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The entrepreneurial shadow state delivering a smart city
Rakib Akhtar

School of Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK

ABSTRACT
Among the many issues that have been discussed under the
scholarship of entrepreneurial state, the place of and strategies to
mobilize, a shadow state apparatus have so far received little
attention. It is particularly relevant from state practices in the
Global South. This article gives an account of shadow practices
that an entrepreneurial state undertakes in its attempt to deliver
a smart city project. It documents a host of practices that
essentially blur the boundaries of the formal and shadow state to
smoothen business deals and take the neoliberal agendas of the
entrepreneurial state forward. The article demonstrates that these
shadow practices by formal state actors take place due to the
demands of the entrepreneurial zeal of the state, a key facet of
neoliberalism. The article contributes toward the scholarship by
bringing into focus the salience of caste and kin networks in the
quotidian operations of the shadow state.
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Introduction

Tripathi (pseudonym), a senior officer in the Town Planning Authority of the provincial
Gujarat government was scathing in his attacks on the Chandori Special Investment
Region (SIR) Development Authority (CSIRDA), acknowledging errors in the SIR Act
and its implementation in Chandori.1 His admission was significant, as he has chaired
many meetings where crucial decisions concerning the planning and implementation
of Chandori SIR were taken. Knowing that I was from a UK-based university, Tripathi
proudly talked about his son, a graduate in Town Planning from a reputed UK university.
He then called his son seated in a room within Tripathi’s office. Tripathi’s large office had
adjoining cabins, spacious enough to act as regular offices. After a brief introduction, I
followed his son to one of the cabins. As we conversed about different things, life in
Gujarat or in the UK, I realized this cabin was effectively his de facto office for the plan-
ning and architecture consultancy services he offered. According to him, he often
attended to his clients here as he was learning the trade from his experienced father.
Even though he started his consultancy very recently, he had an envious portfolio of
projects.
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Unsurprisingly, he did not acknowledge how the location of his own office inside his
father’s office fetched him business. In a society where patronage, favors and bribes are
rampant, clients who visit or seek favor from the father with an important office, would
often be obliged to hire the son. Here is an individual without any association with the
state2 undertaking private business by using state spaces. As Harriss-White (2003, p. 89)
noted “the shadow state spills into the lanes surrounding state offices and… officials’
residences.” The shadow elements of the state here physically spill into, and are found
inside the state offices undertaking private business. These are vivid images of the
formal and shadow elements of a state working in tandem with one another, a theme
that has not been widely explored in the scholarship on urban entrepreneurialism
despite its significance and prevalence.

The above vignette and discussions in the next sections raise questions around the
shadow nature of urban governance in India as the state attempts to be entrepreneurial.
Such shadow practices of the state actors are widespread and come in different shapes
and forms and raise questions around the actors of the state as well as the idea of the
state. The state here becomes the field of struggle for the private interest of powerful indi-
viduals and blocs. Given the seamless connection between the shadow and the formal
elements of the state, an inquiry into these practices is key to understand the idea of
the state through its functioning. Disentangling the various facets of the shadow state
in practice, this article analyses state policymaking and the institutional architecture
that implement projects such as the Chandori SIR. While scholars have covered the
Gujarat state’s overlap with the private from a range of perspectives,3 this article illumi-
nates how personnel and institutions undertake shadow practices due to the pressure on
the state to become more entrepreneurial while also trying to corner benefits for them-
selves. Hence, the reasons are not just a neoliberal logic but also personal motives. It
builds upon two different set of concepts, state entrepreneurialism and shadow state,
to argue how they are interconnected thereby contributing to newer understandings of
the working of the state in the neoliberal4 era especially within the context of urban
entrepreneurialism.

The article brings into focus the salience of caste and kin networks in the quotidian
operations of the shadow state. It contributes to our understanding of the shadow
state by showing the micropolitics of caste, and kin networks shaping state agendas in
the neoliberal era. This shadow state conceptualization advances our understanding of
such micro-practices differing subtly and elaborate on other scholars such as Harriss-
White’s (2003) original coinage of the shadow state.

Understanding Gujarat’s neoliberalism, state entrepreneurialism, its market-friendly
policies or its shadow state practices in the recent years requires a reading into the
current Indian Prime Minister’s tenure as the Chief Minister heading the Gujarat provin-
cial government from 2001 until 2014.5 Amongst his key policies, was the SIR Act passed
in 2009 to “create large size investment regions and industrial areas” and “develop them
as global hubs of economic activity supported by world class Infrastructure” (Govern-
ment of Gujarat, 2009; also see Datta, 2015). Chandori was amongst the earliest proposed
SIRs. As smart city discourses proliferated across the world, it was claimed that Chandori
will be developed as a smart city and hence, came to be referred to as Chandori smart city.
To hide the identities of the interviewees, I do not give further details of the place.
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Notable here is that Chandori is amongst the key projects which he continued to cham-
pion and became a key talking point during his first Prime Ministerial campaign in 2014.

The article focuses on the everyday workings of the bureaucracy and its interactions
with society, and corporations studying the state through its actors, institutions, and dis-
courses from local to global level, as the state in its everyday form cannot be disconnected
from macro-processes and structures (Gupta & Sharma, 2006; Joseph & Nugent, 1994).
Taking forward the possibility of studying the state through everyday bureaucratic prac-
tices (Gupta & Sharma, 2006; Mitchell, 1991), it follows a few key bureaucrats, when they
interact with citizen-subjects or international agencies. Specifically exploring the Special
Purpose Vehicle (SPV) called the CSIRDA tasked with delivering the Chandori SIR
project, the article brings attention to how the practices of the shadow state transform
the newer institutions of the state in the neoliberal era. The SPV here instantiate the
shadow state facilitating the blurring of the boundary between state and non-state.

The SPV is located in Udyog Bhawan (Industries’ Building), a large office complex in
Sector 19 in Gandhinagar, the provincial capital. I interviewed 10 bureaucrats from
CSIRDA involved in the planning and management of the SIR project along with two
board members. Simultaneously, I followed them in the office and attempted the same
when they visited the Chandori SIR site. Beyond interviews, the fieldwork involved
spending long hours hanging out at the office-reception, arriving early for interviews
or spending time after the interviews to follow the everyday work taking place at the
office.

Next section of the article analyses the concept of state entrepreneurialism and its con-
nections with the shadow state in India. This is followed by an explanation on the
entrenchment of neoliberal ideas amongst bureaucrats and the outcome of the presence
of non-state actors within state spaces. The following section then provides an insider’s
perspective on how there are constant pressures to help investors even if by circumvent-
ing the state’s own regulations. This is followed by a story of a powerful bureaucrat’s use
of caste6 and kin relations to carry out successful private real estate projects in Chandori.
Through these vignettes, the article explores the inner workings of the state focusing on
the importance of caste and kin relations in the functioning of the shadow state in the
neoliberal era.

The entrepreneurial shadow state

Scholars including Abrams (1988), or Mitchell (1991) have argued that the entity of state
is difficult to define. The state has been interpreted “as a set of discourses” (Hansen &
Stepputat, 2001; Mitchell, 1991), a web of bureaucratic personnel, institutions and prac-
tices (Evans et al., 1985), a field of politics and power (Bardhan, 1984; Jessop, 1977;
Miliband, 1969), a set-up in which the distinction between public and private is
blurred (Gupta, 1995), or even a unit in which significant action often takes place in
proto-state “shadows” dominated by non-state actors (Harriss-White, 1997) (summar-
ized in Sud, 2008, pp. 3–4). Importantly, the state in practice in Chandori is a multi-
faceted, internally differentiated, pluralized entity rather than a homogenous one
(Sinha, 2011). Through this, the article will point toward a more nuanced, situated
understanding of how state policies emerge, how they take root in a particular place,
and their impact on the entity of the state.

URBAN GEOGRAPHY 3



The term “shadow state” has been initially used to refer to the state in countries such as
Sierra Leone which were characterized by “the emergence of rulers drawing authority
from their ability to control markets and their material rewards” (Reno, 1995, p. 3)
especially through the exploitation of precious resources. In a different context, Geiger
and Wolch (1986) introduced the term “shadow state” to theorize structural changes
in the US and UK nonprofit sectors during the 1970s and 1980s (Mitchell, 2001;
Trudeau, 2008; Wolch, 1990). In the context of India, Harriss-White (2003) explained
how intermediate classes “colonise the state to further their interests” and expand the
scope of what she called the “shadow state” which exists alongside and, in some ways,
interlocking with the formal state. The formal state, here, refers to the set of institutions
of political and executive control centered upon government while the shadow state rep-
resents the practices that are outside the formal counterparts. However, when one ana-
lyses the (formal) state and practices of its actors, the line between formal and shadow
elements are often blurred. This is certainly the case in Chandori.

At the same time, such shadow practices often have an element of corruption. The
shadow state and the practices discussed in this article may or may not be categorized
under corruption. Here, the term, shadow, is used under broad categorization to docu-
ment the presence of an apparatus or a field where various blocs struggle to corner
material gains without debating which of those is/are illegal. Some of these practices
can be obvious corruption while others are extra mile steps taken by state actors for
ease of doing business. In that sense, one can argue that the concept is closer to
Partha Chatterjee’s (2001) much discussed political society that described a parallel
field of governance in which claims are advanced based on morality rather than legal
rights. While this is not the case under the shadow state in the article, both the concepts
exist only in relation to the state as they both implicate public servants in informality, and
they have a profound influence on the city. However, this article focuses on the state and
elites’ practices.

So, is the state a field of competition and conflict or is the state itself a field of struggle?
Poulantzas’s (1978) scholarship on the capitalist state7 is particularly relevant here as he
argued that the principal political role of the capitalist state is organizing the power bloc
and disorganizing the popular masses. Its “different apparatuses, sections, and levels
serve as power centers for different fractions or fractional alliances within the power
bloc and/or as centers of resistance for different elements among the popular masses”
(cited in Jessop, 1999, p. 48, also see Jessop, 1985). Hence “the state here is the strategic
field formed through intersecting power networks that becomes a favorable terrain for
political maneuver by the hegemonic fraction” (Jessop, 1999, p. 48). It is through consti-
tuting this terrain that the state helps to organize the power bloc and thus, the state is a
field where competing interests ultimately struggle for power. In similar ways, instead of
looking at the shadow practices of the state as a marker of corruption, this article analyses
it as a reaction to the pressure from the power blocs. The practices that many of the state
actors undertake are motivated by disparate intentions.

A key turn to how the state is analyzed is often associated with the advent of neoliber-
alism, Neoliberal policies were introduced by the federal Indian government in 1991.8

Although these policies argued for the retrenchment of the state if not outright withdra-
wal, realities were often different. As with the global trend, the Indian state did not wither
away following the introduction of neoliberal policies. Its “central role in social change,
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politics, and policymaking” remains an “empirical reality” (Mooij, 1999, p. 44) while
retaining a preeminent place in the popular imagination of the citizens. Importantly in
Gujarat, the pressure on the state to step back, or the forward march of non-state
actors precedes the 1990s and has been a key reason behind the province’s skewed devel-
opment and rampant inequality across class, gender and caste.9

On the other hand, provincial governments competed for investment in the pre-
liberalization era. Often referred to as the License Raj, provinces regularly lobbied the
central government in New Delhi for a greater share in the Five-year Plans (Kohli,
2009; Sinha, 2005). There are also many instances of favoritism for designated corpor-
ations. Thus, neoliberalism did not necessarily introduce competition amongst provin-
cial governments nor introduced shadow state practices. In similar ways, instead of
looking at the shadow practices of the state as a marker of corruption, this article analyses
it as a reaction to the pressure from the power blocs. Such shadow practices undertaken
by state actors are motivated by disparate intentions. Sometimes it could be entrepre-
neurialism and at other times, it is the private profit motive of a certain power bloc
that uses the state as a field.

The outcome of the neoliberal policies of 1991 was a fundamentally restructured
Indian economy which also fueled the growth of urban and real estate sectors. This
was manifested in the urban geographies across most cities of the country. The city “cap-
tured the imagination of both the state and the private sector as the most important
engine of national growth and development and as the site of market expansion and
investment” (Gooptu, 2016, p. 216). Provincial governments often proposed spatial pol-
icies seeking domestic and international investments from private sectors with an idea of
competition and free markets gaining prominence in these policies. The Special Econ-
omic Zones (SEZ) of the late 1990s and early 2000s are representative of such spatial neo-
liberal policies in India (Jenkins et al., 2014) and the SIRs are mere extensions. Tax
breaks, subsidized resources (such as land or water), and provision of physical infrastruc-
ture were central to those policies which Harvey (1989) calls part of the state’s attempts at
“urban entrepreneurialism.”

To deliver these policies, to become more entrepreneurial and compete against each
other for private investments, the Indian state at various levels reformed its institutional
architecture making it more market-oriented through institutions such as Special
Purpose Vehicles (CSIRDA is an example here). They also became part of governance
delivery beyond the implementation of just a certain project. Such distinctive character-
istic of this form of state intervention is referred to as state entrepreneurialism where
state agencies or certain bureaucratically run public sector units indulge in risk taking
and profit maximizing activities (Chen, 2013; Pow, 2002). Studying the Chinese local
state’s role in planning that has seen a profound shift toward state entrepreneurialism,
Wu (2018) defines it as state engagement with the market through institutional reform
as it demonstrates a greater interest in introducing, developing and deploying market
instruments and engages in market-like entrepreneurial activities. Projects such as Chan-
dori SIR are physical manifestations pushing to build a more energetic and entrepreneur-
ial set of state or semi-state organizations.

A growing literature has looked at state entrepreneurialism in India, including in
enclaves such as SEZs and SIRs (Das, 2015; Datta, 2015; Goldman, 2011; Kennedy,
2013; Kennedy & Sood, 2019; Sood & Kennedy, 2020). The shadow nature of the
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phenomenon has also been examined such as the outsourcing of state functions to private
groups and consultants (Kennedy & Sood, 2019; Sami & Anand, 2021). The Gujarat case
has been examined in the work of scholars such as Sampat (2016), among others. Hurl
and Vogelpohl (2021) provide a global perspective. The case of the Chandori SIR and
the shadow practices of the state here adds a new dimension by illuminating the existence
of an increasingly blurry boundary between the state and non-state actors who are key
stakeholders in the private sector. It demonstrates how public officials occupy non-
state spaces for private benefits using their official positions, while private-sector
actors function as de facto state representatives for their own benefits. In all, the
Gujarat model of state-entrepreneurialism reflects a mode of governance which goes
the extra mile to suit the market and private interests characterized by motives of per-
sonal benefits delivered through caste and kin relations.

The article makes two inferences which contribute to our understanding of the state.
First, neoliberal policies have affected how non-state actors appropriate the state and take
up the role of the state, often becoming the face of the state. Second and extended from
this is that many such state actors undertake a host of shadow practices to take forward
the project of neoliberalism even if often with a motive of personal gain. Shadow practice
is a salient feature of state entrepreneurialism in India as the state enthusiastically
modifies and adjusts its rules and practices. Whether such practices escalate the speed
with which projects are undertaken is one matter, but in the process, a number of
usual bureaucratic procedures are skipped.

Making the state efficient and entrepreneurial: neoliberalism and
bureaucracy

Das (2005) in his work on the role of the Indian Administrative Service (IAS) argues that
“the idea that India should liberalise entered the IAS thinking in the early 1980s and
gained visible support towards the middle of the decade.” While the support or opposi-
tion toward neoliberal policies amongst the IAS was not unified, the upper echelons often
formulated policies with full commitment (Das, 2005). Following the idea of a small state,
the size of the bureaucracy has certainly been trimmed down with significant outsourcing
of tasks. Even the number of village level officials in Gujarat, called Talati,10 has
decreased. Earlier, each Talati in the Chandori region had one village to look after.
With very few new appointments over the last two decades since the 1990s, most
Talatis now are responsible for at least two-three villages. Outsourcing can be witnessed
in the revenue department at sub-district levels too. The land record offices contracted
private companies to keep IT records, who in turn employ computer operators on
paltry salaries.

Neoliberalism amongst bureaucrats

The role of bureaucrats in Gujarat in taking the project of neoliberalism forward is extre-
mely important. Newspaper and magazine articles in Gujarat often mention the role of
some of the key bureaucrats in the success of institutions such as Vibrant Gujarat. These
same bureaucrats were moved to the Prime Ministers’ Office in New Delhi after the then
Gujarat Chief Minister won the national elections in 2014. While the initial reaction
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toward economic liberalization amongst high-ranking bureaucrats was mixed, by the end
of the 1990s, there seemed to be a consensus amongst the higher levels of bureaucracy
about the role of neoliberal policies in advancing India’s economy (Das, 2005; Mooij,
2005). Many of these bureaucrats became cheerleaders for these policies.

Since the staff of INFINITY (the global consultants hired for Chandori SIR) and
CSIRDA shared the same office, I once asked a senior manager at CSIRDA, about
how he views the overlap of the role of INFINITY and CSIRDA. He had this to say:

Importantly, here we have government officials who work for 8 hours a day continuously.
That is because they see the INFINITY people, seated in the same office, (work) for
10 hours a day. There is pressure on our people, so they are much more efficient now…
We need to learn the ethos from private sector and then we can become efficient and entre-
preneurial. Whatever organisational structure and system we are developing for Chandori,
there will be a brand of corporate-government culture. We are not strictly government
because if we follow government rules and way of working, nothing can happen…We
have to become entrepreneurial… (Therefore), having INFINITY inside has improved
our speed, made us more efficient and productive… . (Interview with CSIRDA bureaucrat,
in 2017)

There seemed to be an agreement on this among other civil servants as the CEO of
CSIRDA, argued similarly. When I asked him about the impact of sharing an office
with a private consultant, he said:

I see it as a very positive development. Firstly, we do not want government departments to
swell too much. That talk is everywhere. (The government needs) to cut down on size and
expenditure. It is better to outsource, to achieve higher efficiency. (Secondly), there is a per-
ception that government departments are very bad and not managed properly, and private
sector is good…However, (with INFINITY) we are engaging world-class consultants, to
create a world-class city… In the future, however, it will also lead to capacity building of
government organisations. When the contract with INFINITY terminates, CSIRDA will
have a team strong enough to handle what INFINITY has been doing. (Interview with
CSIRDA bureaucrat, in 2017)

Both these views clearly represent on-the-ground perspectives of a state under neoliber-
alism – pared down, efficient, similar to the image of a corporate sector. Two key argu-
ments supporting neoliberalism and state entrepreneurialism emerge from the above
quotes. First, neoliberal ideologies of competition and efficiency have played a key role
for the state in the recruitment of the INFINITY. The CEO is happy to outsource state
responsibilities to private consultancies to increase efficiency. Second, another reason
given for INFINITY’s presence is the need for the public sector to mimic the private
sector and become more efficient, for example, in terms of the number of working
hours. Both interviewees foresaw a key role for INFINITY to restructure the state
from within pointing out how INFINITY could “professionalise,” “corporatise” and/or
make the state’s development interventions “more efficient,”11 through its effect on
state organizations.

Similarly, both underlined the need to make the state more “entrepreneurial,” a neo-
liberal tenet. In the infrastructure and urbanization sectors in particular, such endeavor
was made through institutions such as SPVs. In achieving “state entrepreneurialism,” the
CEO found a key role for INFINITY as it brought “world-class” practices to the country-
side of Gujarat. In the longer run, INFINITY in his view would contribute toward the
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capacity building of CSIRDA. Such statements are evidence of the state’s attempt to be
entrepreneurial.

The state/non-state conundrum: the case of INFINITY

Beyond making the CSIRDA’s staff work for longer hours, the outcome of INFINITY’s
involvement was rather different from what the CEO claimed. Analyzing the practices of
the state here, it is worth noting the everyday practices inside the state office that reflect a
negotiation of state vs. non-state relations. INFINITY’s staff have created a space for
themselves and are often perceived as state actors. In fact, INFINITY embodies what
one observer described as “the only constant in the office.”12 INFINITY plays a key
part in the processes of negotiation of the CSIRDA. INFINITY staff were often the
face of the project to deal with a possible investor visiting the CSIRDA office. Whereas
this could have involved a synergy between INFINITY and CSIRDA in managing
daily affairs, such practices instead involved INFINITY staff acting on behalf of the
state, creating an impression that they were part of the state.

This was evident from my interactions with visitors to the CSIRDA office. Those who
visited multiple times (such as real estate developers from Chandori) named the staff of
INFINITY as the “high-ranking officials who are very good at getting things done.” They
could rarely differentiate between the INFINITY staff and the bureaucrats of CSIRDA.
Many of them considered Srivastava (Project Lead from INFINITY) to be the head of
CSIRDA and described him as the “constant” presence whereas “people like CEO (he
spelled the name) keep coming and going.” To a business delegate, Srivastava exuded
“confidence, power and continuity while interacting with them even if in the company
of state officials.”13

Srivastava represented a center of power in the office other than the CEO of CSIRDA.
Srivastava was the mainstay whereas the IAS officers in charge of CSIRDA were transferred
or promoted regularly. The CEO whom I interviewed, for instance, was transferred in
August 2019, exactly two years after he joined whereas the INFINITY lead staff remained
the same. For a long time, the CEO post remained vacant or was delegated to officers as an
additional responsibility. Discussing the role of Srivastava, a junior INFINITY staff toldme:

It is because of Srivastava sir that the project is still on…He is decisive and knows whom to
pressurise and how to handle the bureaucrats. I will give you an example: getting the water
for Chandori…We kept revolving around five different sources and were back to square
one after a year or two. Then, we had a meeting with the Principal Secretary and Srivastava
sir made sure that all those five bureaucrats (head of these water sources) were summoned.
He told them that “if you are not giving me water, I can get other sources but do not mess
around with me. You will be transferred in two years. Someone new will come to ask me to
start it again”… . (Interview with INIFINITY staff, in February 2018)

My impression of Srivastava from our short interview was no different. Assertive, often
using the language of a state bureaucrat or politician, he spoke about the importance of
the project for India and Gujarat:

… The country needs the project. It will give a sudden boost to the economy. You must have
seen Mr. Prime Minister stressing on its importance. The key aspect is the size and scale of
Chandori. It is bigger than Singapore. Mr. PrimeMinister wants this to be realised as soon as
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possible and we are putting our best efforts. He is behind us… . (Interview with INIFINITY
staff, in February 2018)

Interestingly, whenever INFINITY or CSIRDA staff visited the site in Chandori, the local
real estate developers paid enthusiastic visits (Figure 1), in which they were unable to
differentiate between INFINITY and CSIRDA. For these developers, “they are all from
Gandhinagar.”14 Gandhinagar to them was the seat of the state that delivers business,
or at least by associating with it, one can acquire business. These property developers’
websites and social media profiles are adorned with photographs of company bosses
with INFINITY or CSIRDA staff or with other business delegates visiting Chandori
(Figures 1 and 2). One of them responded to my question on why the staff were impor-
tant: “They make our projects legitimate. These are ‘big’ government officers, big people.
And our customers then find us easy to believe. Else, there are too many cheaters selling
plots in Chandori… .”15

The position of INFINITY, the authority of Srivastava and the perception that
businesses have of them raise a fundamental question: are these corporate actors part
of the state? This is especially significant in the post-liberalization context in India
when existing bureaucratic structures have collaborated with new actors such as INFIN-
ITY. INFINITY’s staff are not officially part of the bureaucratic structure of CSIRDA but
work from the same space and hence straddle the formal and shadow spaces of the state.
In working simultaneously from both inside and outside of the state spaces, INFINITY
mediates the relations between state and businesses. Through these practices, they have
become part of the state in Gandhinagar.

Figure 1. Local property dealer welcoming a Chinese business delegate. This was on the sideline
during the visit of a Chinese group to Chandori SIR. Source: The picture is from the official websites
of the real estate companies.
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The governing body of CSIRDA: politicking and breaching of the state

As the state tries to become more entrepreneurial and lure investors, state actors undertake
a host of shadow practices. Here, the formal and shadow elements flow into one another
smoothly and their movement create a new image of the state as well as new state actors
who constitute the state. These new actors blur the lines between formal and shadow
elements in light of a large infrastructure project, as we witness the state’s changing
relationship with society and the market or business. They underline the importance of
practices in the shadow state, and as I show below, these practices occur even at the
highest echelons of the state, whether amongst BoardMembers of CSIRDA or bureaucrats,
architects and planners who have worked with CSIRDA in various capacities.

Mishra (pseudonym) is one of the Board Members of CSIRDA. Once while talking
about how there was always political pressure on the members to move forward in the
project without particular care for the details, he described certain events during the
stages of Chandori’s initiation. While looking into the details of the companies, which
signed Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs) with the government, I came across
one company, which was registered under the name of Chandori even before the
announcement of the project.16 Mishra told me about an interaction with one senior
bureaucrat, Saha (pseudonym) after a board meeting that took place around November-
December 2008. The Chandori SIR project was being finalized around this time and a
conceptual “Master Plan” had just arrived from the consultants:

…At the meeting when we were shown the “conceptual master plan” of Chandori for the
first time, Saha said: “We will implement this.” I said: “The plan has to be worked out. It is
still sketchy.” (Saha said:) “Sir, whatever you have to do, you can do later. You please
approve it today. Write your complaints, we will look into it. However, if you are going
to sit on this or reject, I am going to lose my job tomorrow… .” (I said:) “But this is incom-
plete. Even the zones are not complete.” He went on: “Sir, I will come to your home for

Figure 2. A property dealer is giving a memento to Srivastava (right) from INFINITY. Source: The
picture is from the official websites of the real estate companies.
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dinner. We can arrange some funds for your institute (takes the name)…Or else I will have
to change the board. You will not be in the board from tomorrow…Vibrant Gujarat is in 2
months’ time. We have the investors from Singapore… are (sic) onboard. Where will we
give them lands from if this is not approved?” The board approved this… . (Interview
with Mishra in February 2018 in Gandhinagar)

The Vibrant Gujarat [Global Summit (VGGS)] 2009 was held in February 2009 where the
Chandori SIR project was launched by the government. During the summit, there were
three main companies which signed MoUs with the government, one of which was a
Singapore-based company whose owner floated a couple of companies around 2008.
This company was to be allotted 1,219 hectares in Chandori. This new company,
Greater Chandori Infrastructures Private Limited was registered with the Registrar of
Companies Kolkata in November 2008.17 If Chandori SIR was first announced to the
public in February 2009, it was strange that a company named “Greater Chandori”
already existed three months before the launch of the project. Mishra subtly answered
this by explaining what Saha told him in November–December 2008 about the Singa-
pore-based investors being ready with the money and the state needing to give them
land at any cost.

Similar incidents of exceptions are quite widespread, such that the state of exception is
so common that it comes across as routine (Das & Poole, 2004). For example, the govern-
ment launched the Chandori port project in 2002. Surprisingly, a company named “Chan-
dori Port and Special Economic Zone Limited” was already registered in 1998 as records
from the website of MCA21, operated by the Ministry of Corporate Affairs of India,
clarify. This was much before anything was heard about the Chandori port project and
more interestingly, even before the concept of SEZ was in place. From the analysis of
land sale records of the Chandori SIR region it was clear that the first set of sudden sales
or outside buyers arriving in Chandori began around 2000 and although the port project
along with an industrial estate was officially launched in 2002. Offices of real estate compa-
nies startedmushrooming around 2000. Hence, peak land sale started before the announce-
ment of the project underlining the insider information that must have been used.

However, such exceptions in the name of ease of business have been a commonplace
in the Indian state, both historically and in the current scenarios. As argued earlier, the
era of “License Raj” is wrought with such favoritism (Sinha, 2005). In the neoliberal
period, however, as scholars across the globe (Ong, 2006) or on India (Sood &
Kennedy, 2020) have shown, such exception has also received an official mechanism.
The observations raise questions whether these practices signify illegality, corruption
and also, why I prefer to call them shadow. On one hand, these “exceptions” are an
outcome of the entrepreneurial zeal which the state needs to inculcate to become
more “efficient” or “professional” as the CSIRDA bureaucrats earlier argued. At the
same time, this entrepreneurial zeal has resulted in a series of shadow practices by
the state and by the many people with such information who used them to corner per-
sonal benefits. The passing of information to businesses, possibly by bureaucrats, is one
case in point. Whether these practices escalate the speed of project delivery is one
matter, but in the process, a number of usual bureaucratic procedures are skipped.
The informal luring, threatening or arm-twisting to approve the planning drawings
of the project illustrate how shadow practices are undertaken. While the obligations
of a neoliberal ideology may compel the state or its personnel to become “competitive”
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and “entrepreneurial,” the state undertakes shadow practices and becomes the “state of
exception” (Ong, 2006). At the same time, this is also motivated by private interests as
the next section will document.

An official’s use of caste, kinship and the state

A salient feature of the shadow state proposed in this article is the network of caste and
kin relationships that often thrive the shadow practices. Shadow state practices overlap
with caste and kin networks and understanding these networks is key to illuminating
the practices and disentangling the idea of the state. Scholars have pointed out that
the state is no neutral arbiter when it comes to the social relations of caste or kin
(Harriss-White, 2003, p. 191). Since the neoliberal policies were launched in the 1990s,
the state or the market never attempted to abolish or transform such existing relations.
Rather, it “encourage(d) them to rework themselves as economic institutions and to
persist” (Harriss-White, 2003, p. 191). As both caste and religion are practiced in a
flexible manner, they “generate exclusive, networked forms of accumulation and cor-
poratist forms of economic regulation” as the vignette below manifests (Harriss-
White, 2003, p. 191).

Mihir (pseudonym) was previously a muscleman cum middleman operating in land
deals. His role involves brokering a land deal charging a fixed sum from the buyer.
However, when he comes across obstinate sellers, using muscle power is “part of the
job.” Once, he vividly explained his first major deal: a “Collector” from Gandhinagar
was buying land for a company named “Suzlon” that deals in wind energy and
planned to set up an SEZ in Chandori.

Mihir: … This company (Suzlon) wanted more land from that area. Kaushik Dhanani
did the entire deal for Rampur’s (name of village) land… Being a Patidar,18 he
was the main person of the Minister’s daughter in Chandori…What happens
is companies like Suzlon cannot buy such a massive tract of land. They hire
people like Kaushik… They ask Kaushik to buy as he is responsible, being a gov-
ernment official. Then, he can buy in anyone’s name; Suzlon is not concerned
because they will get hold of Kaushik whenever they want… Then, Kaushik
needs us to buy the land on the ground… So, after a couple of months…
Kaushik started his projects in Nagar (pseudonym) from the same money
probably.

Author: Which project?
Mihir: Smart Township (name changed) next to Chandori Hotel (name changed) on the

highway… I am not sure about the real owner, but the Minister’s daughter is cer-
tainly there. However, he is the man behind it and some other projects as well.

Kaushik Dhanani is currently a Senior Manager for land acquisition at the Gujarat Infra-
structure Development Board (GIDB), the Apex Authority of CSIRDA. Before moving to
Gandhinagar, Kaushik was a land revenue official in a sub-district neighboring Chandori
when the SIR was launched. His position in the land revenue department was important,
as he was the custodian of all the land records of the 50 or so villages under the sub-
district’s administration. Any land transaction has to pass through his office. Kaushik
then moved to Gandhinagar as a Deputy Collector in the Revenue Department. This
was followed by his elevation to GIDB where he had an impressive profile. For a graduate
in chemistry, he was also the Chief Town Planner with GIDB and was the CEO of
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CSIRDA and, a member of its Governing Board members. He was also the CEO of
another SIR Authority for a brief period.

While this set of promotions in such a brief span is remarkable, Kaushik’s moonlight-
ing is no less extraordinary, illuminating the intricate working of the shadow state taking
caste and kin networks onboard in neoliberal India. Real estate dealers in Chandori often
claimed that the Smart Township project (mentioned above) has been very successful in
the region. The informants argue: “it belonged to Patidars and second, they have connec-
tions in the ministry and the SIR Office” (Interview with real-estate dealers in Chandori).
In a society where caste is a consistent marker of personal, professional or political
relationships, Patidar buyers first went to Kaushik. Secondly, their bureaucratic and pol-
itical connections in Gandhinagar gave buyers additional faith in their transactions. Also,
the project was supposedly owned by the daughter of an important Minister, who was a
Patidar.

Kaushik’s private office dealing with these projects was in Sector 8 where he undertook
his shadow role while his government position at GIDB/CSIRDA in Sector 19 was barely
3 kilometers away. When I looked at the Registrar of Company’s records to find the regis-
tration details of the company that promoted Smart Township, the address of the
company was the same as where Kaushik’s residential office in Sector 8 was located.
On the website of Smart Township, MoUs worth billions of Indian rupees (INR)19

signed with the Government of Gujarat during the biennial VGGS were uploaded. At
the 2015 VGGS, when Anandiben Patel (a Patidar) was the Chief Minister, the website
claimed to have signed MoUs worth INR 36 billion, which dipped to INR 8 billion in
the VGGS 2017 by the time a new Chief Minister was in place (Figure 3). Along with
its own projects, the website regularly uploaded recent pictures on the progress of con-
struction of SIR undertaken on behalf of the government. This often created an ambigu-
ity and made Smart Township appear like a government-promoted project. At the
Gujarat Patidar Business Summit 2018 held in Gandhinagar, Kaushik’s company partici-
pated actively (Figure 4) and drew immense interest being the only representation from
the much talked about Chandori smart city.

However, around 2017–2018, Kaushik has been facing the heat from various sides
after a new Chief Minister came to power in Gujarat. A departmental inquiry was
launched against him although information has not been divulged. This was further
corroborated by a number of complaints against Kaushik and Smart Township,
which appeared online on multiple websites that report consumer complaints
(Figure 5). Complaints ranged from cheating to how Kaushik used his connections
to suppress the voices of complainants. One buyer, who worked as a small businessper-
son in Ahmedabad complained of being cheated as there was not much progress in the
Township.

These networks are hard and risky for researchers to break into, while finding a docu-
ment trail to prove it is near impossible. Yet the evidence above suggests that these claims
are not completely unfounded. The Minister’s daughter has been caught in a massive
land fraud in a nearby district for getting government-owned land at a 92% discounted
rate.20 One cannot ignore the fact that when the Chief Minister was a Patidar, Kaushik’s
company signed MoUs worth more than four times compared to two years later, when
the Patidar Chief Minister was replaced. At the same time, Suzlon Energy Limited, for
which Kaushik was buying land through Mihir, was owned by a Patidar. A bureaucrat
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like Kaushik blurs the line between the state and non-state. He enabled a large private
company such as Suzlon to aggregate land, and for that he used his position at the
revenue department and later at the GIDB. To target a specific seller, one needs to
know the survey numbers and ownership details of the land that Kaushik automatically
had access to from these offices.

In addition, Kaushik drew power from his Patidar kinship networks to undertake
his shadow practices. Hence, within these dynamics involving the shadow state man-
ifesting neoliberalism, traditional caste and kin relations play an important role, some-
thing scholars of the Indian political economy has earlier established. David Mosse
(2020) has argued that current economic and political forces have simultaneously wea-
kened and revived caste in ways that defy easy generalization. Historically accumulated
“caste capital” is flexible enough to “suit new institutional orders and opportunity

Figure 3. Screenshots of Smart Township’s MoUs. Source: Smart Township website.
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structures” (Bandyopadhyay, 2016). Similarly, Harriss-White (2003, pp. 176–200)
argued that under market economy caste continues to be what she calls a “social struc-
ture of accumulation” for Indian capitalism. Kaushik’s moonlighting that blurs the
public–private or formal-shadow boundaries sums up the entrepreneurial state, be it
in Gandhinagar or in Chandori. Importantly, these fuzzy boundaries of the public–

Figure 4. Smart Township’s stall at the Gujarat Patidar Summit. Source: Smart Township website.

Figure 5. Screenshots of online complaints against Kaushik and his company on consumer forums.
Source: Compiled by author.
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private or state–non-state are not just an outcome of their poor categorization but
arise from the shadow practices of state actors such as Kaushik who constantly
unmake these boundaries. Caste and kin relationships become the logic through
which shadow practices are undertaken while also taking forward the project of
neoliberalism.

Conclusion

Through an ethnography of state practice in the urban development projects in India, the
articles documented the prominence of caste and kin networks in the quotidian oper-
ations of the shadow state especially in the neoliberal era. The micropolitics of such
caste and kin networks shaping these agendas are key to understand the shadow state
that is in practice. Organizations such as SPV that are tasked with delivering such pro-
jects become the key field for these practices as highlighted in the article. The article
examined the consequences of shadow practices of state and non-state actors in the neo-
liberal era through a series of disparate but connected vignettes. As services are out-
sourced, such practices help theorize how the state’s relationship with the society and
market has emerged. Two key ideas emerge here that contribute toward our understand-
ing of the state. First, neoliberal policies have affected how new entrants into the state’s
bureaucratic architecture appropriate the state and often become the face of the state.
Second, state actors undertake a host of shadow practices with motives of personal
gain that may also help take forward the project of neoliberalism. Occasionally, there
are shadow practices that take place due to the demand of the entrepreneurial zeal of
the state as well.

The article also sheds light on new entrants such as private consultants that have now
come to represent the state manifesting the new emerging state structures in the neolib-
eral era. Not only do state actors advocate the intrinsic virtue in private entities partici-
pating in public affairs, but bureaucrats use a neoliberal argument to explain why the
public sector needs to learn from the private: the traditional state is inefficient or unpro-
fessional and these new state actors represent the opposite. As private consultants collab-
orate with the state to undertake functions previously the preserve of the state, the state is
being re-imagined at every level in the process. Non-state personnel are often perceived
as representing the state by citizens as they experience the state through these actors.
Despite being located outside the formal bureaucratic apparatus, the private consultancy
has very much become integrated into the state and entrenched in bureaucratic
hierarchies.

This also opens the field of the state for shadow practices. In order to professionalize
the state or make it more efficient and entrepreneurial, a number of shadow practices are
adopted that also ensure private benefits. Usual bureaucratic procedures or protocols are
bypassed by the entrepreneurial state to become “more efficient and get business done.”
The ubiquity of business transactions makes shadow practices routine, and such activities
are no longer the exception. Hence, it opens up spaces for caste and kin relations to
corner the benefits using the state. The vignettes also underline how studying, following
and observing the bureaucrats’ many interactions with citizens or with international
organizations tasked with delivering a certain tenet of development provides us new
understandings of the state.
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Notes

1. Gujarat is a province along the western coast of India and Gandhinagar is its administrative
capital. All names of interviewees and places are anonymized (unless otherwise stated) to
protect the identity of the individuals. Chandori is not the real name of the place. The pro-
vincial government of Gujarat passed the Special Investment Region (SIR) Act in 2009
specifically to develop new townships and industrial areas (See Datta, 2015).

2. “State” and the shadow state are discussed in more detail in later sections. Indian regions are
also called “states”. However, I prefer to use “province” throughout the article to avoid
confusion.

3. Existing scholarship has covered Gujarat state’s shadow practices from different dimensions.
Guha Thakurta, 2015; Jaffrelot (2019) shed light on what is mostly labelled as crony capit-
alism. Others including Bahree (2014), Lobo and Kumar (2009), Sud (2009) cover instances
of state’s role in land grab in Gujarat for corporations. Sud (2009) has made an argument in
the case of Gujarat that it exemplified a “business friendly” pattern, more than a “market-
friendly” economy that Kohli (2006a, 2006b) argued for India. Also, see note 5.

4. Neoliberalism refers to the laissez-faire economic liberalism practiced since the 1980s,
including policies such as privatisation, free trade agreements between nations, state dereg-
ulation, the opening up of financial markets, encouragement of foreign direct investment,
and reductions in government spending in order to increase the role of the private sector
in the economy (Harvey, 1989, 2005).

5. This should not undermine the importance of the existing business friendly policies before
2001. Gujarat has been one of the most economically liberal states since India’s indepen-
dence possibly down to its mercantile history due to its location along the Indian Ocean
with a long coastline. In fact, a number of policies (such as Special Economic Zones) and
institutions (Gujarat Infrastructure Development Board) were already in place. The Chief
Minister (2001–2014) then promoted a slew of new policies such as the SIR Act while imple-
menting the existing policies with a mix of entrepreneurial and authoritative tendencies and
a dose of right-wing Hindu nationalism. Scholars have shown how right-wing Hindu
nationalism was packaged together with neoliberal policies (See Akhtar, 2022; Bhattacharjee,
2019; Desai, 2008; Mahadevia, 2005; Simpson, 2013; Spodek, 2011; Sud, 2012; Yagnik &
Sheth, 2005).

6. Caste in India refers to the four subdivisions of the traditional Hindu hierarchy: Brahmins
(priests), Kshatriyas (warriors), Vaishyas (merchants), and Shudras (labourers). Dalits,
treated as the “untouchable” caste lie outside it.

7. As explained earlier, the current Indian state is certainly closer to a capitalist state and the
Gujarat state is no exception. Also, the last vestiges of socialism were wiped out with the
neoliberal reforms of the 1990s.

8. The scholarship on Indian neoliberalism covers most aspects on the context or the events
leading to its initiation as well as its outcomes over the decades. Refer to Bardhan (2000),
Bhagwati (1993), Jenkins (1999), Kohli (2006a, 2006b), Mooij (2005). For the scholarship
on spatial policies of the state, refer to Kennedy (2013), Levien (2018), Mahadevia (2005).

9. Scholars have shown that this was very clearly the case of Gujarat’s political economy from
the 1970s until the 1990s. See Breman (1985), Hirway (1995), Hirway and Mahadevia
(2005); Rutten (1995), Streefkert et al. (2002).

10. Talatis are government officials in rural Gujarat tasked with duties such as maintaining crop
and land records of the village, collection of tax revenue and irrigation dues.

11. The words commonly appeared during the interviews with both officials.
12. Interview with business delegate, a manager of a real estate company, in January 2018 in

Ahmedabad.
13. Interviews with business delegate in December 2017 and January 2018. The quoted texts are

from interviewees.
14. Interview with business delegates in February 2018 and in November 2017.
15. Interview with business delegates in November 2017 and January 2018.
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16. Due to the sensitive nature of the information and to protect the security of the interviewee,
I do not provide the granular details.

17. These records can be accessed officially for a small fee from the website of MCA21 and oper-
ated by the Ministry of Corporate Affairs of India (http://www.mca.gov.in/).

18. Patidar is a landed upper-caste community mainly from the province of Gujarat and has a
significant diaspora spread across Europe, North America, and Africa.

19. “INR” (₹) or variously termed “Rupees” or “Rs” refers to the currency of India. At the
current exchange rate (as of September 2021), 1 GBP equals INR 103.

20. While this news was published in national and regional newspapers, I am not citing it to
hide the names.
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