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The postcolonial Indian state has notably projected development-oriented 
identities. This article interrogates these identities vis-à-vis state realities sur-
rounding the following questions: What are the projected state identities in 
contemporary India? How have they come to be adopted? Have they unraveled 
in practice and if so, how and why? What are the contemporary state’s realities, 
and how (mis)aligned are they with projected identities? What consequences 
does this (mis)alignment hold for development realities? 

While one can, and should, question the utility of essentializing the state 
concept, as well as how to do so meaningfully, much of the popular imagina-
tion and scholarly literature speaks to the salience of the postcolonial Indian 
state.1 As Rajnarayan Chandavarkar notes, in independent India it was “taken 
for granted that the direction and guidance of the state was indispensable to 
the task of dragging India into the modern world.”2 Similarly, Ashis Nandy 
emphasizes that the state was the “hegemonic actor in the public realm.”3 This 
article begins by identifying the key development-oriented identities articulated 
and projected by the contemporary Indian state: economic growth, welfare, 
and public order. While this appears to be a generic formulation, each of these 
aspects of projected identity has a distinct grounding in contemporary India. 
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The article first explores these identities and briefly traces the postcolonial history 
that produced them. Next it explores their interconnections, finding tensions 
across these identities, tensions located in the construction of citizenship and 
in political contestation in and for the state. The article proceeds to develop an 
understanding of how politics and society shape the ways in which projected 
identities are manifested in practice and specifically, how patterns of democratic 
politics and social dominance produce a different set of identities—those of the 
“crony capitalist,” “clientelist-populist,” and “concessionary-repressive” state—in 
place of the imagined development-oriented state. Finally, the article underlines 
the importance of recognizing the heterogeneity of the state: the salience of each 
identity, and its translation or mistranslation into development reality, varies 
with each of its constituent parts. 

Identities Projected by the State: Economic Growth, Welfare, and 
Public Order

The Economic Growth State

Capitalist economic growth is, and has been for many years, a clear imperative 
for the Indian state. With macroeconomic policies of liberalization and priva-
tization, the state is undoubtedly a key driver of capitalist economic growth 
and sees itself as such. The formal industrial and service sectors—as opposed to 
agriculture or the informal economy across sectors—are privileged in regulatory 
and fiscal policy, and this specific strategy of economic growth often finds the 
state and domestic capitalists in common cause. 

The postcolonial, economic growth–driven state of the present is built upon 
a history of twists and turns with three clear phases. Independent India started out 
emphasizing capital-intensive, state-led, import-substituting industrial growth. 
Although state action led to a diversified capital-intensive industrial base, the 
strategy ran into several economic inefficiencies stemming from problems in the 
regulatory framework, foreign exchange constraints, and weak state capacity to 
discipline industrial capital.4 Of political consequence, the import-substitution 
path did not strengthen employment-generating sectors or sectors engaged in 
basic needs production for the large rural and urban poor populations. Economic 
and political opportunities created for those outside of the powerful groups that 
shaped state policy (e.g., wealthy industrialists, agriculturists, and urban salaried 
professionals, rather than laboring classes and those in the informal sector) were 
limited, even as broader sociopolitical developments occurred: democratic wid-
ening, decline of patron clientelism, and generally increased expectations from 
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the state.5 From the late 1960s, there followed a second phase that foregrounded 
redistributive concerns for multiple groups, as is evident in state-mediated input 
provision and market guarantees for farmers and left-wing populist rhetoric 
embodied in the slogan garibi hatao (abolish poverty)—with some, but far from 
all, of the populist rhetoric reflected in policy outcomes.

The contemporary economic growth-driven state forms the third phase. 
It can be traced to when redistributive concerns of the 1970s were increasingly 
joined by economic growth concerns, particularly from the late 1980s onward. 
The salience of economic growth was influenced by low growth in the previous 
phase, when there was greater policy attention to populist redistribution, produc-
ing mounting fiscal deficit pressures and balance of payments complications.6 
Economic growth was also influenced by the changing global economic environ-
ment and ideational change among national elites—who were also influenced by 
the global economic landscape and discourses—as well as in reaction to India’s 
growth history in early post-independence decades.7

The identity of the capitalist economic growth state is articulated through 
ideas of employment generation and trickle-down growth, along with the notion 
that market capitalism ultimately benefits consumers as competition diminishes 
long-term profits.8 It is also defended through the argument that growth would 
generate fiscal revenues that the state can use for welfare expenditures.

The Welfare State

The second identity projected by the contemporary Indian state is more directly 
development-oriented than the first.9 In the last dozen years, the Indian state 
has made several socioeconomic entitlements justiciable—including the right 
to information, employment, forests, education, and food—thereby producing 
what Sanjay Ruparelia has described as a “new welfare architecture.”10 Previously, 
in constitutional-legal terms, citizenship was linked to civil liberties and political 
rights, while socioeconomic entitlements for positive liberties were separated 
from the notion of citizenship.11 The legislation of welfare rights is a reflection 
of the failure of macro-institutional government accountability mechanisms 
(i.e., the political right to vote, bureaucratic implementation and monitoring, 
and judicial oversight). This is especially true given the growing inequality in 
the face of democratic widening and increasing pressures from civil society 
organizations, judicial activism, and social movements.12 

There has also been an expansion in the ambit of who “does” governance to 
include a variety of organizations and social groups in what Neera Chandhoke 
describes as “pluralization” of the state, consistent with—and partly influenced 
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by—global good governance and new public management agendas.13 Today, 
NGOs, business groups, and citizens are drawn into the ambit of formulating 
and implementing public policies and development programs. The influence 
of corporate capital is reflected in the greater involvement of large corporations 
through corporate social responsibility (CSR) schemes. NGOs have become 
key actors in such network governance and are seen by technocrats as efficient 
at local service delivery.14 These changes are couched in participatory rhetoric, 
reflected in the 1990s decentralization of government authority, ostensibly to 
empower rural and urban local self-government and activate institutions of 
direct democracy.

The welfare identity is articulated through legislation of socioeconomic 
rights in parliament (accompanying formal implementation procedures by the 
executive) and the formulation and implementation of a plethora of development 
yojanas (schemes). Both rights legislation and yojanas involve fiscal outlays and 
the creation of bureaucratic procedures for implementation. The involvement of 
different actors (e.g., NGOs, businesses, and decentralized governments) projects 
the state’s interest in widening participation around development activities and 
improving implementation capacity.

The Public Order State

The third and last identity projected by the contemporary Indian state is that of 
public order. Maintenance of public order is a classic state function, including 
regular policing and safeguarding of “internal security” against threats faced 
by the country.15 Both aspects of state identity have a strong presence in India. 
India inherited—and maintained—a colonial policing system where, accord-
ing to Chandavarkar, the “primary concern remained the maintenance of the 
irredeemably fragile political order.”16 The state took a tough stance on internal 
security, especially since India has had several insurgencies producing spiraling 
violence—such as in Punjab and Kashmir—in addition to multiple complex 
insurgencies in several northeast states, all met with a draconian state response. 
For instance, the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Acts allow militarization of 
policing and curbing of civil liberties in “disturbed areas,” and have produced a 
long history of human rights abuses.17 In recent years, the internal security issue 
of greatest concern for the state’s identity project has arguably been the Naxalite/
Maoist movement, also considered an insurgency.18 Recognizing the threat to 
public order—stemming from the threat primarily to its economic growth state 
identity, but also its welfare state identity—the state has followed a counterin-
surgency strategy of militarization accompanied by some development yojanas. 
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In sum, the public order identity is articulated through the law and order 
machinery of the state, and in particular, the presence of policing and commu-
nication around it, as well as covert or overt military presence in regions judged 
to be threats to internal security.

Democratic Politics, Social Dominance, and the State

To trace how these three development-oriented state identities play out in 
practice, it is important to first understand the nature of democratic politics 
and social dominance around which the Indian state exists, since together these 
factors shape the relationship of the state to development in practice. The nature 
of democratic politics and social dominance in India are thus briefly described 
below. 

Democratic Politics

Democratic politics in India has two important strands: party politics and move-
ment politics. Consider first the nature of party politics. A spurt of democratic 
widening occurred in the late 1960s when there was a power struggle between 
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi and her rivals in the dominant Congress Party.19 
The power struggle was resolved with the exit of powerful state leaders, eventually 
leading to more competitive politics. Indira Gandhi adopted populist strategies 
and what Lloyd and Susanne Rudolph label “plebiscitary politics” to directly 
sway voters, with concomitant democratic widening.20 The last three decades 
have seen what Yogendra Yadav terms a “democratic upsurge.”21 For instance, 
ethnic parties have attained success especially in the Hindi heartland, as many 
mobilizing lower/middle castes have emerged from the core of an earlier social-
ist formation (the Janata Party). This democratic upsurge was not about liberal 
notions of accountability or what Sanjay Ruparelia describes as “transcendent 
emancipatory politics,” but rather an intensification of the demand polity where 
political mobilization in India’s democracy was for greater access to political 
power and economic resources.22 

Next, consider movement politics. Outside of party mobilization are what 
Rajni Kothari has described as “non-party political formations,” which have be-
come increasingly restive and influential. These include, for instance, movements 
for civil liberties represented by organizations such as the People’s Union for Civil 
Liberties, struggles around displacement (e.g., the Narmada Bachao Andolan), 
multiple caste movements with different approaches (e.g., the radical Dalit 
Panthers and Kanshi Ram’s organization of government employees), regional 
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movements (e.g., Telangana and Jharkhand movements), and people’s science/
environmental movements (e.g., Kerala Shastra Sahitya Parishad or KSSP).23 Ac-
cording to Aparna and Nandini Sundar, these sociopolitical movements suggest 
the presence of a “deep republican impulse,” especially from populations who 
see that “their rights as citizens are being violated.”24 As I argue later, movement 
politics generated resistance to specific actions of the state ostensibly made in 
the name of public order but which produced accusations of exploitation.

Social Dominance

By social dominance, I refer to what Francine Frankel and M.S.A. Rao describe 
as “the exercise of authority in society by groups who achieved politico-economic 
superiority.”25 Two aspects of social dominance are relevant for exploring how 
projected state identities turned out in practice, which I label “macro-” and 
“micro-” level social dominance. Consider the macro level first. Although the 
Indian Constitution presents a formulation for a modern nation-state based 
on liberal democratic values, Weberian bureaucratic architecture, and most 
importantly, autonomy from society, specific dominant socioeconomic groups 
have compromised that autonomy at the macro level.26 Scholarship has explored 
this assumed autonomy, particularly in relation to dominant classes.27 Pranab 
Bardhan has proposed a political settlement model with three dominant classes—
industrial capitalists, rich farmers, and the bureaucracy and salaried profession-
als—whose interests state powers cater to.28 This makes for what Rudolph and 
Rudolph describe as a “weak/strong state” that has some autonomy through the 
class coalition settlement but that is also tied down through that compromise.29

Consistent with this, although articulated differently, Sudipta Kaviraj 
invokes Gramscian “passive revolution” to argue that the settlement restrained 
India’s modernizing industrial capitalists from fully bending the state to their 
interests.30 Post-liberalization, this coalition was upset decisively in favor of 
industrial capitalists.31 The previous characterization, as well as the later one, is 
a far cry from the “embedded autonomy” of the classic “developmental state” 
exemplified by East Asian examples, where the state was autonomous enough 
to discipline capital even though it had ties to it.32

Micro-level social dominance refers to local patterns of social hierarchy—
whose specifics can vary from one locality to another—which typically bring 
together material wealth and access to productive resources with high ritual status 
in the social hierarchy. The sociologist M.N. Srinivas developed the concept of 
the “dominant caste” to describe the underlying confluence of local economic, 
social, and political power.33 Such micro-level social dominance is also related to 
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clientelism, where patrons hold asymmetrical power relations over poor clients 
through the patrons’ social dominance or economic monopoly.34 Further, as 
Vernon Hewitt notes, “while the state does not structure these particular hier-
archies, it provides institutional and procedural forms of governance…that caste 
and jati [sub-caste] can use to improve their economic status.”35 In democratic 
clientelist arrangements, politicians and voters exchange particularistic benefits 
for votes, typically through brokers.36 For instance, Anirudh Krishna describes 
brokers in Rajasthan who influ-
ence the local state on behalf of 
clients, who in turn deliver clients’ 
votes to politicians.37 This is the 
space of voter linkages for subal-
tern groups, such as slum dwellers 
in the “political society” described 
by Partha Chatterjee.38 As I will 
argue later in greater depth, micro-level social dominance, when translated into 
clientelism as discussed above, compromises the implementation and welfare 
impact of development activities.

Mismatch Between Projected Identities and State Realities

The nature of democratic politics and social dominance in India, described 
above, has transformed the projected state identities into very different state 
realities—the economic growth identity has yielded to a “crony capital” real-
ity; the welfare identity to a “clientelist-populist” reality; and the public order 
identity to a “concessionary-repressive” reality—with important implications 
for development.39 Below, I explore the identity-reality mismatch for each form 
of identity in turn.

The Reality of the Economic Growth Identity: The Crony Capital State

To understand the identity-reality mismatch for the contemporary economic 
growth identity, it is useful to follow the distinction made by Dani Rodrik and 
Arvind Subramanian between “pro-market” and “pro-business” orientations of 
the state.40 A pro-market orientation encourages new entrants into economic 
markets and generates competition that benefits consumers. A pro-business 
orientation, such as in South Korea in the 1980s, favors incumbent big busi-
ness by raising profitability through easing corporate taxes and price/capacity 
regulations. Although the projected identity is one of pro-market idealism, in 

The nature of democratic politics 
and social  dominance in India, 
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reality Indian economic policy has had a pro-business orientation. This is partly 
due to considerable resistance from many incumbent capitalists to pro-market 
economic reforms.41 Further, crony capital has a large presence in today’s eco-
nomic growth state. In practice, the pro-business orientation and crony capital 
lead to rent-seeking and corruption through the nexus between crony capital 
and the politicians/bureaucrats controlling government.42 Arguably, this has 
depressed the growth rate in comparison to expectations based on the projected 
(pro-market) economic growth identity. 

Two other factors, derived from India’s democratic politics, have also 
circumscribed economic growth. Official discourse emphasizes the excesses of 
demand politics, which produce growth-dampening patronage/subsidies, as a 
“political constraint” on growth.43 Further, wherever movement politics is strong, 
it stalls privatization and the loosening of environmental and labor regulations. 
Since such deregulation would have benefited crony capital and increased growth 
in the short term, the capital-friendly state also perceives movement politics as a 
growth constraint. However, deregulation to benefit crony capital, particularly 
the lowering of environmental and labor standards, can hardly be considered 
development-friendly in the first place. 

Nevertheless, official estimates suggest that the goal of economic growth 
is being satisfied to some extent. Some have argued that this is important for 
generating fiscal revenues to support welfare state activities.44 Despite this, the 
reality of the crony capital state has generated concerns of “jobless growth,” 
agrarian distress, increased informalization of labor, and fragmentation of col-
lective action possibilities for labor, suggesting alarming inequalities associated 
with the realities of this specific economic growth model.45 

In short, the specifics of macro-level social dominance and populist demo-
cratic politics have transformed the projected economic growth identity into 
the reality of the crony capital state: dominant big business and crony capital 
receive considerable rents through economic regulation by the state, and populist 
politics fritters away fiscal expenditures that could have gone to job-creating, 
growth-enhancing activities.

The Reality of the Welfare Identity: The Clientelist-Populist State

There is little doubt that India’s development reality is at considerable odds with 
the state’s projected welfare state identity. Why is this the case? To start with, note 
that the capitalist economic growth identity and the welfare state identity stand 
in classical antinomy. This is reflected, for instance, in reduced public emphasis 
on the social sector in relative terms in the era of the economic growth state.46 In 
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Indian conditions, the capital-led state engages in some welfare activities partly 
because such activities are a reluctant price to pay for the pursuit of growth. 
Consistent with this, using Foucault’s concept of governmentality, Chatterjee 
argues that the welfare state identity is a political project adopted to partially re-
verse the effects of primitive accumulation (displacement of lands and traditional 
livelihoods).47 Democratic widening, electoral pressures, and new expectations 
of state practice ensure that such a reversal is “a necessary political condition 
for the continued rapid growth 
of corporate capital.”48 If the 
crony capital state only reluctantly 
concedes to welfare activities, it 
follows that the formulation and 
implementation of such activi-
ties are inevitably compromised. 
The state does not want to tackle 
underlying structural constraints, for instance, through land reforms and asset 
redistribution, that could directly hurt dominant class interests. Tackling these 
would require far greater ideological intent and a different type of embedded 
autonomy—partially present in a few regions such as Kerala and West Bengal, 
where a programmatic leftist governing party with organizational penetration 
particularly in rural areas has been able to partially neutralize socially dominant 
groups and implement land reforms and some welfare projects.49 As Jos Mooij 
notes, this can account for “the inability to allocate sufficient resources, and 
indifference and mismanagement during implementation…[since] it is the 
gesture of reaching out that may be enough, rather than the outcomes in terms 
of social development, welfare, or expenditure levels.”50 

A second reason for the subversion of the welfare identity in practice has 
to do with the specific nature of populism, from democratic politics, and cli-
entelism, from social dominance, associated with the state. As discussed previ-
ously, democratic widening and demand politics increase the pressures toward 
populism, which, as Akhil Gupta notes, is the “medium in which the discourses 
and practices of development are conveyed.”51 The literature traces this to Indira 
Gandhi’s electoral strategy—following her rift with other political leaders of the 
dominant Congress Party in the late 1960s—of centralized left-wing populism 
(e.g., bank nationalization, and anti-poverty rhetoric and policies) to attract 
voters away from their traditional ties with her rivals. Such fiscal populism, 
while ostensibly directed at the poor, nevertheless went disproportionately to 
middle-income socioeconomic groups because they were better organized in 

The state does not want to tackle 
underlying structural constraints, 
for instance, through land reforms 
and asset redistribution that could 
directly hurt dominant class interests.

Jacob_LAYOUT.indd   213 12/12/16   9:59 PM



the brown journal of world affairs

Suraj Jacob

214

expressing their demands. For instance, in the 1970s, and particularly by the 
1980s, middle-caste farmers with medium-sized landholdings became an impor-
tant political constituency to which governments hastened to provide benefits 
such as guaranteed markets and subsidized credit and inputs.52 Until then, large-
scale benefits had flowed only to the dominant class coalition, particularly its 
urban constituents. The widening of the demand polity, success of regional and 
ethnic parties, and economic diversification brought in other demand groups. 
The government responded to demand group pressures by ramping up fiscal 
expenditures and borrowing to account for increasing fiscal deficits.53 

Despite the presence of fiscal populism, state-society relations have also 
been characterized by considerable degrees of clientelism. Clientelist deal-making 
activities, dependent on micro-level social dominance, provide access to state 
institutions for a large population and occur outside formal Weberian rules of 
state.54 India’s experience suggests that it is not inconsistent for clientelism to 
operate simultaneously with populism. For instance, Jeffrey Witsoe observes 
that, until the 1990s, traditional elite landowning castes in Bihar continued 
to be influential “despite Indira Gandhi’s populism…through control of the 
very welfare schemes that were meant to end rural poverty.”55 These welfare 
yojanas were designed for segmented development domains and for different 
socioeconomic groups constructed by policymakers—such as marginal farmers, 
BPL (Below Poverty Line) households, tribal groups, and so on.56 Despite their 
formulation as targeted and non-discretionary, these yojanas became clientelist 
in implementation, considerably circumscribing their welfare impact.57

Related to the clientelist-populist state explanation for the mismatch be-
tween projected welfare state identity and development reality is the depoliticized 
nature of the projected welfare identity itself. While CSR connects directly with 
governmentality, much NGO activity—which depends on government, CSR, 
and related funds—is also traceable to similar approaches. The state allows busi-
nesses (CSR), NGOs, and others to perform state development activities, and 
such franchising of the state depoliticizes development and obscures structural 
inequalities.58 For instance, Vasudha Chhotray observes that participatory wa-
tershed development policy in the 1990s sought to create local citizens’ com-
mittees based on the problematic assumption that locality is “a self-sufficient, 
harmonious entity, unstratified by factors such as landownership and caste 
relations.”59 When this depoliticized identity confronts politics in practice, in-
cluding the politics inherent in hierarchical social relations, together they shape 
a different development reality. In the face of weak subaltern resistance, local 
capture and corruption can ensue—and even if there is what Witsoe describes 
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as a “‘democratization’ of corruption,” it thwarts yojana success, welfare rights 
implementation, and effective decentralization.60 This produces what Patrick 
Heller and Vijayendra Rao describe as an “undercapacitated citizenship” which 
“conflates the status of citizenship (a bundle of rights) with the practice of citi-
zenship.”61 By contrast, when the welfare state identity confronts a relatively 
progressive, subaltern politics, the resulting development reality is likely to be 
far more sanguine, as happened in Kerala.

In short, the specifics of micro- and macro-level social dominance and 
populist democratic politics have transformed the projected welfare identity into 
the reality of the clientelist-populist state. The dominance of capital limits sub-
stantive interest in welfare; populist politics fritters away fiscal expenditures that 
could have gone to development activities; and micro-level clientelism thwarts 
effective implementation of planned development activities that constitute the 
projected welfare identity.

Why has democratic politics failed to actualize the welfare state identity? 
Although democratic widening has produced a broadening spread of benefits 
such as state subsidies, as Witsoe notes this is at best a “mediated empowerment,” 
rather than an emancipatory one, since the clientelist-populist state reinforces 
dependency on the state.62 And democratic widening has still not had substantial 
impacts on large marginalized populations—particularly some Dalit and several 
Adivasi groups—which, Chatterjee 
argues, are “unable to gain access 
to the mechanisms of political 
society.”63 Further, progressive 
subaltern political movements 
over citizenship rights are still not 
widespread and are often propped 
up by urban middle-class activists, 
producing challenges of translating what Ruparelia believes are “moral claims 
and legal instruments into vernacular social imaginaries that arouse deeper 
popular attachments.”64

The Reality of the Public Order Identity: The Concessionary-Repressive 
State

In the case of the public order identity, there is perhaps an even bigger mismatch 
between projection and reality. A continuous failure of policing has been its 
non-interference in relatively invisibilized forms of violence that emanate from 
structural inequalities. This has been true for a large set of hate crimes, both 
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in the public sphere (caste and religious atrocities) and in the private sphere 
(domestic violence), as well as violence against the poor.65 The circumstances of 
democratic widening, agrarian change, and asymmetric economic growth have 
together increased state-society and intergroup tensions, particularly along class 
and caste lines over the decades, making it harder for the official law and order 
machinery to maintain public order even when the tensions have spilled into 
visible violence. From the 1970s, the turn toward personal rule and deinstitu-
tionalization of the police, judiciary, bureaucracy, and media created what Atul 
Kohli has described as a “growing crisis of governability.”66 In many instances, 
the state has either condoned group violence or actively been complicit in it for 
reasons of ideology and divisive politics for electoral gains.67 This further erodes 
the perception of the state as an unbiased actor that maintains public order. 

There is a further aspect to the mismatch. I argued above that the state 
negotiates many popular democratic demands through favorable populist 
fiscal responses manifested as development yojanas and implemented in a 
clientelist manner. The state is embedded in social hierarchies in such a way 
that the mechanics of government action for the provision of individual-level 
“benefits”—whether as a result of the politics of patronage or of struggles over 
citizenship rights—are almost universally clientelistic. However, some political 
demands, especially from non-party political formations, cannot easily be met 
with provision of individual-level benefits such as subsidized rice or income/
caste certificates for claims on other subsidies. Consider, for instance, the 1970s 
environmental activism spearheaded by KSSP around the protection of Kerala’s 
Silent Valley biosphere from a state hydroelectric project.68 The state eventu-
ally conceded to the demands of this environmental and political movement. 
Another example is the ongoing Maoist insurgency in central India, where the 
state has sought to combine militarization with development yojanas without 
conceding to movement demands. These are instances of political demands that 
can be satisfied only through collective-level political concessions by the state: 
giving up the hydroelectric project for environmental preservation in the first case 
and giving up exploitative capital-led mining projects in the second. For such 
political demands, the yojana route (state provision of individual benefits that 
reduces to clientelism) is insufficient. The state either concedes (as in the KSSP 
case) or does not concede (as in the Maoist case). And if it does not concede, 
and cannot resolve political demands through yojanas, it turns to repression—
in the Maoist case, in fact, even repression through militarization.69 This is the 
“concessionary-repressive state,” and it operates for political demands where the 
clientelist-populist state cannot operate.

Jacob_LAYOUT.indd   216 12/12/16   9:59 PM



“Development” as State Identity?

Fall/Winter 2016 • volume xxiii, issue i

217

In short, the specifics of micro- and macro-level social dominance and 
democratic politics have transformed the projected public order identity into the 
reality of the concessionary-repressive state. Micro-level dominance compromises 
unbiasedness in policing, and political movements fight to extract concessions 
in the name of freedom and justice from macro-level dominant groups that 
seek to repress them.

It must be said, however, that the mismatch between state identity and the  
development reality described above, across the three different identities, is far 
from absolute. In this, as in many other things, India’s development reality is 
frustratingly difficult to characterize. As Fuller and Harriss note, “even the poor, 
low-status and weak can sometimes benefit from their own adequately competent 
manipulation of political and administrative systems.”70 Stuart Corbridge and 
his coauthors offer the caution that new citizenship spaces are indeed being cre-
ated and that “we should not assume that claims on behalf of good governance 
are ‘mere’ rhetoric, however much these phrases are cheapened by misuse.”71 

Conclusion

The title of this article asks whether “development” is indeed the identity of the 
Indian state. The article has explored the three central, development-oriented 
identities projected by the postcolonial Indian state. The first is economic 
growth through capital-led market expansion that could, in principle, create 
jobs and reduce poverty. The second is welfare through implementation of rights 
to socioeconomic entitlements and involvement of a range of actors (NGOs, 
decentralized governments, businesses) for purposes of service delivery for devel-
opment. The third is public order through Weberian policing and maintenance 
of internal security against threats to the state. The specifics of these projected 
identities, and their relative salience, have themselves changed over the last few 
decades, partly in response to perceived impacts of state identities and practices 
on development realities.

This article has argued that the practical realities of state action have 
diverged from the state’s projected identities and emphasized the centrality of 
democratic politics and social dominance in explaining this divergence. The 
economic growth identity was transformed by the actions of rent-seeking, 
dominant big business into the crony capital state. Furthermore, populist poli-
tics diverted fiscal expenditures to non-growth activities. The welfare identity 
was transformed into the clientelist-populist state by the operation of populist 
politics to divert fiscal expenditures to non-development activities and the pres-
ence of clientelism, which prevents effective implementation of development 
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plans. All of this reality was spanned by the reluctance of the capital-led state 
to engage in welfare activities. The public order identity was transformed into 
the concessionary-repressive state by the conflict between exploitative dominant 
groups and resistant political movements.

The original contribution of this article is in characterizing the develop-
ment-oriented identities projected by the state, providing a conceptual explana-
tion for how these identities have been subverted in practice, and characterizing 
the resulting state realities. Given the macroscopic nature of the argument, 
the three signifiers of projected identity (economic growth, welfare, public 
order) and the three signifiers of state reality (crony capital, clientelist-populist, 
concessionary-repressive) are advanced as convenient descriptive labels, with 
the knowledge that they can only imperfectly encompass the broad underlying 
phenomena. However, so characterizing the two sets of signifiers has enabled 
the article to trace the conceptual links that produce specific state realities from 
projected identities. These conceptual links from identities to realities were 
achieved through tracing the role of democratic politics (party electoral politics 
and movement politics) and social dominance (macro-level and micro-level).    

This article has taken a macroscopic perspective on different aspects of state 
identity. Although this is consistent with a large literature that has been selectively 
surveyed here, some parts of the state may have identities and practices that 
are quite different from others—for instance, regional states may have diverse 
political regimes that are differently attuned to development, and bureaucracy 
itself is heterogeneous.72 Future research can usefully explore the disaggregated 
state, where there may be different saliences of the three projected identities 
for different disaggregated parts of the state, as well as different patterns of 
mismatch between projected identities and state and development realities in 
the multi-pixelated state.
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