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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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