in English are emphasized in italics in the 
translations.

10 Sarvitha refers to the commissioner of police.
11 To capture and maintain the style of the narrations to the greatest extent 

possible, omissions in the original narrations are marked with three dots, and 
incomplete sentences are usually not concluded.

12 I use the abbreviation ‘T’ to mark the passages in which my research assis-
tants speak. I once again want to express my deep gratitude to S. Padmavathy and 
Lourdhumary for their valuable support in so many ways.
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This bribe from the side of the perpetrator was countered by something 
that could be called an ‘attempted bribe’ from the side of the victim. 
The victim’s son-in-law narrates:

Thanappan: If you go to them, they’ll make you do this thing, 
that thing, and then they’ll snatch your money. Even for 
conducting the kariyam,13 we have borrowed money. [T: Yes, 
how can one afford to bribe the police these days?] Also, you 
have to meet him alone…. He said he was in some place. When 
we reached that place, he asked to take an auto [auto rickshaw] 
and come to some other place. We had to spend `1,500 just 
for that auto. Apart from that, money for his food, his tea and 
everything else. Finally, it came to `5,000.

He later summarizes:

Thanappan: We should approach through the law. She [one of 
the perpetrators] creates new problems all the time and now one 
life is lost. If things happen like this, then if one has a problem, 
no one else will bother about it. And then things like this will 
happen again and again. [T: Correct.] Let them do whatever is 
possible through the law. But these guys are utilizing this as a 
chance to snatch money from us. [T: Yeah, that is the mentality 
of the police.] Ok, snatch money from the people who are rich. 
What will the poor do? [T: Yes, people….] You see, they are 
snatching from the people who are poor and who are facing lot of 
difficulties already. Rich people are very safe. The police instructs 
them: ‘Take this anticipatory bail for this much money’ … and 
done. [Laughing]

Thanappan’s disillusioned description of the procedures at local 
police stations is, quite obviously, not idiosyncratic. Such a disillu-
sionment with regard to the local state has been discussed with regard 
to India (e.g., Parry 2000) as well as other countries. Shehabuddin’s 
(2008: 75–110) research in Bangladesh, for example, reveals simi-
lar results. She describes the situation in villages in Bangladesh as 
follows:

13 Kariyam is a common ritual in Tamil Nadu on the 14th day after death.
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Our interviews with villagers revealed a profound sense of disillu-
sionment with the police, with a very disturbing response cropping 
up frequently: the police did nothing without a bribe, and since a 
corrupt policeman was likely to work for whomever paid the larger 
bribe, a poor villager was at an obvious disadvantage vis-à-vis a 
wealthier disputant. (79)

Shehabuddin (2008: 79), subsequently, brings these villagers’ 
descriptions in connection with an editorial in an English-language 
daily in Bangladesh that talks about ‘the citizenry’ who sees ‘the law 
enforcer […] more as a predator than a protector’. In the originally 
much longer quote that Shehabuddin refers to, the connection to the 
generalized use of corruption as a metaphor for the critique of bad gov-
ernance and illegitimate state power is even more obvious. I referred to 
Shehabuddin’s example, even though it is from Bangladesh, to show 
how tempting it is to straightforwardly draw such connections between 
wider anti-corruption narratives and local contexts in research on petty 
corruption. In other words: Is it really so that people like Thanappan 
can easily relate to a more generalized anti-corruption agenda that 
NGOs are expected to pursue?

In fact, Thanappan would not attempt to bribe the police if he 
would (a) condemn corruption in general or (b) have been disil-
lusioned entirely in regard to the possibility to successfully transfer 
a bribe before. Still, he fails to effectively pressurize his claim. One 
explanation is that he is unwilling, or unable, to pay more. However, 
the irritation of Thanappan points beyond this: He complains that 
the police fools around with poor people, sends them from one 
place to another place via expensive auto rickshaw drives and does 
not give them clear information and ‘fair’ prices in regard to their 
socio-economic position. This seems to suggest that there are other 
forms of resources, apart from money, which ‘poor people’ do not 
have access to. This connects to existing ethnographic research on 
the local state in India which complicates the picture of dynamics 
of petty corruption. A particularly interesting study in this regard 
is Jaureguis’s (2016) ethnography of the police in Uttar Pradesh. 
Jauregui’s elaboration of the topic of petty corruption evolves around 
the notion of jugaad, which, she argues, does not have any equivalent 
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in English but can be understood to be about a ‘social practice of 
provision’ (Jauregui 2016: 35, emphasis in the original): It can be 
described as a ‘provisional agency’ (Jauregui 2014). Jauregui’s close 
descriptions of practices that people describe as jugaad—a term that, 
importantly, is not only used with reference to practices that, under 
a different vocabulary, can be described as corrupt—show that much 
more than just money is at stake: most obviously, kinship and other 
networks come to mind; the manipulation of legal procedures, for 
example, by filing ‘fake complaints’ (Vogl 2018: 39, 42); associations 
with powerful advocates, for example, the attempt to cooperate with 
the NGO in the case described above; collective enquiry at local 
offices; or the obstinacy of claim making in general. Jauregui (2014: 
81) quotes a prospective police constable who talks about how he 
managed to get the job: ‘In addition to finding the right connection 
[…] one must also learn how much the bribe will cost, to whom it 
should be given, and the right time and place to give it.’ 

This brief excursion into Jauregui’s much more thorough discus-
sion of jugaad helps to set Thanappan’s narration in context: The 
disadvantages of the poor do not only rely on having less or no money. 
A critique of corruption and a disillusionment in regard to the legal 
system, together with an interest in tackling these intricacies—which 
do not just hinge on money—more effectively become visible in a later 
narration of Sarvitha. I asked her a couple of months after the incident 
what she had learned, and she summarized:

Sarvitha: That is, even if you beat someone, you should never 
accept that you have beaten them! You should prove that you 
haven’t beaten them at all! [laughing] […] I think one should 
be able to tell a lot of lies and act a lot. I understood that there 
is no value now for being truthful. […] You should have money 
in your hands as well. You should have knowledge over people 
as well. If one has support of people, one can courageously 
get involved and fight for things like this. If no one is there to 
support you, they’ll make you run back and forth. Like what is 
happening now to that girl [the victim’s daughter]. This girl 
could take someone along with her, but she’s going alone and no 
one knows when she’s going or coming.
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Thus, it not only needs the filing of a court case but more adamant 
and continued action, in the eyes of slum dwellers, to render this case 
effective. Bribery is one option of further pressing a case, and the 
narration of Thanappan above, as well as the quotes from Jauregui’s 
research, shows that it is not really easy to bribe successfully. However, 
there are other options as well. More specifically, women collectively 
pressurize the police, and they argue that it is reasonable to bring for-
ward demands and make enquiries in a group of women. The initial 
protest after the death of the victim aimed exactly at building up such 
kind of pressure.

Thanappan’s narration could be read as an affirmation of the 
strength of legal procedures, as the NGO possibly would like it to 
have. However, not only his own quote but Sarvitha’s quote as well 
reveal that it is more of a ‘retreat’, a surrender, to legal procedures: 
alternative interactions with local officials have failed. People from the 
‘target groups’—the rural and urban poor and therewith from the lower 
castes/classes14—may take up ‘corruption’ as a metaphor for critique. 
The populist distinction between ‘rich’ and ‘poor’, for example, which 
Thanappan refers to resonates with the official anti-corruption agenda 
in which the poor are pictured as unfairly exploited. But it is not yet 
clear whether they really mean the same as the NGOs. Or, more pre-
cisely, they may connect to such an agenda but at the same time lack 
other resources that would enable them to forego paying bribes and 
press their claims and interests in other ways in everyday interactions 
with state officials.

7.3. How NGOs Promote Female Brokers

In this first instance, the NGO became active in supporting women 
in writing petitions, and this helps women to push the case to higher 
authorities. However, the intervention fails because the interac-
tions with local officials, including the attempt to bribe them, are 

14 I use the notation caste/class to point to deep interferences between social 
inequalities due to caste and class. Far from being only a theoretical subtlety, this 
notation seems to resonate with definitions of people who experience discrimina-
tion due to caste/class (Roberts 2016: 54–80).
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unsuccessful: The relevant officials make the women ‘run back and 
forth’ and make them get bogged down in official procedures. The 
case is prolonged and postponed and even when I came back again 
after three years, the case was still pending. The question is: Apart 
from hinting towards official procedures and assisting in actuating 
them, which roles may NGOs assume in interactions with officials?

In other instances, local staff of NGOs more directly assisted 
women from the ‘target groups’ in making these interactions with local 
officials work. At one point of my research, I had gotten into the habit 
of asking local coordinators or field staff in the lower layers of such 
organizations about their networks, for example, with local officials. 
I had realized that such women were essential, since they functioned as 
nodal points, mediating between local women and low-level officials. 
In some cases, they had, as a result of their regular support of women 
in approaching police stations or other local state offices, built up indi-
vidual relationships with certain officials. This could be a close contact 
to a female police officer in a specific police station who was prepared 
to support this NGO staff and was available, if necessary, on a phone 
call. I remember a conversation which was totally incomprehensible 
for me in the beginning. The respective woman had stopped to work 
for the NGO. Since I had been acquainted with her over years, I 
visited her anyway. I was also interested to understand why she had 
dropped out. I asked her the usual question about her networks and 
the ways she helped women to get access to welfare payments like 
widow pensions or the so-called ‘marriage assistance’.15 She narrated 
that women still regularly approach her for assistance, even though 
they know that she quit her job at the NGO. She said that she refuses 
such requests, and she went on by justifying this with the argument 
that women used to receive payments upon her mediation but would 
not even inform her thereafter. At first, I did not understand why she 
was so outraged about the fact that women hid such received payments 

15 In 2011, the Tamil Nadu government launched the ‘Moovalur Ramamirtham 
Ammaiyar Marriage Assistance Scheme’ under which one daughter of poor par-
ents is eligible to apply for a financial assistant of `25,000–`50,000, varying with 
respect to the attained level of education, and 8 grams of gold shortly before her 
planned marriage.
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from her—she was obviously seeking my approval upon her outrage. 
I did not understand why this mattered to her: Was it about failing 
to acknowledge her support?

In a later conversation with the same woman, as well as in subse-
quent conversations with other women, I understood the background 
of her outrage. She narrated that women frequently faced the problem 
that even after they had paid the demanded bribes, their requests were 
not met. This was the case in incidents much less pressing or dramatic 
than in the case referred to earlier, where Thanappan attempted 
to pressurize an investigation in a brutal sexual assault that led to 
his mother-in-law’s suicide. Very often, staff of such NGOs first 
informs women about their rights to receive, for example, a widow 
pension or other welfare measures, such as ‘marriage assistance’ for the 
daughter’s wedding. Subsequently, the staff helps to file the applica-
tions, approaches the respective offices regularly to follow-up on the 
process and pressurizes the officials to really process the application. 
While, as many of the women I talked to emphasized, they would 
not pressurize or explicitly ask the respective woman to hand over 
an amount after receiving the respective sum of money promised by 
the scheme, many of them would not reject sums offered to them. In 
fact, it transpired that there were customary sums of money that were 
expected. If, for example, you received a ‘marriage assistance’ of `25,000, 
a bribe of `1,000 was commonly expected by the respective officer. If 
the NGO staff mediated the case, `500 went to the officer and `500 
to the NGO staff. In some of the so-called self-help groups—purely 
female micro-credit groups—organized by the NGOs, this was a 
widespread practice as well. NGO coordinators or local staff helped 
the groups to apply for credits, managed the interactions with the bank 
and when the credit was granted, received a share of it. These sums 
were already more substantial than the sums mentioned above: If, for 
example, the credit was amounting to `100,000, some of the local 
field staff or coordinators said that they usually received an amount 
of up to `10,000. It is important to emphasize that this is not an 
uncontested practice. Other women working in the lower layers of staff 
were outraged when offered a share of the received welfare payments, 
or they even openly condemned their colleagues who accepted the 
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money. Obviously, this shows how difficult a differentiation between 
legitimate and illegitimate payments may be: While many of the staff 
legitimate these ‘fees’ as ‘service charges’, the practice is condemned 
as ‘bribery’ by others. The NGO leadership, in turn, cannot officially 
acknowledge the existence of such payments exactly because they can 
easily be criticized as bribes.

The described practices of local-level brokerage connect to 
an already well-researched field of the so-called ‘political fixers’ 
(Berenschot 2014) or ‘political brokers’ (Witsoe 2012) in India. 
Berenschot describes such ‘political fixers’ as ‘intermediaries who use 
political contacts and knowledge of official procedures to help citizens, 
particularly the poor, deal with state institutions’ (Berenschot 2014: 
198). He also argues that women fixers in Gujarat were in disadvan-
taged positions compared to male fixers and were potentially seen as 
‘loose’ (Berenschot 2014: 205f). This is obviously totally different in 
the environment of the here researched NGOs, where women make 
local state agencies more accessible for other women. Interestingly, 
there is another connection to research about ‘political fixers’: Such 
fixers understand their activities, at least in some cases, as ‘social work’ 
(Berenschot 2014: 198ff; for a less positive account, see Jeffrey and 
Young 2014).

Importantly, such practices of local-level brokerage in the NGO 
environment also relate to exigencies arising from the field of devel-
opment cooperation. The wages in the NGO sector are extremely 
low, especially for these lower layers of staff who mostly comprise 
lower-caste/class women. This results, among other things, from the 
official agendas of development cooperation: Programmes related 
to ideals such as ‘help for self-help’ or ‘empowerment’ do not intend 
the professional and reasonable payment of staff from ‘target groups’. 
‘Target groups’, after all, not only work at the NGOs, but they are also 
supposed to get empowered—a value that cannot be assessed in terms 
of money and that legitimizes the fact that women receive expense 
allowances instead of reasonable wages.16 In this situation, receiving 

16 Mosse, in his insightful ethnographic account of development aid, quotes a 
development consultant, a colleague of him, saying: ‘[T]he problem with [such] 
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payments from women they assist in interactions with state officials is 
sometimes necessary to allow staff to continue their NGO work and go 
on with supporting women while at the same time earning a living.17 
This also explains why such practices are surely not admired by the 
NGO leadership, and even less officially acknowledged, but silently 
tolerated: Condoning local-level brokerage may help to stabilize their 
employee base, and it may even be supportive in strengthening rela-
tionships with ‘target groups’.

7.4. Tackling Petty Corruption

In some cases, the brokerage practices of NGO staff had another 
result: It acquainted local women with the intricacies of successfully 
interacting with low-level state officials. Women had learned to pay 
bribes and pressurize and enquire regularly enough to make sure that 
such payments yielded the envisioned results. I talked to some women 
who explicitly experienced this as ‘empowering’. These women con-
nected the skilful handling of such practices to an increased ‘awareness’, 
and they argued that they had achieved this ‘awareness’ by being part 
of the NGOs’ programmes.

I stumbled over this result in another conversation that, initially, 
resulted in confusion on my part. Sundari, a Dalit woman residing in 
a village in which one of the NGOs was active, narrated in detail how 
she successfully occupied a piece of common lands,18 built a small hut 
house with a thatched roof on it, and fought against the attempts of 
her neighbour from a slightly higher caste (Vanniyar) to claim the 

regular payments […] is that it begins to appear that [sic] the project is employing 
people rather than empowering them’ (Mosse 2005: 122).

17 Importantly, similar findings have been brought forward in regard to local 
state institutions. Jauregui describes how notoriously under-financed police 
offices collect bribes in a ‘kitty’ to finance, for example, the paying of informants 
(Jauregui 2014: 79f).

18 Common lands, the so-called poromboke, are lands intended for public use, 
for example, used as grassland for the grazing of livestock. Officially, such land is 
government property. However, there exists a long but contested history of Dalit 
occupations in the here researched village which I cannot detail here. The topic 
has been discussed with regard to Tamil Nadu more generally (Yanagisawa 2008).
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land for himself and have her removed from the land. The narration 
about the occupation of the land in itself lasted about an hour and was 
part of a more detailed biographical narration which I listened to over 
the course of three separate days. Sundari emphasized that this story 
is an example of her extraordinary boldness (tairiyam) and awareness 
(ar- ivu). She also stated that it is illustrative of how she ‘always wins’: 
‘Even without money, I’m always winning throughout my life. With 
my mouth and our sankam [Sanskrit for ‘meeting’ or ‘association’, 
referring to a local women’s group], with these two things everything 
is happening. I didn’t even spend one rupee for this land.’

Initially, I thought that this formulation was meant as a critique of 
corruption. I was all the more surprised when later, in the same narra-
tion, Sundari meticulously tallied up every single amount—including 
costs for food and tea for workers, bribes and proper bills—she had 
to pay throughout the process of being able to receive an electricity 
connection for the house as well as a lamp post along the roadside. 
It seems as if ‘winning without money’ does not hint towards a gen-
eralized critique of corruption. To get an impression of what it hints 
towards instead, I want to quote a summarized and excerpted but still 
long version of Sundari’s narration. It makes beautifully clear how 
tedious encounters with state officials may be, sums up the arguments 
made above and opens up another dimension.

And the guy from the EB [Electricity Board] office told that he 
won’t give current. I showed them the bills of `500 and that I had 
paid `1,000 for the lamp post, and still they were not giving. […] 
Again, the seven of us [Sundari together with other women from 
the sankam] went to the electricity office in [name of village]. Kalai 
asked: ‘Why, sir? It is a hut house. The people who filed the case [to 
have Sundari removed from the land] are rich people. And you are 
telling that you don’t give current to her. What should we do so that 
you’ll give the current? You tell us, we will do, sir.’ He answered: ‘Go 
to the panchayat leader19 and the VAO20 and get those two people’s 

19 The panchayat president is the head of the gram panchayat, which is the 
lowest unit of the Panchayati Raj System, a system of local self-governance 
established in India in 1993.

20 ‘VAO’ is the abbreviation for village administrative officer, who is the 
administrative head of the panchayat.
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signatures. Then afterwards, I will give light to the place.’ […] 
Afterwards, the [panchayat] leader signed and gave it to me. When 
we approached the VAO, we heard that he will sign only when 
we give him money. What can I tell? Because of these `1,500, the 
process stood still again. The [panchayat] leader had sympathy with 
us, so he never asked for money to sign the document. […] When 
I went to the [panchayat] leader again, he said: ‘Whatever he asks, 
you should give him. This is an achievement for you. Whatever he 
asks, you’ll give him and get the signature. I never asked any money 
from you because you are like my sister. He will expect a bribe.’ 
Totally, I gave him around `1,500. And then he got transferred. 
Without signing, the guy who received the money got transferred. 
I took another `1,500 and went to the new VAO. He told that it’s 
not enough. I spent `3,000 there. […] I gave it to the officer at the 
EB. After submitting, he told that one signature is still missing. 
After I also submitted that document, he said that he will enter the 
number only after getting another `1,500. […] One day, during 
Bogi,21 I was working at a dye company nearby. One guy came 
running towards me and told me that the JAO [junior accountant 
officer] had sent him to give the electricity connection to my place. 
I told my supervisor that the man from the EB had come to give 
current to my house, so I have to go. He said very secretly: ‘I’ll give 
full wages. Go, Sundari.’ […] I bought one bunch of bananas, two 
packages of biscuits and tea for the people who were working. It 
was `300. I put these things in a cover and brought to them. And 
that sir scolded me: ‘You yourself are in a bad condition, amma.22 
Why did you take so much trouble to buy those things without 
asking us? Anyway, you should also pay money to those guys. You 
could have told me before itself.’ I told him: ‘No, sir, spending is 
not a problem. You did the work very swift, that’s enough for me.’ 
They were standing, eating tea, biscuits and bananas. I also gave 
them `1,000. […] He installed the wire immediately, that’s all. 
But he never gave a connection to the house. For one and a half 
years I was struggling for that. […] You went to my son’s house, 
right? His son had scabies in his head at that time. One day, he 
carried his son, showed him to the JAO and told him: ‘Sir, we are 

21 Bogi is the first day of a popular harvest festival in Tamil Nadu (Pongal) 
that lasts for three days.

22 Amma literally translates to mother, but it is also used as honorific for 
elderly women.
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keeping our children only in this darkness. Some insect has bitten 
my son. Only because of the lantern light the condition is like this, 
sir.’ […] Finally, after seeing the baby, he gave the current. […] 
The light was glowing, that’s all. […] He is asking `2,000–`3,000 
for him. To give the current, again they are asking for money. And 
next, they are asking for monthly current bill. […] It took `7,500 
for the current to come over here. I have spent so much of money. 
The whole village was gaping in astonishment. That woman is so 
short and petite and she managed to build a hut and get electricity 
as well. Like that…. That was a good reputation for me.

As I said above, Sundari’s statement that she ‘wins without money’, 
especially since it is followed by the emphasis that she ‘didn’t even 
spend `1 for this land’, can be easily understood as attesting to a gen-
eral anti-corruption agenda followed by the NGO on first view. The 
close reading of the whole sequence suggests another interpretation: 
Possibly, Sundari rather means to underline the fact that she occupied 
the land, and did not purchase it, when she says that she ‘didn’t even 
spend ̀ 1 for this land’. This interpretation would result in the assump-
tion that doing so, she renders clear that her position towards state 
officials is that of a poor woman who needs to, and knows to, occupy a 
place. Her narration thereafter revolves around how difficult it was to 
receive an electricity connection. She can emphasize her success in this 
struggle so proudly because her relation builds upon the widely shared 
comprehension that the legal apparatus is more adaptive towards the 
rich. She successfully pushes her claims, which includes the successful 
payment of bribes, despite her obvious poverty—she ‘wins without 
money’. While she emphasizes throughout the sequence that ‘spending 
is not a problem’, money, quite obviously, is a problem: Even years 
after these encounters, she remembers every single amount spent. 
Additionally, the huge amount of money she had to pay to maintain 
access to the land and receive an electricity connection is one essential 
reason why others are ‘gaping in astonishment’.

Even if money is, quite obviously, central to the way Sundari 
remembers these interactions, the act of receiving an electricity con-
nection for the house and a functioning lamp post on the land near the 
roadside is also in a more general sense symbolic of the persistence with 
which she successfully tackles interactions with officials. Moreover, 
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she is successful against a wealthier counterpart who is of higher caste 
status. The paying of bribes is an ineluctable aspect of these interac-
tions for Sundari and sits on the same level as paying proper bills or 
arranging courtesies for the electricity workers (‘And next, they are 
asking for monthly current bill.’). However, paying bribes in itself is 
not what renders these interactions successful. Other aspects become 
visible in Sundari’s lengthy narration. First of all, Sundari emphasizes 
her good relations with one of these officials, the panchayat president, 
who did not ask for a bribe.23 It is also him who familiarizes her with 
the common procedures, and he straightforwardly encourages her to 
accept paying a bribe as normal. Second, she emphasizes, something 
that Sarvitha suggested as well in the quote earlier, that it is important 
to approach officials collectively (Sarvitha: ‘If no one is there to support 
you, they’ll make you run back and forth.’). The NGO, and especially 
the affiliated local women’s groups, make available such networks of 
support: Other women accompany Sundari to the various offices and 
pressurize officials by bringing forward demands in a group. Another 
strategy can be described as shaming: Sundari’s son accuses the officers 
of being responsible for the sickness of his child. This framing, at the 
same time, ceases on structures and ideals of patronage: It renders the 
problem into one of benevolence towards the poor.24 Overall, Sundari 
experiences the way she tackled these interactions with officials not 
only as successful, she even understands this whole episode as being 
essential for her subsequent ‘good reputation’: The episode testifies her 
adamant commitment to the local women’s groups, which is attached 
to an NGO, and therewith legitimizes her prominent position as one 
of the two leaders of the group.

23 During another occasion, Sundari narrated that the panchayat leader knew 
her because she had gotten upset in a gram panchayat meeting and had used 
extremely vulgar language in her anger. She assumed that this impressed the 
panchayat leader.

24 Sundari’s narration, therewith, also offers insights into the usefulness 
of the notion of ‘political society’ (Chatterjee 2004), especially with regard to 
women’s activism. One aspect that her narration seems to reveal is that the exist-
ing research centred around this notion as yet fails to acknowledge that diverse 
legitimizations—like the reference to ideals of patronage or the reference to 
rights discourses—do interact in a single situation. For the sake of brevity, I do 
not elaborate this point here.
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7.5. Conclusion: ‘Corruption’ between Unifying 
Metaphor for Critique and Skilled Practice

The above observations about the role of (petty) corruption in women’s 
activism in South India can be related to recent anthropological studies 
with parallel findings (Anjaria 2011; Jauregui 2014, 2016). Jauregui 
(2014: 86), referring to some of this research, formulated as a central 
result the insight that

illicit exchanges of material goods and favors […] constitute, if 
not perfectly level horizontal exchanges, then at least moments 
of empowerment and possibility, indicating that something more 
significant and complex is happening than a top-down exploita-
tion of, or extortion from, poor subalterns by state power holders. 

With regard to the field of development cooperation, it became vis-
ible that ‘corruption’ indeed functions as a metaphor: Target groups, 
NGO leaders and international funding agencies are enabled to ‘enrol’ 
(Mosse 2005: 663; see quote at the beginning of this chapter) under 
the same agenda. This is possible, however, only because huge dif-
ferences in meaning attached to this metaphor are ignored. Official 
anti-corruption policies quite often reduce the problem to one that 
‘distinguishes […] those who have (more) from those who have not 
(or have less), and the takers from the givers of material resources or 
future favors’ (Jauregui 2014: 82). This differentiation becomes plausi-
ble due to an impoverished account of petty corruption as a top-down 
exploitation, which is dominated by the transfer of bribes. In contrast 
to this, the narrations of the interviewees cited throughout this chapter 
revealed that, as Sundari formulated it, ‘spending is not a problem’. 
The difficulties for women from the lower castes/classes in accessing 
the local state may rely on not having the financial resources to pay 
bribes. However, mobilizing (scarce) financial resources is only one 
of the difficulties that arise when interacting with local-level officials. 
Sundari, in the quote that I just referred to, goes on: ‘No, sir, spending 
is not a problem. You did the work very swiftly, that’s enough for me.’ 
In fact, her narration reveals that nothing has been done ‘swiftly’: The 
simple demand to receive an electricity connection, to a hut on con-
tested land, took years to be met. It turns out that when, for example, 



Petty Corruption in Women’s Activism in South India 163

Thanappan differentiates the options of the ‘rich’ and the ‘poor’ vis-à-
vis the local state, not only the question whether bribes are affordable 
resonates (as my research assistant formulates: ‘How can one afford to 
bribe the police these days?’) but also a more general disappointment.

When women want to intervene in problems they perceive as 
‘common’ or ‘public’ problems that concern all women, when they 
want to get access to promised welfare schemes, or when they simply 
want to have an electricity connection, they have to tackle occasion-
ally extremely tough negotiations with officials. ‘Empowerment’ 
here is not about the development of ‘practices of citizenship’ and 
not necessarily about claiming rights. Rather, it is about learning to 
more effectively tackle the intricacies of bureaucratic interaction, and 
this explicitly includes practices of bribery. Paying a bribe, however, 
is often also no guarantee of really achieving the demanded service, 
especially for the deprived sections of society. Tenacious following-
up, collective pressurizing, and repeated and urgent appealing to 
common values and ideals, for example, of patronage, is necessary 
as well. Women in development cooperation—women as ‘target 
groups’ of women’s rights NGOs—do not necessarily, despite their 
obviously critical stance towards the corruptness of the local state, 
learn to embrace an anti-corruption agenda. It seems more adequate 
to assume that they learn to tackle the intricacies of petty corrup-
tion more effectively and more adamantly, for example, by bringing 
forward enquiries in a group. Such practices, indeed, ameliorate their 
position towards local state agencies.
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CHAPTER 8

Does Better  
Information Lead to 
Lower Corruption?
Evidence from Uttar Pradesh, India

Sujoy Dutta

8.1. Introduction

This chapter critically examines how the Right to Information Act 
(RTIA)1 aims to create space for democratization by empowering citi-
zens with better information who suffer from constraints. It addresses 
some key questions: Are the poor aware of the RTIA? Can the RTIA 
substitute for bribery? What tactics do the poor resort to control the 
poor households? Drawing on empirical evidence from two categories 
of poor households residing in Uttar Pradesh (UP), I take the example 
of households that are below the poverty line (BPL) cards. These cards 
entitle beneficiaries to several subsidies. However, the distribution of 

1 RTIA is an act of the Parliament of India passed in 2005, which sets out the 
rules and procedures regarding citizens’ right to information. Under the provisions 
of the RTIA, any citizen of India may request information from a public authority 
which is required to reply expeditiously or within 30 days.
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BPL cards is a politicized affair, as eligibility norms are commonly 
violated. Certain communities are oversupplied with these cards, 
whereas a large number of deserving poor never receive their cards. 
These poor suffer from constraints: they are unaware and unorganized, 
scarcely educated, lack support of external agencies and government 
bureaucrats responsible for implementing the Act. This has promoted 
mediators to block information on several welfare programmes by 
delaying paperwork of the poor in their process of obtaining citizen-
ship rights. These tactics are not only a means of power, control and 
domination, but they also produce dependent citizens rather than full 
right-bearing citizens.

Information is seen as one basic pillar to fight corruption. Studies 
indicate that India has mixed results in transparency, information and 
community participation in reducing corruption. Heller et al. (2007) 
revealed that during the first two years of people’s campaign for demo-
cratic decentralization in Kerala, participation in Gram Sabhas (village 
meetings) increased by 41 per cent, which included women and lower 
castes. Afridi and Iversen (2014) analysed how social audits in Andhra 
Pradesh under the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act did 
not have any impact on corruption. Social audits to check corruption 
were conducted in 300 villages across 8 districts of the state (between 
2006 and 2010), which revealed no effect on programme outcomes, 
including employment generation, as corrupt officials rarely got pun-
ished. Peisakhin and Pinto (2010) examined the process of obtaining 
ration cards in one slum in Delhi. The study randomized 86 applicants 
into four groups: the main treatment group was assisted in preparing 
the RTIA requests and the outcomes of this group were compared 
with other groups who either were (a) paid middleman to obtain cards 
by (ostensibly) bribing officials, (b) who presented a letter from a 
non-government organization and (c) who were a control group that 
submitted the necessary paperwork. The RTIA request in the inter-
vention asked the relevant official ‘for information about the status of 
their application and about the average time required for processing 
BPL cards’. The letter from a non-government organization noted 
that ‘the application was eligible for a ration card and urged prompt 
administrative action’. Remarkably, 94 per cent of the applicants in 
both the bribe and RTIA groups received their ration card within a 
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year, while only 21 per cent received them in the non-government 
organization and control groups. The bribe and RTIA groups also had 
much shorter median processing time: 82 days for bribe, 21 days for 
RTIA and 343 days for the control. Although the results of the study 
were encouraging, the mechanism through which the RTIA operates 
was not clear. RTIA was used less to obtain information, than as a 
threat perception to sanction officials. Since the study was conducted 
on a small sample in an urban area in Delhi, it meant results must be 
viewed with caution. Moreover, there was no mention of awareness 
of the RTIA in rural areas. The current study bridges this gap. Not 
only has it a bigger sample size but it also measures awareness of the 
RTIA among rural and urban households and the ways the poor adopt 
to negotiate with democracy.

The chapter is organized as follows. The first section narrates 
corruption existing in public sector institutions (including public 
distribution systems (PDS)) and the politics that gave birth to the 
RTIA. The second section describes the methodology—the main 
methods, the justification behind selecting the research site(s) and 
the rationale for choosing the households. The third section addresses 
awareness of the RTIA among poor households. The fourth section 
describes the tactics of the intermediaries and their negotiations with 
the poor. The final section is the conclusion.

8.2. Corruption, PDS and the Genesis  
of the RTIA in India

Throughout the postcolonial period, successive Indian governments 
have failed to deliver on issues relating to public service delivery, and 
the citizens with special linkages with the state benefitted (Khan 
2002). The linkages were based on caste, class, kinship and identity. 
Constrained by limited resources, the ruling Indian National Congress 
(INC) at the time of India’s independence adopted patronage poli-
tics (Chandra 2004: 156–161). The Congress Party depended upon 
traditional dominant castes for their source of information to create 
linkages between the state and citizens. These caste-based networks 
allowed the party to establish its roots in the villages. In the process of 
assisting the dominant castes, the leaders of the Congress Party diluted 
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the redistributive land reforms. In UP, a class of powerful farmers 
was able to strengthen itself in all parts of the state (Byres 1981). In 
western UP, it was the Jats who held the land and were dominant, 
whereas in central and eastern UP, landholding was concentrated 
with traditional landowners. With one dominant caste, as the major 
information holder, mediating across other castes, with development 
resources flowing according to long patron–client relations, these 
castes served as the main broker reinforcing patronage ties among 
landowners, tenants and poor labourers. The Congress Party was able 
to strengthen its alliance between the upper castes and the rural poor 
that kept the status quo intact.

From the 1970s to the early 1990s, very little changed within the 
formation of the INC to improve their service delivery among citizens. 
During Indira Gandhi’s regime, glaring gaps persisted between her 
promises and outcomes. To improve the situation for poor citizens, 
she introduced several welfare programmes for the abolition of bonded 
labourers, housing for landless labourers and moratorium of debts for 
weaker sections of society. These programmes failed to reach their 
objectives as they lacked the necessary rural infrastructure.2 Rajiv 
Gandhi integrated the Indian economy with the corporate sector. The 
corporate sector having better connections got away with the lion’s 
share in bureaucratic allocations, thereby making profits (Bardhan 
1984). Corruption remained a staple discussion during Rajiv Gandhi’s 
tenure. Series of scandals rocked India, for example, the Bofors affair3 
and the stock-market scam.4 From the mid-1990s, when the bastion 
of political power passed into the hands of lower castes in northern 

2 The programmes lacked the support of panchayats (local councils) controlled 
by elites affiliated to the INC. These elites resisted these redistributive schemes 
as they could debar their interests.

3 The Bofors scandal was a weapons contract political scandal that occurred 
between India and Sweden during the 1980s and the 1990s, initiated by the 
INC politicians and implicating, among others, the Indian prime minister Rajiv 
Gandhi, who was accused of receiving kickbacks from Bofors AB, an arms 
manufacturer.

4 The 1992 Indian stock-market scam was a market manipulation carried out 
by Harshad Shantilal Mehta with other bankers and politicians on the Bombay 
Stock Exchange involving corrupt officials.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_scandal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sweden
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indian_National_Congress
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rajiv_Gandhi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rajiv_Gandhi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kickback_(bribery)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bofors
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India, these leaders became the main mediators of public services. 
Lower-caste leaders failed to transform developmental gains into 
substantial mobilization for citizens (Hasan 2014). This resulted in 
the failure of public services (education and healthcare) as state insti-
tutions remained corrupt and lacked transparency. As Mehta rightly 
argues (2003: 117–119):

providing goods and services to one’s own ethnic group and (even 
more importantly) placing members of one’s own group in positions 
of authority from which they will be able to derive illicit income, 
both of which involves corruption, has become the accepted route 
to group social mobility in India. It is how low-caste groups have 
gained a foothold in Indian politics.

Against this background, several anti-corruption movements emerged 
across India. These movements aimed at reforming the Indian state. 
The most prominent is the Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS, 
which literally means Workers and Farmers Power Organization) 
emerged in Rajasthan with the aim of eradicating specific acts of cor-
ruption. The heart of this movement is a public hearing (jan sunwai), 
which was meant to expose the misdeeds of local politicians, govern-
ment engineers and private contractors, leading to voluntary restitu-
tion. The holding of jan sunwai is presaged by hard back-breaking 
work: demand for information from the respective administrations; 
analysis of data and resorting to agitations against government officers 
who failed to provide information.

Based on the demonstration effect generated by the MKSS, groups 
such as Bhrashtachar Virodhi Jan Andolan (People’s Movement against 
Corruption) in Maharashtra and Parivartan (Change), a Delhi-based 
NGO, emerged. These institutions came to the forefront by mobilizing 
and listening to the priorities of the poor on the issues of corruption. 
Their focus was on information, the key weapon to tackle accountabil-
ity (Jenkins and Goetz 1999). The feature of these movements was to 
strengthen the capabilities of the underprivileged and to minimize cor-
ruption existing in public sector institutions. The PDS, one of the big-
gest public sector enterprises in India which is responsible for combating 
malnutrition and hunger by providing food grains to the poor, suffers 
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from several limitations: inefficient government machinery, lack of 
accountability, poor vigilance mechanism, bottlenecks in transportation 
and rampant corruption at fair-price shops. Corruption at these shops 
takes the shape of bogus ration cards (with fictitious names) and shadow 
ration cards (genuine ration cards but used for other households).

Until the 1980s, PDS was restricted to urban areas, but in 1997, 
it was extended to BPL households. BPL eligibility is determined by 
a combination of income and asset criteria. To check the eligibility 
for the BPL households, members of local officials along with state 
government officials conduct a census for collecting relevant informa-
tion. Local politicians bear substantial responsibility for conducting 
this survey5 as they enjoy substantial degrees of freedom in choosing 
village surveyors and preparing the final list of recipients.

For poor households, BPL cards have brought about several prob-
lems. First, they have to confront irregular supplies of foodgrains from 
corrupt retailers. Second, they have to bear the plethora of corrupt rep-
resentatives who mediate within the BPL lists. These representatives 
choose households who could bribe them or help them garner votes 
during local elections. Given the importance of these cards, they have 
emerged as coveted objects as the poor are ready to pay any ‘official 
price’ to obtain these cards. This has emerged due to acute target-
ing criteria directed towards identifying eligible households through 
rules and procedures not legislated but implemented through fiat or 
arbitrary ordinances (Roy 2018).

The corruption existing at the ground level and pressure from 
the Congress Party compelled the Bharatiya Janata Party (under the 
Vajpayee government) in 2003 to enact the Freedom of Information 
Act to end the culture of secrecy and to ensure openness in 

5 Census is conducted on the basis of mean tests or score-based ranking. With 
a score ranging from 0 to 4, a set of 13 socio-economic indicators are included: 
size of landholding, type of house, availability of clothes, food security, sanitation, 
ownership of consumer durables, literacy status, status of labour force, means of 
livelihood, status of schoolgoing children, indebtedness, reason for migration and 
preference of assistance. The total score ranges between 0 and 52 as states are 
given the flexibility to decide the cut-offs.
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administration. But this Act was used by activists to investigate the 
working of the government as its provisions were forgiving to the 
Official Secrecy Act of 1923.6 A coalition of activists led by the MKSS 
pressed ex-prime minister, Manmohan Singh, whose priority was to 
produce a substantial piece of legislation. In June 2005, the RTIA was 
enacted. Advocates of the RTIA claim that the Act can help purge 
inefficiency and corruption from the government, control bureaucratic 
power and increase political influence among disadvantaged commu-
nities (Roberts 2010). According to the law, any citizen acting in the 
public interest can submit a written application for any information 
held by the government as long as it does not pose any national secu-
rity threat. For example, an individual can request details about how a 
member of parliament has used his/her annual quota of development 
funds or ask for the list of names and quantities of medicines stocked 
by the local government health clinic. Every government department 
designates the public information officer (PIO) who constitutes the 
first tier of information bureaucracy. The PIOs have 30 days to process 
an RTIA query. If a PIO delays or refuses to disclose the information 
without providing written justification or releases wrong or partial 
information, applicants can move to higher officials.

But the usage of the RTIA is low among citizens (Peisakhin and 
Pinto 2010: 277). As Sharma (2013) comments on the RTIA law:

[The RTI law] has more power to work with the middle-class level: 
the people who know to do this, the people who persist. The man 
who is uneducated … has to depend on somebody who can file an 
RTI form…. Even educated people have difficulty … in how to 
phrase questions…. I think [RTI] is going to be far more effective 
in the middle-class sector than anywhere else.

Those who are not fluent in statist words and ways, regardless of 
their formal schooling, have to rely on others, like NGO workers and 
lawyers, to tackle the state’s information labyrinth (Webb 2010). The 
poor who have neither bureaucratic literacy nor contacts with NGOs 

6 The Official Secrets Act, 1923, protects disclosure of any information that 
is likely to affect the sovereignty and integrity of India.
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or activists face obstacles in exercising their rights, enacted in the name 
of empowering the common man or aam aadmi. As Davies (1998) 
argues, democracy defined in terms of rights is insensitive to the needs 
of the poor, particularly given their lack of access to resources and their 
precarious livelihoods. According to her, most right-based movements 
favour urban elites as the poor lack ‘access to formal information’. The 
priorities of the poor are resource rights—tenure to land, right to food 
and economic securities, right to credit on usurious terms, right to pay 
taxes taking into account seasonal incomes and expenditure flows, and 
right to protection from preventable illnesses.

8.3. Research Design: Methodology

The fieldwork was conducted between October 2018 and August 
2019, drawing on mixed methods including observations at ration 
shops, government offices, chai (tea) kiosks, block offices, village 
squares, residences of respondents, places of worships and sundry 
public and private places. Other methods of collection of data included 
semi-structured interviews, survey questionnaire and focus group dis-
cussions. Although higher-level officials were difficult to approach, 
15 in-depth interviews were conducted with local netas (politicians), 
pradhans (village headman) and kotedars (proprietor of fair price 
shops), who were approached directly or through their contracts.

I chose two categories of poor households—urban and rural. Urban 
poor were chosen from a slum, whereas rural poor were selected from 
two villages in proximity to the capital city of UP, Lucknow. Proximity 
to Lucknow served two objectives: investigation of the awareness of the 
poor regarding the RTIA and how rural and urban communities engage 
with the state in their attempts to activate citizenship rights.

8.3.1. Research Sites

The main criterion for choosing both research sites is the corruption 
existing in public sector institutions in UP. In the state, corruption, lack 
of accountability and poor governance are key features of regional poli-
tics. The Planning Commission, Government of India (2007) reports 
rampant misuse of public funds in 68 public departments. Between 2000 
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and 2007, foodgrains worth ̀ 35,000 crores were sold or smuggled from 
the PDS to the neighbouring countries of India (Nepal and Bangladesh). 
These scams involved political parties, senior politicians and food sup-
plies minister under ex-chief minister of UP, Mulayam Singh.

The chosen slum was located near the cantonment area of 
Lucknow. The Government of India (GoI) defines a slum as ‘a com-
pact urban area with a collection of poorly build tenements … crowded 
together usually with an inadequate sanitary and drinking water under 
unhygienic conditions’ (Planning Commission, Government of India 
2007). There were between 150 and 200 households residing in the 
slum. These households could be categorized into two groups. The 
first category included households who were scarcely educated and 
held a variety of occupations: construction labourers, street vendors, 
truck drivers, plumbers and rickshaw pullers. The second category 
(30–40 households) included salaried classes. These households had 
regular jobs in the private sector. Despite their salaried incomes, some 
of these households were in possession of BPL cards, indicating that 
they were poor households.

The demographics of the slum included 30 per cent houses as 
pucca (brick wall, but not plastered), whereas the rest of the houses 
were semi-pucca (tin or asbestos roof and non-plastered walls); 85–90 
per cent of the houses had electricity meters, while 10–15 per cent 
depended upon illegal electricity connections. The major source 
of drinking water was overhead tanks connected to electric motors 
drawing water from underground sources. Sewage and toilet facilities 
were extremely poor as 70 per cent of the households used septic tank 
or flush latrine facilities, while 30 per cent went for open defecation.

In contrast, I chose two villages: Atrauli and Jagat Khera. Both 
villages were in easy reach for the bus and train services, linking them 
to nearby cities facilitating urban–rural migration. Villagers depended 
upon farming with canal irrigation and private tube well serving as 
the backbone to agriculture, with major crops such as wheat, rice and 
lentils. In the villages, four types of houses existed: permanent (pucca) 
houses made from bricks, pucca and kuccha house (made from brick and 
mud), semi-thatched huts (made from mud and clay) and thatched 
huts. Most permanent houses belonged to the well-off households, 
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whereas other categories of houses belonged to the middle classes and 
poorer households.

In Atrauli, there were 2,900 residents (557 households), while 
Jagat Khera had 1,400 residents (181 households). These rural com-
munities were stratified by caste, class and further segregated into fac-
tions. Villagers were divided into three classes. The dominant classes 
included households with positions of authority. These households 
controlled the fortunes of the poorest labourers. These included the 
village headman and some block officials who were responsible for 
identifying BPL households and thereby making them the focus of 
the poor people’s negotiations. Intermediate classes included medium-
sized farmers; besides earning from agriculture, they provided employ-
ment to several poor labourers. The final category included agricultural 
labourers. These households were sellers of their labour power as they 
toiled hard to earn their livelihoods.

The fair price shops in the villages were plagued with several prob-
lems. The headman along with the kotedar identified households who 
were legally not entitled to own a BPL card. These households had 
permanent houses, which included three or more sleeping rooms, and 
were in possession of a motorized vehicle, television and refrigerator. 
The poor complained that the norms for distribution of BPL cards 
were violated, as their representatives were involved in power assertion, 
bribery and violence. As a result, they were frustrated as they lacked 
social and economic capital to access welfare resources, which indicates 
how democracy has moved away from rural society given the practices 
of corrupt officials.

8.3.2. Selection of Households

Households were chosen based on two criteria. First, households 
should be in possession of a BPL card. Second, they should have an 
annual income in accordance with GoI norms.7 On the basis of these 

7 For pink-coloured ‘the poorest of poor’, the annual income set by the GoI 
was less than `20,000; for white-coloured cards, the annual income was less than 
`1 lakh per annum; for APL category, it was beyond `1 lakh per annum.
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criteria, I chose 40 households from the slum.8 These households were 
willing to participate in semi-structured interviews, which included 
sensitive questions. Background information of these households was 
obtained through a short questionnaire, which included information 
on their occupation(s), family status, landholding and awareness of 
government schemes. The questionnaire was followed by in-depth 
interviews, which focused on issues regarding corruption and bribery, 
the role of intermediaries, politics behind the distribution of BPL cards 
and their awareness of the RTIA.

In villages, I chose 50 households.9 I also interviewed households 
who were above the poverty line (APL). This was done to obtain their 
views on the narrowly targeted policy. A noticeable aspect regard-
ing villages is that the majority of respondents were women. These 
women were eager to discuss facets of corruption and bribery. As major 
caregivers of their households, they were more concerned regarding 
bribery, as their male counterparts preferred to stay away from sensi-
tive issues. For these women, corruption occurs when powerholders 
misuse their positions resulting in direct bearing on poor households. 
When resources meant for development are diverted through corrupt 
practices, they bring negative impacts for the poor, who are unable to 
substitute them through their private provisions.

8.4. Awareness of the RTIA among  
Poor Households

The RTIA has the potential to transform the nature of governance in 
India. But several reasons exist which have restricted the access of the 
RTIA among poor households. Ignorance, unawareness and scarcity 
of education are among the primary reasons restricting access to the 
RTIA. Out of all the chosen households, only one respondent in the 
slum claimed to have heard of the RTIA. Although this respondent 
heard about the RTIA, he had no knowledge regarding its proceedings 

8 This included 18 households with pink cards, 18 with white cards and the 
rest were APL households.

9 This included 28 households with pink cards and 22 households with white 
cards.
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nor had he any information regarding the PIO. Respondents claimed 
that their representatives or intermediaries never came to their rescue 
as most of them did not have knowledge of their problems. These 
intermediaries have a clear interest in maximizing corruption. For 
them, political mediation is about ‘looting the state’ by targeting poor 
households. These middlemen prey on the ignorance of the poor. 
Their clear interest is keeping the whole process as mysterious as pos-
sible; most of them insist on claiming that what is going on publicly is 
a façade, with the real decisions being made behind the scenes. These 
intermediaries pretend to have special access, as they can reach out 
to officials. As intermediaries, they are able to spend time after the 
transaction is through and let it be known to everybody that they are 
willing to dirty their hands. Most intermediaries have entered this 
position with the sole objective of becoming a local neta (leader) but 
are unlikely to proceed beyond their village or slum, irrespective of 
the ambitions they hold. Despite their brief span, they play an impor-
tant role in the lives of respondents. As political parties, expected to 
perform the task of mediating between citizens and state, are weakly 
organized (Kohli 1987) and are not able to penetrate effectively at 
lower levels, with little presence at the grassroots, they fail to support 
the tasks of interest articulation, demand representation and political 
communication (Krishna 2002).

Most meditators are extremely clever, as they provide no written 
document to their clients, making it difficult to persecute them. They 
operate with a wide range of actors: pradhan, block staff and other 
brokers who demand gratifications. As gatekeepers of public resources 
and of information related to public services, the information which 
they circulate is channelled according to their needs, making sure that 
‘their information’ is widely circulated among the poor. For instance, 
to make things mysterious, it is very common for the middleman to 
say to his donor, ‘leave everything to me; don’t worry about making a 
mess of it; someone like you shouldn’t be involved directly’. This not 
only allows him to keep a distance from his client but also helps him 
to bargain down the recipient’s demands when the time comes for the 
payment of a bribe.

The second reason for the low usage of the RTIA is that the lack of 
support of external agencies (NGOs, self-help groups and caste-based 
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networks). External agencies across India have been successful in 
breaking caste barriers adding pressure on rural institutions demanding 
better public deliverables. Caste networks too have played an important 
role. Nagavarapu and Sekhri (2016) note that in UP, people provide 
better information regarding the availability of goods at fair price 
shops to their caste peers. Shopkeepers are chided for their wrongdo-
ing if they do not circulate information to their caste members. In the 
current research in Jagat Khera, in the absence of caste networks or 
external agencies, the village headman commented that beneficiaries 
of welfare programmes have become ‘lazy and unproductive’. The 
‘free’ incentives have reduced the motivation of beneficiaries, making 
them insolent and allowing them to bargain for higher wages. These 
higher classes (represented by the headman) are of the opinion that 
welfare resources induce labourers who demand more from farmers, 
making them vulnerable and breaking the backbone of farmers. These 
arguments suggest that higher classes do not treat the poor equally and 
are not willing to share power with them. Elites approach members 
of government bureaucracy directly and vehemently dismiss local 
intermediaries, while the poor operate with intermediaries on whom 
they rely for information.

In UP, the lack of external agencies reinforces social inequality 
and prevents the flow of information from reaching the poor. Mangla 
(2013) notes how rural elites have captured Mahila Samakhya,10 a 
non-profit organization responsible for running the government mid-
day meal scheme through its Dalit women groups. Coordination of 
this scheme was a source of conflict between Dalit women and school 
authorities. The head of school authorities who belonged to upper 
castes never coordinated with the lower castes, as they would arrive late 
at school, inflate daily attendance and disseminate extra food among 
friends and relatives. This resulted in a clash of interests between Dalits 
and school heads, who objected that the meals prepared by Dalits were 
‘unhygienic’ as it did not comply with the issues of purity and pollution. 
This helped school heads mobilize villagers against Dalit women and 

10 Mahila Samakhya launched in the late 1980s is a quasi-public agency for 
women’s literacy and empowerment. It operates in four areas—education, health, 
governance and law—and organizes Dalit women. Based on their good track 
record, the NGO receives funding from central and state government officials.
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to convince government officials responsible for monitoring the mid-
day meal scheme to hand over the scheme to the school authorities 
and not an unknown external agency.

The final reason for the poor spread of the RTIA is that the bureau-
crats responsible for implementing the Act have no understanding of 
its ground reality. These bureaucrats have no knowledge of the ground 
realities and construct self-made success stories to persuade outsiders 
that the RTIA works in balance between citizens and state machinery, 
leading to the empowerment of the poor. Narrating a success story by 
a government bureaucrat11 stationed in Lucknow, villagers in Nai Basti 
(Bahraich, UP) filed an RTIA against the kotedar of their village when 
he was apathetic towards the demands of the poor. Within a fortnight, 
the kotedar reached the village and narrated a sob story, which moved 
a few villagers, who agreed to take back their RTIA applications. 
On the penultimate day, the kotedar brought a minibus loaded with 
snacks and liquor and persuaded villagers to come to the subdivisional 
magistrate’s office12 to take back their applications. But most villagers 
refused to take back their applications. The kotedar tried several other 
tactics: one day, he convinced a few villagers to collect information 
from him which they had requested through their application. When 
villagers approached, he forced them to make their thumb impressions 
on a blank paper. The villagers refused and reported the matter to 
the district magistrate office, leading to the suspension of the kotedar.

The ground reality is different. Officials responsible for implement-
ing the RTIA do not want to project themselves as dalals (middlemen) 
between those wanting to use the RTIA and the government as the 
application process has been seen as a do-it-yourself offer to enable 
people to engage with the state without mediation. Respondents on 
the other side claimed that no campaigns, external agencies or village 

11 Interview with Uday Pratap Singh, RTI Bhawan, Lucknow, 22 December 
2018.

12 The subdivisional magistrate (SDM) is a title given to the head official of 
the district subdivision (tehsil). All subdivisions are under the charge of the SDM. 
The functions of the office include maintenance of land records, revenue cases and 
demarcations and mutations, etc. The office is responsible for operating preventive 
sections of the Code of Criminal Procedure.
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meetings were organized to disseminate information regarding the 
RTIA. Studies indicate that the poor are not confident in facing public 
authorities (PriceWaterhouseCoopers 2009); villagers are harassed, 
threatened and physically attacked by officials at the time of submit-
ting their RTIA applications (RTI Assessment and Analysis Group 
and National Campaign for People’s Right to Information 2009), 
and the costs of obtaining information are high and, in some cases, 
‘brutal’ (Participatory Research in Asia 2007). As a poor mason13 in 
Atrauli remarked:

the pradhan himself does not know about the RTIA … what 
message will he convey to villagers? If any official at the block 
office has information regarding the RTIA, he will not inform 
the villagers, as it might be a direct threat to his illicit income.

The state’s reluctance to promote the RTIA among poor citizens is 
limited. In India, there is no official mechanism to assess how many 
citizens have been threatened, injured or killed for seeking informa-
tion (Nayak 2013). The National Campaign for People’s Right to 
Information reports that RTIA users were physically beaten in public, 
abducted, tortured and hit by a moving vehicle. Harassment included 
receiving abusive replies to requests for information, having private 
property ransacked or destroyed and suspension from employment 
based on false criminal and defamation cases. This has created fear 
among honest individuals who are now hesitant to seek informa-
tion. The situation is precarious in economically backward states 
where RTIA users experienced more reprisals related to corruption 
in exercising welfare programmes: Bihar the highest, followed by UP 
(Pande 2007).

8.5. Bribery or Waiting: The Only Way Out

The poor implementation of the RTIA at the ground level has left the 
respondents with two choices—either to bribe the mediators or wait 
to access their citizenship rights. In this section, I will discuss both 

13 Interview with Hamid, Atruli, 3 January 2019.
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these tactics in detail and investigate how these tactics impinge on the 
lives of the poor respondents. In the process, I will address some key 
questions: What are the different forms of bribery? Who indulges in 
bribery? How does bribery impact poor respondents?

Corruption at the research sites takes the form of petty bribery. 
Bribes are paid to expedite the BPL application or to obtain welfare 
services. Salaried classes and poor households indulge in bribery. 
Salaried classes use their personal linkages, status and money to deal 
with mediators, while the poor without influence, connections and 
economic resources are subject to the darker side of patronage (Martin 
2014). Three forms of bribery are common. First is facilitative bribery, 
where bribes are paid by households to expedite the BPL application 
process. Majority of poor respondents indulge in this form of bribery. 
The logic behind this bribery, as argued by Rothstein (2011), is that 
‘people have no incentive to refrain from corrupt practices because even 
if they as individuals start behaving honestly, nothing will change’. The 
second category is collusive bribery which involves conspiring with the 
bribers to bend rules in favour of the receipts. Salaried classes in the 
villages indulge in this form of bribery. The final category is extractive 
bribery, where meditators through stealth or harassment extract money 
from the poor. For instance, in Atruli, a local neta (politician) along 
with the headman running for re-election (in 2015) promised help to 
villagers in exchange for their votes, but after winning the elections, 
the promise was not honoured. Later, the headman agreed to help, 
provided villagers were ready to pay a hefty bribe. As Prateek,14 a poor 
agricultural labourer, recalls his experience:

A ration card is hard (to get) and is usually possible during election 
time or with big money. In 2015, when panchayat election was 
scheduled, a neta along with the current pradhan promised to help 
me if he won the election, but once he won, his assistant shouted 
at me ‘why you are here?’ I explained, but the pradhan also shouted 
at me. They sent me out shouting, ‘you have no manners.’ ….I was 
left stranded. Later after a month, the pradhan approached me and 
agreed to do our job, provided we were ready to pay him a bribe 
of `500 per person.

14 Interview with Prateek Shukla, Cantonment, Lucknow, 18 February 2019.
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On the flip side, bribery has some advantages. Most respondents claim 
that it is worth to pay a bribe for welfare resources as these services 
are worth the cost. Bribes maximize private and group benefits and 
act as a source of insurance for the poor in the long run. For instance, 
a group of households complained that the names of their household 
members were missing from their cards. Repeated complaints at the 
block office did not produce any result. Frustrated, they approached 
the kotedar for assistance. Initially, the kotedar refused to help as it 
involved bribing clerks at the government office. But later, he agreed 
to help them, provided each household paid him a bribe of `300. 
The poor agreed as they were ignorant towards the working of the 
government office and subsidies obtained through BPL cards would 
have acted as long-term insurance for their households.

But a majority of poor households did not have the ability to pay 
bribes. These poor people are made to wait by the intermediaries to 
obtain their citizenship rights. The intermediaries delay their paper-
work and make the environment corrupt and mysterious for these 
respondents as they lack information regarding their legal entitle-
ments. Questions occur like the following: What are these forms of 
waiting? How does waiting impinge on the lives of poor households? 
Has the new technology facilitated the BPL application process? In 
this section, I will address these issues in detail. I will focus on the 
meaning and practices of waiting encountered by the poor and their 
interactions with the state: Why the poor are made to wait in order 
to obtain their citizenship rights?

Waiting takes various forms. Sociological scholarship has described 
long-term waiting as prolonged, spanning months, years, lifetimes or 
even generations. Long-term waiting has been explored by scholars 
within (un)employment (Jeffrey 2010), migration (Harney 2014), 
asylum-seeking (Griffiths 2014) and marriage (Ramdas 2012). 
Respondents at both research sites deal with two types of waiting. The 
first is long-term waiting and the other is short-term waiting or ‘to-
and-fro’ waiting. Both forms of waiting put the poor at the crossroads 
between certainty and uncertainty (Gasparini 1995) as brokers may 
refuse papers as incorrect or may ask the person to return on another 
day. A wait with an unknown endpoint is outside the control of the 
waiter; such waiting is difficult to endure.
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The data indicate that intermediaries and their minions are profi-
cient in delaying the paperwork of the respondents and making them 
wait for endless periods of time. The poor lack social contacts and 
networks—‘known people’—along with money, which is critical for 
saving time, bypassing the waiting process or hastening outcomes. 
Money is central to all dealings with mediators. Money greases 
application processes—paperwork that otherwise could take weeks 
or months to complete is done within a few days. But not everyone 
can pay to save time. A common complaint among the poor is that 
it is easier for the wealthier and better connected to get their things 
done because of their levels of literacy, social capital and their ability 
to pay bribes. For the poor, payments are rarely an option. Prateek15 
who lacks social contacts and does not have the ability to pay bribes 
narrates his experiences:

I can’t give money, so I am going back and forth…. I have applied 
for my ration card … about a year ago. Since then, I have been 
waiting, I went whenever they told me to come … they said come 
on Monday or come back next week…. I was always there. This 
time when I went, I was told that I applied for the card in June, as 
there were people who have applied earlier and are still waiting, 
so I must wait … at least for six months…. I lost my job in the 
factory as I was working on my card … now I work as a part-time 
plumber … it’s difficult to sustain my livelihood.

Respondents are often left exasperated and humiliated by the acts 
of subordination which they undergo as part of their application 
process. These narratives indicate how waiting undermines already 
insecure livelihoods, unleashes affective reactions and reproduces 
portions of powerlessness. Waiting creates inconvenience for males 
and females. For males, they have to forgo their day’s wages, which 
results in frustration and economic uncertainty. For females, the 
burden of waiting is double. Not only there are considerations of 
money and time, but there are also concerns of dignity when they 
travel to offices located in unfamiliar towns. How they are treated 
by officials and mediators is important for these marginalized 

15 Interview with Prateek Shukla, Cantonment, Lucknow, 3 March 2019.
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communities whose members give importance to encounters with 
the state as sites where domination and subordination are expressed 
and reproduced (Carswell et al. 2018).

Poor households also undertake prolonged waiting for their BPL 
cards. This form of waiting is meant to defeat the intentions of the 
poor who are in the process of claiming their citizenship rights. 
Noor,16 an old widowed woman, narrated her bitter experiences with 
prolonged waiting:

It seems that I have received high scores…. I made my BPL 
application four years ago … and since then I have been waiting. 
I asked several people, even Sharmaji several times … but they all 
replied that my card is not sanctioned. They keep giving the same 
answer year after year … how many times will you ask them? I 
have also been asking other officials … but all give me the same 
response … this is my fourth year … now I am fed up … and have 
given up the chase.

Laughing, fed up, Noor replied, ‘officials put the card under their 
bun and sit on it—that’s how they treat the poor!’ Long-term wait-
ing creates a sense of uncertainty and arbitrariness (Auyero 2012) 
and devalues time for those who wait without a foreseeable end. As 
per Auyero’s account of long-term waiting on claimants waiting 
in an Argentinean welfare office, where ‘poor remain temporarily 
neglected, unattended, postponed’ (Auyero 2012: 9), waiting is used 
as a successful means of domination (Auyero 2012: 15). The poor 
have no choice but to get habituated to the powerless waiting. As 
Auyero (2012: 12–14) notes:

…waiting appears to be ‘in the order of things’ for the poor. It is 
sometimes normal, expected, and inevitable. They are disposed to 
recognize that they have to wait and thus to submit to it, because 
that is precisely what they are regularly exposed to.

In contrast, short-term waiting involves time in queues or waiting 
outside the offices of representatives to submit papers or documents. 

16 Interview with Noor Hussain, Cantonment, Lucknow, 4 April 2019.
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This form of waiting is less explored (Corbridge 2004), yet it shapes 
poor people’s encounters with the state in their process of obtaining 
welfare services. Circulations caused due to short-term waiting not 
only capture spatial (to villages and offices, etc.) and temporal (back 
and forth) movements produced by the state but also capture the state’s 
power ‘to hold in suspension actors, actions, justice and rights’ (Secor 
2007). This can be illustrated through a ration card example of a newly 
married couple in the slum. When Sunita and her husband set up their 
independent house, the first thing they were expected to do is to apply 
for a ration card; for this, their names were to be erased from their 
parents’ card. This procedure, in practice, often takes several visits to 
the offices in different places spanning over months. Sunita,17 a Dalit 
woman, narrates her experience:

First, we went to the taluk office to remove my name [from my 
parents’ card]. The lady said she would do this, but she messed 
things up. After five or six months, she said she never received the 
card. Eventually, my father-in-law went, took that lady’s phone 
and … threatened her by saying, ‘you find that card or else contact 
whoever you need to contact, but you find that card’. After three 
hours, she had found the card, and the card came back home. Then 
I went again alone to remove my name…. I went to the taluk office 
to get my name on our new card…. In total, there were eight trips 
to the office.

Sunita’s narrative demonstrates the time-consuming nature of the 
application processes, showing how paperwork can get stuck even in 
straightforward cases. It indicates the importance of patronage and 
gender. Her father-in-law who initially visited the taluk office with 
her had extensive patronage networks. However, when Sunita visited 
alone, things were different; since she was not accompanied by a male 
person, she was not taken seriously by the block officials. Widowed, 
divorced or young women are particularly vulnerable as they lack 
support, which undermines their ability to get access to welfare and 
citizenship rights.

17 Interview with Sunita Kumari, Cantonment, Lucknow, 23 April 2019.
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Even with introduction of new technologies aimed at disembedding 
the BPL paper application process aimed at making the poor wait less, 
things have not worked in their favour. Technology has disempow-
ered the poor as it concurs to blocking the application process instead 
of facilitating it. As Raj Singh,18 an agricultural labourer from Jagat 
Khera, complains regarding the biometric system:

They put my details on the Internet, but now it is stuck, and the 
ration card is not coming […]. When we made the Aadhaar card, 
they took all our scans like eye and fingerprint, but I do not know 
where all has gone, it’s all on the Internet, but we cannot access it.

Biometric identification poses another problem: sometimes, the system 
incurs recognition errors. Issues of recognition, while minimized by 
programme staff, feature frequently in the narratives of the poor, as 
Abdul19 narrated his problems with the system:

Since (this BPL biometric system) has arrived, citizens have to 
queue for many hours. If paperwork is stuck, then I have the 
option of travelling to higher offices and hope to be luckier. But 
once paperwork gets stuck on the Internet … you have to wait for 
months.

Novel technologies produce new obscurities, information gaps and 
forms of mediation, especially in the contexts when the poor lack 
access to and knowledge of technology-mediated application processes. 
Failure of biometric authentication forces the poor to undertake long 
trips to district offices, which results in frustration. Paperwork gets 
stuck, and people do not know where, why or for how long they have 
to wait. Through the processes of making people wait and return, 
giving no or partial information and remaining vague about paper 
trails, state officials produce less than capable citizens rather than 
full-claim-making citizens (Carswell et al. 2018: 11).

18 Interview with Raj Singh, Jagat Khera, 3 May 2019.
19 Interview with Abdul, Jagat Khera, 3 May 2019.
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8.6. Conclusion

Information is an important tool but in itself is not enough to 
reduce corruption. Information works well when accompanied by 
the bargaining power of the poor, followed by the role of the state 
in punishing corrupt officials. In this context, the Indian state has to 
go a long way. Field data suggest that the RTIA has failed to reach 
the majority of the poor in UP. There exist various reasons: poor are 
ignorant, unorganized and scarcely literate; bureaucrats responsible 
for implementing the Act have no understanding of its ground reality 
and the state’s failure to protect whistle-blowers seeking information 
through the RTIA. Under these circumstances, the state along with 
private and non-state actors can play an important role. An independ-
ent institution—Jan Lokpal or ombudsman—empowered to incarcer-
ate the guilty and protect the whistle-blowers needs to be established. 
This will make the process of service delivery more accountable 
and transparent to the public. The presence of non-state actors can 
strengthen the voices of the poor. But in UP, these organizations are 
co-opted by elites. Rather than raising popular consciousness, mobi-
lizing citizens in pursuit of a cause or building a mass base, leaders of 
these organizations prefer to network with organizations, call upon 
like-minded individuals to sign petitions and persuade government 
officials and political parties. Moreover, leaders emerge from higher 
castes in UP who have dominated the rural landscape for centuries. 
Protecting the interests of the poor is the responsibility of the state 
which is difficult to achieve in UP.

With the failure of the RTIA, the poor have no choice but to 
depend upon intermediaries or resort to bribery. Bribery is an indi-
cation that the governance system is not transparent, and neither 
politicians nor service providers can be held accountable for their 
actions. Field data indicate that bribes not just lead to private benefits 
but also social benefits depending upon the purpose of payment of 
bribes. If bribes are paid to restore a problem with the provision of 
public good that benefits an entire community, there could be posi-
tive spillovers to the community. However, if the bribe is paid to get 
access to a rationed welfare benefit and leads to exclusion of another 
household who does not pay a bribe, the consumption benefit of 
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one household is wiped out by the consumption loss of another one, 
leading to no social benefit.

Those households who do not have the capacity to pay bribes are 
sent back and forth by mediators as a process of delaying their paper-
work. Data indicate that waiting has repercussions. First, waiting is 
used by mediators as mechanisms of power and control through which 
state actors seek to produce dependent ‘patients of the state’ rather than 
full right-bearing citizens. These ‘incomplete’ citizens find themselves 
trapped in spatio-temporal interactions that continually undermine 
legitimate claims and meaningful citizenship. Second is the role played 
by money, networks and patronage. Waiting time is reduced by paying 
a bribe to the right person. While salaried classes take advantage by 
making use of a combination of money and middlemen, the rural and 
urban poor suffer as they lack socio-economic capital. Third is the 
gendered burden of waiting. Although waiting can be a burden for 
both males and females, it falls more heavily on females who bear its 
major brunt. Females have to travel to far-off and unfamiliar places to 
get their things done. Not only does it lead to frustration, but there are 
also concerns of dignity (izzat) in the way one is treated by mediators 
and officials. Women are made to wait, be patient, which is a depiction 
of not only state power but also gendered hierarchies of citizenship 
that are reproduced at the state–society interface.
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CHAPTER 9

Law and Political  
Crisis in Brazil
From ‘Mensalão’ to ‘Lava-Jato’*

Fernando Fontainha and  
Amanda Evelyn Cavalcanti de Lima

9.1. Introduction

The change of government marked by the impeachment of the then 
president Dilma Rousseff (henceforth, Dilma) in 2016 ended more 
than 10 years of the Workers’ Party (PT) government in Brazil. Ever 
since the 2005 Mensalão scandal, the fight against corruption has uni-
fied significant sections of the judiciary, the political establishment 
and the (mainstream) media and has served as a rallying cry for the 
weakening of the coalition that had kept the PT in (national) power 
since 2002. Even so, the Mensalão did not prevent the then president 
Luiz Inácio ‘Lula’ da Silva’s (henceforth, Lula) re-election in 2006. 
His trial at the Supreme Federal Court (STF), which resulted in the 
arrest of several PT leaders, did not prevent Lula from electing his 
chosen successor Dilma Rousseff in 2010. And the subsequent Petrolão 

* A Portuguese version was published in Fontainha and Lima (2018).
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scandal, though it cast shadows over her first term, did not prevent 
Rousseff’s re-election in 2014. However, her government eventually 
succumbed to the so-called ‘Car Wash Operation’ (Operação Lava 
Jato), which was legally coordinated by the 13th Federal Criminal 
Court in Curitiba, a court specializing in crimes against the national 
financial system and chaired by the federal judge Sérgio Moro. At the 
STF, in turn, the case was reported by Justice Luiz Edson Fachin,1 
since certain defendants have privileged jurisdiction.

It must be made clear that the effective removal of President 
Dilma Rousseff was not due to a judicial decision. The corrosion 
of the government’s parliamentary bases made her lose, by absolute 
majority, two strategic votes: one in the Chamber of Deputies (April 
2016) and another in the Federal Senate (August 2016). The pretext 
for her impeachment request does not relate to the so-called Petrolão 
scandal. Credit operations allegedly not authorized by parliament were 
invoked as a crime of responsibility. During Dilma’s political trials, 
both in the chamber and in the Senate, there was no lack of lawyers 
and legal arguments for and against the government. Even so, the 
narrative pillar for Dilma’s political defence was the legal framing for 
the practice of crime of responsibility: ‘impeachment without a crime 
of responsibility is a coup.’

The impeachment process became, of course, a generalized crisis 
through the ample involvement of legal professionals and the media 
in the political process. The main problem was the lack of account-
ability these actors have, as there is little or no democratic control over 
them. The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate how what will 
here be termed ‘legal–political incidents’ have engaged courts and the 
mainstream press with two parallel logics, but which mutually ratify 
(a) decisions in individual catalytic processes with profound political 
impact and (b) the postulation of relative autonomy of these ‘legal’ 
decisions in relation to the ‘political’.

1 Justice Luiz Edson Fachin became responsible for the processes involving 
the Car Wash operation after the death of Justice Teori Zavascki due to an air 
accident in January 2017.
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Political-legal incidents are here understood as certain acts per-
formed by legal professionals, combining intra- and extra-technical-
procedural elements. Our argument is that incidental analysis—focused 
on these momentous acts—can provide a fruitful empirical basis for 
a political sociology of the role of the justice system in the current 
Brazilian crisis. Among these incidents are the institute of plea bar-
gain, strategic leaks to the press, bench warrant (condução coercitiva), 
as well as the media-driven (deliberate) scandalization of the warrants’ 
enforcement or the announcement of criminal charges combined with 
a press briefing. These provisions are political-legal because, though 
mostly of a procedural nature, they have been used in this way—jointly 
with others—in processes involving political scandals. Their use is also 
evidence of what will be called the ‘Brazilian judicial parable’, which is 
nothing more than the expression of the convergence of social, political 
and historical variables in the production of radically reframed actors 
and legal institutions.

This Brazilian judicial parable is, of course, inspired by the ‘Italian 
judicial parable’ coined by Antoine Vauchez (2004) that goes from 
1960 to 2000 and has its most conclusive expression between 1992, 
the beginning of the ‘Clean Hands’ (Mani Pulite) operation, and 2002, 
the 10th anniversary of that operation. ‘Clean Hands’ is paradigmatic 
for triggering unification of the judiciary that made the relationship 
between law and politics in Italy evident (Vauchez 2002, 2004).

The starting point of the Brazilian judicial parable was the use of 
the so-called ‘control theory’ in the ‘Mensalão’ scandal, a legal-political 
incident with a notable impact on the Brazilian political scene. A 
conceptual innovation introduced by Joaquim Barbosa, then Justice 
of the STF and reporter of that case, this theory was used to justify 
the arrest of several PT leaders on the basis of the presumption that 
due to their political positions, they had to be presumed to control a 
parliamentary bribery scheme used to cement and consolidate the 
presidential (majority) coalition in the Congress. In this chapter, we 
will also deal with two other legal-political incidents brought forth 
by two other actors. Sérgio Moro, the judge responsible for the ‘Car 
Wash’ operation and for the strategic admixture of pre-trial deten-
tion, plea bargain and disclosure of trial information to the press. 
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And STF Justice Gilmar Mendes, rapporteur of the request for the 
annulment of Lula’s appointment as a minister of Dilma’s government, 
and author of the ‘press conference technique’ as well as the ‘deviation 
of purpose’ thesis.

We will discuss these three examples and then reflect on how the 
social sciences are still far behind the complexity of the phenomenon 
represented by the role of legal professionals in the current political 
crisis. For all these techniques converge in their reinforcement of an 
inquisitorial tradition when affirming the inquisitorial tradition and 
a repressive law in the name of anti-corruption and public moral-
ity. We urgently need to reconstruct new research agendas for our 
field. Does the current crisis mean that the paradigms we have been 
looking at for the past 30 years have lost their explanatory value? 
Or does it point to a deeper dimension of our research object, until 
now unknown to us?

9.2. Justice Joaquim Barbosa and  
the Control Theory

Before analysing the three uses of political-legal incidents, the expec-
tations that surround the work of the judiciary have to be briefly 
examined. The aim is to map the interpretative possibilities that help 
to analyse the Brazilian judicial parable that begins with the Mensalão 
and has its most accomplished version in the Car Wash operation. In 
view of the deep crisis that Brazil is experiencing, it is common for 
these expectations to grow. They are the result of two normative con-
structions about the justice system. The first concerns the conception 
that members of the legal profession are being removed from the pas-
sions and contingencies typical of political struggle. According to this 
view, the decisions of judges are based, essentially, on the logic of law, 
which would result in a uniform and fair interpretation. Neither the 
law nor the legal profession would, hence, be subject to such (politi-
cal) contingencies. This normative construction was reflected, among 
others, in the legal restriction of the exercise of politics by magistrates. 
They cannot be affiliated with political parties, they cannot join a 
union, nor can they make public statements about processes under 
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their responsibility. These rules aim to protect citizens and ensure the 
greatest possible objectivity in the exercise of justice.

A second sense expands the importance of contingencies in the 
work of legal professionals. Decisions and laws cannot be static but 
must be adapted to situations and seek to meet the demands for justice, 
regardless of what is stated in the law codes. In this view, legal profes-
sionals need to be sensitive to contexts and seek with their actions to 
bring society closer to an ideal of justice that is not yet in the books. 
This view is expressed through a judicial catechism that develops from 
the ideas of professional activism and that seems to result in both alter-
native theories of law and the unorthodox use of procedural institutes 
in cases involving political scandals (Egelmann 2017; Vauchez 2004).

In this sense, ‘Car Wash’ should go beyond the punishment of the 
possible culprits in a case of corruption. It should provide society with 
a detailed examination of practices that compromise our institutions. 
On its basis, we could have the chance to know and transform different 
aspects of society. Both levels of expectations may seem evident and 
consistent with the organization of our justice system, but they seem 
to us unreachable ideals that ignore several aspects of the judiciary 
that the development of a political sociology of law has tried to make 
evident, notably (a) the relationship between legal and political elites, 
(b) the dynamics and performance of the legal profession and (c) the 
political uses and mobilizations of law (Fontainha et al. 2017). Such 
an analysis of political-legal incidents would be expected to show how 
the boundaries between professional responsibilities and political com-
mitments become ambivalent in cases involving politicians.

The first incident analysed here is the use of the control theory in 
the Mensalão case by the rapporteur of the process Justice Joaquim 
Barbosa. As already explained, this theory justified the arrest of several 
PT leaders accused in the process because it permitted an interpreta-
tion that due to the position they occupied in the party organization, 
they also occupied a privileged position in the scheme of distribution 
of bribes that aimed to maintain the support of parliamentarians for 
the government. The control theory essentially affirmed that under 
such circumstances, it was reasonable to assume that they knew and 
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endorsed the scheme, even if proof of their direct involvement in run-
ning the scheme was circumstantial.

The use of this theory generated intense debate since it was 
employed for the first time in the national legal framework in a scan-
dal involving politicians who were part of the party in power. In the 
legal argument used in the case, the use of this theory is suggested by 
the expressions ‘functional domain’ and ‘destination domain’. In the 
report presented by Justice Barbosa, he speaks of the ‘mastery of the 
facts’, but there is no theoretical elaboration on how the theory would 
apply to the case. In fact, the theory was much more referenced in the 
debates in the plenary of the STF than in documents related to the 
case. After the trial, the application of the theory was criticized by one 
of its proponents, the German criminal lawyer Claus Roxin.

In his criticism, Roxin suggests that the excessive publicity given 
to the case resulted in its a priori politicization.2 This turned Mensalão 
from a legal to a political case. The application of the control theory, 
thus, inaugurated what we here call the Brazilian judicial parable, 
characterized by the use of political-legal incidents, through procedural 
innovations and wide publicity of legal cases that involve political 
scandals. The parable finds in the Car Wash operation its most 
accomplished version and, for that reason, we examine two examples 
of incidents related to it.

9.3. Judge Sérgio Moro and the Leaking  
of Confidential Communication

In the Brazilian judicial parable, all expectations regarding the 
judiciary fell, among others, on Sérgio Moro. As a judge at the 13th 
Criminal Court of Curitiba, he was in charge of a substantial part 
of the Car Wash cases, his actions were carefully followed, receiving 

2 Marcelo Odebrecht, one of the Car Wash investigators, also said that he 
was suffering from oppressive advertising in a letter written to judge Sérgio 
Moro. Available at https://veja.abril.com.br/politica/marcelo-odebrecht-
contesta-lava-jato-e-diz-ser-alvo-de-publicidade-opressiva/ (accessed on 12 
December 2017).
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both support and criticism. He exercised unprecedented influence 
over judicial and general politics and became an icon for the morali-
zation of the political process and the fight against corruption. His 
investigatory verve also promised to expose the set of illegal practices 
that have characterized relations between public authorities and 
private companies for a long time.

Sérgio Moro, at first glance, looked like a tough, energetic and 
creative judge. The main inspiration for his work in Car Wash was the 
Italian ‘Clean Hands’ operation, which investigated bribery schemes 
in Milan in the 1990s. ‘Clean Hands’ seems to have influenced the 
judge in two ways. The first is related to a certain vision of the good 
life that seeks to remove corruption from society. The moral duty of 
this removal lies, in this vision, with the legal professionals, which, in 
turn, must seek the support of society to carry it out. The second sense 
is to manage what ‘Clean Hands’ did not achieve, that is, to constrain 
the other branches of power and preventing them from diminishing 
the prerogatives of the members of the judiciary. Once these two 
objectives were realized, a pedagogical effect would ensue that would 
prevent society from bringing those who were corrupt back to power.

However, even though society is part of the process, the judge is, 
in this vision, the protagonist. It is the judge who must be sensitive 
to the ‘voice of the streets’ and, to respond to its requests, he/she can 
be creative. This creativity is demonstrated in the case of Moro in the 
adoption of what we here call political-legal incidents—the homolo-
gation of the plea bargain, the authorization for a bench warrant and 
public commentary on ongoing investigations. The question that 
arises is the existence of a limit between the judge’s sensitivity and his/
her attention to public outcries and the possibility of judicial error. 
Although unorthodox remedies can have interesting initial effects, 
they can also result in nullities in the criminal process, which, at the 
appeals stage, lead to the quashing of verdicts.

The wiretapping of a conversation between ex-presidents Lula and 
Dilma on 16 March 2016 was the episode of the Car Wash operation, 
which until that moment made the limits exposed before become 
even more nebulous. Moro decided to leak the (confidential) taps to 
sympathetic media so that what otherwise would be the privileged 
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communication of the highest public office-holders became public 
knowledge, notably Dilma’s invitation to Lula to join her government 
as a minister, a move widely believed to aim to provide Lula with 
immunity from (Lava Jato) investigations. Moro stated that it was 
important for the Brazilian people to be aware of what ‘the political 
class does in the shadows’. His ‘thesis’ was that Lula’s nomination 
would immunize him from the trial at first instance, since it would 
transfer criminal jurisdiction to the STF.

This further aggravated the crisis that the federal government was 
experiencing and strengthened the movement for Dilma’s impeach-
ment. Whether Sérgio Moro committed a crime by disclosing 
excerpts from telephone conversations outside the scope of his own 
competence constitutes an unresolved controversy, even though the 
STF and the National Council of Justice (CNJ) have questioned his 
stance. However, even if Moro’s action was legal, its consequences 
were political and had a great impact. What is odd is, of course, the 
justification given. It is not essentially legal but refers to the ideal that 
the judge has the moral authority to decide what should or should not 
be known by society, regardless of the possible consequences and legal 
frameworks. This justification shifts the moral authority over what 
the good life should be from the political—here in the broadest sense 
of the public—to the legal. Moro, thus, arrogates to himself a moral 
authority that would be exercised with little or no accountability—as 
would otherwise be considered essential in even the most minimalist 
concepts of democracy. However, this is not only the first instance 
that political-legal incidents have been put into action. Justice Mendes’ 
actions were also questioned by Car Wash supporters and critics, as 
will be seen below.

9.3.1. Mendes and the ‘Deviation from Political Purpose’

On 13 and 20 March 2016, demonstrations for and against the govern-
ment took place across Brazil. The polarization was evident; there was 
no consensus on the streets, but the collective exercise of freedom of 
expression was guaranteed. In parallel, some other incidents occurred, 
including the leaking of the conversation between Dilma and Lula 
on 16 March, its publication and the granting of an injunction that 
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annulled Lula’s appointment as chief of staff in the rank of a govern-
ment minister on 18 March 2016, an injunction granted by STF 
Justice Mendes. In addition to the annulment of the nomination, the 
immediate consequence was the return of the competence to judge 
Lula to Sérgio Moro. We do not question Justice Mendes’ competence 
to grant the injunction, a measure that Brazilian procedural law pro-
vides for in cases where (a) there is no relevant legal controversy and 
(b) the delay in complying with the decision may compromise the final 
judgment. We then highlight the Justice’s enormous responsibility for 
action, especially in criminal matters. The injunction was given mono-
cratically, that is, only by Justice Mendes and would only be judged 
by the plenary two weeks after. Until then, Justice Mendes’ decision 
was in place. Later, as we know, the plenary confirmed its injunction 
decision which, with Dilma’s removal, lost its object.

Justice Mendes’ decision ended the war of injunctions in which first 
instance judges throughout Brazil tended to grant (so-called) popular 
actions which were then subsequently revoked by the federal regional 
courts. The most emblematic case was the injunction of a federal 
judge from the Catta Preta judicial district, which was overturned by 
the second instance court on the basis of the lack of impartiality on 
part of the magistrate. To avoid controversy, Justice Mendes could, 
of course, have waited for the STF collegiate trial, but he preferred 
to act monocratically. Did Justice Mendes do this because he had 
well-known connections with the PSDB, a party opposed to Dilma’s 
government, and with ex-president Fernando Henrique Cardoso, 
who had appointed him to the STF? The answer is, we contend, no. 
Dias Toffoli, another STF Justice, had the same connection with the 
PT and Lula, who had appointed him. Marco Aurélio Mendes de 
Farias Mello, a third Justice of the court, was a cousin of ex-president 
Fernando Collor, who had, in turn, appointed him. This is the con-
stitutional system of STF’s composition. In this system, the president 
indicates and the Senate confirms.

Nevertheless, how does the Constitution protect citizens from a 
court composed mostly of magistrates appointed by the governments 
of a party, especially citizens who are not members of that party? By 
designing a court that is both political and legal. How is this done? 
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By granting its members enormous political power but imposing on 
them the typical functional obligations of a judge. To mention just 
two of the most important duties: the duty of reserve and the duty of 
reasoning. The former means that the judicial decision is only valid if 
rendered without manifest prejudice. That is why judges are prohibited 
from judging their relatives and friends. Judges are also forbidden to 
speak publicly about specific cases under their responsibility. It does 
not, of course, prevent Justice Mendes from judging as an opponent, 
or Justice Toffoli from judging as a government official. However, it 
would prevent them from adjudicating political controversies on which 
they have previously spoken. For any judge, this is a functional obliga-
tion. For the STF justices, it is also about trying to avoid associating 
their actions with specific political interests. But it is not the only one. 
Besides the duty of reserve, there is also a duty of reasoning. It means 
that a judge’s decision is only valid if it is legally reasoned. This pro-
tects the citizen by imposing an important burden on the judge who, 
with his decision, wants to benefit one side of the political struggle: 
he/she can only do so if there is legal support for it. This obligation 
does not weigh on politicians, but it weighs on Justice Mendes and all 
other Brazilian judges. However, for all other Brazilian judges, it is a 
functional obligation. For Justice Mendes and the other justices of the 
STF, who belong to that specific category of being what we call legal 
and political judges, it is also a matter of trying to avoid associating 
their actions with specific political interests.

Did Justice Mendes break his reasoning duty? The answer is no 
for his 18 March injunction is legally justified. Even so, it is possible 
for any Brazilian citizen to disagree with the reasoning, but not to 
quash the injunction. Quashing the injunction was the responsibility 
of the STF, which only met later. It is the Justice’s time, time that 
should have been respected by Justice Mendes. The two essential 
points in the reasoning of Justice Mendes’ decision were (a) to affirm 
the unnecessary assessment of the legality of Sérgio Moro’s wiretaps 
and (b) to consider Dilma’s public pronouncements after the wiretaps 
were broadcast as an effective guilty plea. Our point is that on two 
topics that are, at the very least, controversial, the ‘smoke from good 
law’ cannot have hung in Justice Mendes’ office. ‘Smoke from good 
law’ (from the Latin aphorism fumus boni iuris) means the sign or the 
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appearance of an undisputed legal issue, one of the requirements for 
anticipating the effects of a judicial decision. This can happen only in 
exceptional cases because as a rule, the principles of due process must 
be obeyed. In this case, Justice Mendes did not hear Dilma’s defence.

Here the content of Justice Mendes’ reasoning is not that problem-
atic, but its consequences are. Even though the plenary could challenge 
the injunction, it had immediate effects. It seems that there was no 
reflection on the part of Justice Mendes about the impact of his deci-
sions. In addition to timing, there is also a need to speak of the duty 
of reserve. On 16 March, two days before the injunction was granted, 
Justice Mendes addressed a press conference affirming the alleged 
illegality of Lula’s nomination and explaining why he would grant an 
injunction to prevent Lula from taking office. If Justice Mendes were 
a member of parliament and did not have to obey the duty of reserve, 
there would be no problem in his action, but this is not the case. The 
legal–political incident that allowed Justice Mendes to speak publicly 
about a case that he later judged is sophisticated, but it is not at all 
an innovation.

The STF has been redefining the publicity of its judges for some 
time. Here, not only do justices deliberate publicly but also their 
deliberations are televised on an open channel, and many sessions are 
uploaded on media sites such as the YouTube. Thus, it is enough that 
during the judgment of any other case, a justice expresses himself/
herself on a question that is allegedly related, but which concerns a 
matter of great repercussion at that moment. That done, the func-
tional equivalent of being ‘on the record’ of the process is built and 
can be reproduced publicly. Formally, the problem of disruption of a 
functional duty is solved. And formally, the political-legal problems 
are being solved and complicated at the same time.

9.3.2. What Do the Brazilian Social Sciences Say?

A relativistic stance, coming from the anthropology of law, today 
understands the so-called selectivity of the criminal justice system as 
almost a natural phenomenon. For legal anthropologists, it is pre-
cisely this selectivity that marks Brazilian law as a profound diffuser 
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of the naturalization of inequalities in the country. The argument, 
which we here call relativist, points to the peculiarity of the current 
situation which is a combination of (a) the broad media coverage of 
inquisitorial and arbitrary persecutory practices, and (b) the targeting 
of members of the political and economic elites by these practices. For 
this line of research, arbitrariness and selectivity are perennial marks 
of the Brazilian criminal justice system, which is characterized by 
inquisitoriality, inequality and a peculiar conception of the principle 
of contradiction (Lima 2016). Exploring the boundaries between the 
legal and the illegal, as well as the multiple agencies and agents around 
the formulation of public policies (Pastore et al. 2016), there are sev-
eral ethnographic studies that have spelt out the ‘paradoxical tension 
combining liberal–egalitarian constitutional principles, on one hand, 
and a hierarchical judicial system, on the other’ (Oliveira 2014), or ‘the 
articulation between explicit legal inequality—the equality of similarity 
and the inequality of the different—and inquisitoriality, expressed in 
the secrecy of accusations and in the written process, within the scope 
of criminal judicial practices’ (Lima 2013). Anthropologists, therefore, 
have now detailed the daily work of Brazilian courts, especially in 
criminal matters. They have already demonstrated how a legal culture 
manifests itself in the adaptive processes of the most diverse actors that 
interact with criminal prosecution in Brazil.

They also explain how the complete lack of ethical, moral or 
institutional constraints in their professional routines became natural 
among jurists. However, this does not explain the interaction between 
legal and political elites since re-democratization, nor does it the-
matize issues related to deeper socialization processes that reveal the 
false pretence of political neutrality of legal professionals. We have 
already proposed an empirical sociology of law as a possible amalgam 
between different approaches in the social sciences (Fontainha and 
Geraldo 2016), as well as the development of praxeological or eth-
nomethodological studies to explore border areas between sociology 
and anthropology (Fontainha et al. 2015; Geraldo 2015). The only 
insufficient absorption of democratic values by the judiciary (after 
re-democratization) has also been highlighted, a fact that makes the 
judiciary a decidedly old-fashioned branch of government (Ribeiro 
2017). In a broader scope in the Brazilian context, some steps have 
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already been taken in this direction by a specific approach, which 
we will here call political sociology of law, a field of studies that brings 
together sociologists and political scientists.

Undoubtedly, the approach that has been behind this strand of 
studies in Brazil for almost two decades is that of judicialization. 
Developed by Luiz Werneck Vianna and his collaborators, the judi-
cialization thesis is a Brazilian variant of the idea of global judicial 
expansion proposed by Tate and Vallinder. Although sophisticated, 
this judicialization approach brings with it an optimistic bias, seeing 
in the overload of the justice system the advancement of republicanism 
and citizenship. In his most recent writings, Werneck Vianna main-
tains his enthusiasm for the action of jurists in relation to politics and 
society. In terms of sociability, he believes that the capillarity of judicial 
intervention is an alternative path to associativism (not consummated 
in the Brazilian path of democratization) and plays an important role in 
the protection of vulnerable groups such as ‘children and adolescents, 
the elderly, the physically disabled, the consumer, the environment, 
the Quilombola nuclei, among others’ (Vianna 2013). There is no lack 
in this literature of allusions to the importance of the participation of 
judges in Brazilian political life, and how the transcendence of merely 
corporate interests and alliances with other social partners could lead 
magistrates’ associations to play an important role in the formation of 
a sort of ‘collective intelligence’ (Vianna and Perlatto 2015). In terms 
of the political dynamics of judicialization, as has already been shown, 
the advances in the agenda via the judiciary are proportional to the 
amount of resources committed by the agents invested (Carvalho et al. 
2016), as well as the influence of the courts in regulating the political 
game via electoral justice (Sadek 2014).

Another series of studies, partly reactive, partly alternative to the 
judicialization agenda, has come from the political sociology of law 
in Brazil. Other theoretical and empirical inputs have been explored: 
professions, elites, institutions and actors. The strength of professional 
ideology in reinforcing corporate ethics and in the alleged neutraliza-
tion of external influences of legal corporations is an argument that 
has been gaining prominence, especially in the analyses that take 
into account the entry of women in legal professions (Bonelli 2016; 
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Bonelli and Benedito 2016). There are also studies that propose to 
explore the intersection between different professions and legal and 
political elites, based on the concept of field of power which describes 
the entanglement of different elite groups (Almeida 2016). There is 
also the idea of the politics of the law, whether to address the reform 
of the Brazilian judiciary (Engelmann 2015), to explain the threat 
that judicial hyperactivism poses to democracy (Engelmann 2016a), 
or to frame the participation of jurists in the current political crisis 
as a legal ‘coup d’état’ (Engelmann 2016b), or even to enquire about 
the possibility of the courts as republican institutions balancing out 
attempts of a conservative revolution (Koerner and Schilling 2015).

Another set of analyses has focused on the reforms of the justice 
system since the 1988 Constitution: changes in procedural laws, changes 
in the legal profession and institutions and, above all, the creation of 
the CNJ (Sadek 2015). Our field of study quickly absorbed the new 
distinction between jurisdiction and management, between control and 
action, and the administration of justice has come to be treated as an 
important site for studying the relationship between the legal profession-
als and politics (Arantes 2015a; Koerner et al. 2015; Lima et al. 2015), 
whether from the point of view of the emergence of new actors, such 
as entrepreneurial judges (Fontainha 2012), or from the point of view of 
conflicts that spell out the corporatist agendas that motivate the legal 
professionals (Arantes 2015b; Kerche 2014) and their historical origins 
(Vannucchi 2016). The apparent consensus around the capture of the 
republican agenda by corporatist bureaucracies and the expansion of 
their privileges and prerogatives—a symptom of a politically unarmed 
civil society—does not seem to coexist with the Madisonian dilemma: 
‘who controls the controllers?’ The result of this is the lack of a model 
with an institutionalist hue that can explain the legal institutions as 
proactive parts of the political system. The traditional—often North 
American—models of analysis for judicial decision-making are proving 
largely inapplicable to the Brazilian reality, and slowly new approaches 
like the (so-called) descriptive approach (Silva 2016), better anchored in 
the specific Brazilian predicament, are emerging.

Other sociological studies point to further analytical keys that can 
provide more detailed explanations about the relationships between the 
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legal professional, politics and society. One such key is the so-called 
concurseiro ideology which is derived from the term concurso público for 
the competitive examination process through which members of the 
judiciary are recruited and which accounts for the highly disruptive 
effects of an absolutely self-centred recruitment system (Fontainha 
2015; Fontainha et al. 2015). The Brazilian civil service, which 
includes the judiciary, has a recruitment that is largely unrelated to 
previous training or the desired skills and abilities. The huge market of 
courses and institutions that caters to the selection processes endows 
future judges and prosecutors with a particular and highly instru-
mental sense of professionalism that has profound consequences in 
terms of institutional socialization. This is also evident in the heavy 
regulation of the interests of the legal professionals when it comes, for 
instance, to STF decisions of unconstitutionality on the basis of class 
action suits (Oliveira 2016). In general, the judiciary is perceived as 
a time-consuming, unfair and opaque branch of government, despite 
the continuous increases in the number of cases (Cunha et al. 2016), 
and is, in comparison with other national contexts, one of the most 
expensive and inefficient branches in the world (Da Ros 2015).

Finally, there have been a number of previous case studies on the 
judicial prosecution of politicians in a number of Brazilian states and 
municipal jurisdictions such as in Rio Grande do Sul, Minas Gerais 
and Bahia (Da Ros 2014). The ‘Oral History of the STF’ project 
should also be mentioned, which collects narrative accounts of justices 
and former justices of the STF on their political socialization, on the 
de facto collaboration of the law profession and the political sphere 
when it comes to judicial appointments, and the impact of requests by 
politicians in the daily work of the court (Fontainha et al. 2014–2016).

9.3.3. A Crossroads for the Sociology of Law in Brazil? 

One watershed moment for both Brazilian society and for (Brazilian) 
legal sociology has been the impeachment of Dilma in 2016. What 
matters about this from the latter perspective is how a considerable part 
of the Brazilian judiciary was involved in the impeachment through 
the Car Wash operation, and how this involvement confirms or dis-
confirms established narratives about the judiciary. This chapter is not 
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about Justice Mendes or Judge Moro. However, they are good illustra-
tions of our central argument: by blurring the boundaries between law 
and politics, a small fraction of the Brazilian judiciary managed to push 
the narrative about the need for a change of government through the 
instrument of impeachment. There are three possible explanatory posi-
tions with regard to this: first, a naive stance. It consists of systematic 
research into the tension between the normative and the cognitive 
dimension of legal-political phenomena, with the basic premise being 
that there is a mismatch between actors (cognitive) and institutions 
(normative); mutatis mutandis, institutions do not work as they should; 
second, there is a cynical stance which denies that the judiciary acted 
in favour of impeachment. This view understands the legal decision-
making process that led to impeachment as strictly legal and entirely 
removed from political logics. It is a view that accords significant 
explanatory value to simple chance and contends that the legal side of 
the impeachment process was the result of an accidental confluence 
of court cases which, in aggregate, generated certain political conse-
quences. Legal professionals, in this view, just make technical decisions 
and without any political militancy in the background. Thus, law and 
politics remained, by this account, clearly separate. Third, there is a 
sceptical view by which there was nothing new in the way the judiciary 
acted vis-à-vis the political system. Here, the impeachment process is 
seen as merely repeating the usual patterns of an intrinsic relationship 
between the political and legal worlds.

To us, the cynical and naive stances do not seem to have sufficient 
explanatory power, and they ignore the advances made by the sociol-
ogy of law on the relationship between law and politics in Brazil. The 
sceptical view, though it incorporates some important dimensions of 
this sub-area of   sociology, seems to ignore that there are one or even 
several components that make Car Wash the most accomplished ver-
sion of the Brazilian judicial parable. With the benefit of a favourable 
political climate, Car Wash enjoyed a great deal of support from the 
justice system and civil society. The speed of the process, the harmony 
between the different levels, the number of people investigated, the 
constant manifestations of their operators in media and their ability 
to influence political processes are, in fact, unprecedented, at least in 
their breadth. Therefore, the analysis proposed here of legal-political 
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incidents is important. It tries to embrace the different dimensions 
of this crossroads by analysing the combination of intra- and extra-
procedural instruments.

Once the incidents are mapped and understood, the question that 
arises is whether these practices are part of the professional preroga-
tives and institutional purposes of the judiciary or whether they come 
from a unifying creed, by the legal profession, in anti-corruption 
which interprets such prerogatives and purposes in creative ways. The 
second option seems to be the most appropriate answer. We know, 
of course, that it is impossible to analyse an institution empirically 
without taking into account the individuals that inhabit it. However, 
it is not correct to say that the institution is only the group of its indi-
viduals. Fundamentally, institutions are characterized by attempts to 
homogenize the behaviour of their members through constraints which 
function in practice as a kind of self-censorship of conscious restric-
tion. This marks the border between the institution and ordinary life. 
Each institution creates and instils among its members an ethic that 
prevents them, in institutional action, from transmitting their passions, 
preferences and affections in the form and time that they would when 
outside the institution.

With regard to the judiciary, this institutional ethic, though it may 
present itself as the main institutional constraint on the behaviour 
of judges, is actually neither unanimous nor inflexible. If we under-
stand the institutional ethics of the judiciary as a permanent effort to 
legitimize judicial decisions through the affirmation of their relative 
independence about politics, the jurist’s actions explained here would 
not have a place or would be interpreted as results of an alternative 
understanding of law. Yet, behind this veil, Brazil’s history is marked 
by a close co-evolution of judicial and political power, with politicians 
invariably seeking to co-opt judges for their purposes. This co-optation 
persists but in ‘times of peace’, low polarization and economic prosper-
ity; however, the judiciary appears to manage to reaffirm its autonomy, 
despite the continuous lobbying from the executive and the legislature. 
The problem seems to be in times of crisis. Times when the reaffirma-
tion of autonomy is also carried out by shifting moral authority over 
the good life from the political to the legal. This displacement, which 
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is not accompanied by an increase in the accountability of the judici-
ary, can be harmful even to itself and can result in the rise of new and 
potentially undesired political figures, as was the case in Italy (Vauchez 
2004), and as has been the case in Brazil (Avritzer and Marona 2017).

Among social scientists and legal professionals, there is no agree-
ment on the role of the judiciary in contemporary Brazil and there 
may never be any agreement. But it is certain that the optimism of 
the agenda for the judicialization of politics and social relations has 
mesmerized both academics and law professionals in a doubtful way. 
There is an urgent need to rethink the politicization of justice by 
exploring the tension between professional responsibilities and politi-
cal commitments. In the short term, the moment is one of crisis and 
uncertainty. The bigger issue is more serious because the message to 
the political world is that it is easy to co-opt the judiciary, which, as it 
is co-opted, tends to unify even more. At a moment when politics and 
society in Brazil are at a crossroads, we are dealing with the reception 
of the normative (and perhaps ideological) component of the idea of   
judicialization. Much more a political discourse on the judiciary than 
a conceptual framework, the protagonism of the judiciary and other 
corporate entities in the justice system has been shaping our field of 
study for at least two decades. We are not referring to the easy opti-
mism of the preparatory courses for legal entry exams, according to 
which it is the judiciary that has been safeguarding republican values 
and citizens’ interests in the face of executive corruption and legislative 
incompetence. Nor do we refer to the ‘neo-constitutionalist’ ideology, 
at least in its less elaborated version, according to which the program-
matic and self-applicable constitutional norms and principles allow the 
judiciary, on account of their overly simplistically framed operation and 
application, to empty out the political process and demoralize its actors.

We, instead, refer to an assumption adopted by a majority in our 
field of study, notably that the growing interest of the academy for 
judges accompanies their growing influence over politics and society. 
This assumption is false. The crossroads are ours. We are the ones who 
are failing to recover the historicity of the processes that have been 
forming our own field of study. We are rash in justifying our research 
on the basis of the alleged singularity of the role of law at this moment. 
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Through the use of concepts such as ‘judicial activism’, ‘materialization 
of the law’, ‘judicialization of politics’ and ‘politicization of justice’, a 
‘new’ role of the courts is presupposed. The re-examination of this 
intellectual posture is our crossroads. The comfort of describing the 
judges ‘from afar’, without proper empirical footing, come at the price 
of a disconnect between sociological discourse and the actual social 
world. The highly mediatized performance of the judiciary at this 
moment of crisis only accentuates this gap, it does not produce it.

We do not, however, propose an a priori critique of the judiciary. 
We speak about a judiciary that cannot be understood outside of an 
understanding that it uses and mobilizes a politicized law. We speak of 
the tension permanently experienced by a body that builds the legiti-
macy of its performance vis-à-vis society on the permanent affirmation 
of the autonomy of the products of its work in relation to the political. 
We speak of individuals permanently divided between professional 
responsibilities and political commitments. From the point of view 
of what is effectively mobilized vis-à-vis the judiciary, it is necessary 
to build a research agenda that reconciles the dense description of the 
daily life of judicial services with the analysis of the different reper-
toires of organic and technical approach between agendas of social 
movements and procedural strategies. There is no judiciary that deals 
with ‘social and political issues’. It is a complex process of categoriz-
ing and protecting social and political problems. The research agenda 
aimed at analysing the effects of the political mobilization of the law 
on institutions and on social movements themselves is equally fruitful 
(Losekann and Bissoli 2017).

In relation to the formation of the judiciary, it is necessary to 
rethink the research on legal education. The traditional law schools 
have in the context of the massification of legal education lost their 
centrality in favour of preparatory ‘courses’ as new factors that readily 
(re-)produce the world view of the judiciary. The world of concurseiros 
and the recruitment processes are still very little explored by sociol-
ogy. Moreover, to properly understand the relationship between the 
judiciary and the other branches of government, one has to look at 
the remuneration of magistrates and the deep entanglement with the 
executive and legislature that occurs in that context. Questions need 
to be answered, such as whether long-term advantages (the length of 
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a bureaucratic career) really are exchanged for short-term favours (a 
political mandate). Finally, in order to transcend a dominant vision 
in the literature that sees the judiciary as a more or less homogeneous 
entity, it is necessary to look at the different associations within which 
the different branches of the judiciary are organized. For only a histori-
cally differentiating perspective on these associations can reveal how 
they have gradually replaced the formal administration of justice when 
it comes to organizing political lobbying vis-à-vis the other branches of 
government, mainstreaming political positions among their associates 
and building the judiciary’s public image.

9.4. Conclusion: Lula’s Trial and Brazilian Law

In sum, then, a couple of concluding observations: first, Lula’s trial—
and subsequent imprisonment—was an unprecedented catastrophe 
in Brazilian political history. This is because one of its main conse-
quences was to prevent a possible electoral victory for Lula in 2018. 
It was, however, equally catastrophic because another of its main 
consequences was to prevent a possible electoral defeat of Lula in 2018. 
The point is that, either way, the Brazilian electorate was deprived of 
its rightful opportunity to judge Lula in the forum of politics. Second, 
Lula’s trial was a catastrophe unprecedented in Brazilian political his-
tory. This was because it cemented a narrative of corruption in Brazil, 
where public agents extort entrepreneurs, leaving them no alternative 
than to contract with the state on the latter’s terms. The possibility 
of better understanding corruption in Brazil as the formation of large 
corporate cartels through the sophisticated forms of co-optation of 
political agents or as a complex web of cooperation between those two 
was thereby compromised as well as the instruments needed to really 
combat it. Third, Lula’s trial was a catastrophe unprecedented in 
Brazilian political history because the version of ‘moral cleaner’ that 
was assumed by a good part of the Brazilian justice system has been 
validated in a more organized way since the trial of the Mensalão. The 
police state was ultimately victorious over the state as a guarantor of 
constitutional rights and the rule of law. Let it be clear that this was 
not a doctrinal or ideological dispute between criminal law scholars. 
This was about legitimizing new legal and political practices, anchored 
in the ideology of fighting corruption and harmful to the marriage of 
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democracy with the rule of law. Some of these legal and political prac-
tices were the controversial use of the control theory, the combination 
of preventive detention with the plea bargain, the selective leaks of 
evidentiary material, the scandalization of arrests, press conferences 
and press releases, and the constant flicker of social media.

Finally, then, Lula’s trial was a catastrophe without precedent in 
Brazilian political history because it validated a relationship that has 
been building between the justice system and the legislative and execu-
tive branches: the exchange of short-term advantages (four years in 
office) for long-term advantages (the time of a career). If, on the one 
hand, the corporatist core of the judiciary is sought to be domesticated 
by providing judges with autonomy in exchange for judicial independ-
ence, this has, on the other hand, gone hand in hand with unprec-
edented levels of financial gain and professional privileges unparalleled 
made possible by sophisticated political lobbying architectures. 

In the short term, the judicial heroes of the day, be they called 
Protógenes, De Sanctis or Joaquim Barbosa, will be elevated and later 
forgotten by the mainstream press, like the carnival hits year after year. 
In the longer term, a process of disillusion with the interventive powers 
of the judiciary will set in. The paroxysm of the ideas of judicialization 
and judicial activism has already been addressed by researchers in the 
field. The political system is also already alert. We want to underline 
here that Lula’s trial may have been the synthesis of the experience of 
citizenship in the justice system since 1988 when the new Brazilian 
constitution was promulgated. It synthesizes even the interventions 
in the market, politics, daily life, public policies, governance practices 
and public budgets. The beginning of this process of disenchantment 
is now plainly on its way. With regard to specifically the relationship 
between the political and justice systems, Lula’s judgment ended a 
process that began with the practice of systematic recourse to the law 
by the PT as an instrument of institutional opposition to the govern-
ment of Fernando Henrique Cardoso (who preceded Lula in the 
presidency). The realization that the justice system—especially the 
STF—was a catalyst for political strength generated the emergence 
of political-legal agents. Legal advice from parties, unions, social 
movements and companies proliferated and was regurgitated in law 
schools and corporations. The next experience, already with the PT in 
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the government, was to significantly increase financial gains, corporate 
privileges, institutional capacities and the autonomy of the judiciary to 
the point of giving up the presidential prerogative, provided for in the 
Constitution, to appoint the Federal Attorney General.

Thus, Lula’s judgment ended this relational cycle with the lesson 
that all the favours bestowed by the political system on the justice 
system did not produce republican balance and harmony, much less 
co-optation or domestication of an army of voluntarist bureaucrats, 
who now pose as the snake that devours its creator. Recent signs from 
this new political configuration (but also from the mainstream press) 
point to a new, opposite strategy. Recent budget cuts, public attacks 
on housing assistance (and other so-called extras in remuneration) and 
the appointment of Raquel Dodge (since the FHC government, the 
only nominated PGR that did not lead the internal consultation of the 
Federal Prosecutors Office) point in this direction. Lula’s judgment 
also established a transitory framework in the relationship between 
legal and economic elites because it highlighted certain aspects of the 
justice system that can no longer be justified simply by the tension 
between political commitments and professional responsibilities. 
The first characteristic of this transitory framework was anchoring 
the fight against corruption in operations involving a specific public 
company, Petrobras, as well as a specific sector of the economy, the 
infrastructure. This fact alone puts the justice system outside the scope 
of agents potentially capable of impacting public–private relations in a 
sense opposite to that of corruption, as it has not focused its efforts on 
the legal categorization of a reprehensible standard of public–private 
relations. Nevertheless, the specific script of testimony on politicians 
by businessmen (and perhaps not the other way around) is by itself 
not able to curb the market’s dissatisfaction with the justice system’s 
conduct. On the other hand, it prevents concrete and organized action 
in the sense of dismantling monopolizing public contract cartels. 
The mainstream press has already begun to turn on ‘Car Wash’ in 
relation to its negative effect on the economy. The strategy of large 
companies to shift their disputes to arbitration courts has also clear 
limits, as it cannot cover the significant part of the litigation arising 
from their operations—contracts with public entities. Finally, and 
perhaps, paradoxically, what Christian Lynch has called the ‘judge’s 



212 Fernando Fontainha and Amanda Evelyn Cavalcanti de Lima 

revolution’ (Lynch 2017) has, through Lula’s trial, actually been fra-
gilized. Discontent from within the judiciary’s different branches has 
emerged and is threatening to weaken its lobbying and interventive 
powers as well as control over its public image.

What do we have left after this real decline of a significant part of 
the New Republic? Can we overcome the experience of a justice system 
incapable of managing the tensions between democracy and the rule 
of law? Ultimately, the problem is that the law profession has held 
a monopoly over all institutions of the law, from law schools to the 
STF. The price for having such a monopoly has always been restraint 
and self-control. This is how the equation is solved. Yet the problem 
is that the legal profession will not pay the price of their extravagance 
alone. Until a new sun rises, we will all pay.
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CHAPTER 10

Before the Law
(Anti-)Corruption and the Politics of  
Anti-politics in Contemporary Brazil

Florian Hoffmann

10.1. Corruption (in Brazil): Some Short 
Thoughts on Approaching a Moving Target

What is there (still) to say about corruption in Brazil? As 2021 turns 
to its last quarter, COVID-19 (mismanagement) has killed (so far) 
nearly 600,000 people and has threatened an economic fallout on top 
of the fallout that had already been ravaging the country since (at least) 
2016 (Ortega and Orsini, 2020; World Health Organization [WHO] 
2021); a hard right populist government is in power and has been 
trying its best to unravel the fragile democracy that has cautiously been 
(re-)emerging during the last 30 years; and the judiciary has arisen as 
a powerful political force with its own agenda largely immune from 
democratic censure and institutional reform (Bianchi et al. 2020). The 
country is polarized as never before and one of the principal markers 
of this division is corruption: for one side of the divide, corruption 
has become a general cipher for everything that its adherents see as 
being wrong with the country, be it the way politics has traditionally 
been done, be it the way the democratic process has been working or 
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be it democratic politics itself. For the other side, it is anti-corruption 
discourse as articulated both in targeted high-profile investigations, 
especially against (former) members of reformist governments, now 
epitomized by the Lava Jato (Car Wash) investigation complex, and 
by a more general media-driven discourse, that is seen to associate cor-
ruption with reformist (left) political projects and democratic politics 
in general (Nobre 2020).1 This polarization goes back to the country-
wide protests in 2013, followed by the highly contested and closely 
fought presidential election of 2014 and, later that same year, the start 
of the Lava Jato operation (Nunes and Melo 2019). While a deeper 
understanding of the Lava Jato complex will likely only emerge in the 
future, the basic contours of events are now quite well documented. 
Fernando Fontainha and Evelyn Cavalcanti in this collection focus on 
the role of law and its operators in the constitution and execution of 
(anti-)corruption discourse (Fontainha and Cavalcanti 2021). Taking 
significant corruption investigations from the earlier Mensalão to the 
ongoing Lava Jato as their baseline, they look at how the justice system 
has (re-)configured both the political semantic and the legal quality of 
corruption, not least by incrementally (re-)defining its legal context 
from administrative (institutional) to a criminal (individual) one. They 
add their voice to a host of other analyses that have sought to grapple 
with both technical-legal issues and, as yet tentatively, with the wider 

1 The Lava Jato (Car Wash) operation, named after a car wash facility in 
Brasília where the corruption scheme was originally uncovered, has been an anti-
corruption investigation led by the Brazilian Federal Prosecutor’s Office and the 
Federal Police since 2014. In its narrow sense, it refers to a series of investigations 
against, initially, black-market money dealing which then uncovered a large-scale 
contractor cartel operating a fraud and bribery scheme at the state-owned oil 
corporation, Petrobras, involving political appointees in the company’s board 
and management. In its wider repercussions, it uncovered a dense web of side 
payments involving nearly all political parties and a number of leading political 
actors, though it always cast its net wider than what it could actually substantiate, 
so that some public figures, such as and most prominently, former president Luiz 
Inácio ‘Lula’ da Silva, ended up being associated with the investigation despite a 
less-than-convincing case against him. In its most abstract form, Lava Jato sym-
bolizes the aggressive anti-corruption lawfaring with political overtones that has 
marked Brazilian politics since 2014. For a more detailed overview of the facts 
and legal issues surrounding Lava Jato, see, inter alia, Kerché and Ferres Júnior 
(2018) and Lagunes and Sejnar (2020).
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political, social and economic repercussions of these investigations (see, 
in particular, Chemim 2019; Kerché and Ferres Júnior 2018; Lagunes 
and Sejnar 2020; Lodi Ribeiro 2008; Veçoso 2019).

Hence, for more than half a decade, corruption has dominated not 
just Brazil’s political discourse but also its actual politics, its economy 
and its society in general.2 Except that it has not. For in spite of the 
omnipresence of what we have termed in this volume, ‘discourses of 
corruption’, there has not really been any wider conversation about 
how corruption has come about historically and structurally, what 
effects it actually has on the economy, on public administration and 
on the political process, how it relates to the broader political economy 
or how its quality and quantity compare with other places. In fact, if 
one leaves out (true or false) headlines about money-grabbing politi-
cians and the just over 150 individuals actually convicted during six 
years of Lava Jato, very little seems to have changed not only in the 
perception and understanding of corruption in the general popula-
tion but also, arguably, in the deeply entrenched practices targeted 
by anti-corruption (Engelmann 2020). Yet, the country has changed 
profoundly during this period and now finds itself on a sliding scale 
and with an uncertain future (Bianchi et al. 2020). Fear and loathing 
may have been instilled in part of the political class as a result of the 
judiciary’s gung-ho approach to criminal process and coercive deten-
tion. Yet this has so far not led to any credible political reform but has, 
instead, deeply destabilized the political system, with the paradoxical 
effect of simultaneously stifling political participation and demoral-
izing public administration while paving the way for an orchestrated 
power grab by far-right populists who had heretofore occupied the 
smallest of political fringes (Avritzer 2019).

The history of how this process has come about in all its labyrin-
thine details will have to be written with the benefit of greater temporal 
distance. Yet what is clear even now is that the role of corruption in 

2 In the following, ‘corruption’ shall be used for the practices that are com-
monly described by that term, whereas ‘anti-corruption’ shall be a shorthand for 
both specific policies and legal instruments geared to curtailing corruption and 
prosecuting the corrupt as well for a general (ideological) disposition vis-à-vis 
corruption and its (presumed) causes and consequences.
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it has been at once decisive and negligible. As a discourse that has 
successfully been turned into a set of political fighting words, the 
purpose of which was to utterly delegitimize those addressed by them, 
it has become one of the primary drivers of the profound transforma-
tions that have occurred since 2013. Yet, as a set of practices that 
has underwritten at least aspects of Brazilian politics or, indeed, of 
the Brazilian political economy in general, it has neither been fun-
damentally curtailed nor have its deeply embedded structures been 
systematically laid open. The reasons for this are at once complex 
and simple. They are complex because they involve a broad range 
of interconnected causalities, ranging from background conditions 
such as the postcolonial, patrimonial and corporatist legacies that 
have shaped the Brazilian political economy ever since the colonial 
period, via the particular political and economic context of corporatist 
developmentalism under the successive administrations of Presidents 
Luis Inácio ‘Lula’ da Silva and Dilma Rousseff (from 2002 to 2016, 
henceforth referenced as the Lula/Dilma administration) and which 
culminated in the fallout of 2013–2014, and to the inherent limitations 
of a predominantly judicial approach to corruption and the casuistic 
optic this necessarily involves (Souza 2017). This complex story can 
probably only be told with any degree of objectivity once the political 
dust has settled, which is unlikely to occur in the short term. It is, in 
any case, not a story in which most of the involved protagonists or of 
the interested audience seem to be particularly interested, which is the 
simple reason for why the omnipresence of anti-corruption discourse 
during the past half-decade or so has not led either to a new and more 
grounded understanding of corruption or to its structural curtailment.

This is, of course, a contestable assertion to make vis-à-vis those 
more sympathetic to the logic of Lava Jato in a bona fide way though 
there have been all too many who have espoused it purely for the politi-
cal leverage it provided them with (Proner et al. 2018; Sa e Silva 2020). 
The former would argue that the point of large-scale anti-corruption 
investigations is not, ultimately, the truth in its full splendour but 
rather a more modest ‘naming and shaming’ game which may only 
address the frontline symptoms of a wider ill but which, in doing so, 
may still lead to appreciable improvements (Ferraz and Finan 2018; 
Power and Taylor 2011; Prado and Carson 2016). This is, ultimately, 



Before the Law 219

one of the foundational logics of the international protection of human 
rights, and its incorporation into anti-corruption discourse is, so the 
argument goes, just as appropriate. This bona fide anti-corruption per-
spective is, however, arguably one of the reasons why Lava Jato and the 
political process surrounding it has never actually had to grapple with 
the root causes and real-life effects of corruption. In the Brazilian case, 
this perspective is largely associated with the anti-corruption agenda 
articulated in the global good governance programme that has been 
mainstreamed into most multilateral (aid) processes and that is epito-
mized by civil society organizations such as Transparency International 
and their corruption indicator schemes (Gutterman 2019; Johnston 
2017). It is accompanied by academic literature that frames (anti-)cor-
ruption as a technical (legal) issue and that tends to be premised on a 
host of (sometimes unacknowledged, more often unproblematized) 
assumptions about public administration and the rule of law, about the 
economic impact of corruption and about the rationality of actors and 
systems (Carson and Prado 2014). In conjunction these expert voices 
constitute global anti-corruption discourse, which broadly follows the 
script of international human rights and divides the world into perpe-
trators and victims of corruption. The former are either states, notably 
those with high corruption scores as per any of the relevant indicators, 
or individuals who, however, in their majority tend to be (legally) state 
agents; the latter are usually a diffuse ‘people’ or ‘ordinary folks’ who 
are framed as passive victims of corrupt individuals working, by and 
large, for corrupt state bureaucracies (Jauregui 2014).

This Manichaean narrative fits like a tailor-made glove onto the hand 
of a national judiciary that, at least in part, had for long been styling itself 
as a redemptive force defending ‘society’ (generally more so than ‘the 
people’) against a historically corrupt political machine (Lynch 2017). 
And, if less genuinely, it also provided a near perfect cover for those 
political forces that saw anti-corruption militancy as a way to not only 
dislodge a sitting (centre–left) government but also the reformist (aka 
social developmentalist) project it was associated with. The real story is, 
of course, more complex and more ambivalent as, inter alia, the Lava 
Jatist section of the judiciary, for all its immersion in the global anti-
corruption discourse, always (also) operated with little disguised political 
sympathies (and antipathies) and always displayed the residual structural 
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conservatism characteristic of its ‘corporate’ identity (Fortes 2019). It 
also never aligned frictionlessly with the political forces determined to 
oust the (then) government and which ranged from the traditionally 
dominant centre–right (the so-called Centrão) to an emerging far-right 
populist movement with a strong base in fundamentalist Christian 
constituencies (Anderson 2019). Indeed, especially the Centrão, parts of 
which had, in fact, been in coalition with the Lula/Dilma administration 
and had, generally, shared in some form of power on both the local and 
the federal levels ever since the re-democratization in the mid-1980s, 
was actually even more exposed to corruption allegations than their 
centre–left counterparts (Kerché and Ferres Júnior 2018). And in some 
measure, Lava Jato did target some of its leading figures, though with a 
marked lack of zealousness and unevenly distributed prosecutions. It still 
tainted parts of the Centrão sufficiently to wreck its electoral outcome in 
the 2018 elections and it created a generalized climate of anxiety among 
establishment politicians. Yet this came at the price of a rather idiosyn-
cratic interpretation of the rule of law by the Lava Jatist judiciary, which 
progressively skirted procedural safeguards and evidentiary rules in order 
to apply with maximum efficiency what effectively amounted to coercive 
detention for high-ranking corruption suspects in order to elicit either 
confessions or plea bargains in exchange for incriminatory evidence of 
other suspects. It also tended to hand down exceedingly harsh prison 
sentences clearly aimed at eliminating particular political actors once 
and for all, not least Lula himself, who, despite—or, indeed, because 
of—his continuing popularity was made into a generalized scapegoat for 
Lava Jato and corruption as such (Proner et al. 2018). This has overall 
resulted in less-than-solid convictions with a fair number having sub-
sequently been quashed, suspended or sent for retrial by the Supreme 
Court (Supremo Tribunal Federal (STF)). Most importantly, however, 
it has created a unique window of opportunity for the rise of a populist 
right that is still reshaping Brazil’s political landscape.

However, neither the deeply ambivalent reality of Lava Jato nor its 
far-reaching political consequences have altered the strange comple-
mentarity of global anti-corruption discourse and local anti-corruption 
lawfaring. Its basic premise that a whole political class, and with it a 
whole set of political practices, is corrupt and that this corruption is the 
(only) defining feature of its politics has stuck on the international as 
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much as on the national level. So have the evident blind spots of this 
particular version of anti-corruption discourse, notably relating to the 
role of the judiciary itself as well as the stark asymmetry of focus between 
public (state) and private (corporate) actors. While the latter, too, have 
been investigated and (occasionally) convicted, the role of the private 
sector as a constitutive element of public sector corruption has been 
systematically played down to the point that anti-corruption discourse 
has acquired a plainly libertarian spin that pits an inherently corrupt state 
against an inherently efficient and clean market (Green 2016). This, 
too, fits the global turn to the rule of law, the trend for placing any and 
all public administration under general suspicion and the reframing of 
judiciaries as guardians of state (and market) functionality vis-à-vis the 
‘unruly’ political branches of government (Hoffmann 2016).

The ongoing documentation and analysis of these interconnected 
processes represent the jigsaw pieces, the gradual combination of which 
will eventually reveal the bigger picture of Lava Jato’s unfolding, opera-
tion and legacies. Yet for that bigger picture to even approach some 
sort of truthfulness (or merely a convincingly high degree of plausibil-
ity), the background assumptions that orient the way the pieces are 
put together must (first) be thematized. For it is these background 
assumptions—about, inter alia, corruption, the rule of law, public 
administration, ‘normal’ politics and ‘the economy’—that provide 
the ideal types which, in turn, inform the mental images according to 
which the bigger picture is constructed. The (relative) accuracy of these 
mental images vis-à-vis the social reality they purport to represent is, 
therefore, crucial to determining whether the jigsaw pieces are arranged 
according to their actual shape and connection points, or whether they 
are forcibly joined together so as to form an artificial and implausible 
picture which is then superimposed upon that social reality.

10.2. Zooming Out and Looking Beyond:  
(Anti-)Corruption as/in Weberian Modernity

The following brief and exploratory argument is premised on the 
contention that such distorted world-building is more often than not 
the case and that this is no accident. For the background assumptions 
that inform how corruption is represented in and by anti-corruption 
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discourse tend to be neither neutral nor context sensitive but, instead, 
evoke a very particular image of the modern state, modern society 
and, indeed, modernity itself. That image, which will here be called 
Weberian, dominates global anti-corruption discourse and represents a 
pure ideal type that is largely divested of connections with the concrete 
reality of states and their societies, whether in the Global North (aka 
‘the West’), upon which it is meant to be premised, or the Global 
South, which tends to be stylized as the West’s (deficient) other.3 This 
contention gives rise to a number of hypotheses which will be briefly 
explored in the following: first, there is a fundamental disconnect 
between how corruption is represented in anti-corruption discourse and 
how it is understood in the particular contexts in which it takes place. 
For everyone involved in or subject to (so-called) corrupt practices will 
have some understanding, more or less rationalized, of the underlying 
‘schemes’ and of how to operate, comply with or, indeed, subvert them 
(Haller 2005). Yet such ‘practical’ understandings are, by and large, 
not the way in which corruption is represented in anti-corruption 
discourse, which offers a comprehensive (Weberian) imagery of how 
things should be but are, apparently, not. That Weberian imagery 
is, however, not presented in global anti-corruption discourse as a 
self-conscious ideal type—in the actual sense in which Weber used 
the concept (Haug et al. 2018; Weber 1949)—but as an approxima-
tion of real states and societies in the Global North. Indeed, it is no 
coincidence that the major good governance and (anti-)corruption 
indices are structured according to a North–South ranking which, in 
aggregate and despite token exceptions, differentiates first, ‘the North’ 
from ‘the South’ and, second, the local ‘norths’ from their respective 
local ‘souths’.4 The reason for this is, arguably, not that the frontline 

3 On the use of the concept of Weberianism as well as on the cardinal nomen-
clature (North/West and South), see more extensively Hoffmann (2020). In 
the present argument, the term West will be used to connote the Global North, 
whereas South will be used for the Global South; both West and South refer, 
however, to particular historical narratives (about the West and the South as 
well as about their relation) and are not here treated as fixed geographical social, 
cultural or economic positionalities.

4 See, for instance, Transparency International’s widely used Corruption 
Perception Index. Available at https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi (accessed 
on 27 July 2021).

https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi
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global anti-corruption actors, such as Transparency International, 
would a priori act in bad faith or with evident bias, but that they 
share and replicate the Weberian background assumptions about how 
the modern world (ought to) work(s) and that this shapes how they 
frame corruption narratives.

Post/decolonial critiques have, of course, long argued that global 
anti-corruption discourse, as, indeed, the good governance agenda in 
general, represents a form of epistemic Eurocentrism which, insofar as 
it is globally promoted and mainstreamed into multilateral (aid) pro-
cesses, amounts to a neocolonial project that seeks to reaffirm the dom-
inance of the North over the South (De Maria 2008; Kennedy 1999). 
Yet while there may be (some) truth in this narrative, it often leaves 
out the much more complex and ambivalent role global anti-corruption 
discourse plays within those places at which it is aimed (and which are 
often in the Global South). In the case of Lava Jato, for instance, even 
just a cursory and preliminary glance at the role global anti-corruption 
discourse has played on the domestic political stage reveals several 
layers of signification. Most superficially, it has been used as a varnish 
to simultaneously legitimize and obscure judicially driven lawfare as 
well as (party-)political manoeuvring against a (seemingly) electorally 
entrenched (centre-)left governing coalition and its lead actors, with 
both the lawfare and the manoeuvring falling, by domestic standards, 
outside of ‘normal’ law and ‘normal’ politics (Kerché and Ferres Junior 
2018). This legitimation function was, however, itself premised on a 
Weberian background narrative, represented by global anti-corruption 
discourse, which contrasted an (allegedly) thoroughly corrupted political 
system with the idealized imagery of good governance and the rule of 
law (allegedly) characteristic of (Global Northern) modernity. Some 
aspects of that narrative were explicitly mobilized by domestic anti-
corruption actors, especially within the judiciary, such as when they 
showcased (higher) education and (anti-corruption) expertise acquired 
in the Global North or when they frequently referenced global anti-
corruption indicators (Veçoso 2019).

Yet other aspects of that background story operated on a more 
diffuse level where it would be woven into rather disparate narratives 
about corruption in Brazil. For some, these were about the flawed 
protagonists of the (then) governing coalition who allegedly betrayed 
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progressive reformism modelled on Third-World developmentalism 
and European post-war welfarism. For others, it was the progressive 
agenda itself that represented an aberration of the (North) American 
variety of capitalism and liberal democracy. Corruption or, more 
specifically, the corruption of those political actors associated with 
the (then) government, provided a common denominator for either 
perspective, notably by associating it to some kind of divergence with 
some (Northern aka Weberian) ideal type. ‘Normal’ law and ‘normal’ 
politics in Brazil could, thus, be framed as a permanent exception 
vis-à-vis the Weberian ideal, a move that inverted—and thereby 
obscured—the underlying reality that it was Lava Jato that was pushing 
the rule of law beyond the limit and into the exception. Insofar as that 
exceptionality—for instance, in relation to criminal procedure—clearly 
contradicted at least aspects of global anti-corruption discourse and its 
emphasis on due process and procedural safeguards, it needed to be 
obscured, for which, however, global anti-corruption discourse itself 
provided a readymade template (Neuenschwander and Giraldes 2018).

Anti-corruption discourse was, hence, mobilized for (at least) three 
distinct resignification exercises, notably of the (then) government 
as corrupt, of the reformist project of that government as, therefore, 
inherently implying corruption, and of that government and the 
project it stood for as not properly ‘modern’ (aka Global Northern) 
and, thus, as, again, essentially corrupt. It was then possible for both 
the Lava Jatist judiciary and for the (then) political opposition to, 
on that basis, claim for themselves the opposite position, notably of 
good faith actors working to at last lead the country into ‘modernity’ 
by ridding it of that quintessential anti-modern legacy of corruption. 
However, while it is clear that anti-corruption discourse has played a 
complex ideological function, it is equally clear that this was not the 
result of self-conscious plotting by global anti-corruption agents. To 
be sure, the latter did, to some degree, play along with the domestic 
anti-corruption game, be it by merely affording it credibility or by 
proactively inciting and assisting in the effort. In fact, at least some of 
these actors may well have had their own ulterior motives consonant 
with the post/decolonial narrative about imperialist ambitions and 
continuing (neo)colonial exploitation on part of the Global North 
(Fernandes 2018; Sanchez-Badin and Sanchez-Badin 2019). Yet that 
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alone cannot explain the way Lava Jato has unfolded or the diverse 
consequences it has produced.

Thus, the big(ger) picture requires, as already hinted, not just a 
long-durée perspective but also a fundamental shift away from the 
(Weberian) modern (aka ‘clean’)/non-modern (aka ‘corrupt’) dichotomy 
that remains implicit in anti-corruption discourse. In order to frame 
that shift, the concept of Weberian modernity and the role it plays in 
anti-corruption discourse have to be briefly looked at. The concept 
of Weberianism as a representation of Global Northern social, legal 
and administrative modernity is, of course, an idiosyncratic as well as 
a problematic choice, as Weber evidently represents but one aspect 
of Northern modernity’s narrative about itself, and one that, in addi-
tion, has been much contested in terms of its historical accuracy and 
explanatory value (Eliaeson 2002; Joas and Knöbl 2009; Runciman 
2002). Weber himself was, of course, highly circumspect of undue 
generalization and extrapolation and was also distinctly ambivalent 
about Northern modernity’s connotation in the wider, global histori-
cal scheme of things (Bennett 2006; Krüger 1973). Indeed, the ‘real’ 
Weber is, arguably, much less an example of epistemic Eurocentrism 
than both his reputation in certain quarters and his stylization into 
the denominator of Weberianism would have it (Hall 2001). However, 
many of Weber’s central categories, like the state, rational administra-
tion, the rule of law or instrumental rationality, have become canonical 
and form the dominant cognitive map of the modern world—apart 
from and beyond Weber’s own aspirations (Berman 1987; Schluchter 
1981; Szelényi 2015).

What is relevant here is that this Weberian image of the world in 
which corruption takes place lies at the heart of the West/non-West 
(aka North–South) dichotomy that forms the mental map of a world 
in which the compass’ needle remains oriented to the North. It is from 
this particular understanding of the social, political, economic and legal 
history of the West/North that the (ideal-typical) conceptions of the 
building blocks of the modern world are derived. Hence, the Weberian 
semantic of such key terms as capitalism, statehood, political power, 
constitutional government, professional administration or, indeed 
(modern) law still informs what counts as good and not-so-good 
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governance (Thomas 2008). The shorthand contention here is, of 
course, that Northern modernity has tended to conceive these forces 
and effects entirely on the basis of its own self-observation which 
essentially projects a Weberian reading of its particular historical trajec-
tory and social make-up as the universal, normal and only accurate way 
to describe the world (Chimni 2006; Comaroff and Comaroff 2012). 
Weberianism—and (again) not Weber—is, thus, one of the elements 
that constructs the North as ‘the measure of the world’ and the South 
as always divergent and deficient, secondary and subordinate.

As already hinted, a long and by now well-established tradition of 
post/decolonial critiques has laid the construction principles behind 
this epistemic North/South dualism open; it has examined its constitu-
tive role for both Western identity and for its hegemony over the way 
the world is mapped out; and it has indicted the injustice of the sub-
jection of the South and the epistemicide this has frequently implied 
(Grosfoguel 2007; Wallerstein 1997). However, the post/decolonial 
engagement has often ended up replicating the North/South dualism 
by focusing either exclusively on the difference of the South or on the 
role the suppression of that difference has played in and for the North. 
In both cases, the focus is on one side only so that the respective other 
fades into the background and becomes largely inconsequential to its 
opposite on the compass card. In relation to corruption (research) 
this has, arguably, meant that critiques of (Weberian) anti-corruption 
discourse have tended to deny any basis for critiquing corruption, 
reframing the issue, instead, through local counter-narratives. Such 
critiques are ultimately more concerned with affirming the incom-
mensurability of North and South than with shifting the framework 
of reference for how such phenomena as corruption can be understood 
globally. Hence, the question of what both North and South look like 
once the Weberian veil is lifted is not even posed. Nor is the possibil-
ity seriously explored that the actual South could represent a more 
accurate and plausible account of the modern world, that is, of South 
and North alike, than the Weberian categories. As it is, the South all 
too often remains an abstract idea, a mere epistemic provocation, or 
a bloodless other—and as such seems to be stuck, either way, in its 
Eurocentric cliché.



Before the Law 227

To look beyond this cliché, it is necessary to try to reach the con-
crete South and to make it speak not just to but about the North. 
This requires an inversion of the epistemic horizon so that the actual 
South is opened up in order to provide, as, for instance, John and Jean 
Comaroff have aptly put it, a ‘privileged insight into the workings of 
the world at large […so] that it is from here that our empirical grasp 
of its lineaments, and our theory-work in accounting for them, ought 
to be coming’ (Comaroff and Comaroff 2012). It is an agenda articu-
lated in various strands of ‘Southern theory’ as developed, for instance, 
by Raewyn Connel (Southern theory), Boaventura de Sousa Santos 
(epistemologies of the South), Gurminder K. Bhambra (connected 
sociologies), Sanjay Subrahmanyam (connected histories) or, indeed, 
William Twining (Southern voices; Bhambra 2014; Connell 2007; 
Subrahmanyam 1997; Sousa Santos 2014; Twining 2009). All have in 
common that they see the concrete South as much more than merely 
a theatre in which the effects of colonial and postcolonial violence can 
be observed (by and from the North). In fact, the contention of this 
inverted epistemology is that modernity only plays out in its fullest 
sense in the South, for it is here that North and South are conjoined 
in the hybrid, complex and contingent mesclage that modernity always 
was—but that has been sanitized out of Northern consciousness.

To reach that real South, and, therefore, the real North, an 
agenda of epistemic meridianization is called for, which requires a 
de-Weberization of the fundamental terms and normative ideals by 
which modernity defines itself. For it is the stylized ideal types of 
the Weberian world that end up squeezing a much more complex and 
fuzzy ‘reality’—of North and South alike—into a preordained and 
cognitively closed framework that renders an often undercomplex or 
contradictory account of how things work ‘on the ground’. Closely 
related to such a de-Weberianization is a necessary turn to an ‘ethos of 
ethnography’ which calls not only for a focus on the concrete causes, 
practices and effects of practices such as corruption ‘on the ground’ but 
also for an active deconstruction of the stratification of that ground 
into an epistemically privileged and normalized ‘us’ and an observed 
‘exotic other’ (Alsop 2005; Berman 1997; Eslava and Pahuja 2012). 
Instead, a meridionalizing perspective has to start from the assumption 
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of an exotic ‘us’ and open itself to the concrete historical contingencies 
that have constituted the North as much as the South.

The epistemically privileged place from where to do this discerning 
and deciphering is the ‘real’ South, as it is here that modernity can, 
arguably, be observed in full play, including the complex interactions 
by which the Weberian categories are continuously manipulated, sub-
verted, sidelined or re-signified (Comaroff and Comaroff 2006; Eslava 
2015; Johns 2013). For only in this ‘real’ South have the Weberian 
categories never been fully naturalized and remain observable before 
a social and political background that far transcends them in complex-
ity. Such a meridional optic, then, no longer serves to reproduce and 
reinforce the Weberian self-consciousness of the North by highlighting 
its divergence from the South, but it becomes a way of making visible 
the functional logics and deep structures hidden behind the Weberian 
imagery of modernity. What comes into view is, thus, not just a 
complementary version of modernity but a different one all-together, 
notably one in which the Weberian categories are but one of several 
layers of (self-)reflexivity (Kapoor 2004; Patel 2006). For the point is 
not to artificially take out the Weberian categories and replace them 
with equally artificial new or ‘native’ ones but to chart their complex 
and recursive interaction with Southern realities of which they are an 
irreducible element yet which resist being determined by or reduced 
to them.

The concept of corruption is at the heart of such a perspective 
shift as it embodies, like few other concepts, the (Weberian) North–
South bias built into the (still) predominant discourse of modernity. 
On one level, it is inexorably linked to an imagery of sleaze, graft 
and personal(ist) social relations which are treated as cyphers for 
backwardness and non-modernity. On another level, entrenched 
practices of corruption are often analysed as direct effects of defective 
frameworks of governance which, in turn, are often linked, depend-
ing on viewpoint, to either residues of pre-capitalist (aka premodern) 
modes of social reproduction or, conversely, to the ugly underbelly 
of capitalist reproduction, with the South in both cases being seen as 
the main theatre in which these effects then play out (Kroeze et al. 
2018). This discussion on the causes and consequences of corruption 
remains ongoing and builds on a growing literature that ranges from 
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macro-level, structural models to the ethnographic mapping of its 
inner workings ‘on the ground’. This is not the place to review that 
discussion, or even to just reference its specifically Brazilian instan-
tiation, which has produced a rich literature of its own. The (much) 
smaller point made here is that while that discussion already works at 
least in part within a meridional perspective in its attempt to describe 
and understand corruption in all its complexity and (thus) beyond the 
Weberian cliché, it has always been accompanied by an anti-corruption 
discourse that is fundamentally averse to that perspective shift and 
disconnected from the underlying realities it reveals. It is, instead, the 
product of the contemporary political economy and its functionality 
has to be understood in that context.

10.3. Zooming (Back) In: (Anti-)Corruption  
in the Contemporary Political Economy

Indeed, this functionality has to be seen in light of several paradigmatic 
transformations which the state—that most Weberian of concepts—has 
undergone over the post-Second World War and post-Cold War era. 
In its present incarnation, it is often referred to as the ‘regulatory state’ 
(in the North) or as the ‘new developmental state’ (in the South) and 
it differs from its earlier, post-war self in that its main role is today 
deemed to be as a guarantor of the functionality of (increasingly global) 
markets and as an absorber of intermittent market failures (Alviar 
Garcia 2011; Levi-Faur 2012; Majone 1999; Scott 2004; Trubek 
2008). As a consequence, it is markets and not the state that gener-
ate an ever-larger portion of the raw materials for social welfare and 
economic development, with the state merely providing necessary, and 
limited, regulatory and arbitral authority.

This condition is exacerbated by another transformation that affects 
state capacity, notably the fact that many, if not all, policy issues faced 
by the contemporary state transcend its jurisdictional and fiscal remit. 
The reason for this is, of course, the series of internationalization and 
transnationalization processes commonly subsumed under the label 
of globalization, a process which has transformed individual states 
from the sovereign monads of Vattelian international law into nodes 
within overlapping normative networks (Bartelson 1995; Kingsbury 
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et al. 2005; Teubner and Fischer-Lescano 2004). States, in other 
words, now operate in an environment in which traditional state-
based government no longer enjoys a monopoly but is complemented 
by international, transnational, private and hybrid regulatory regimes. 
As a result, stakeholders, including individuals, governments, private 
enterprises and organized civil society are faced with a plurality of 
regulatory demands that are only partially transparent and accountable 
or amenable to participation and review. Hence, the contemporary 
state operates in a much-reduced policy space that structurally cur-
tails its capacity to directly attend to the demands brought to it by 
its constituents, including in the area of social and economic policy 
(Hoffmann 2016).

This has, in turn, gone hand in hand with a general ascendancy of 
the rule of law as the main contemporary mode of good governance. 
Hence, as ever-more aspects of national and international political life 
have become legalized, judicial bodies have (been) turned into core 
instruments in the domestic and international policy process meant to 
enforce the principles underlying the idea of good governance, such as 
accountability, transparency, participation, human rights, and legal and 
administrative due process, against potentially recalcitrant domestic 
executives and legislatures. This trend to legalization and judicializa-
tion has significantly tightened the legal constraints placed on gov-
ernments, for instance, in relation to fiscal policy. It has, thereby, 
produced a growing legitimacy crisis as judiciaries and legal experts 
often get the final say over policy while themselves being epistemically 
constrained by the particular legal horizon within which they operate.

Generally, the emphasis on the rule of law as the quintessential form 
of good governance has shifted the balance away from legislatures and 
executives towards judiciaries and the judicial review process (Kennedy 
2013). Strong judiciaries arbitrating a messy political process on the 
basis of globally mainstreamed (Weberian) principles and fundamental 
rights imply, of course, a growing distrust of politics and the state as 
a space of political contestation. This shift also corresponded with a 
more differentiated view of the state as no longer merely an impedi-
ment to economic growth but as an important, indeed, necessary actor, 
provided legislative meddling and executive capture could be balanced 
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out by strong judiciaries and independent regulatory agencies. The rise 
of new institutional economics and the consequent ‘chastening’ of the 
neoliberal paradigm cemented this view of the state as a crucial device 
to enable market functionality and repair dysfunctionalities (Kennedy 
2013). It entered the economic mainstream, and with it the program-
ming of the international financial institutions, as of the mid to late 
1990s and has since crystallized into a ‘new developmentalism’ in which 
the state is again seen in a proactive role as an enabler of markets and, 
thus, purportedly of growth (Sherman 2009; Trubek 2008).

The good governance agenda with its constitutive principles of 
transparency, accountability, participation, inclusiveness, responsive-
ness and, of course, the rule of law is meant to provide at once an ideal 
type for this new developmental state and a regulatory corset for its 
policymaking. Its terms exude a universalist appeal to the (Weberian) 
values underlying modern statehood in abstraction of geography and 
historical trajectory. Good governance is also seen by the multilateral 
financial institutions as a key instrument for rule of law promotion that 
is deemed to be neither legally formalized nor politically positioned. 
Critics have, of course, always pointed out that while the rise of good 
governance in global (development) discourse marks a shift away from 
macroeconomic structuralism to institutional design, it still plays to 
the neoliberal development paradigm by helping to shield the state 
from (re-)distributional politics by reshaping public administration 
into an instrument of technocratic (and market-friendly) governance 
as well as democracy into a strictly controlled mechanism for interest 
mediation (Gathii 1999).

Global anti-corruption discourse is a core element of this good 
governance agenda, and it functions not just as a constraint on 
what public administration can do but also as a template for how 
public administration should be organized. This ideal type of public 
administration conforms with the notion of a lean clerical state that 
should passively service market actors by, inter alia, providing (basic) 
infrastructure, legal certainty and, if needed, bailout capacity in case 
of market failure. All state intervention that transcends this minimal-
ist model is framed, inter alia by anti-corruption discourse, as a priori 
suspicious and subject to heightened scrutiny. For that scrutiny to be 
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most effective, it cannot be restricted to the usual forms of institutional 
(administrative) accountability but must, by anti-corruption’s script, be 
capable of generating maximal scandalization by exponentially upscal-
ing the political and personal risks of the involved public officials.

This, in turn, requires a whole gamut of measures that are aimed 
at deliberately irritating the ordinary functioning of public admin-
istration: to begin with, a dense and complex web of accountability 
requirements has to be imposed—either legally or in form of politi-
cal demands—on all levels of public administration so as to create 
a veritable minefield through which it becomes nearly impossible 
to stir; then any and all contraventions, regardless of whether they 
are motivated by personal or political gain or are simply the result of 
institutional path dependencies, conflicting administrative regimes 
or systemic defects, must be framed as corruption with a capital ‘C’ 
and associated with an overall corruption narrative that links personal 
motivation with wider political ‘schemes’ or, indeed, economic or social 
policy as such; finally, such (C)orruption must then be reframed as not 
merely an administrative misdemeanour but as a criminal act of the 
utmost gravity and, thus, as triggering the full force of the criminal 
law; the latter’s justification on the basis of deterrence and retribution 
gives added legitimacy to anti-corruption lawfaring and, with prison 
sentences often equivalent to those for manslaughter or murder—as 
in the case of Lava Jato—tends to produce maximal ostracism not just 
of the individuals involved but also of the political projects they are 
associated with (Castro 2017).

It is important to reiterate that there is no simple causality between 
the script of global anti-corruption discourse and its implementa-
tion in the domestic sphere in the way described above. Local actors 
adapt the discourse, using it directly—as a script detailing the above 
measures within good governance frameworks and anti-corruption 
indicators—and indirectly—as an expression of Weberian modernity 
that can be diffusely counterposed to a ‘corrupt’ local reality—within 
a particular (local) social and political landscape. And it is no longer 
merely political actors who engage in the anti-corruption game but 
judiciaries have also, in many places, assumed so proactive a role that 
they have, perhaps ironically, perhaps expectedly, become political 
actors of their own—a phenomenon for which Lava Jato is a prime 
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example (Veçoso 2019). What is also unsurprising given the ideologi-
cal backdrop to the good governance agenda is anti-corruption’s pre-
dominant focus on the state and public administration. Even though 
there is, in global anti-corruption discourse, an attempt to also thema-
tize the role of the private sector, the very definition of corruption and 
its a priori differentiation from, say, competition and anti-trust law 
implies that the ‘problem’ associated with corruption is not irregular 
or inefficient conduct by any economic actor, but the divergence of 
state agents from their prescribed Weberian roles (Johnston 1996).

Hence while, again in the case of Lava Jato, several (private) cor-
porations were involved—and tentatively investigated—there was a 
stark contrast in the degree of public ostracism between public officials 
and corporate actors. Indeed, as a political signifier and in line with 
the good governance agenda, ‘the private sector’ as such retained its 
connotation as the ‘clean and efficient’ contrast to the ‘corrupt’ public 
sector, even though the main private sector culprits, the so-called 
empreteiras—large (private) construction and infrastructure firms—
arguably had their business models fundamentally premised on public 
sector procurement and the ‘corrupt’ clientelist relations this implied 
(Costa et al. 2017). Nonetheless, in the political struggles that were 
triggered by Lava Jato, the rallying cry of both the Centrão—a primary 
recipient of corporate-side payments—and the populist (ultra) right 
was essentially to let the private sector fix a country in the thralls of 
public sector corruption (Saad-Filho and Boffo 2020). In some sense, 
the Weberian ideal type of rational administration has, thus, been 
transferred from the state to corporations, which have, counterfactu-
ally, emerged as the models for the efficient (and supposedly non-
corrupt) use of resources—with anti-corruption discourse playing a 
fundamental role in this shift.

10.4. (Anti-)Corruption before the Law:  
Between Suspicion and Restoration

As was set out earlier, anti-corruption discourse has to be seen in the 
wider context of the shift towards good governance and the rule not so 
much by but of the law, conceived of as an ideological and institutional 
alternative to politics. This shift begins in the economies of the North 
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with the beginning of the demise of classical post-war welfarism as 
of the early 1970s and it gradually recalibrates the legal relationship 
between society and the economy. For up to then, most of the so-called 
advanced industrialized economies had operated under different forms 
of corporatism and neo-corporatism, which was marked, inter alia, by 
a clos(er) integration of the state, societal organizations and economic 
actors with a view to generate growth and balance out different interest 
formations, not least through welfarist distributional schemes (Grant 
1985). It was, arguably, through this corporatist framework that the 
(so-called) advanced economies became, in fact, (so-called) advanced 
not just in terms of economic growth and technological innovation 
but also in terms of the expansion of economic citizenship and the 
‘rise of the middle class’—a development foreseen but not yet fully 
appreciated by Weber though encapsulated in some of the concep-
tions that would crystallize into the Weberian imagery of the modern 
(aka Western) world.

One crucial element of these corporatist regimes was, of course, 
the relative subordination of the rule of law and an aversion to legal 
formalism in favour of ‘goal-oriented planning and political action’ 
involving both public and private actors (Kjær 2020). Corruption did 
not, therefore, figure highly on the political radar even though many 
corporatist arrangements implied the sort of public–private entangle-
ment and ‘deal-making’ that under today’s good governance premises 
would be looked at with suspicion. However, not only did today’s strict 
anti-corruption scrutiny not exist then, but the corporatist period in 
Europe and North America is, by and large, still not reconstructed 
in terms of the role which practices that today are deemed as corrupt 
or at least as corruption-inducing have played. While the neoliberal 
hardcore that helped promote the shift away from corporatism (and 
Keynesianism) to neoclassical economics and the (good) governance 
paradigm always did claim that the previous system had engendered 
corruption, the overall narrative of that shift tended to rather empha-
size its alleged inefficiency as well as the demise of the post-war 
consensus and the rise of an economically more self-conscious Third 
World as evidenced in the series of economic crises that began in the 
early 1970s (Kennedy 2013).
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Since the rise of neoliberalism and its particular (good) govern-
ance agenda, (neo)corporatist regimes have, however, been placed 
under generalized suspicion, including those associated with the 
developmentalism that has characterized reformist policy agendas in 
the contemporary Global South. The already mentioned ‘new devel-
opmentalism’ is a reflection of this, as it counterfactually combines a 
corporatist-developmentalist project with a regulatory environment 
shaped by the market-oriented good governance paradigm. This is the 
predicament in which, for instance, the reformist administrations of 
Lula and Dilma found themselves as of the early 2000s. Hence, there 
was, on the one hand, strong demand for not just public-sector invest-
ment but also the overall ‘modernization’ of the economy through pro-
active state intervention, all with a view to generate sustained growth 
and, on that basis, provide the resources for expanded welfare policies 
resulting in social ‘modernization’; on the other hand, Brazil, as vir-
tually all other Global South economies, though especially the select 
group of emerging markets to which Brazil belongs, was expected to 
adhere to good governance and the other normative ideals deemed 
constitutive of the neoliberal world order (Coutinho 2010). The Lula/
Dilma administration sought to navigate these demands by trying, to a 
certain extent, to implement both agendas in parallel. Hence, existing 
corporatist structures were utilized, expanded and rationalized, while 
the rule of law was held high and an already powerful judiciary was 
given ever more competencies, including over the investigation and 
prosecution of corruption (Figueiredo 2016).

Lava Jato was, then, the result of a confluence of external and 
internal impulses which came together around the concept of anti-
corruption. While traditional (party) political actors as well as wider 
societal trends played an important role in generating the environ-
ment in which it could take off, it was primarily the (Lava Jatist) 
judiciary—meaning the Federal Prosecutor’s Office as well as (some of) 
the first and second instance judges—in conjunction with the Federal 
Police that took the powers they had been granted and quite literally 
ran with them. They did so with a speed and single-minded deter-
mination that surprised and until relatively recently overpowered the 
traditional political system and its actors. In the process, they bent 
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the law to their purpose, sidelining procedural safeguards and well-
established legal principles, were disdainful of critique and entrenched 
behind an exceptionally thick wall of institutional independence and 
autonomy. It acted plainly politically, though it framed its politics in 
the language of the law of anti-corruption, which provided a semantic 
bracket around everything that was done. In contrast to other places 
that have seen political lawfaring, the Brazilian case stands out in that 
its primary driving force was the judiciary itself; in that sense, the latter 
can be seen as having taken the logic of neoliberal good governance 
one step further, namely by not only empowering itself in the name of 
anti-corruption but also by actively disempowering the other branches 
of government, most notably the executive and public administration. 
This process was, amongst others, enabled by a dialectic between what 
Duncan Kennedy has termed a hermeneutic of suspicion and restora-
tion which allowed the involved actors to advance concrete interests 
and simultaneously obscure these under the cloak of ‘the law’ (Kennedy 
2020). By attacking their (legal) opponents for allegedly abusing 
the law for their own ulterior purposes—by, for instance, seeking to 
mobilize human rights, such as due process or habeas corpus rights, 
against apparent ultra vires acts by the police or public prosecutors in 
the context of corruption investigations—they employed a hermeneu-
tic of suspicion. Yet they simultaneously engaged in a hermeneutic 
of restoration whereby anti-corruption lawfare was represented as a 
necessary reassertion of the rule of law in the face of a political system 
gone entirely overboard. It is, however, no coincidence that that reas-
sertion came at a moment when the governing side of that political 
system pursued a developmentalist and welfarist path, that is modes 
of governance no longer deemed ‘good’ enough for the market and its 
local representatives.

Ultimately, then, anti-corruption and corruption are two rather 
different things. The former is an aspect of the contemporary political 
economy, a discourse in the wake of a (good governance) agenda that 
serves as an instrument for reasserting the hegemony of the North, 
not primarily in a geopolitical sense, as its local adaptations are as 
important as international or transnational influences, but rather in 
an epistemic sense. For what matters is what this figurative North 
stands for (in anti-corruption discourse), notably a Weberian image 



Before the Law 237

of modernity that can be used to justify and reinforce existing power 
arrangements, dominant economic models and social stratifications. 
As such, it plays the classically ideological role of advancing particu-
lar political interests while purporting to do something else, namely 
uncovering corruption. Except that what is thereby uncovered has little 
to do with the real root causes of the practices that are associated with 
corruption, for the simple reason that the Weberian modernity that 
underwrites anti-corruption provides a woefully undercomplex account 
of the actual modern world. For that world, it is contended here, has 
always been more Southern in its deep fabric, that is, it has been more 
ambivalent, entangled, multi-layered, hybrid and complex than the 
Weberian account admits. And for that reason, different questions 
have to be asked about corruption—questions to do with the deep 
foundations of society, with the structural properties and social forces 
that produce a reality that includes ‘corruption’. And these questions 
have to be asked everywhere, in the North and South alike, though 
with a meridional mindset which will imply that the North sheds its 
Weberian myths and begins to also see itself as a South. Then it might 
(just) be possible to gain some real knowledge about corruption in the 
(modern) world.
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CHAPTER 11

Insurgent Realisms and 
Ideas of Justice in India
Imagining the ‘Corruption Complex’  
through Law and Literature

Kalpana Kannabiran

11.1. Introduction

‘Corruption’, as we argued in the ‘Introduction’ to this volume, is a 
global preoccupation as never before and is a vacuous political signifier 
in every locale we pick. It is there, everywhere, yet it isn’t anywhere, as 
we witnessed in the notebandi actions (demonetization) triggered by 
the Indian government with the explicit purpose of choking off ‘black 
money’. And yet, despite its hollowness as a political stake in probity, 
it continues to reign supreme as the enemy that must be vanquished. 
This raises, importantly, not the question of why laws are ineffective, 
or why successive political regimes escape accountability or even why 
judges can never be impeached on grounds of corruption despite 
having formal procedures in place, but rather points to the need for a 
deep engagement with the circulation of ideas, imagination, consensus 
and resistance to corruption in the everyday, at different sites of life, 
government and politics.
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This chapter will look at corruption in literary imagination in India 
and its correlates, historically, with a view to unravelling its situated 
meanings, continuities and discontinuities over time and across regions 
and linguistic cultures. A constitutive element in what I call the ‘cor-
ruption complex’ in Indian literature is the law—colonial law and its 
fossils in the post-colonial period and neoliberal legal regimes, as 
also a law that is constitutive of the decolonized state. Apart from the 
formal law, we also have the incessant prescription and destabiliza-
tion of norm/normativity in creative Indian writing. How might we 
excavate radical critique in the fictional narration of corruption? It is 
important to understand the ways in which tales of corruption circulate 
and the effect this has on those who share in their lives and travels of 
the tale over time. I am also interested in the relationship Akhil Gupta 
traces between structural violence and corruption (Gupta 2012). In all 
the stories we traverse through in this chapter, it is structural violence 
and state practice that anchor corruption. The common Indian’s cri-
tique of corruption, therefore, is inseparable from their wider critique 
of the social order that is embedded within the many layers in which 
corruption proliferates.

I use law and literature as my point of departure overall. While it 
is outside the scope of this chapter to dwell at any length on the vast 
law and literature scholarship with all its twists and turns, I merely 
allude to it here as a significant corpus. The domain of law and litera-
ture has been inadequately studied in the Indian context, especially in 
terms of opening out the stunning intersections between the ‘literary 
imagination’ and the ‘legal imagination’ (see Anker 2017; Anker and 
Meyler 2017; Ward 1995). The contexts of colonization and the early 
insurgencies—in thought and action—that moved subjugated people 
towards decolonial imaginations of justice are critical to the production 
of literature and the production of criminal (read ‘insurgent’) bodies 
in colonial law. I have argued elsewhere, in an attempt to map the 
remit of what Biko Agozino calls counter-colonial criminology, that 
colonial criminal law was framed to service the securitized enclosure 
of colonies, whether through forced and inhuman labour practices or 
the delegation of rule along with a range of entities in a graded colonial 
legal order (Kannabiran 2008). In this situation, the criminalization 
of resistance—at every level—formed a major preoccupation. Did this 
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criminalization in law deter the insurgent imagination of resistance or 
indeed its practice? What were the fields of this insurgent imagination?

While case archives tell a valuable story, literary archives open this 
out for us in distinct ways. I look at six works of fiction that I present 
in three parts. For each part, I have selected a historical/sociological 
text as an anchor that in my view sets the context for the novel/story.

In opening up the idea of insurgency, I use Ranajit Guha’s clas-
sic Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India (1983). 
Looking at novels and stories, in a sense, is a way of getting ‘in touch 
with the consciousness of insurgency’ (1983: 15) and, I would add, its 
multiple and simultaneous habitations. Particularly, in the two works 
I look at in Part I, we find that ‘[j]ust as the time honoured practice 
of holding rural masses in thralldom has helped to develop codes 
of deference and loyalty, so has the recursive practice of insurgency 
helped to develop fairly well-established structures of defiance over 
the centuries’ (1983: 12)—made possible through particular ways of 
storytelling, ways that interweave tales of law, life and justice. Colonial 
law was constituted by ‘the collusion between sarkar and zamindar’, 
with ‘the revitalization of landlordism under British rule [resulting 
in] a phenomenal growth of peasant indebtedness’ (1983: 7)—darogas 
and mahajans/moneylenders were the target of public ire, as Guha 
demonstrates (1983: 92). Elementary Aspects provides the context for 
our reading of the stories in Part I.

In looking at the post-colonial Indian state, Akhil Gupta in Red 
Tape (2012) questions the ontic status of the state and interrogates 
the construction of the unitary state and its reification by providing a 
disaggregated view of the everyday, routinized practices that together 
create regimes of rule at different levels, each with its own logic and 
inherent complexities. Focusing on structural violence and poverty, 
Gupta argues that the poor suffer state arbitrariness even while they 
are included in projects of national sovereignty and are killed despite 
their centrality to democratic politics.

If the state in India were ideologically opposed to redistributive 
measures…it would make the lack of urgency in eradicating poverty 
much easier to understand. It is this commitment to equality, to 
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the redistribution of dignity, and to the inclusion of the formerly 
marginal in the national project that makes the continued violence 
enacted on the poor so paradoxical. (Gupta 2012: 222)

Probing the juridico-social conditions that enable and foster this 
violence, Gupta opens out three intersecting themes—corruption, 
inscription and governmentality. Folklore around corruption abounds, 
and stories of corruption circulate incessantly, embellished in each suc-
cessive cycle. Sidestepping stereotypical representations of corruption 
as a characteristic of Third-World nation states, Gupta approaches 
this subject by combining ethnography with an analysis of texts, and 
the task at hand is specific: ‘investigating the wide range of meanings 
attributed to the term in the context of structural violence’ (Gupta 
2012: 80). The relevance of this lies in the fact that corruption serves to 
exclude the poor from access to free and subsidized services even when 
they are included in the national, developmental project—enabling ‘the 
very gestures of inclusion to produce an outcome that is its opposite’ 
(Gupta 2012: 110). The recognition by ordinary people of the multi-
ple layers and centres of the state, their consciousness of the relative 
habitations of corruption across these layers—stretching from pairavi 
to bribery and beyond1—and their absorption of representations of 
these habitations in public culture speak of a common understand-
ing of the state as a disaggregated, multi-layered institution. It is to 
this corruption complex that we allude to in our examination of two 
novels in Part II.

1 In the words of noted civil servant B. P. R. Vithal (1927–2020),
Pairavi includes ‘pleading’, ‘influence peddling’, and ‘lobbying’ but stops short 
of bribing. If you are willing to bribe and there is a taker, pairavi is redundant, 
it becomes necessary when you come across an inconvenient honest officer in an 
otherwise free flowing chain of corruption. The problem arises when an aggrieved 
party does not know the decision taker or thinks he is too big to be approached 
directly. He then does pairavi with some intermediate person to ‘put in a word’ to 
the concerned person; or, more colloquially, ‘to just touch him’! This is ‘Indirect 
Pairavi’. No one is above ‘indirect pairavi’, not even God. All Godmen are pairavikars 
for God. (Quoted in Centre for Economic and Social Studies 2020: 24)

It is interesting that in a volume of tributes to him on his passing, this is the 
single recall of his ‘quotable quotes’.
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Mapping the political history of technology in India, Arun 
Sukumar argues that in the first two decades of the 20th century, 
despite the surge of swadeshi and boycott of British goods, Congress 
leaders like Madan Mohan Malaviya foresaw the impossibility of 
industrial development in India without foreign technology. Yet, for 
him, ‘the guiding ethic of religion’ was indispensable to the Hindus 
as there was, he argued, ‘the risk that unfettered modernization would 
affect the faith of the Hindus’ (Sukumar 2019: xx). In Malaviya’s view, 
therefore, ‘the upliftment and the rejuvenation of his religion…would 
occur through technology-led modernization’ (Sukumar 2019: xvii), 
and it was necessary for independent India to meld technical skill 
with culture (Sukumar 2019: xviii). Right from its early history, the 
question of technology in India has been interwoven with politics—
nationalist and Hindu majoritarian. Taking a leap into post-colonial 
India, Sukumar’s tracing of the ways in which ‘the state resorted to 
political machinations to amplify its rare successes and obfuscate its 
many failures’ (Sukumar 2019: xxix) is immediately relevant to our 
argument on the constitutive place of the state in corruption narratives 
that straddle the earth and outer space—the moon or antariksh, as the 
case may be, as we will see in Part III.

I am interested in the ways in which each of these works speaks to 
the corruption complex. Pertinent to our exploration are Jennifer Vargas’ 
definition of ‘critical realism’ in the context of Fakir Mohan Senapati’s 
Six Acres and a Third in colonial India which narrates social realities 
‘oppositionally and dialogically’ (Vargas 2011: 29), and Francesca 
Orsini’s description of the uses of irony/satire that ‘enable(s) a wide-
ranging critique of postcolonial Indian state and society by setting up 
correlations between apparently incongruous elements, linking the 
sublime with the ridiculous’ (Orsini 2012: xix), as for instance when 
Shrilal Shukla in Raag Darbari compares the economic and political 
value of the filthy village pond to ‘the…way that any developing country, 
despite its backwardness, has some economic and political importance’ 
(Orsini 2012). Vishnu Khare observes that in opting for satire as his 
chosen genre and weapon, Harishankar Parsai lost no opportunity in 
exposing and lampooning the ‘predatory class of native masters’ who 
rose after Independence: ‘corrupt bureaucrats, avaricious politicians, 
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amoral businessmen, rapacious contractors, permit-brokers and mid-
dlemen, smugglers and mafia dons, and the much worse purveyors of 
linguistic, regional and caste hatreds and the fundamentalist fascists of 
various faiths’ (Khare 2003: 8). Across all these texts, the nexus between 
religious performance and corruption is parodied from within, deepening 
the insurgent possibilities of the narrative. We see, therefore, a tenta-
tive congealing of the corruption complex and its temporalities through 
insurgent realism in storytelling in India. The characters and context 
are not distant, nor unreal, nor do they speak unfamiliar tongues, for, to 
borrow from Bakhtin, ‘the boundaries between fiction and nonfiction…
are not laid up in heaven’ (Bakhtin 1990: 33). Irreverence for authority 
sits at the heart of the telling.

In Part I, I examine two early 20th-century texts: Fakir Mohan 
Senapati’s Six Acres and a Third (Oriya) ([1901] 2005), which provides 
us with a useful starting point in mapping the contours of justice as 
distinct from law, and Munshi Premchand’s short story Namak Ka 
Daroga (Hindi; 1913), which is a story of corruption set in the early 
20th century that spins out the complex (in)distinctions between what 
is morally permissible and legally wrong. In these two works, especially, 
we discern a ‘heteroglossia’ (Sawyer 2011) where there are multiple 
voices and meanings jostling for value and legitimacy. As Mohanty 
observes in his introduction to Six Acres:

We are given facts that are themselves partial, and at least partly 
fictional, and it is up to us to interrogate the authority of the teller. 
As storyteller, the narrator is in fact playing a variety of social 
roles. As readers, we are encouraged to participate in the decoding 
of these roles, in inhabiting a dynamic space where social mean-
ings are being constructed and exposed almost simultaneously. 
(Mohanty 2005: 3)

An ‘ironic and unreliable narrator’ (Sawyer 2011: 59) produces an 
insurgent reader. The ‘ironic double vision’ presented by the narrator, in 
Orsini’s words, ‘allows for a peculiar offside view on the centre (Orsini 
2012: xi)—producing thereby an insurgent reading.

In Part II, I look at Shrilal Shukla’s Raag Darbari (Hindi; [1968] 
2012) set in early independent India—the late 1950s—the author was 
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an officer of the Indian Administrative Services; and Vibhuti Narain 
Rai’s Kissa Loktantra (Hindi; ([1993] 2019), which narrates the story 
of the criminalization of politics—the author was an officer of the 
Indian Police Service at the time of writing.

In Part III, we move to fictional narratives of the corruption 
complex that pertain to outer space—the moon, antariksh, and what 
is it that interweaves the high world of space science with the lowly 
worlds of Inspector Matadeen. The two works of fiction I look at in 
this section are Harishankar Parsai’s short story, Inspector Matadeen on 
the Moon ([1968] 2003; Hindi) and Veena S. Rao’s Asuras of Antariksh 
(2019; English). Satirist Parsai’s story was written the same year as 
Raag Darbari, and the continuities between them, as also the stunning 
differences in telling similar stories, draw us into a deep engagement 
with insurgent storytelling about corruption complexes and the shared 
interrogation of any suggestion that we are indeed schooled into 
corruption-scapes merely because they seem to get more pervasive and 
strident. Veena Rao’s work, which belongs to another time, another 
space—the global metropolis—with a very different constellation of 
actors, closest to the present in more ways than one, helps us unravel 
the corruption complex constituted by the elite national scientific 
establishment. Indian forays into science and technology are a field 
that spawns large corruption complexes over different state regimes.

I have used English translations of Senapati, Shukla and Parsai, 
and looked at the original Hindi texts for Premchand and Vibhuti 
Rai.2 The sixth text by Veena Rao is in English. Two of these works 
are set in rural India (Orissa and UP); two speak of the rural–urban 
continuum—that liminal space that bears the characteristics of the 
margins in its many meanings, notably of ‘urban ruralities’, and the 
last two pertain to outer space and straddle the metropolis, political 
and educational space shuttles that connect to the moon. The sites of 
storytelling move, in a manner of speaking, from a village/small town 

2 Working translations of excerpts from Premchand and Vibhuti Rai that 
I present here are mine. I am mindful of the fact that I am neither a translator nor 
a creative writer in Hindi and am acutely aware of the inadequacy of the transla-
tion in terms of literary style and finesse. The point that I seek to make overall is 
however borne out through the excerpts I present.
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thoroughfare to a tea shop that stands witness on the edge of town to 
a spaceship that might never take off or have at best an aborted launch.

In terms of the location of the protagonist and the location of the 
writer, what does the ‘view from below’ mean?

In looking at six different works that belong to vastly different 
periods and cultural-geographic and linguistic traditions in India, I 
take my cue from U. R. Ananthamurthy’s call for ‘textual comparisons 
that highlight similarities and differences in the way common themes 
and similar social situations are treated in fiction’ that will help us trace 
the various cultural and social influences on the literary imagination 
(Mohanty 2011a: 1). In focusing on corruption tales and their rooted-
ness in structural violence, we could, after Mohanty, excavate ‘social 
critique [as] articulated in literature, and in particular how it defines a 
literary view from below, the perspective of the lower orders of society, 
the subalterns, as expressed in literary modes and forms’ (Mohanty 
2011a: 4). Further, we might explore how literary imagination helps 
us render subaltern agency and expressions of justice as distinct from 
law/legality legible.

Part I

Six Acres and a Third is a story, set in the early 20th-century Orissa, 
of an evil zamindar–mahajan (landlord–moneylender), Ramachandra 
Mangaraj, and the destruction he wreaks on the poor. It is a story of 
the course of law and colonial courts. And ultimately it is a story of 
the colours of justice—as imagined in worldviews that are situated, 
subaltern, regional, gendered in particular ways—that partake of the 
larger global discourses on ideas of justice. Quintessentially, a text that 
speaks about ideas of justice, lends itself to a rich unravelling through 
the medium of law and literature.3 The novel is a busy thoroughfare—
dense, diverse, intensely mobile, connecting people and worlds—but 
through it all, we could signpost Mangaraj the main character, his wife 
Saantani, his mistress Champa, the weaver Bhagia and his wife Saria 

3 For a range of extremely rich analyses of this work from the standpoint of 
comparative literature and analytical realism, among others, see Mohanty (2011b).
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whom Mangaraj dispossesses by stealing Neta, their cow, and their 
six acres and a third and the impecunious landlord Dildar Mian who 
is divested of his estate by Mangaraj the moneylender (but Dildar’s 
father acquired his estate by deceit, which Dildar inherits). The nar-
rator offers critique, commentary, description, and provides a measure 
of justice through the very act of bearing witness to the depredations 
of Mangaraj and his minions (Mohanty 2005).

The question that confronts us, on reading this story, is: What is 
corruption? What are its micro-practices, its habitations, its circula-
tions and how are the ends of justice met? In what locales and in what 
ways does a critique of corruption circulate to disengage corruption 
from its moorings? The travels between lives as lived, the supernatural 
and the banal in this thoroughfare are also instructive—as also the 
banality of the supernatural and the majesty of truthful lives. We 
encounter several pieces of it. The word ‘bribe’ is used a few times, but 
the bribe being spoken about is insignificant in its ability to turn life 
worlds upside down. It is simply a small price for fixing a particular 
problem—usually with an agent of the state, the daroga (inspector) or 
officers of the court—lawyers and magistrates.

He [Mangaraj] was a…very pious man indeed… This is indisput-
able. Every ekadasi he fasted, taking nothing but water and a few 
leaves of the sacred basil plant for the entire day. Just the other 
afternoon, though, Mangaraj’s barber, Jaga, let it slip that on the 
evenings of ekadasis a large pot of milk, some bananas, and a small 
quantity of khai and nabata are placed in the master’s bedroom. 
Very early the next morning, Jaga removes the empty pot and 
washes it. Hearing this, some people exchanged knowing looks 
and chuckled… [W]e would like to plead his case as follows: Let 
the eyewitness who has seen Mangaraj emptying the pot come 
forward, for like judges in a court of law we are absolutely unwill-
ing to accept hearsay and conjecture as evidence. All the more so 
since science textbooks state unequivocally: ‘Liquids evaporate’. 
Is milk not a liquid? Why should milk in a zamindar’s household 
defy the laws of science? Besides, there were moles, rats, and bugs 
in his bedroom. And in whose house can mosquitoes and flies not 
be found? Like all base creatures of appetite, these are always on 
the lookout for food; such creatures are not spiritually minded like 
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Mangaraj, who had the benefit of listening to the holy scriptures. It 
would be a great sin, then, to doubt Mangaraj’s piety or unwavering 
devotion. (Senapati [1901] 2005, 35–36)

The cohabitation of publicly rehearsed piety with deceit is a theme 
that recurs in accounts of wealthy men of God (both Godmen and 
lesser mortals) in the country to this day in India and figures in one 
way or another in all six writings presented here. The interweaving 
of colonial juristic sensibilities on evidence (the validity of hearsay 
and conjecture as evidence of wrongdoing), the deployment of the 
methods of science to the desired effect, and the vicarious presenta-
tion of the analogy between ‘base creatures of appetite’ (rats, bugs, 
flies—and pious zamindars) sets up scenes of the crimes of cor-
ruption, which will be enacted in many different ways. And if we 
do not question the mysterious ways of Jesus Christ and Krishna, 
why should we doubt Mangaraj? The spiritual world of Mangaraj is 
welded to his material world:

Just behind Mangaraj’s house, there was a large orchard opening 
onto a big pond, with coconut trees planted all around its edge, 
and banana, jack-fruit, mango, and ou trees further behind. A fence 
of young bamboo surrounded the orchard like a fortress wall. Few 
people are as selfless and altruistic as Mangaraj: even the market 
in Gobindapur owed its existence and prosperity to him. Without 
his orchard’s bounty of fruits and vegetables—coconuts, bananas, 
brinjals, pumpkins, green chilies, and so on—the market would 
have presented a much sorrier sight. Nor was anyone allowed to 
put his vegetables up for sale until the produce from the zamindar’s 
orchard had all been sold. That was of course as it should be. 
Would it have been fair to sell inferior goods before high-quality 
produce? Besides, the market belonged to the zamindar, and the 
gifts of pumpkins, brinjals, and bananas he received on festive occa-
sions, such as the Oriya New Year, all went straight to the market. 
(Senapati [1901] 2005, 42)

By the time the narrator is done with telling us of Mangaraj’s ekadasi, 
we have our ears pricked up for the more gory stories to follow—the 
sense that this can’t be all there is to this man’s story of cheating, 
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deceit and base temperament—from cheat meals to capturing the 
village markets to selling off gifts for a price, the unethical melds 
with the illegal and is inseparable from it. How might we disentangle 
one strand from this knot and name it corrupt? Which is corrupt and 
which not? Where is the larger tangle of which this is but a part? What 
are the semantic fields of corruption, so to speak? Our sensibilities of 
justice are aroused propelling us to adhere to the rule(s) of law and 
move beyond ‘hearsay’ in our investigation of the goings-on here in 
this protectorate of this one man.

‘Commerce makes you rich; a bachelor’s degree in law does too. 
Though somewhat less so’ (Senapati [1901] 2005, 45).

The turbaned lawyer lounging around the corridors of the court 
could impoverish 25 families at best. Rumour (hearsay) has it that 
Mangaraj who started life as a sharecropper with two acres amassed 86 
acres under his plough and 60 acres given to his sharecroppers. He was

never one to discriminate between his own property and that of 
others. According to the Shastras, only the small-minded make a 
distinction between mine and thine. Thus the zamindar gave almost 
as much attention to his own fields as he did to those belonging to 
others. (Senapati [1901] 2005, 48)

He thought nothing of plucking out seedlings from the untouchable 
Shyam Gucchaita’s field on the edge of the village to plant in his own, 
reminding Shyam of an unpaid loan when he protested. Structural 
violence, poverty and vulnerability to a moneylender trapped the 
poor in the village in Mangaraj’s deathly coils—the fact reiterated 
by the Brahmin Pandit Sibu on crossing his path that morning: ‘The 
day begins with the sight of an evil man. I know not what that day 
will bring!’ (Senapati [1901] 2005, 49). We are then speaking also of 
theft—of crop, of property, of labour—and of the ‘evil man’. While 
there is undoubtedly the socialization of corruption that we must be 
attentive to, the delegitimization of corruption also offers counter-
moves simultaneously. So that even while corrupt practices and crime 
interlock to exacerbate vulnerability and deep oppressions, the resist-
ance to that complex also unfolds incessantly.
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The tussle between blind faith (and superstition) and the ration-
ality of medicine to cure ailments, illnesses and ‘barrenness’ as also 
blind faith as the sole refuge against misfortune makes the trope of 
Goddesses and Godmen—the supernatural/mortal nexus—critical to 
corruption folklore. Magic, miracles, trances, visions, revelations and 
dreams provide the medium for the enactment of ‘acts of goddesses’ by 
men and women who possess them. We see this across at least four of 
the six stories we discuss in this chapter. ‘The goddess did not enjoy a 
regular monthly income, the way lowly clerks do. People gathered at 
her shrine only in times of danger and distress, as they do at the doors 
of doctors and lawyers…’ (Senapati [1901] 2005: 64).

One afternoon, [the cowherds playing near the goddess] suddenly 
stopped…. One of the cowherds suddenly cried out, ‘What’s this, 
what’s this?’ Everyone rushed towards him and saw a large hole 
some three arm-lengths from the platform on which the goddess 
sat. It was large enough to hold a man.

Mangaraj, too, lost no time getting there…. After much discus-
sion it was decided that the goddess had appeared in the dead of 
night and that the hole was made by the tiger she rode. Mangaraj 
proclaimed, ‘The tiger still seems to be there, inside the hole.’ This 
made the villagers flee. Mangaraj then glanced meaningfully at 
Rama, and walked away…. The hole disappeared the same day… 
(Senapati [1901] 2005: 65)

Bhima’s mother, the barber-woman, said, ‘…I saw the goddess 
riding her tiger. What a huge one it was!’ Four to five old men 
in the village supported her story… It was now established, beyond 
a doubt, that the goddess had appeared in the village the night before 
(Senapati [1901] 2005: 66; emphasis added).

Or again,

Usually, if you see someone at the door of a lawyer or a doctor, 
you know that some calamity has befallen them. Well, the goddess 
Budhi Mangala was both a doctor and a lawyer. She was very useful 
whenever someone in the village fell sick or was involved in a court 
case (Senapati [1901] 2005: 96)
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The Muslim, the Sahib, the daroga, the zamindar, the district mag-
istrate, English, Persian, Sanskrit—plurilinguality and the cadences 
of each language in its colonial encampment provide a rich density to 
the socio-lingual traffic on this thoroughfare along which we attempt 
to plot the idea of corruption.

Anyhow, our Mian…was now a thana daroga…. He acquired four 
zamindaris [estates] and built himself a big house; he owned farms 
and gardens and a large number of household goods. In those days, 
the zamindaris of Orissa were auctioned off in Calcutta. One time, 
while visiting that city in connection with a murder case, Mian 
Sahib made a bid for the zamindari of Fatepur Sarsandha, and was 
successful. You may find this puzzling—how could a thana daroga, 
who was only an inspector in the Bengal police, raise enough money 
to buy a zamindari? (Senapati [1901] 2005: 68; emphasis added)

Be that as it may, a Brahmin’s blessing to a deputy collector who ruled 
in his favour was that he should become a daroga! (Senapati [1901] 
2005: 68). The narration of corruption is an intensely insurgent one 
that intertwines tales of oppression with tales of corruption. Decadence 
and sloth are bedfellows of corruption in rustic locales that present the 
realities of rurality in a slow transition or just darting back and forth from 
the old-money-entitled visage of the princely court now falling apart. 
Although the latter is no less corrupt or violent, the masking of crass and 
craven behaviour and habits of high couture and culture, and patronage 
(of arts importantly) sets these two worlds far apart from each other. 
In the stories we traverse through, it is the lower end of high corrup-
tion that we encounter with its decadence and sloth—which then join 
the corruption complex. Yet we can scarcely forget that ‘high culture’ 
and oppressive regimes of rule constitute this complex in fundamental 
ways—whether the colonial state or the post-colonial, independent 
Indian state. Senapati draws this connection for us brilliantly.

Historians say it took Clive less time to get the Bengal Subedari 
from the emperor of Delhi than it takes one to buy and sell a donkey. 
How long do you think it will take Mangaraj to get the zamindari of 
Fatepur Sarsandha from Mian?’ (Senapati [1901] 2005: 76)
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Where does imperial conquest, for instance, figure in the corruption 
complex? Cheyfitz and Huhndorf (2017) in looking at the interlocked 
relationship between US federal Indian law and Native American 
literatures observe:

[O]n the one hand a person cannot understand Native literatures 
without understanding the colonial context in and to which they 
are responding, a context structured by federal Indian law; and on 
the other hand, a person cannot understand federal Indian law 
without reading Native literatures, which make legible, as in a 
palimpsest, the genocidal violence that federal Indian law, taken 
by itself, erases. (Cheyfitz and Huhndorf 2017: 266)

What are the (im)possibilities—conceptual, theoretical, narrative, 
affective—in carving out a dis-embedded corruption complex? The 
time during which Senapati was writing was also the time when British 
courts had just replaced the old panchayats (village councils) of five 
elders, clearly eroding the power of situated agency.

Today, the law courts have opened wide their doors, and people 
have become educated and civilized. Why should anyone heed 
the rule of the five elders anymore? English law warns, ‘Watch 
out my friend. If we obtain legally conclusive proof that you have 
committed a crime, you shall be punished.’ A clever man answers, 
‘Sir, I know how to make sure you don’t get any proof.’ ‘No worry, 
no worry,’ adds the lawyer, patting him on the back. ‘Just bring 
me cash. I can make black, white and white, black.’ Under this 
system, the clever and the rich get off, even though, in truth, they 
are guilty of hundreds of crimes; while the simple and the poor 
get into trouble and are harassed for their innocence in the law 
courts. The expense incurred in court cases today makes beggars 
of both parties, since all sorts of worthless people thrive off their 
misfortune. But in the old system, it was impossible to deceive the 
five elders. Moreover, the fine imposed on the real culprit was spent 
on a good cause. (Senapati [1901] 2005: 85)

As one climbed up the ladder of rule, ‘taking bribes came naturally to 
Jena’, the village chowkidar (guard; Senapati [1901] 2005: 97): when 
he got convicted of a theft, he extricated himself by paying ̀ 250 to the 
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Munshi (Senapati [1901] 2005: 99); extracted bribes when there was 
an unnatural death in the village and helped himself to vegetables from 
fields that belonged to others; charged ̀ 1 for filing a complaint and if 
the man was poor, he walked off with a piece of metal or bronze from 
his home; and forgot to keep watch as thieves plundered a house that 
had neglected to give him a free meal that night (Senapati [1901] 2005: 
98–99). Darogas like Inayat Hussain risked transfer if their gifts did 
not reach the peshkar (bench clerk) and sirastadar (court officials) on 
time; also, incensed by non-payment of bribes for sending the Doms 
of Ratanpur to prison on false charges (this over and above the two 
bags of money Mangaraj had spent to have them convicted; Senapati 
[1901] 2005: 127), he gleefully arrested Mangaraj the zamindar on 
charges of murder and paraded him handcuffed through the streets 
of his village.4 Jamadars (head constables) falsified reports on corpses. 
Lawyers helped aspiring moneylenders win entire zamindaris through 
debt litigation and then themselves acquired entire zamindaris by final-
izing the fine legalities of mortgage, transfer and registration in a mere 
two hours. Zamindaris did not necessarily pass as inheritance from 
one generation to another in a family but passed through legalized 
dacoity—from Bagha Singh to Dildar Mian to Mangaraj to Lawyer 
Ram Ram Lala. The jamadar, the daroga, the munshi (secretary), the 
lawyer and zamindar were networked in webs of deceit and illegal 
occupation—in which bribes for small functionaries ranging from 
jamadar and daroga to lawyer and magistrate were a mere dot in the 
corruption complex.

In this imaginary, the courts are never the sites of justice. Witness 
the eruption of a fierce fight between vultures and jackals that prey 
on the rotting body of Champa, the zamindar’s mistress, then thrown 
to the crocodiles (Senapati [1901] 2005: 200); or Mangaraj’s vision 
on his deathbed (as he lay grievously hurt from being beaten in jail by 
the Doms of Ratanpur) of the looming ‘skeleton of a human with its 
jaws wide open, watching him intently, waiting silently to devour him 

4 Ranajit Guha (1983: 99) recalls the case of Mahesh Daroga: ‘For years, it 
had been Mahesh Daroga’s practice to accept bribes from the mahajans in order 
to harass, arrest and send up the Santals to the nearest district headquarters for 
detention and trial on false charges of dacoity.’
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that he believed was no one other than the woman who had starved 
herself to death in front of his house, because he had taken away her 
land’; or his vision of ‘thousands of lunatics like Bhagia the weaver 
come rushing out of black clouds in the sky, holding swords and iron 
clubs’ raining blows on his head (Senapati [1901] 2005: 216).

Although the narrator tells us that ‘[i]n a nutshell, within a matter 
of months, the power, prestige, and property of Mangaraj had all been 
scattered to the winds’ (Senapati [1901] 2005: 209), the story of deceit 
and corruption is a self-perpetuating one with the zamindari merely 
passing into the deceitful hands of Lawyer Ram Ram Lala who is all 
set to arrive in a procession of palanquins to take possession of the 
estate on Makar Sankranti (summer solstice).

Clearly, justice is unimaginable in relation to the corruption 
complex, and can only be conceived in terms of just deserts that are 
intensely culturally coded in ways impermissible within the terrains 
of imperial/sovereign law. We will see with the next tale—Munshi 
Premchand’s Namak Ka Daroga—that this intense coding is also plural 
and permits multiple (ir)resolutions.

Namak Ka Daroga (The Salt Inspector) written in 1913 is set in 
the context of the imposition of tax on salt by the British.5 A young, 
educated man, Munshi Vanshidhar finds a job as daroga whose job 
it is to check smuggling (of salt among other things). Vanshidhar 
lives with his parents and wife and belongs to a family of modest 
means. One night, he stops carts of salt being smuggled across the 
Yamuna in the dead of night. The smuggler is the most respected 
and wealthy Brahmin zamindar of the area, Pandit Alopidin. Despite 
being offered hefty bribes to let the carts pass, the daroga, bound by 
duty, refuses and arrests the zamindar. The village is agog with talk 
of the arrest. When he is produced before the magistrate the next 
day with the entire village crowded around the court to watch, the 
officers of the court—the battery of lawyers and magistrate—are 
incensed at the gross disrespect shown by the daroga to the respected 
Panditji. The zamindar is released and the daroga is censured by the 

5 All excerpts from Namak Ka Daroga are translated from the following source: 
http://premchand.co.in/story/namak-ka-daroga (accessed on 18 September 2020).

http://premchand.co.in/story/namak-ka-daroga
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court for having taken the law into his hands in his overenthusi-
asm to perform his duty. Shamed in public and divested of his job, 
Vanshidhar returns home to the hostility of his family. A couple 
of days later, a bedecked cart draws up in front of his house. The 
elder munshi sees Pandit Alopidin, the zamindar, walk in with his 
retinue. Alopidin offers Vanshidhar a job as manager of his entire 
estate, with a handsome salary, bungalow and servants. Vanshidhar, 
initially uncomprehending, is elated and accepts the offer.

This short story provides, like Six Acres, a very nuanced account 
of the cultural effects of British law in the colony. The ways in which 
colonial law is imagined as proliferating of corruption in the locality, 
the ways in which the locality understood the material contexts of 
corruption from their own cultural moorings, the insurgent moves 
triggered by the local daroga and the affective implications of this 
insurgency are complex and dense in their plurality. Take, for instance, 
the opening paragraph:

When the new Department of Salt was set up banning transactions 
in a commodity that was God’s gift, people began to trade in salt 
covertly. There were various devious means that were devised—
some resorted to bribery, some by deceit, officers had a field day. 
People abandoned the respected position of patwari to be armed 
watchmen in this department. Even lawyers lusted after the posi-
tion of daroga in this department.

Like in Six Acres, knowledge of Persian was valued ‘and people who 
had read romance and erotic literature in Persian found themselves in 
the best positions’. Vanshidhar was well versed in Persian literature. 
He got a job as a daroga in the Department of Salt, where there was 
a good salary and no limit on ‘extra earnings’. Even as he set out to 
look for a job, his father, a man of experience and wisdom, delivers 
a sermon on the need to use discretion, be worldly wise and never to 
look a gift horse in the mouth. He said to his son:

Son, you can see the hardships we are enduring. We are weighed 
down by debt. We have daughters—they are growing like wild 
weeds. I am a tree teetering on the edge, I know not when I will 
fall. You are now the head of the family. In your job, do not worry 



260 Kalpana Kannabiran

about status. It is but the shrine of a pir. Look towards the offerings 
and the shawls. Search for a job where there is some extra income. 
The monthly salary is like the full moon. You can see it for a day 
and then it wanes each day till it vanishes. Extra income is like a 
stream flowing from the source that eternally quenches thirst. Since 
it is man who gives you a salary, it cannot grow. Extra earnings are 
the gift of God, they lead to prosperity. You are yourself a scholar. 
What can I teach you. You need to be prudent. Look at the person, 
understand his needs, and gauge the opportunity. After this, do 
what is best. There is only profit when you are tough with a man 
in need of your favours. But it is difficult to win over a man who 
has no need for you. Don’t lose sight of these words. They are my 
lifetime’s earnings.

This casual delineation of two parallel sources of income—one human, 
the other a gift of God—sets up questions with respect to the cultural 
moorings and particularities in the corruption complex. Yet we also 
witness the making of an insurgency—an intergenerational shift, 
both in ethics and in gestures of deference. Pandit Alopidin, the most 
famous zamindar in the area, a brahmin with wealth beyond measure, 
had everyone big and small roomed in his web of indebtedness look-
ing upon him ‘with benevolence’ from British officers who hunted 
on his properties to the smallest functionary in the area. He knew no 
government, and everything was resolved as a domestic matter—‘can 
I ever be apart from you?’ Wedded to an unshakeable faith in Goddess 
Lakshmi, the Goddess of wealth, he believed she ruled earth and 
heavens. The narrator’s voice, ‘What he said was true. Justice and law 
are Lakshmi’s playthings. She toys around with them as she wishes’, 
disrupts the seamlessness of Alopidin’s power by pointing to the wedge 
that will hold the first insurgent move.

When Daroga Vanshidhar orders his arrest and confiscates his carts 
of smuggled salt, his simple retort is, ‘It is inconceivable that we pass 
this way without making an offering to the deity on the riverbank. I 
was on my way to you myself’. Vanshidhar does not budge: He says 
sternly, ‘I am not from among those traitors who sell their souls for 
a few coins. You are under arrest. You will be charged according to 
procedure. I do not have time to waste. Jamadar Badlu Singh, I order 
you to arrest him….’ In persisting, Vanshidhar is inaugurating an 
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insurgency against the old order which he was schooled into by his 
ageing father and the new colonial order that was already cradled in 
and benumbed by the cosy hospitality of Pandit Alopidin.

Panditji had never before beheld law disregard wealth…. The 
ground he stood on was crumbling under his feet. His prestige and 
his wealth were both badly hit. But he still did not lose faith in the 
power of wealth. He turned to his assistant, ‘Lalaji, give babu saheb 
`1,000. He is like a hungry lion now’.

The offer went climbing from `1,000 to `40,000, but the effort was 
futile. ‘Wealth had been stamped down by the law’ and Panditji fainted 
seeing the constable approach him with handcuffs. The corruption 
complex is sustained and perpetuated by intrigue, doublespeak and 
multiple norms operative on the relationship between persons dis-
tributed across the social ladder and Goddess Lakshmi, who did not 
brook being rebuffed.

Young and old, everyone was talking about Panditji and his ways. 
Condemnation was raining in, as if to say both sin and sinner 
had been wiped off the face of the earth. The milkman who sold 
water in the name of milk, the official who made false entries in 
his books, the babu who travelled ticketless on trains, the seth 
and moneylender who forged documents—they were all strutting 
around with a halo.

Once he is produced in court, Pandit Alopidin has everyone at his ser-
vice—officers, staff, lawyers, orderlies, chowkidars, chaprasis (peons), 
and the whole village had turned up to witness this rare event. Their 
disbelief was not that Alopidin had committed the acts he was arrested 
for. Their utter disbelief was that it was at all possible for the law to 
trap him: ‘A man like him who possessed inestimable wealth, and 
unparalleled powers of persuasion, how did he get trapped by the law?’

The insurgency of law plays itself out in court yet again, with an 
entire army of lawyers readying themselves: ‘In the battlefield of justice, 
law and wealth readied themselves for war’, a war in which Daroga 
Vanshidhar stood in silence, alone, ‘with no power to save the truth, 
and no weapon except bare facts’. Witnesses wavered from greed, and 
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justice was beginning to desert Vanshidhar. The irony was ‘[t]hat was 
the hall of justice, but its employees were blinded by bias. What union 
is possible between justice and bias? Where there is bias, justice there 
is inconceivable’. The case concluded predictably in favour of Pandit 
Alopidin.

The magistrate wrote in his judgment:

the evidence against Alopidin is without basis and fabricated. He is 
a prominent and respected person. It is unimaginable that he would 
descend to this level for a little gain. However, though there is no 
serious fault that lies with Daroga Munshi Vanshidhar, we regret 
that his overzealousness and thoughtlessness has put a good man 
through difficulty. We are pleased that he is dedicated and vigilant 
in his duties, but his loyalty to salt litigation has led him to betrayal, 
destroying his reason and sense of judgement. He must exercise 
caution in the future.

Vanshidhar emerged from the courtroom vanquished but with his head 
held high as realization dawned on him: ‘Justice and scholarship, long 
winded titles, long flowing beards, flowing robes—none of these are 
deserving of true respect.’

The twist in the tale that is presented as the conclusion opens up 
the trope of corruption on a different axis. What does the recogni-
tion of integrity present to us, especially in terms of the nesting of 
integrity in the belly of corruption so as to safeguard an estate built 
on principles antithetical to the one the daroga had embraced? Are we 
then witnessing an insurgency of a different kind, where honesty and 
corruption are relative (in this instance to the colonial power) or are 
there absolute measures of both? Yashwant Chittal uses the metaphor 
of the hunt to train our gaze into the interior worlds of people trapped 
in intertwined worlds of subterfuge, stigma, intrigue and corruption, 
making the negotiation through this thoroughfare (which also entails 
self-conscious participation distinct from complicity) inescapable 
in the search for meaning and a sense of self-worth (Chittal [1979] 
2018). Although Chittal’s novel Shikari speaks of a different time and 
context, the unravelling of the interiorities of human worlds circulating 
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around intrigue (which for him is constitutive of corruption) points 
to possibilities for a layered understanding of the corruption complex.

Part II

Raag Darbari by Shrilal Shukla ([1968] 2012) is the story of a young, 
educated man, Rangnath, who, after completing his MA, goes to 
the home of his maternal uncle Vaidyaji in Shivpalganj, a village in 
Uttar Pradesh for rest and recuperation.6 The novel is an enactment 
of everyday life with its deep ironies, its contradictions, the medley of 
characters and criss-crossing narrators that together dismantle a linear, 
utopian description of an Indian village. A central thread to living life 
in the everyday is corruption, and its utter normalization narrated in 
insurgent village voices destabilize its normalcy even while narrating it.

Kissa Loktantra (A Tale of Democracy) by Vibhuti Narain Rai 
([1993] 2019) is the story of PP, a petty criminal turned mafia don who 
aspires to political office and decides to contest an election. Chaudhry 
Jagatpal, the neta (political leader) who initiates him into the world of 
organized crime is a protector-turned adversary who must be hunted 
down. While the story itself is in the nature of a commentary on the 
trajectories of the criminalization of politics in India from the 1970s, 
it is also the story of the resilience of democracy—the small lone voice 
of resistance (Baagi, the ageing, alcoholic journalist) that shakes the 
complacency of brute force.

Tracing the connections between Raag Darbari and Kissa Loktantra 
in a sense, Rai’s narrator plots the kinship between crime and politics 
in independent India, but, importantly, he also traces the kinship of 
this system with the one that Mangaraj lorded over in Six Acres in the 
early 1900s.

After independence, the first generation of national leaders were 
heady with idealism. For them, it was inconceivable to have an open 
relationship with criminals. After two or three general elections, 

6 Vaidya is a traditional healer.
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for the new generation that entered the fray, idealism was seen as 
dishonest. But even for them, open connivance with criminals was 
unthinkable. They would meet in the dead of night, use them for 
the elections, but were reluctant to let the veil drop. (Rai [1993] 
2019: 115–116)

But this gradually began to change. But how?

Alongside their use in elections, the social status of criminals 
underwent fundamental changes. Earlier, despite his capacity 
to spread terror and violence, a criminal had no social standing. 
The best example of this is the zamindar’s henchman. Both the 
zamindar and the henchman knew that without the henchman, 
nobody would bother about the zamindar, yet they were master 
and servant. The henchman would never dare to sit before the 
zamindar. He would stand in a corner with folded hands, waiting 
for a signal from the zamindar. Neta was the zamindar of the old 
days, the goonda [gangster] was the henchman, but the relation-
ship between them was no longer that of the old days. On the 
other hand, in several situations, there was a reversal. Big mafia 
dons began to cultivate politicians. They set up politicians to 
contest in different constituencies and ensured they won. These 
politicians stood before them with folded hands. When their 
saviours were in difficulty, they barked and pounced on officers. 
(Rai [1993] 2019: 116–117)

The busy thoroughfare that the novel is in the colonial setting settles 
itself into a tea shop perched on the edge of town in the post-colony 
‘[b]eyond it the ocean of the Indian countryside’ (Shukla [1968] 2012: 
1). The shop was

constructed of bits of rotting thatch, wood, local know-how and 
various items of assorted junk…[and] offered one of the favourite 
drinks of the Indian masses which is made from dust, dirt, tea 
leaves which have already been used several times, boiling water 
and so forth. The shops also stocked sweets, which battled valiantly 
day and night against the onslaughts of rain, dust storms, flies and 
mosquitoes. The sweets demonstrated the manual dexterity and 
scientific expertise of our local working men. They showed that 
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even if we don’t know how to make a decent razor blade, we’re still 
the only people in the world who can turn rubbish into the tastiest 
of snacks. (Shukla [1968] 2012: 1)

Parked in front of the tea shop at the edge of town was a truck with its 
door open—the ‘sole purpose of the creation of the truck’, you could 
tell, ‘had been to rape the roads of India’ (Shukla [1968] 2012: 1).

Town culture is after all, as Vibhuti Rai tells us, vastly different 
from the culture of the city (Rai [1993] 2019: 31). Situated in the allu-
vial plains of the Yamuna, PP’s village was one of Ahirs and Gujjars.

There was little agriculture possible in the plains, but there were 
two vocations that ensured a good income to this and neighbouring 
villages. These were dairy and liquor brewing. Every family owned 
sturdy buffaloes and cows and a couple of breweries. The market 
for both businesses was Delhi.

The women of the household rose at 2.30 every morning and 
milked the cattle. By 3, the men rushed to the station with cans 
of milk. There was one train to Delhi that left before dawn. This 
train ran primarily for the milkmen…. In the day, they were at the 
breweries. The entire plains had pots with fermenting mahua pressed 
into the earth. Anyone who set out on a boat in the daytime could see 
from afar the breweries and the smoke that rose from them. Excise 
officials and police would from time to time carry out their duties and 
destroy the breweries and break the pots submerged in the ground. 
However, the following day things returned to normalcy. As a matter 
of fact, government officials and the people of these villages had 
a peculiar love–hate relationship. They paid the requisite bribes 
(rishwat) to the officials, they carried on their businesses, they got 
caught, they paid bribes, resumed their businesses—this went on… 
(Rai [1993] 2019: 31–32)

The daily business of living bears a striking resemblance to Daroga 
Vanshidhar’s time, and yet it is vastly different. This is not the time of 
the British salt laws; it is the time of Nehru’s ‘temples of modern India’.

Law was enforced by the personnel in the police station purport-
edly. In Shivpalganj,
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[t]he common people had great expectations of the Sub-Inspector 
and the police station’s dozen or so constables. If there was a bur-
glary in some villages eight miles away, in the two hundred and 
fifty or three hundred villages which came under the jurisdiction 
of the police station, it was believed that one or the other of the 
policemen would have witnessed it. If there was a dacoity at night 
somewhere twelve miles away, it was expected that they would get 
there ahead of the dacoits…. As for protection from dacoits, that 
was left to the magic performed by the Sub-Inspector and his men. 
(Shukla [1968] 2012: 9)

But what was the difference between dacoity and bribery? Was there 
a difference?

The Sub-Inspector smiled and said, ‘Really, sahib, this is too much. 
In the old days, dacoits used to cross rivers and mountains to col-
lect money from your home, but now they expect you to leave your 
home and go and deliver the money to them!’

Ruppan babu said, ‘Yes, that’s what I’m saying. It’s not dacoity. 
It’s just bribery.’

The Sub-Inspector continued in the same tone, ‘Bribery, theft, 
dacoity—now they have all become the same. It’s communism’.

Ruppan babu said, ‘Father says the same thing’

‘What does he say?’

‘The same—communism has taken over’. (Shukla [1968] 2012: 10)

This exchange takes us to the heart of the problem posed by the 
corruption complex. It is both a question of crime (in which the dis-
tinctions people make between violent crime and economic offences 
are blurred and constantly bleed into one another) and a question of 
politics. The Godlessness of communism/spurning of faith proliferates 
theft/dacoity (indistinct from bribery). We also witness a convergence 
between the view of the ‘everyday state’ (Orsini 2012) and dominant 
actors (brahmins, zamindars, netas, gangsters, as the case may be). This 
is also the ‘intimate state’ with which ‘some kind of social relationship 
can be established’. In Orsini’s words:
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[k]nowing personally who is in what post where and having a 
direct, personal connection is crucial, and in moments of need we 
see Vaidyaji departing for town to network with local officials, 
exchanging their patronage for village ghee, his potency pills or 
information about powerful astrologers. (Orsini 2012: xvii)

Similarly, Chaudhry Jagatpal

was an influential neta before whom crowds gathered with all kinds 
of requests from morning to night: for jobs, with complaints against 
the excesses of the thanadar [officer in charge of police station], 
knocking against the corruption of the state machinery, to work 
out compromises in interpersonal conflicts. One of his assistants 
was constantly calling officers on phone. Another, seated in a small 
room on the side was busy typing out letters of recommendation. 
(Rai [1993] 2019: 85)

Unlike Vaidyaji, of course, Jagatpal’s career as an elder neta followed 
a different trajectory.

From his confident, warm smile nobody could tell that he was 
accused in three bank dacoities, dozens of murders, countless cases 
of loot, and till about a decade ago, he was like a dog on the run 
from the police…. He spent ten years as a criminal. After that he 
did not need to commit crimes himself. He first settled the cases 
against himself. In the beginning some witnesses were killed. After 
that all the witnesses came forward and filed affidavits. On the court 
dates, crowds of advocates would gather in the court. The govern-
ment counsel, who had been bought over first, would be mewing 
right in front and the defense counsel would shout him down. All 
the characters in the courtroom drama would play their parts and 
one after another he was acquitted in all the cases in which he 
was accused. The wages he paid to the actors made no hole in his 
pocket. His status grew so much that lakhs of rupees would reach 
him with a single phone call…. (Rai [1993] 2019: 86)

This trajectory is important, especially in the light of the shifts in the 
relationship between crime and politics that Rai’s narrator traces across 
the post-Independence period. Vaidyaji in Raag Darbari epitomizes 
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the second phase, where there is a covert relationship that must 
remain a public secret. Jagatpal and PP, the central characters in Kissa 
Loktantra, present the ascendance of the criminal-turned politician in 
a period that unmasked the inverted relationship between crime and 
politics: ‘Jail provided PP with his formal initiation into crime, and 
gave his fascination for crime a concrete shape’ (Rai [1993] 2019: 50). 
In this phase especially, we see in relation to everyday politics, lived 
life and the everyday state, no demarcation between raw, violent crime, 
bribery and politics, especially electoral politics.

Elections are crucial in a post-colonial democracy. And we discover 
its travails. With Raag Darbari, Vaidyaji realizes that his power can 
only be consolidated through a triangulated control over schools, coop-
erative unions and village panchayats and he sets about manipulating 
the panchayat elections by putting up a proxy candidate. As soon as 
he took an interest in the panchayat, he ‘realized’ that

[s]ome people had grabbed the village wasteland, and the pradhan 
had definitely taken bribes. The council had no money and the 
pradhan had definitely embezzled it…. The police had prosecuted 
several people on complaints from the pradhan, from which one 
could only conclude that he had now become a police agent. The 
pradhan had been granted a license for a shotgun, which had 
definitely been loaned to dacoits. (Shukla [1968] 2012: 106–107)

And so he decides to set up Sanichar for pradhan—‘a skinny man’ who 
‘generally wore only underpants’ and whose job was ‘to keep sitting 
in Vaidyaji’s sitting room’ (Shukla [1968] 2012: 26), except of course 
when he was required to make and distribute bhang (Indian hemp 
used in local intoxicants) in Vaidyaji’s darbar (court).

By 1967, Rai tells us, northern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar had inau-
gurated a new experiment in electoral practice and invented a new 
practice: booth capturing.

All political parties felt that they could use force and coercion to 
garner votes for themselves. They began to use the local strongmen 
and criminals for this purpose…. Gradually booth capturing came 
to be replaced by booth dacoity.
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The entire process of booth capturing could not be accomplished 
without goondas, badmashes and dacoits. No sooner were elections 
announced, the gangsters became ecstatic. Local weapon factories 
would work night and day. Just as the Election Commission and 
the government machinery works on a war footing in preparation 
for elections, the preparations to ensure election victories for their 
candidates involved extensive plans and preparations by those 
engaged in booth capturing. In countless constituencies in the 
country it became inconceivable to have an election without these 
gangsters. (Rai [1993] 2019: 114)

Both Chaudhry Jagatpal and PP entered politics through booth 
dacoity. From bribe to dacoity, from anti-communism to the 
zamindar–neta, from proxy candidates to booth dacoity and the 
gangster–politician, the webs of the corruption complex hold spaces—
courts, police stations, jails, government offices, bootlegging, streets, 
highways, neighbourhoods, bazaars, real estate and the state at 
every level—in a chokehold through practices of violence across a 
continuum from structural violence to violent crime. ‘Goonda tax’ 
(protection money paid to gangsters) and ‘Rangdari tax’ (extortion) 
are the new normal. In narrating the complex, both these works of 
fiction draw on common citizen’s experience of deathly coils of the 
serpent to present polyvocalities that parody the system in insurgent 
moves of resistance: from Baagi’s sole and spirited confrontation of 
PP’s electoral and other dacoities as he enters the premises to file his 
nomination to the ironic description by the people of Shivpalganj 
of different brands of justice that stretch from the kaurilla brand 
(‘from the weed that grows on barren land’) for the ‘low-bred man’ 
to the unreachability of high court and the Supreme Court (‘You 
could maintain a hundred whores on what it costs to employ just 
one lawyer’ (Shukla [1968] 2012: 149).

Part III

Scientists say there is no life on the moon. But Senior Inspector 
Matadeen of the Indian Police—known in the department as ‘MD 
sa’ab’—says, ‘The scientists are lying. There are men on the moon, 
just like us, but they are on the other side of the moon.’
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Science always loses out to Inspector Matadeen. Even if experts go 
hoarse arguing that the fingerprints on the dagger do not match 
those of the accused, Inspector Matadeen will still manage to put 
his man behind bars.

‘These scientists’, he says, ‘they never investigate a case thoroughly. 
Just because they can see the bright side of the moon they claim 
there’s no life on it. I’ve been to its dark side. There are men living 
there’.

That has to be true. When it comes to dark sides, Inspector 
Matadeen is the recognized expert. (Parsai 2003: 13)

Inspector Matadeen is sent to the moon as part of a cultural exchange 
at the request of the Government of Moon to the Government of 
India. However, because the moon is only a satellite of the earth, rather 
than sending a high-ranking emissary, the low-ranking inspector was 
tasked with representing the country on an onerous mission to ‘make 
the universe applaud our department’ (Parsai 2003: 14). Veena Rao’s 
Asuras of Antariksh (2019; English)7 is a story of the Indian Space 
Agency (ISA)—a public scientific establishment—and an international 
contract that sees the government, the top scientists of the country 
and the bureaucracy embroiled in a corruption scandal orchestrated 
by the US collaborator.

The satire, Inspector Matadeen on the Moon by Harishankar Parsai 
([1968] 2003; Hindi), is a scathing commentary on the state and 
politics, and, importantly, for our purpose, it provides the ideal bridge 
between the mundane worlds of constables and inspectors and lowly 
crimes and petty bribes and the hyper elite, anglicized worlds of satel-
lites, rockets and outer space peopled by ‘scientists’ whose knowledge 
of science was used to manipulate networks and government alike, seal 
deals and salt away profits in Asuras.8

7 Rao (2019) defines Asuras as ‘a class of supernatural beings in the Vedic 
period…who tend to be malevolent and constantly at war with the devas (Gods); 
Antariksh is “outer space” in Sanskrit’.

8 Kush Verma (2019) observes that the novel draws heavily from the Antrix 
Devas deal, which ended with an enquiry by the Central Bureau of Investigation.
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While rockets were objects of arousal for scientist Maharishi, the 
new head of the ISA, and antariksh, the outer space, was the destina-
tion of immaculate science unfettered by men and morals with asuras 
in free fall (Rao 2019), the Government of Moon confessed to the 
Indian government the ineptitude of its police force on precisely this 
count: ‘We are an advanced civilization. But our police force is still not 
good enough. They fail to catch or punish criminals. We understand 
you have established Ram Rajya in your country. Please send one of 
your officers to give our men proper training’ (Parsai 2003: 13–14).

Immediately on arrival, Inspector Matadeen instals an idol of the 
patron deity of the Indian police—Hanumanji—in all police lines. For 
the crime of abducting Sita under Section 362 IPC, ‘Lord Hanuman 
had punished Ravana right on the spot—set fire to his entire property. 
The police must have that kind of authority…. No need to get bogged 
down by courts’ (Parsai 2003: 16). To solve the problem of poor per-
formance, he recommended lowering salaries. His logic was simple:

If you pay an employee little money, he wouldn’t be able to live on 
it…. Each has to make some extra money. And he can do that only 
if he starts catching criminals…. That’s the reason why we have the 
most efficient police system in our Ram Rajya. (Parsai 2003: 18)

When a murder occurs, ‘[i]t’s not for us to worry if it’s the actual killer 
or someone innocent. All human being are equal. In each of them is 
present a bit of the same god. We don’t discriminate. We’re humanists’ 
(Parsai 2003: 20). The retort to any question of our actions should be:

We know the man is innocent, but what can we do? Those at the 
top want it…. That one sentence—those at the top want it so—has 
always come to the rescue of our government in the last 25 years. 
You too should learn it well. (Parsai 2003: 22)

The ladders in the corruption complex sustain it, and yet at each rung 
it is the disentangling of the webs and the pricing open of the tenta-
cles that are critical to its regeneration, because it is the hunt (to use 
Chittal’s imagery)—the shikari (hunter) might turn prey (shikar) at 
any point, a possibility everyone, from Mangaraj to PP to the scientists 
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of Antariksh, is acutely aware of; nor are the scientists innocent of 
the lure of ‘sealed covers’ (Rao 2019: 438/2813), jaunts abroad or 
the enticements of a ‘swamiji or godman…[who] is in seclusion and 
deep meditation in some grand resort that he owns in the Aegean’ 
(Rao 2019: 2531/2813)—only the scale, location, political and dis-
cursive space is vastly different. For this reason, perhaps, there is no 
intermeshed narration of raw, violent crime. While the connections 
to structural violence remain, as the bureaucrats and ministers remind 
the scientists at opportune moments (they are far removed from the 
masses and spending far too much of the country’s resources with 
too little to show for it), this is merely a reminder to fall in line and 
redistribute the spoils of the corruption complex. At the top of the 
ladder, rubbing shoulders with ministers and foreign collaborators, 
the corruption complex encloses scientists and bureaucrats in mutual 
distrust endemic to systemic corruption.

No, no bureaucrats. Let’s keep this to ourselves, to begin with…. 
They’re generally known to be rather tricky creatures…their ten-
tacles spread everywhere. If they want to help you or harm you or 
sabotage you…they can do it…. Once or twice I had asked my 
administrative officers to get something stalled or pushed in the 
Ministry of Defence or Telecom, and they always succeeded. Their 
networks are really stupendous. (Rao 2019: 438/2813)

The fictionalizing of deals, investigation, records and evidence that form 
the bulwark of the corruption complex criss-crosses with the writing of 
fiction about the substitution of fact by fiction (post-truth in our times). 
Rao puts this succinctly in response to a question about whether Asuras 
of Antariksh was a thinly veiled account of a factual occurrence.

There are only three non-fictional events. A contract was signed. 
A contract was exposed. A contract was cancelled.
The rest, as I say is just intelligent imagination.
A mixture of selective facts from the public domain and imaginary 
events produces a fairly interesting cocktail!9

9 Available at https://www.rediff.com/news/interview/what-better-exposition-
of-kalyug-can-there-be/20200130.htm (accessed on 28 July 2021).

https://www.rediff.com/news/interview/what-better-exposition-of-kalyug-can-there-be/20200130.htm
https://www.rediff.com/news/interview/what-better-exposition-of-kalyug-can-there-be/20200130.htm
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There are great levellers in the corruption complex: the figure of 
Raja Bhaiyya, the son-in-law of the prime minister who ran the 
corruption syndicates for government, the Federal Investigation 
Bureau (FIB)—tellingly described as the ‘captive cockatoo’10—and 
the ironic statement of the scientist Maharishi to the American 
collaborator, ‘In India, we always say, “let the law take its course.” 
Of course, it always does. And if it doesn’t, then we always say, “we 
have full faith in the judiciary.” And of course, we always do’ (Rao 
2019: 2762/2813).

The wheels of law (with justice left far behind) turned on the figure 
of Pandit Radhelal from Shivpalganj, an ‘unshakeable witness’: ‘the 
moment he stood up in court and swore to tell the truth by God and 
the Ganga, everyone, from the opposing side to the magistrate, knew 
he could only lie’ (Shukla [1968] 2012: 69). He was indispensable to 
policing not only by Inspector Matadeen’s exacting standards but also 
by the standards of the ‘captive cockatoo’ (Rao 2019).

Do you even know who an eyewitness is? An eyewitness is not 
someone who actually sees, he’s the one who claims he saw … Arre, 
the police must always have a ready list of eyewitnesses…. In our 
country we have people who eyewitness hundreds of cases every year. 
Our courts have recognized that these men possess some divine 
power that lets them foresee the place where some incident is going 
to happen, allowing them to reach there beforehand.

I’ll get you eyewitnesses. Bring me some bad characters. You know 
the kind—petty thieves, gamblers, goondas, bootleggers. (Parsai 
2003: 22)

In due course, Inspector Matadeen put together the entire dossier 
and, in the process, taught the police everything he knew—how 
to substitute FIRs, how to leave some pages blank for future use, 
how to change entries in the daily record, how to win over hostile 
witnesses. (Parsai 2003: 24) 

10 A judge of the Supreme Court of India declared in a packed courtroom 
that the Central Bureau of Investigation is a ‘caged parrot’. Available at https://
in.reuters.com/article/cbi-supreme-court-parrot-coal/a-caged-parrot-supreme-
court-describes-cbi-idINDEE94901W20130510 (accessed on 28 July 2021).

https://in.reuters.com/article/cbi-supreme-court-parrot-coal/a-caged-parrot-supreme-court-describes-cbi-idINDEE94901W20130510
https://in.reuters.com/article/cbi-supreme-court-parrot-coal/a-caged-parrot-supreme-court-describes-cbi-idINDEE94901W20130510
https://in.reuters.com/article/cbi-supreme-court-parrot-coal/a-caged-parrot-supreme-court-describes-cbi-idINDEE94901W20130510
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The ‘captive cockatoo’ too, as if on cue, finds and un-finds evidence 
as the orders ‘from the top’ demand (Rao 2019).

But very soon, after stormy sessions in the Moon Parliament, the 
prime minister sent a confidential letter to the Indian prime minister 
asking him to recall Matadeen.

We had thought India was our friend, but only an enemy could 
have done what you did to us…. No one comes to the help of an 
assault victim for fear he himself might be accused. Sons abandon 
their sick parents, lest they be charged with murder…. Children 
drown before people’s eyes…. All human relations are breaking 
down. Your man has destroyed almost half of our civilized life. If 
he stays longer, he is bound to destroy the remaining half. Please 
call him back to your own Ram Rajya…. (Parsai 2003: 26)

And Maharishi, the scientist, packs his bags and moves on an assign-
ment to the USA (Rao 2019)—leaving the antariksh’s earthly home 
in the serpentine grip of Raja Bhaiyya, his elite Anglophone minions 
and Rudrakshi Swamiji of Kaashi ‘who generally parked everybody’s 
funds, and blessed them all (Rao 2019: 2558/2813). It is these rapa-
cious cronies who people a Ram Rajya four decades later.

Conclusion

How is the corruption complex constituted and how do the various 
narratives thread together? Or are they patches in a quilt that may 
cohere when stitched together but do not necessarily speak to each 
other? Five of these six works are undoubtedly insurgently realist 
stories—deeply satirical—that present a radical social critique and 
open up possibilities of insurgent literary imaginations. To echo Paul 
Sawyer’s ruminations on Senapati (and indeed even Francesca Orsini’s 
on Shukla or Khare’s on Parsai), these works attempt to present ‘the 
fullness and richness of experience from “below” without ignoring the 
antiprogressive elements that powerlessness can produce—the forms 
of oppression, brutality, and inherited ignorance that occur locally as 
well as in the capitals and the courts’ (Khare 2003: 9; Orsini 2012: 
xvi; Sawyer 2011: 59). There is a mismatch between the system and 
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expectations causing deep distress to those trapped in this web. They 
may laugh at their troubles or use ridicule to cope. When an inter-
viewer asked Shukla, ‘Is this ability to laugh in the midst of a crisis…a 
sign of indomitable strength or of pervasive corruption’, the answer 
he gave was, ‘both’ (Orsini 2012: xx). Rewind six decades: on hearing 
that a new zamindar, the lawyer, will take over the zamindari, the 
villagers said to each other

Oh, horse, what difference does it make to you if you are stolen by 
a thief? You do not get much to eat here; you will not get much to 
eat there. No matter who becomes the next master, we will remain 
his slaves. We must look after our own interests. (Senapati [1901] 
2005: 205–206)

The interplay between the performance of faith (of self and other) 
and the enactments of corruption adds a twist to the insurgent whorls 
in the tales—Mangaraj’s ekadasi practices or the sighting of Goddess 
Budhi Mangala astride a tiger on the night of loot; the triumph of 
Goddess Lakshmi over law or the old father ruing that while darkness 
spread in his own home, his son lit a lamp in the masjid (mosque); 
the corruption of the Godless (communist) in independent India; 
Hanuman and the depredations of Ram Rajya and the Swamiji who 
is the puppeteer of governments and scientists alike. Considering, 
as Vithal remarked (see Note 1 above), even Gods are not above 
‘indirect pairavi’, Godmen offer a range of services along with the 
pairavi—corruption continuum in the name of faith. The embed-
dedness of corruption complexes in religious/nationalist tropes makes 
the parodying of ‘acts of faith’ central to the critique of corruption.11

What does the corruption complex consist of? What marks the 
radical critique as insurgent? How does one map the trajectories 
of modern Indian realism and satire in ways that acknowledge the 
insurgent ideas and their dissemination through written speech? Not 
just writing/inscription but written speech. Is the insurgent narrator 

11 I am grateful to Arun Sukumar for drawing the connection between this 
aspect and its resonance in the involvement of the RSS and Baba Ramdev in the 
India against Corruption Movement in 2011.
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a rebel? Is he ‘gathering the rage’ of rebellion? Or signalling it? In the 
modern Indian legal frames of corruption, how might we situate its 
nexus with structural violence? The question that remains unshaken is: 
Can corruption be extricated from social forces (semi-feudal/colonial/
capitalist/neocolonial/neoliberal) that drive state practice at each 
moment? Interestingly, three of the authors are government officers 
offering fictional accounts of practices that implicate the everyday state 
in inescapable ways. Whether autobiographical or autoethnographic 
or not, the location of the teller in the tale is material to the corrup-
tion complex.

At the heart of each story is an idea of justice and deep, smoulder-
ing anger over the betrayal of the aspirations of ordinary people. In 
their travels through the thoroughfares, their halts in the tea shops 
and their sighting of the moon, we see the ordinary everyday aspi-
rations of ordinary people being disappeared by the everyday state 
and its musclemen, we hear them in their polyglot worlds parodying 
the corrupt realities that ravage them, that they resist every day in 
small, intimate ways. Justice resides in the here and now—neither in 
a finished project nor in the preserve of authority, but in speech/acts 
of common, everyday people. And in this wresting of justice from 
authority and state, in the telling of the interwoven stories of life, 
the law and its keepers are the objects of parody and laughter. To 
return to Bakhtin, laughter draws its object into a zone of proximity 
that makes it possible to ‘break open its external shell, look into its 
center, doubt it, take it apart, dismember it, lay it bare and expose 
it, examine it freely and experiment with it…[and] demolishes fear 
and piety…clearing the ground for an absolutely free investigation’ 
(Bakhtin 1990: 23) as we saw with Six Acres, Raag Darbari and 
Inspector Matadeen, especially.

Each of the works examined here points both to plurality as con-
stitutive of these contexts and to the uses of the politics of insurgency 
that has had a historical presence on the subcontinent. There is an 
‘inter-illumination’ (Bakhtin 1990) that makes all of the six works 
intelligible in relation to each other and in relation to their immediate 
proximate contexts. Importantly, these narratives point to the ways 
in which it is impossible to separate ‘corruption’ from other deep 
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oppressions and injustices that plague regimes of exception and extrac-
tion, seeing them instead as co-constitutive. What this writing also 
illustrates is hetero-masculine normativities that drive the state and 
society in ways that invisibilize women as agents/actors and construct 
gender in exclusionary ways. Does this absence of women from the 
narratives of the corruption complex necessarily mean that corruption 
is ‘essentially’ masculine? Or does it mean that corruption practices 
take on the gendered patterns in a dominant state, society and politics? 
I leave this as an unanswered question.
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